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FOREWORD


I opened the manuscript of Battle Scarred with blue pen poised. It’s a sad reflection upon me that I rarely read a manuscript purely for pleasure these days, but always either to take notes or to make annotations commenting on a draft. I made a few comments – suggesting that the unduly respectful ‘ANZAC Cove’ was just wrong, and should actually be ‘Anzac Cove’ … and then I stopped annotating and read with mounting enjoyment and satisfaction.


Battle Scarred is surely the finest battalion history I have ever read. Working as a part-time author, ninety-odd years after the Great War, having met no living member, and based impracticably in Tasmania – as far as possible from the Queensland homes of most members of the battalion and still have an Australian postcode – Craig Deayton has written a superb evocation and analysis of the life of one of the less celebrated of the AIF’s infantry battalions. He traces its formation, its uneven commanders, its patchy performance at Pozières, its ordeal at Messines and Ypres, and its final triumph at Dernancourt before its disbandment in the autumn of 1918. This is no flattering hagiography full of derring-do, but an honest, critical, but still sympathetic, portrait of a run-of-themill AIF battalion. Highly readable and richly descriptive both of the 47th’s men and their actions, it helps to explain not just what the AIF did on the Western Front, but what it was like for those involved, and why the AIF’s part in that terrible war remains such a profound part of Australian memory so long after.


Craig Deayton’s book is as good as it is partly because he has been a tenacious researcher (in the archives and on the battlefield), and has applied an intelligent, critical, analysis to the sources he has consulted. But he also deserves credit for capitalising upon several recent changes in the way Australian military history is now written. It would perhaps be an exaggeration to call these changes ‘turns’, still less ‘revolutions’ in how we think about and practise military history, but collectively they suggest that military history today is done very differently to how it used to be. It is the application of these changes to his work for Battle Scarred that makes it such a valuable book, a very different sort of battalion history to those written in the war’s wake.


Battle Scarred is very clearly a ‘post-Bean’ history. Craig has used Bean’s work, both the documents he created and assembled, and the history he wrote. He is respectful of Bean’s achievement, but is not constrained by it. Led by the evidence, he disagrees where justified. In this Craig Deayton shows us that Bean’s domination of the story of Anzac is truly over: a century on, we can use and respect his work, but we need not be limited by it.


Second, this book is very clearly the product of the new operational history of the Great War. It reflects and applies interpretations and ideas thrown up by recent scholarship. Though it tells the story of just one infantry battalion – one of sixty-or-so Australian and 700-odd BEF battalions on the Western Front – it repeatedly tests or applies insights gained from a familiarity with recent works of critical analysis, and its accounts of actions (Messines and Dernancourt especially) suggest fresh insights of broader relevance.


In that a battalion is as much a social as an operational organisation, a battalion history must be more than an account of its actions. In this, Battle Scarred applies one of the profound changes applied over the past couple of decades, in that it offers a detailed, penetrating and honest account of the 47th’s composition and its members’ characters and relationships. It does not resile from discussing failures in leadership, incidents of bullying (one resulting in a man’s suicide) or occasions where the 47th’s men both fell short of, as well as lived up to, the Anzac legend. For this we should be grateful, and regard it highly as a work of social as well as military history.


That this degree of candour is possible is partly a product of Craig Deayton’s determination to tell the story as fully as possible, but it also reflects the final change his work embodies; the full use of the range of personal or unofficial sources available to him. Since 1974 (with the publication of Bill Gammage’s The Broken Years) it has not been possible to write adequately on Australia’s Great War without using evidence created by soldiers themselves. But Craig Deayton has taken on this challenge by locating and using diaries, letters and memoirs to give his history a very human dimension, one far removed from the traditional battalion history.


The result of Craig Deayton’s understanding and application of these changes is a battalion history that is arguably better – that is, more insightful, more analytical, and yet still more readable – than any of its predecessors. Battle Scarred deserves to be recognised for these qualities. It shows why the AIF was among the most effective forces on the Western Front, but without skiting unduly about Australian achievements. It paints a realistic picture of the highs and the lows of the life of a battalion, without either concealing or demeaning. (In this it embroiders the mantle of Charles Bean, who necessarily often hinted at criticism rather than openly exposing it). It shows that a good battalion history can illuminate our understanding of war and military history despite its seemingly limited compass.


Craig Deayton is to be thanked for Battle Scarred, a book that refreshes and invigorates as well as follows in the great Australian tradition of the battalion history.


Peter Stanley


Director, Centre for Historical Research


National Museum of Australia
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INTRODUCTION


‘A great deal of heart burning and poignant regret’


The Lost Battalion


Queensland’s Oxley Library holds a photo taken in the final days of the First World War which, at first glance, is yet one more unit portrait of Australian soldiers of that war, indistinguishable from the many hundreds in libraries and private collections, hung on the walls of returned services clubs, or quietly fading in provincial museums and town halls across the country. The same gaunt and unsmiling faces are there, the same distinctive slouch hats at various angles, the same serious officers seated upright in the centre, in their Sam Browne belts.


One or two men stand out, whether by attitude, expression or variation of uniform, determined, it seems, to preserve their individuality from the sea of likeness that surrounds them, and from the blandness that the sepia tones and stiff formality of portraiture of the time demanded. Some faces are forever lost; short men hidden by taller ones, here and there someone’s image lost to shadow under the broad brimmed Australian hat, or blurred as he turned to some distraction about him. A long ago moment has been frozen in time.


The legend scrawled across the foreground, 47th Battalion Remnants, alone marks this image out as unusual and interesting, for this was the final photograph of a lost battalion. The men who gathered for this photograph in the Belgian village of Hastière were the survivors of a battalion disbanded some five months before, for whom the indignation of disbandment still rankled. The break up was all the more galling coming, as it did, in the wake of the battalion’s near annihilation in the battle of Dernancourt on 5 April 1918.


The commanding officer (CO) of the 47th, Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Imlay, in a final despatch to his men when that disbandment was announced, wrote that this decision had caused ‘a great deal of heart burning and poignant regret’, and added hopefully that the traditions of the battalion would live on after the war.1 In the final weeks of the battalion’s life, Imlay tried to find the time to fill in the record of the battalion prior to his taking over command. In the midst of war this was always going to be a near impossible task, but he was determined that it be attempted. He wrote on 31 May 1918 that:


no matter how distasteful it is to lose one’s battalion it is more so to let them fade to posterity without any history at all, and they have certainly a record to be proud of which will compare with any battalion in the A.I.F. which is saying something.2


The ambition for a battalion history lived on in Tasmania, at least in the immediate post-war period. In March 1920, Lieutenant Colonel Robert Eccles Snowden, the original CO of the 47th Battalion, was ‘detailed by the State Government to write up the doings in the field of the Tasmanian members of the 15th and 47th Battalions’.3 Snowden never completed the task, returning the diary précis to the AWM in Melbourne a year later.


Thomas Chataway, another Tasmanian, wrote the history of the 15th Battalion, published in 1921. Snowden would, in any case, have found the task a difficult one for many reasons. Sacked in August 1916 after a disastrous performance at Mouquet Farm, Snowden had no further connection with the battalion. Despite Imlay’s determination to prepare the ground by maintaining the records, no one else took up the considerable challenge of writing the battalion’s story, and unlike so many other units whose histories were written in the immediate post war years, often authored by officers who were participants, eye-witnesses and decision makers, its story remained untold. The years passed by, and although reunions continued in Queensland and Tasmania until the 1970s, the story of the 47th Battalion, like the colours laid up in Maryborough Cathedral and the men who fought its battles, quietly faded away.


This was certainly not due to a lack of resolve on the part of the national government to preserve the record. As well as sponsoring what became the most famously detailed official history of the First World War, the Commonwealth (through the AWM) also supported the publication of unit histories, an offer that many units took up while memories, and wounds, were still fresh.


By the 1950s most of the battalions of the 1st Australian Imperial Force (AIF) had their own histories to add to the monumental twelve volume Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-1918, but there were still gaps. Not surprisingly, the disbanded battalions were among those missing, and only about half of the units formed after 1915 published a history between the wars.4 The renewed interest in the latter part of the 20th century in Australia’s involvement in the First World War saw some of the ‘missing’ battalion histories published, some originals reprinted, and even several new versions of previously written battalion histories. At the time of writing, a handful of the 1st AIF’s battalion histories remain to be written, and as interest in this period of Australian history has continued to grow, it seems likely that in time the gaps will be filled.


For the 47th Battalion, the gap is curiously wide. The Official History is considered a masterpiece of military history, unprecedented in its detailed treatment of the actions of battalions, companies and even individual men, and unequalled in its authority. Charles Bean’s epic work justly stands alone on the summit. But despite the impression that his astonishing detail and meticulous research gives of a complete and sufficient record, Bean inevitably could not tell the whole story, and the narrative of the 47th Battalion’s battles fills little more than a handful of pages in those famous volumes. Bean drew on material from the battalion histories available at the time, and the absence of a 47th Battalion history may be one reason for this. This lack of a published unit history, however, doesn’t really explain the curious under-representation of the 47th in the Official History, and it is easy to conclude in the shadow that Bean’s towering authority casts over Australia’s First World War historiography that what he omitted is of little consequence. This book will, I hope, challenge that assumption.


[image: image]


A rare photograph of the survivors of a battalion. Taken in Hastiere just after the armistice in 1918, 73 surviving members of the disbanded 47th Battalion gathered for the final time. (AWM P04541.002)


The battalion history is a traditional subject of military writing for good reason. Much more than the division or brigade, it was the battalion to which the individual soldier was most strongly attached, and the closest thing to a family to which he could belong in the often brutal environment of war. Nominally 1000 men strong, but ever fewer as the war progressed, from 1915 an infantry battalion was made up of four rifle companies, which were in turn divided into four platoons, each platoon being made up of four sections.


The battalion was the smallest autonomous fighting unit, having its own headquarters, medical, transport and communication sections, and a regimental band, as well as specialist weapons operators, cooks and tradesmen. Each AIF battalion was identified by a distinctive colour patch, its shape denoting the division to which it belonged and the colours identifying the brigade and the battalion. The battalion was small enough for men to know each other by sight, reputation, or connection before the war. Some, like the 48th, had family connections so strong and numerous that they entered the folklore of the AIF.


The Australian battalions, raised from states and even localities within those states, enjoyed a unique cohesion and esprit de corps, something actively fostered by their officers. Bean even fancied that there were distinctive characteristics possessed by men from the different states, a theory he would cultivate with rather more success when he reflected on an emerging national character in the AIF as a whole.


In reality, the average Australian infantry battalion, and certainly the 47th, as Chapter 1 reveals, was more remarkable for its diversity. If it was chiefly recruited from the urbanised, unmarried labouring classes, there was still within that group a remarkable sprinkling of men from foreign countries, different backgrounds and characters, and even a tiny few from other races. The 47th’s first casualty, Billy Elsdale, was an Aboriginal man from Normanby, and its last was William Zornig, whose German origins were only one generation removed. The history of this everyday battalion provides a ‘core sample’ of the 1st AIF and, in most respects, the Queenslanders and Tasmanians who made up the 47th were typical of the Australian infantry of the First World War.


Their story is important for other reasons. Typical they may have been, but the sense of the 47th as a particularly ill-starred battalion is palpable. Formed in 1916 as one of the new units as the AIF doubled in size, the 47th was built around veterans of the 15th Battalion who were transferred to provide a nucleus of battle experience in the new battalion. The 15th held the dubious honour of having suffered more casualties on the Gallipoli Peninsula than any other Australian battalion, and many of its best men were lost in the ferocious defence of Quinn’s Post, the most vital and hotly contested position at ANZAC.


Whether there were few good men to give, or whether the 15th was reluctant to part with those it had, very few, if any, leaders of proven competence left the 15th to join the newly formed ‘daughter’ battalion. The 47th started its war under the ‘heart breaking disadvantage’, as Bean put it, of inexperienced, ineffectual and, at times, fatally incompetent leadership.5


As part of the 4th Division, which Bean also described as ‘having more battle scars’ than the other four divisions, the 47th Battalion had comparatively little rest from battle. It, with most of the AIF (and, indeed, the entire British Army), suffered shockingly heavy casualties in the battles of 1916 and 1917.


But circumstance, poor leadership and plain bad luck conspired in those ordeals to land it in more than its fair measure of trouble, with a misfortune almost proverbial. Blasted under the hellish shellfire of Pozières, thrown into the disastrous attempts to capture Mouquet Farm, trapped and threatened with encirclement at Bullecourt, shelled by its own artillery at Messines and drawn into the abyss of Passchendaele, the 47th Battalion’s battle honours include some of the most disastrous days in Australian military history.


Finally, at Dernancourt, the 47th found itself at the very centre of the storm, directly in the path of the heaviest attack ever faced by Australian troops in this or any war. The fighting there, particularly that of the fateful 5th of April, wrecked the 47th, its losses among the heaviest sustained by any Australian battalion in the war. The losses could not be replaced, and the 47th Battalion was disbanded, the survivors sent to reinforce the other depleted battalions of the 12th Brigade.


But if Dernancourt was the 47th’s Waterloo, the battle itself was Australia’s Gettysburg. It is a victory surprisingly forgotten and vastly underestimated. Just as the Union Army’s defensive victory at Gettysburg shattered the military ambitions of the Confederacy and destroyed the South’s political strategy, at Dernancourt, two brigades of the 4th Division defeated an attack by two and a half German divisions. They decisively halted the thrust toward Amiens, the loss of which might have changed the course of the war. It is indeed ironic that almost every school child in Australia will know and remember a defeat at Gallipoli, and the date of the landing has become almost a de facto national day, but the achievements of the AIF in 1918, particularly the critically important victory at Dernancourt, are little known today.


The battle of Dernancourt was desperately close run, and a major disaster was only narrowly avoided. Six days later, the great issues were still in the balance as Field Marshal Douglas Haig’s famous ‘backs to the wall’ appeal made only too clear. But with the defeat of the German offensive in the battles of March and April 1918, the course of the war was settled, and eventual defeat for Germany inevitable.


Just as Gettysburg ended in controversy, so too did Dernancourt. The inquiry that followed the battle cast a shadow over the 47th Battalion and its leaders. Within days the battalion had been marked for disbandment, and despite their losses, a Victoria Cross for a Tasmanian sergeant, and the best efforts of their CO to soften the blow, the soldiers of the 47th believed they were, in their own words, ‘thrown away’.6 The controversy about Dernancourt lived on into the post war years, and even 20 years after the event, the meticulous and determined Bean conceded that the full story of the battle ‘is unlikely ever to be completely known’.7 This history will tell some of that unknown story.


The war did not end for the lucky few of the 47th Battalion to survive Dernancourt. Following the disbandment, the survivors fought out the last bloody months of the war with the other 12th Brigade battalions, and many more fell before the Armistice. By the end of the war, only 73 men remained to gather in Hastière and crowd together in front of the Town Hall for the photographer.


That final photograph, and the esprit de corps that it represented, was a compelling reason to find their story and tell it. I claim no personal connection with those men, no relative of mine served with the 47th Battalion, although as a Tasmanian I felt it important that the story of the Tasmanian company of the 47th, long ago lost to the State’s military history, should be told.


The discovery of the unpublished memoirs of Lieutenant Len Franks of Elliott, one of 14 men of the 47th awarded the DCM, was a further intriguing glimpse into a fascinating untold story. Although written in the 1960s, Franks’ record of his time with the 47th is a vivid and gripping account of some of the AIF’s most dramatic days. It was clear from those few pages, and from other, more prolific, chroniclers, like the remarkable Private Denver Gallwey, that there was a great deal more to the story of this battalion than the Official History could possibly tell. Above all remain the poignant words of Imlay, who in 1918 contemplated with regret the possibility that the story of his men, their deeds, and the memory of those who gave their lives in this great struggle might fade away ‘without any history at all’.8


The finding and telling of this story was unimaginably more challenging than I anticipated. Thanks to the support and encouragement of the AAHU, the expert guidance and assistance of the staff of the AWM, and the generosity of the many relatives of veterans and colleagues who contributed, the story of the 47th Battalion can now be told.


What emerged is not a conventional battalion history. Although the reader will note that it has all of the biographical hallmarks of such a history, and that it follows a roughly chronological structure for its narrative, this work departs from the formula partly through necessity, but mostly by design. I could not rely on living memory to add to or correct the story that lies, tantalisingly incomplete, within the official and private records. The last Tasmanian survivor of the 47th Battalion, Corporal John Doggett, died in Hobart in 1984. He had been an active member of the 15th and 47th Battalion Association throughout his long life, and he and the two surviving members of the joint association wound it up in 1972.


This history also could not rely solely, or even mostly, on the foreshortened official record of the 47th contained in its own war diary, or the official record as a whole. For 1916, an official record of the 47th Battalion barely exists at all, and the limitations of the war diaries and operational summaries are not confined simply to brevity. Many details in those documents are contradictory, some self-servingly inaccurate, some unavoidably affected by the fog of war, and some just plain wrong.


The temptation to rely on the Official History to fill in the gaps and resolve disputes is a strong one, but I have tried to avoid the trap of simply re-phrasing Bean. The story of the 47th has been pieced together from many sources, of which Bean’s epic is an unquestionably important, but secondary, one. The Official History is the starting point for any student of Australia’s First World War story, but in writing the story of the 47th Battalion, my aim was not to end up at that starting point. The first hand accounts of the 47th’s battles are drawn almost exclusively from previously unpublished eyewitness accounts from the men of the 47th Battalion. Although unearthing those accounts has been a long and difficult process, authenticity demands that it must be their voice, rather than the oft-quoted accounts of their comrades in other units, that should be heard. This is their story.


I have used the operational records of the 4th Division and its brigades, and the war diaries and histories of sister units in the 12th Brigade and flanking units. It can be somewhat dispiriting to know that in the official record, almost wherever one turns over a stone, the painstaking Bean has almost certainly been there before. However, it is quickly apparent to any reader of those primary sources that Bean was often confronted by a mass of contradictory and conflicting evidence.


The wealth of second tier, but very important, primary source material which has been progressively made available online by the AWM has been of great assistance, but there is also a considerable body of private records to which Bean did not have access that casts some light on the finer details of the great story. Despite the authority of the life’s work of Australia’s greatest military historian, I hope to show that there are occasions where the available evidence at least allows a different interpretation, and perhaps even an occasion where his record stands correction.


I hope that this history has not fallen into the trap of sympathising too closely with its subject. This was difficult to avoid as I delved deeper into the story. The all too human stories of wounding and death, of tragic mistakes and ruinous decisions, of heroism and sacrifice, cannot but elicit sympathy and admiration. The awful legacy of loss, loneliness and despair suffered by bereaved relatives and the maimed and tormented survivors also calls forth compassion. The First World War may have been a nation-defining experience, but it cut a swathe through Australian society, and the horror and loss have left wounds that are still raw today.


Although with each passing year the men who fought the First World War seem to become more and more like the marble effigies that represent them in town centres across the country, I have tried in this story to find something close to their true experience. That experience was remarkable, as were their achievements.


Battered by a series of defeats, dogged by discipline problems, and bled white by the attrition battles of 1916 and 1917, the five divisions of the 1st AIF played an important role in the victory of 1918. The great achievement of piercing the Hindenburg Line came at a time when those divisions were at their weakest numerically, and their reputation as a corps d’elite was well deserved. The Australian victories of the last hundred days of the First World War have been the subject of extravagant claims, but their contribution to the eventual outcome is an important truth.


The truth about the 47th Battalion is not always comfortable. A story that admits no weakness cannot tell of strength, one that denies fear cannot speak truthfully of courage, and one that omits incompetence, blunders and the internecine quarrels that dogged command relationships cannot hope to show the extraordinary difficulties and pressures that commanders faced. I hope that what emerges in telling the story of the 47th Battalion is something close to the typical story of an Australian battalion at war, and adds to the very rich complexity and literary tradition of Australia’s First World War experience. I believe that by giving some understanding of the realities of its experience, the battalion itself becomes a reality for the reader, and the men who served under its colours become real also.


Despite my best intentions, the history of the 47th Battalion and its battles can only ever be a faint echo of the reality endured. There is a gulf of understanding between those who have experienced battle and those who have not, and while well meaning researchers might imagine they know something of an artillery barrage, or the sound of a close bullet, or the terrible sights of the battlefield, imagination alone can never bridge that gulf. The dioramas in plaster and paint of First World War battles are a major attraction for curious visitors at the AWM in Canberra. The forgotten battle of Dernancourt is represented in miniature there, and the terrifying sight of waves of attacking German troops advancing toward the beleaguered Australians gives the viewer something with which to imagine the experience.


The dioramas have been on display since their construction in 1924. In 1948 Flight Lieutenant Len Thurecht, a pilot in the Second World War, took his aging father to view, for the only time, the representation of the battle which almost took his life. Private Ted Thurecht had been one of the brave, unfortunate, few of the 47th’s A Company who fought to the last to deny the Germans their line at Dernancourt. It was with a shudder of remembrance that the old man saw a vision of where he lay grievously wounded before rescue by his enemies.


It is for Ted Thurecht and all the men of the 47th Battalion that this story is told.
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‘Imperishable memories’


The Men of the 47th Battalion


In the early evening of 19 May 1918, an aircraft from the newly formed Royal Air Force (RAF) flying above the ruined village of Villers-Bretonneux dropped its bombs in error on the Australian lines just west of the town. One bomb landed close to the 47th Battalion’s C Company headquarters (HQ), collapsing the walls of a trench as it exploded and burying two of the battalion’s stretcher bearers, Privates Charles Goodsall and George James. Although their mates dug for them with well-practiced speed, the two men could not be saved.


Lance Corporal Trevor Thompson was one of those who helped dig out the bodies of Goodsall and James. He later responded to a Red Cross inquiry about Goodsall’s death, filling in the details and noting that the two men were buried with appropriate reverence ‘near what we knew as the “Lone Tree” on the Villers-Bretonneux ridge’.1 Thompson recalled also that a commemorative cross for the battalion was erected near the spot to honour their dead. That night Imlay reflected bitterly on the event in the battalion war diary, writing that it ‘seems rather a pity with all of occupied France and Germany to bomb, that my front line should be selected and good men are killed’.2


Goodsall and James were the last members of the 47th Battalion to die. Twelve days later their battalion became a casualty of the war, disbanded due to dwindling numbers and the lack of reinforcements from Australia. The men of the 47th were transferred to other units, most to the remaining three battalions of the 12th Brigade. A final dinner was held at Rivery, near Amiens, where the three surviving battalions of the 12th Brigade gathered to farewell the lost 47th and to welcome its men to their new units.3 There were toasts and warm speeches. The officers were generous in their praise.


Imlay pledged that ‘the traditions of the Battalion will never die! They will be perpetuated at home and wherever 47th men are by imperishable memories of the times when they fought shoulder to shoulder and earned undying fame for their homeland’.4 Still, a heavy pall of bitterness shrouded the occasion. The songs and poems composed for the evening and printed in the dinner program gave voice to the sadness, the frustration and the anger.


Despite the praise and the sympathy of their comrades in the other 12th Brigade battalions, the indignation that Imlay had recorded in the war diary at the announcement of disbandment never really went away.5 The esprit de corps, so conscientiously fostered by senior officers, the pride in their battle honours, and the memories of friends killed, all contributed to the sense of loss. The 47th Battalion dissolved quietly on 31 May 1918. It was not alone. The 36th and 52nd Battalions went with them as their brigades were also reduced to three battalions to cope with the manpower crisis.


Addressing his men on the eve of the break up, Imlay acknowledged the ‘great deal of heart burning and poignant regret’ that the decision had caused. ‘Thus, at one stroke all the comradeships made under the sternest conditions of actual warfare in all parts of France and abroad are threatened.’6 The Deputy Prime Minister of Australia, Mr William Watt, gave a speech at home deploring the loss of the three battalions and urging men to enlist to prevent other units from being broken up. ‘Those battalions had earned names that would live in history’, he declared ‘and to lose their identity was one of the keenest punishments that could be inflicted upon them.’7 Few in the 47th Battalion would have disagreed with him.


The 47th Battalion fought the Great War for 820 days from 3 March 1916 until 31 May 1918. In all, 2591 men served with the battalion and 656 died while doing so. Most were killed in action, some died of disease, some as the result of accidents and some, like Goodsall and James, from what would become known in later wars as ‘friendly fire’. Over 2200 wounded were listed, and counting those wounded more than once, the total casualties exceeded the number who actually served with the battalion.


The statistics of the 47th Battalion’s service give only an outline of the story. Many of those who joined other units following the disbandment were killed or wounded in the remaining six months of the war. Some, though they survived the war period, died as a result of their war service in the years immediately after. Others carried scars, emotional and physical, through the long years that followed.


Some 47th men returned to Australia as decorated heroes, a few in quiet disgrace. Most came back to a grateful, yet largely uncomprehending, nation, to resume what passed for normal lives after the great upheaval of war. In a little over two years, the battalion had been formed, fought to exhaustion, and disbanded. It shared not only the grim battle honours of Australia’s most costly and tragic days at war, but also the sorry record of one of the highest casualty rates of any Australian battalion. To know their story then, this history must begin with the men of the 47th Battalion; who they were, the character of the battalion they formed, and what happened to them in those tumultuous years.


For the 47th Battalion those years began in March 1916, as the 1st AIF regrouped and reformed in Egypt following the failure of the Dardanelles campaign. The Australian force more than doubled in size as the recruits of 1915 flooded into Egypt. Two new divisions were raised, and most of the new battalions of the 4th and 5th Divisions were created by splitting older battalions, and using experienced troops to form the nucleus of the new units.8 The plan - simple, but horribly unpopular - was for the 16 original battalions to be evenly halved to ensure that vital combat experience was shared with the daughter unit.


The expanded force brought to the 47th Battalion many who had been in the first rush to enlist in 1914, and had landed at Gallipoli on that famous April day. But the new battalions were ‘cheapjack, upstart units’ according to George Deane Mitchell, who was transferred from the 10th to the new 48th Battalion. They had neither the prestige nor the culture of the original battalions, and most importantly, were not entitled to the battle honours of Gallipoli.9


The 47th Battalion was formed in the image of the 15th Battalion, a Queensland and Tasmanian unit. The first members of the new battalion were Gallipoli veterans from the 15th Battalion, transferred across at the new Australian encampment at Tel-el-Kebir. Many of the nominal reinforcements for the 15th Battalion then arriving in Egypt were transferred to the new unit, and by the first week of March 1916, the 47th Battalion was building to its full strength of 1000 men.


As the ‘daughter’ of the 15th Battalion, the 47th adopted its unit colours. Australian divisions were distinguished by the shapes of their colour patches, and the men of the 4th Division wore a circular patch divided horizontally into two hemispheres.10 The colour of the lower hemisphere identified the brigade (dark blue for the 12th Brigade, as for the 4th) and the upper hemisphere the battalion (brown for the 47th Battalion, as for the 15th). As the only item of uniform that gave the wearer some individuality and affiliation with the unit, the battalion colour patch was as important a symbol to the battalion as the broad brimmed slouch hat was to the Australian force as a whole.11


Unfortunately, colour patches were not easily obtained, and even in February 1918, the war diary mentioned that 9000 pairs were on back order, a further frustration for Imlay, ever sensitive as he was to the importance of esprit de corps.12 He complained that many of the officers had given up waiting for their patches to arrive, and had paid local tailors to make them up for their men.


As the war progressed, the battalion itself changed dramatically in personnel, in experience, and in its command. Battles and front line service resulted in casualties, illness and absence accounted for more losses, and regular reinforcements were absorbed from the training battalions. Men moved into and out of the battalion for operational and personal reasons. Some were transferred to other service branches, others to be reunited with relatives, still others were moved on, or accepted in, for disciplinary reasons. The battalion continued to change to the day of its disbandment. The 47th Battalion was the AIF in microcosm - among its ranks were veterans, novices, oddities, hard bitten leaders, heroes, and those men ‘of coarser fibre’, as Bean tactfully described the cowards, criminals and drunkards.13


The embarkation rolls for the later reinforcements tell something of the men who made up the battalion, although inevitably the story is incomplete. Many who joined as reinforcements for the 47th were subsequently transferred to other units as the need arose. A new arrival, especially from 1916 onwards, could expect after landing in Britain to join a unit aligned with his state, but not necessarily the unit he was nominally reinforcing. The 10th Reinforcements for the 47th Battalion, for example, numbered 151, but only 55 of those were eventually taken on strength of the 47th Battalion.


The 47th was overwhelmingly a Queensland battalion, and became ever more so as the war continued with the steady diminution of its Tasmanian presence. Following the formation of the original battalion in Egypt and its move to France in 1916, reinforcements landed in Britain to be absorbed into training battalions. The 2nd Reinforcements for the 47th Battalion sailed from Sydney on the RMS Mooltan and SS Hawkes Bay in April 1916. Eight more ships followed, and the 10th and final Reinforcements left Sydney on the Miltiades on 2 August 1917. These men were almost exclusively from Queensland, the few exceptions being the occasional Tasmanian, and a small percentage from northern New South Wales.


The 4th Division was distinctive within the AIF. Bean wrote of it admiringly as having a high proportion of ‘country-bred’ men from rural backgrounds within its ranks, and of it having a reputation for hard fighting.14 One of the enduring themes in his history was that these two characteristics were strongly and causally related. The division also had a high proportion of men from the ‘outer states’. The Queenslanders might be expected to fit that outback stereotype fondly referred to by Bean and eulogized by bush poets like Banjo Paterson - resourceful and hardened bushmen, leather skinned and weather beaten.


A fair percentage of members of the 47th Battalion did fit this mould, but a great many did not. Captain Charles Young, a 35 year grazier from Charleville and a hero at Dernancourt, may have been the ‘wiry, wizened little Queenslander’ described by Bean, but there was also 50 year old John Horsman, a bespectacled clerk from Cooroy, who lost his life at Passchendaele in no less heroic circumstances.


Statistically, the battalion represented a typical cross section of rural, working class Australia. Most were white, Anglo-Saxon, working class and Australian born, and most were from rural areas (Brisbane contributed just over 24 percent). The highest proportion (32 percent) was comprised of agricultural workers; stockmen, drovers, station hands and horse breakers from remote stations throughout Queensland, and dairy and fruit farmers from the greener coastal regions. Some 30 percent listed their occupation as labourer.


The urban centres gave the battalion most of its teachers, lawyers, accountants and managers, but professionals were a tiny minority, just four percent of the total. Tradesmen, clerks and various other occupations made up 27 percent, rail workers and miners just over seven percent. The overwhelming majority (86 percent) were single, and their average age was 27.15


The age of the oldest recruits can only be guessed at, although none admitted to being more than the maximum age of 45. Private Frederick Taylor was certainly over 50 when he was killed by a sniper’s bullet at Passchendaele. He had lied extravagantly on enlistment, putting his age at 27. In answer to the question about previous military experience, he claimed 22 years service with the East Riding Yeomanry. It seems not to have occurred to the officer witnessing his attestation to ask how he had managed to join the yeomanry at the age of five.16 The youngest also lied about their age. Private William Missingham put his age up to 18 to enlist in 1916. He was killed in action in August 1917 near Wytschaete, and his headstone reveals his real age on enlistment as 16. He lies today in the quiet solitude of tiny Derry House cemetery, near Messines.


A glance at the nominal roll illustrates the adherence to traditional British names with unsurprising conservatism. Among the 375 Williams, 173 Henrys and 210 Georges in the battalion however, there were exceptions. Australia Rangy Clarke was the only soldier in the AIF to carry his new country’s name. Gassed at Messines, Clarke returned eventually to the 45th Battalion, was awarded the Military Medal for actions at Hamel as a runner, and enlisted again for the Second World War.


Almost a third of the battalion, and indeed of the Australian force as a whole, were born in Britain. Londoner Frederic Muspratt came to Australia as a 15 year old when his parents separated and he was adopted by his uncle in Woombye, north of Brisbane. A fluent French speaker, Muspratt’s young life was cut short at Pozières, aged 20. Gerald Levinge was a 26 year old Queensland grazier and the son of Sir William and Lady Emily Levinge. The heir to the family castle at Knockdrin, in Ireland, died bravely at Dernancourt as a private in A Company.


A smaller proportion had more exotic origins: Russians, Swiss, Italians, Maltese, Finns, Danes and Norwegians. Privates Simon Sutchkoff and Vladimer Valichea were both born in the Byelorussian city of Minsk, and both were taken prisoner at Dernancourt. Sutchkoff was a farmer from Smithton on Tasmania’s north west coast and Valichea a fitter from Brisbane. Sutchkoff’s fluency in German made him very useful to both sides in the days and months following his capture. Lorenzo Borg defied the ANZAC stereotype on several counts. He was a 29 year old Maltese from Townsville, barely five feet tall, dark and swarthy.


Scandinavians, like the 43 year old butter maker Lauritz Hagen from Aalborg in Denmark, made up a small but consistent presence. Konrad Karelsen was a Norwegian sailor who had washed up in Rockhampton, and according to his widow ‘had a distinction for swimming’. He was killed at Messines. Nicholas Lagutin from Moscow received the Military Medal while serving with the 45th Battalion. There was also a small but visible sprinkling of German names: William Zornig, Franz Koch, William Zahnleiter, Thurecht, Elbert von Bibra, Jacob Kucks. The war, as many wars do, pitted cousin against cousin.


The Defence Act prohibited those who were ‘not substantially of European descent’ from joining the services. This meant that many of those with sufficiently removed German heritage could enlist, but Aborigines and Asians theoretically could not. One European parent was needed for Billy Elsdale to be formally granted an exemption from his Aboriginal bloodline. A 28 year old tracker from Normanby, he was the very first of the 47th Battalion to die in action, killed by a sniper at Fleurbaix during the battalion’s first days on the Western Front.


Private Caleb Shang’s Chinese heritage was also diluted enough by his European mother to enable him to join. Shang was the eldest of thirteen children. His father was a Cantonese-born cabinetmaker and opium addict. Shang’s extraordinary courage gained him the Distinguished Conduct Medal and Bar and the Military Medal. The highly decorated Chinese scout of the 47th Battalion, according to his admiring CO, ‘had a habit of performing gallant deeds’.17 These men were a tiny racial exception though. Most who passed through the 47th were of British stock from the rural districts and regional towns of Queensland, and most spoke with the broad nasal drawl of the Queensland outback.


Very few left any written record. One very prolific exception was Gallwey. His memoirs, in three massive volumes, record in obsessive detail the day to day events of his training and service with the 47th Battalion. His account of the battle of Messines is a largely unknown and unread account, but remarkable for its photographic recall. Mined extensively by Bean for his narrative of the battle, particularly the AIF’s first encounter with pillbox fighting, Gallwey’s account of Messines is starkly terrifying. Fluent in French, pious and scrupulously well mannered, he was as untrue to the popular image of the ANZAC as Shang or the Italian Angelo Silva. Despite his youth and idiosyncratic view of the world, Gallwey left a uniquely valuable record of the 47th Battalion and the life of an Australian infantryman on the Western Front.


The members of the 47th Battalion’s one Tasmanian company were a close knit but ever dwindling band throughout the war. D Company’s Tasmanians were grouped together when the battalion was formed in Egypt, and most of the Tasmanians who followed in 1916 were posted to it. But after 1916 there were very few Tasmanian reinforcements to replace the dead and wounded of D Company. Most of that state’s reinforcements after 1916 went to the all-Tasmanian 40th Battalion.


Nevertheless, the Tasmanian connection remained strong throughout the war and well into the post-war years, with reunions of the Tasmanian 15th and 47th Battalion Association continuing into the 1970s. A blacksmith from Recherche Bay in the far south of the island, Sergeant Stan McDougall, was awarded the unit’s sole Victoria Cross after a gallant single handed repulse of an enemy attack in March 1918. Bean saw something of importance for the AIF as a whole in McDougall’s fight at Dernancourt, and devoted a long passage to it in the Official History.


Tasmania also provided two of the unit’s four COs. Snowden was second in command of the 15th Battalion on Gallipoli. He came out with a painful wound to the leg, promotion to lieutenant colonel, and the difficult task of forming, training and leading the new battalion into the battle of the Somme. Major Eric Lewis of Hobart, regular soldier, outstanding horseman, and wounded Gallipoli veteran, took over from the short-lived command of West Australia’s Major Thomas Flintoff, who was wounded at Bernafay Wood soon after replacing Snowden. Lewis had the bad luck to take command during the frigid winter of 1916-1917, and to fight the 1st Battle of Bullecourt, into which the 47th was disastrously drawn late in the morning on 11 April 1917. His health, never robust after Gallipoli, broke immediately following Bullecourt and Imlay, his second in command, succeeded him.


A New South Welshman, Imlay was a self-confident, experienced, and coolly competent officer. Wounded five times during the war and decorated for bravery, he was the major influence on the battalion. He seemed almost born to war, and indeed, he continued a career as a professional soldier in the Indian Army after the First World War. At Messines, Passchendaele and Dernancourt, Imlay and his battalion were thrown into some of the toughest fighting of the war. His reputation as a vigorous and thrusting young commander was highlighted by Bean, but a comment that he ‘had a keen relish for a fine story of his command’ hinted at a darker opinion of Imlay, all too apparent from Bean’s private notes.


The recruitment crisis, controversy at Dernancourt, ill luck, and the feudal unit rivalries of the AIF combined to end his career as a fighting soldier in the First World War. He was quietly sidelined after Dernancourt and sent to a training command in Britain. He left little hint of disappointment in his letters home, but his final entry in the 47th Battalion war diary added fuel to the controversy of Dernancourt, which outlasted the war. Imlay’s dedication to the mundane effort of keeping the record of the 47th Battalion fully up to date helped make possible the writing of its history, some 90 years later.


It was Imlay who trudged back from a meeting of the 12th Brigade staff at Chateau Tronville, near Villers-Bretonneux, on the afternoon of 5 May 1918 with a heavy heart and the bad news that the battalion was to be disbanded. According to the 47th’s war diary, the news that it was to be broken up sparked a series of ‘indignation meetings’, with groups of men in small circles of anger throughout the camp.18 However, the groundswell stopped short of the outright mutiny that attended later disbandments in the AIF.


The final dinner was held with its eulogies, songs and farewells, and the war ground on for a further six months. But in the northern spring of 1915 these events were far in the future. As the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force (MEF), the men of the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) among them, prepared to land on the Dardanelles on 25 April 1915, many of the men who would go on to form the nucleus of the 47th Battalion were waiting their turn to land on that famous shore.
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‘ Toffs and street loafers and wasters all mixed together’


The formation of the 47th Battalion


‘Gallipoli, that tale of disaster, was closed and done.’1 So began Mitchell’s Backs to the Wall, his account of life on the Western Front with the 48th Battalion, published in 1937. Mitchell served three months on Gallipoli, and was glad to see the back of it. He was one veteran who looked upon the Gallipoli adventure as ultimately inconsequential to the winning of the war, a great waste amid Australia’s blood sacrifice. Mitchell and his 10th Battalion and the seven brigades of infantry that had served on the peninsula returned to Egypt in January 1916.


The British having learned the lesson from the pre-Gallipoli experiences in Egypt, the Australians were encamped at Tel-el-Kebir, some three hours by train from the fleshpots of Cairo, and midway between that city and Ismailia. Tel-el-Kebir was not remembered fondly by most. It was itself an old battle field, the site of Sir Garnet Wolseley’s victory against the Egyptians in 1882. Chataway, the historian of the 15th Battalion noted that many of his comrades relieved the boredom at Tel-el-Kebir by digging for artefacts and treasure, ‘jewel encrusted daggers’ imagined Chataway, strewn about by fleeing Egyptian nobles. They found nothing.
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Queensland reinforcements for the 47th Battalion returning from Church parade at Fraser’s Paddock, Brisbane, 1915. (Photo Courtesy Len Thurecht)
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Map 1: Tel-el-Kebir.


At Tel-el-Kebir the featureless desert stretched for miles in all directions, and so it seemed, did the bell tents, horse rails and impedimenta of the growing ANZAC forces. Two months after the Gallipoli evacuation, the depleted battalions were receiving reinforcements to bring them up to strength. Arriving in Egypt and en route were numbers sufficient to double the force that had returned in defeat from the peninsula. Remote and flyblown though it was, Tel-el-Kebir became the birthplace of a reinvigorated and enlarged AIF.


Back in Australia, fervid press reports from Gallipoli had contributed to a second wave of recruiting and an ‘embarrassment of riches’ flooded the recruiting booths in 1915. Most of the men destined for the 47th were Queenslanders. Typical of them was 22 year old Edward Goodwin, a railway worker from Bluff. He worked at the tiny Colosseum rail siding, about 160 kilometres south of Rockhampton. Like thousands of other men, he had few doubts about enlistment. ‘It was in early May when I first heard about our troops landing at Gallipoli and the casualties they had sustained. I knew straight away that I should go and fight for my country.’2 He simply stepped aboard the train to Brisbane on 3 August, believing almost anything preferable to the boredom of Colosseum, and arrived in Brisbane two days later.
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Tasmanian reinforcements for the 15th Battalion, but destined for the 47th once they arrived in Egypt, marching down Davey Street, Hobart. (Photo Courtesy David Watson)


The rush to enlist was a mixed blessing for the Army. The problems of training, accommodating and equipping the thousands of recruits were considerable. When Goodwin stepped off his train, he found that facilities were sparse at Enoggera. There were no huts at Fraser’s Paddock, just ‘ironbark trees and bell tents’, and the men ate their meals under the trees and fought off the flies. Goodwin spent his days firing weapons on the rifle range and learning the basics of drill while more men poured into the camp. One obvious solution to the crowding in the camps, although one which had unintended consequences for discipline, was to ship the volunteers overseas at the earliest opportunity. Two weeks after arriving in Brisbane Goodwin, to his surprise and delight, boarded the troopship Ayrshire and was off to the war.


Although Tasmanian Bill Vaughan’s preparation for war was somewhat more thorough, nothing could prepare him for the voyage across Bass Strait. He had discovered soon after leaving Hobart on the transport Geelong in November 1915 that he was ‘a rotten sailor’, and the voyage to Melbourne, crammed in with hundreds of his fellow recruits, was one more unfamiliar and unpleasant aspect of military life to endure. Originally a recruit for the part-Tasmanian 15th Battalion, he and 70 others were drafted to the 47th Battalion on arrival in Egypt.
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The three Tasmanian pals (seated centre left to right) Sgt. Bill Vaughan, Lieut. Len Wadsley (52nd Battalion) and Cpl. Willie Andrewartha, all killed in July and August of 1916. Probably taken at Claremont camp, Tasmania. (Photo Courtesy John Trethewey)


Vaughan was a genteel and educated farmer from historic Bruny Island, south of Hobart. His home at Lunawanna was in Truganini’s country. She was the last living link to the time before the coming of the white men. Over a hundred years before, Captain William Bligh had twice landed on Bruny Island in between mutinies - once as captain of the Bounty in 1788, before his men set him adrift in the Pacific, and again in 1809 as Governor of New South Wales fleeing from the Rum Corps’ uprising.


In 1914, news of the great European war reached Lunawanna, and Bruny Island, like so many other quiet Australian backwaters, saw most of its young men leave to fight. Just as Goodwin had, Vaughan read of the heroism of the Australians at Gallipoli and volunteered in August 1915.


Although Vaughan’s decision to enlist was patriotic, there were regrets. ‘It certainly isn’t all beer and skittles serving King and country’ he wrote from Claremont camp, north of Hobart. He found the coarseness of camp life jarring, as was the language of some of his comrades. His first nights were spent ‘amongst seven of the foulest mouthed brutes I’ve ever met’. The 11.00 p.m. train back to Claremont with its drunks and brawls was also a novel and unpleasant experience for the cultured Vaughan. ‘I’ve never seen such a mixed up lot of men before - toffs and street loafers and wasters all mixed together and all dressed alike … like a lot of prisoners.’3


Most of the new recruits at Claremont had a small core of close, likeminded friends, and kept to them. For Vaughan, the closest were Willie Andrewartha and Len Wadsley. Andrewartha, destined like Vaughan for the 47th Battalion, was a champion runner and school chum from The Friends’ School, one of Hobart’s oldest independent schools. Wadsley eventually took a commission with the 52nd Battalion. Before they sailed together on the transport Geelong, the three pals signed a small Union flag as a lucky keepsake for Willie’s new wife. As the troopship pulled away from Hobart’s Constitution dock in November 1915, Grace Andrewartha, with hundreds of flag waving friends and relatives, sang, cried and cheered them off to war.


As the flood tide of reinforcements washed into the Australian camps in Egypt in 1916, the first signs of the ebb were noticeable back in Australia. The same day the 47th was formed, the first issue of a weekly magazine, Call to Arms, was published by the New South Wales government printer. The editorial in the second issue called for a force of 500,000 men, and vigorously disputed the doubters who believed the voluntary system was insufficient.4 However, voluntary recruiting was already on the wane, and the first conscription referendum and its rejection were only seven months away.
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Stan McDougall from Recherche Bay in the far south of Tasmania begins his journey to war and to fame as a Victoria Cross winner at Beattie’s photographic studio in Hobart. (Photo Courtesy David Watson)


Through the following months the troop ships steadily came, at first to Egypt, then later to Britain, delivering the recruits of 1915 and 1916. The AIF grew from two to five divisions, with the 4th and 5th formed in Egypt, and the 3rd was raised in Australia, and trained in England.5 With thousands of troops arriving in Egypt, the administrative command turned its attention to the formation of the new units.


The 16 original Gallipoli battalions were split up, with half of each forming the nucleus of new units, bringing with them vital combat experience. The 47th Battalion officially came into existence on 3 March 1916 at the Australian encampment at Tel-el-Kebir, one of 16 new battalions and two new divisions. Most recruits for the 47th were formally taken on strength on 9 March.


The decision by Sir William Birdwood and Cyril Brudenell White to split the original battalions may have been wise, but wisdom didn’t make its implementation any easier. The practice of raising battalions from states (and even localities) had established strong unit pride and fierce loyalties, and the Gallipoli campaign had forged those loyalties in the furnace of battle. The battalion histories that recorded this event, although conceding its logic, speak of it with a mixture of regret and resentment.


This was partly the result of the restructure being implemented differently in the different battalions. In the 12th Battalion, for example, half of which formed the new 52nd Battalion, Colonel John Gellibrand simply split the battalion’s four original companies into two, absorbed reinforcements for both parts, and decided which formation would be designated the 12th and which the 52nd by the toss of a coin in the officers’ mess.6 Lieutenant Colonel Harold (Pompey) Elliott, appealing to the disgruntled veterans of his 7th Battalion to ‘put their sentiments aside’, stressed the importance of future ties between the old and the new. ‘Let each regiment give a cheer when it meets the other in the field or on the march, and feel proud to know and recognise each other whenever they meet.’7


The reorganisation of the 14th Battalion, on the other hand, was handled quite differently. Lieutenant Colonel Charles Dare left it to the junior officers to draw up and announce the lists for the new 46th Battalion, and the vividly written history of the 14th Battalion records that ‘for a few days our lines were a seething mass of discontent’. Even when the unpalatable task fell to the highly respected Albert Jacka, the first Australian awarded the Victoria Cross in the First World War, things did not go smoothly. ‘I can still see Jacka … disgust and rebellion written on his face’ as he read out the names of those slated for the new battalion. Sergeant Francis Twomey and Private Frederick Banyard did not take their transfer to the 46th well. Twomey stormed off parade after a volley of threats and insults and Banyard’s language would, according to the historian of the 14th ‘need recording on asbestos’.8


While there were many occasions when men ‘gathered together and cursed those who saw fit to separate brother from brother’,9 many more took their transfer with equanimity, and understood the military necessity of the reorganisation, but it was not the last occasion on which the esprit de corps of the original battalions, so zealously nurtured at Gallipoli and on the Western Front, proved a stumbling block to restructuring the AIF.
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‘A cow of a place’ Broadmeadows Camp. Bill Vaughan from Bruny Island (on far right) seated next to Willie Andrewartha (centre). (Photo Courtesy John Trethewey)


Ill feeling was not the only problem. The task of finding suitable commanders for the new units, as well as the mass of competent officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs) needed, was a demanding one. Birdwood and Brudenell White relied on the brigadiers to send forward names for battalion command and, most likely keen to avoid antagonising subordinates, they adhered ‘in the interests of a contented service’ to the principle of seniority in appointments.10 Bean was unusually strong in his criticism of this policy, and of Birdwood and Brudenell White’s acquiescence in it. This resulted, he claimed:


in not a few units being saddled with commanders who were both entirely lacking in the right spirit, or morale, and also incompetent to select subordinates with those qualities. All these commanders were eventually flung out in the stress of actual trial … Such battalions began their existence under a heart breaking disadvantage.11


In retrospect, no battalion fitted the description above more aptly than the 47th, but the claim that timid adherence to the principle of seniority was responsible for its subsequent command troubles is simplistic. It is unlikely that the AIF’s confined and extraordinary battle experience within the Gallipoli beachhead provided enough evidence for definitive judgments about capacity for command on the Western Front.


The performance of some officers and NCOs was certainly poor on Gallipoli, but the AIF was simply in no position to dispense with men who had both a professional background and battle experience, however uneven may have been their performance on the peninsula. Many of the ablest and most promising lay buried in the hills and gullies there. Some whose capacity for command was questioned on Gallipoli rose to prominence, even brilliance, in France and Belgium.12 It was also asking much of newly appointed brigadiers to pass over officers who had seen Gallipoli through with no serious charge against their competence in favour of promising, but perhaps untried, juniors.


It is also very unlikely that the splitting of the battalions and subsequent allocation of personnel was, as Bean claimed, ‘scrupulously fair’.13 Birdwood and Brudenell White left the implementation of the split-ups to the COs, and given the sensitivities and their knowledge of individual circumstances, and the balance required for the old and new units, this may have seemed both fair and wise. There was an obvious danger, though, that some might take the opportunity to rid themselves of poorly performing officers and troublesome men. Bean hinted at this issue by pointing to Gellibrand’s ‘toss of the coin’ as an outstanding example of ‘playing the game’ with the implication that others did not.14
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Map 2: Places of significance for the 47th Battalion in France and Belgium.


The 15th Battalion certainly transferred few officers to the 47th. The 11th, 12th and 13th Reinforcements for the 15th were transferred in a body to the 47th on their arrival in Egypt. Chataway noted that:


a number of old hands of the 15th were added to them for the purpose of strengthening the new unit. The first to be transferred was … Snowden. He took with him [Eric] Terry as Adjutant, [Lieutenants] [Frank] North, [James] Wilson, [Frederick] Lane - most promoted to Captain. [Company Sergeant Major Arthur] Bell accepted the regimental sergeant majorship. Among the other NCOs to transfer were Company Sergeant Major Franz Koch of ‘A’ Company and Corporal Taylor of ‘C’. The transfer of men to the 47th had been a big drain upon the battalion, but the drain had only just commenced.15


The above were the only members of the 15th Battalion who rated a mention by Chataway when writing about the reorganisation.
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‘Teaching the boys to shoot’ Musketry training at Codford Camp. (Photo Courtesy Len Thurecht)


Of those, Snowden and Terry were soon gone, and Koch, whose drinking problems were the subject of battalion jokes in Egypt, drank himself senseless on the Caledonia en route to Marseilles, and was dismissed from the army without hearing a shot fired in France. As Snowden’s command difficulties were tragically exposed at Pozières and Mouquet Farm, and Terry was eased out under a cloud soon after, the suspicion certainly arises that Lieutenant Colonel John Cannan of the 15th failed to ‘play the game’.


Snowden, the newly appointed CO of the 47th Battalion, was a Tasmanian with CMF service prior to the war, and service with the 15th Battalion on Gallipoli. Little is known of the merits of his service there. He had one brief period acting in command of the 15th Battalion, on Lemnos after the evacuation. He neither received nor was recommended for any award on Gallipoli, but he had shared a most severe experience with his battalion, and survived the rigours of Quinn’s Post, a not inconsiderable accomplishment. In fairness, he had little opportunity to lead. He suffered a gun shot wound to the leg on 2 May, and returned to Gallipoli in July, was wounded again in August, and finally evacuated from the peninsula with enteritis in September. It had been a tough war until then for Snowden.


On paper, his qualifications for battalion command were slim by comparison with the other three 12th Brigade battalion commanders, who were certainly senior to, and more experienced than, him. Major Geoffrey Lee, a British regular and Boer War veteran, was appointed to the 46th, Lieutenant Colonel Sydney Herring, who commanded the 45th Battalion, had led the 13th on Gallipoli, and Major Raymond Leane, already famous in the AIF for his Gallipoli exploits with the 16th Battalion, took over the 48th.
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Kit inspection for the 47th reinforcements at Codford Camp. (Photo Courtesy Len Thurecht)


Although all the new units were built around the Gallipoli veterans from their parent battalions, the role of forging their new identities, coping with the untrained and uneven reinforcements, and productively employing the men in the very difficult environment of Egypt, taxed even the most capable of leaders.


Also occupying the minds of the officers was what was seen at the time as the growing problem of indiscipline in the AIF. Despite the considerable fighting reputation the Australians had won on Gallipoli, discipline had become a serious enough issue to threaten their move to France.


By March 1916, the British commander of the MEF, General Sir Archibald Murray, had clearly had enough of the Australians. He wrote a searing letter to the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS) referring to the ‘extreme indiscipline and inordinate vanity of the Australians’.16


[image: image]


‘Eat, drink and be merry’ The 8th Reinforcements enjoy a meal at Codford camp. Note the youth of the soldier at right. (Photo Courtesy Len Thurecht)


As this occurred, the discipline of the 47th moved to centre stage. In what must have been an acutely embarrassing incident for Snowden, his men managed to insult the Prince of Wales publicly during his goodwill visit to the Suez Canal to review the Australians. Lining the canal and chasing after him as he rode, the men of the 47th cheered the Prince as he passed but, failing to be acknowledged by him (as they believed), they loudly ‘counted him out’.


This incident is laughed off as good-humoured larrikinism by Leopold Broinowski in Tasmania’s War Record, but the experience of this peculiarly Australian and thoroughly intimidating ritual would be remembered rather differently by the Prince himself. Writing in his own memoir, Edward recalled that in:


this disconcerting rite, the crowd, like a referee bent over a recumbent boxer, counts forward in unison, ‘One … two … three …’ and so on, up to ten, at which point, with an angry cry of ‘out’, it banishes into symbolic oblivion the object of its displeasure.17


It was not the last time the unfortunate Prince of Wales suffered this indignity from an Australian crowd.


While renewed attention was placed on training and discipline in Egypt, there were further problems with II ANZAC Corps’ desert march from Tel-el-Kebir to Serapeum at the end of March. The difficulties of the 65 kilometre march over soft sand were seriously underestimated, and compounded by heavy packs and new boots.18 More seriously, water supplies were inadequate and many men were suffering the effects of recent inoculations. The resulting chaos was hardly encouraging, and although the 12th Brigade’s ordeal did not compare in severity with others, the experience can hardly have given the new battalions much confidence in their commanders.19


In the 47th, Goodwin, now a sergeant described it as ‘a hell of a mess, with men falling out of the march with no water and no chance of getting any until the next day’.20 Goodwin described his platoon desperately sucking on the green slime under an old water wheel, the:


sight I saw reminded me of back home … where water was often scarce as well. When you were out mustering and came to water hole, the hoof prints of the cattle were full of bees, wasps and other insects sucking at the mud for moisture. In this case it was the men instead of the insects doing the sucking.21


Broinowski had a different view in Tasmania’s War Record:


This task, which had been the subject of most methodical preparation from all staffs, was a test of endurance which, one would venture to say, much more seasoned troops might not have come through so splendidly, but on the other hand here were Australians facing a task determined to see it through, it needed only to see the decisive and all confident countenances of those troops as they set upon their journey and one would have predicted the result - a glorious triumph.22


Goodwin described men rushing to drink from the salt lakes. ‘This soon finished them off and I heard later that some had actually died.’23 Brigadier General Duncan Glasfurd reacted quickly to address the water problems and provide for those who could not march, and the second and third days were relatively trouble free, but it had nevertheless been a severe test. The 47th spent two months as part of the canal garrison. There they took their share of the men left behind by the 1st and 2nd Divisions for disciplinary reasons, before leaving for Marseilles from Alexandria on 3 June.24
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‘Yours truly in gas mask.’ Private Ted Thurecht larking about at Tidworth Camp. (Photo Courtesy Len Thurecht)


The 47th Battalion embarked 27 officers and 980 men on board the Caledonia, with Flintoff taking command of the 47th and Snowden appointed to overall responsibility for the troops from all battalions on board. The voyage took six days, and the officers took the opportunity to live it up, as it:


was not long before someone discovered that you could get drinks by signing chits to be redeemed at the end of the voyage. The argument then proceeded thus: the average life of an infantry officer in France is six months, so that one should eat drink and be merry while there is yet time; moreover there is a good chance that the ship will be torpedoed in which case the chits will go to the bottom. We travelled without lights so there was nothing to do in the evening but drink; and for some the voyage was just a long binge.25


Arriving at Marseilles, the battalion faced a 62 hour train journey to Bailleul and then to billets at Outersteene, where it was the turn of the other ranks to live it up. Broinowski wrote that the:


first pay day provided never-to-be-forgotten sights. The men … got through far more than enough of cheap French champagne - bottled lightning at five francs a time - and in one billet … there was such a Bacchantic festival as that quiet spot has probably never seen before or had since.


Drunken Australians brawled in the fields in front of ‘a group of frightened peasants for an audience’.26


Highly visible indiscipline overshadowed the restraint of the majority. The gentle Vaughan wrote back to Bruny Island asking for news of home, and worrying about the weight he was putting on. Goodwin spent his time helping out on the farm where he was billeted, but such peaceful diversions in the picturesque villages of France ended abruptly for the 12th Brigade. On 3 June, the 47th Battalion moved into the front line for the first time.


[image: image]


Stan McDougall at Broadmeadows camp with Vickers heavy machine gun. (Photo Courtesy David Watson)


There is very little official record of the events of this phase of the battalion’s existence. The move from Egypt to France and the demands of training may well have diverted time from the normal routines of administration, nevertheless the war diary of the 47th Battalion during its first year gives only the barest details, limited to movement dates and destinations, and even those entries are irregular and incomplete. The first three months of the war diary are recorded in Snowden’s own small diary, with barely one entry a week.


The lack of any written evidence of administrative activity during 1916 was a sign of more serious problems that became apparent as the unit moved into action. The 47th’s first tour in the front line came in the then quiet sector of Fleurbaix, later the site of the Battle of Fromelles, graveyard of the 5th Division, where it relieved the 1st Battalion in the early hours of 4 July, a relief which evidently did not impress Corporal Keith McConnel of the 1st:


Captain [Herbert] McLaughlin … was as hopeless as ever … In the evening up came his beauties to relieve us. They certainly appeared to be a pretty good lot of men, but they didn’t appear to have too much discipline, and the machine gunners came up to make the relief without their guns. One platoon, or most of it, didn’t turn up at all before we left, but McLaughlin reported all correct, so we didn’t enlighten him, but got a move on as soon as possible … It was the 47th Battalion which relieved us. Their Colonel seemed to be a particularly useless sort of beggar and our old man hadn’t much time for him.27


It is likely that similar confusion and muddle attended many a battalion’s first experience in the front line, but subsequent events would show McConnel’s judgement to have been particularly perceptive.


The Fleurbaix sector may have been quiet and ‘an ideal one for the battalion’s initiation to the line’, but it was also novel in that, rather than trenches, the lines were composed of sandbag breastworks.28 Gaps blown by artillery were sniped at, and movement during daylight was dangerous. It was here that the battalion lost its first man killed in action. Elsdale, the aboriginal tracker from Normanby, was hit by a sniper’s bullet as he moved across one such gap.


The 47th handed over its sector to the 53rd Battalion on 11 July, and the 4th Division prepared to move to the Somme where the major British offensive had been launched on 1 July 1916. The 47th came to Albert at the beginning of August, past the streams of ambulances and the concentrations of artillery, equipment dumps and the expanse of camps that fed the offensive. The author of Tasmania’s War Record quoted an unidentified soldier of the 47th recalling the men on the march south to the battle ‘always singing, happy and gay and carefree … under a bright spring sun. There was to be bloodletting in earnest soon’.29
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‘You can’t imagine what war is like …’


Pozières and Mouquet Farm


In the afternoon of 7 August 1916, the men of B Company of the 47th Battalion moved forward to relieve the hard pressed 48th Battalion in the newly won trenches at Pozières Heights. With their heads bent low, they caught an occasional glimpse of what awaited them beyond the walls of the trench. The landscape was like a vision from Hell. The village of Pozières had been obliterated, blasted into brick dust and replaced by a field of craters from which all vestige of greenery had been seared.


As the interminable shelling continued, Angelo Silva, a 26 year old stockman from New South Wales, led his men along a shallow communication trench toward the front line. Silva was born in Milan, and migrated to Australia as an 18 year old. Tall and fair, he was an intelligent and likeable man, fluent in English and French as well as his native Italian, and able to do much of the translating for his officers and friends as they moved through France. He earned his promotion to sergeant quickly and, according to one his men, ‘he was a splendid chap’.1


As he moved along the shallow trench, Silva voiced his concern to the others, saying that ‘it’s a pity they don’t make these saps deeper for the safety of the men’. They were his final words. A shell exploded just beyond the wall of the trench, killing him instantly. Silva’s head and upper body were badly mutilated, and he could only be identified by the small gold ring on the third finger of his right hand. Private Thomas Cleary and those around him debated whether to remove Silva’s ring to return it to his family, but decided to leave it with him. According to another informant the popular sergeant’s body was, ‘left in the trench and trodden into the ground’.2


Silva was one of the 23,000 Australian casualties of the fighting around Pozières and Mouquet Farm in July and August 1916. The battles themselves were a secondary, though important, phase of the massive British offensive on the Somme, which had opened on 1 July. As the battalions of the 4th Division moved into the battle in August, the high hopes for the offensive had soured.
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Map 3: Pozières and Mouquet Farm.


The opening day of the battle of the Somme had seen a catastrophe. With a casualty toll of over 60,000, 1 July 1916 remains the British Army’s most disastrous day. Such enormous sacrifice might have been justified had there been a major success, but by mid-July the battle had degenerated into a dour series of intense and costly struggles for local tactical advantage, each small gain ensuring more were necessary to secure the last.


Although there had been some important gains since 1 July, the British were checked at key points, one of the most important being the high ground around Pozières, on the Thiepval-Ginchy Ridge. On 15 July, Haig ordered General Sir Hubert Gough, commanding the Reserve Army of which I ANZAC Corps was part, to capture Pozières by ‘methodical operations … with as little delay as possible’.3 Its capture would unlock the left flank of the Fourth Army around Contalmaison and Bazentin-le-Petit, and would also provide observation over blood-soaked Thiepval, perhaps collapsing the formidable defences the Germans had constructed in the area.
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The cratered landscape of Pozieres shown in the weeks following its pulverizing during July and August of 1916. The grave shown is that of Captain Ivor Margetts of the 12th Battalion. (AWM E00532)


The thrusting Gough needed little encouragement to act quickly. On the same day that he received Haig’s message, he issued orders to the Australians to attack Pozières ‘at once’.4 By 4 August, Gough’s task of capturing Pozières quickly, but ‘methodically’, was completed at the cost of 12,107 Australian casualties. And it was still not over.


Pozières village itself was captured by the 1st Division in a bold and carefully planned night attack in the early hours of 23 July. Two days later the 1st Division, having repulsed desperate German attempts to retake the village, and battered by the incessant shellfire which followed those failures, was a spent force, having suffered 5283 casualties. The 2nd Division relieved it on the 25th.


Gough decided that to secure the gain and enable his forces to press on, the German trenches on the reverse slope of the Thiepval-Ginchy ridge some 450 metres to the north of the village must also be captured. After several costly failures, the 2nd Division succeeded in driving the Germans from their trenches (known as the ‘old German’ trenches, or OG 1 and OG 2) on 4 August.5 Desperate and equally costly German counter attacks followed over the next three days.6 The casualty toll for the 2nd Division during its two weeks of fighting on Pozières Heights was 6846. The 4th Division relieved the exhausted 2nd on 5 August. At this time the 4th Division, claims Peter Charlton in Pozières:


was demonstrably a better division than the 2nd. As commander, [Major General Sir Herbert] Cox was experienced and wise … the 4th had a reasonable mixture of militia and permanents as brigadiers; for staff, it had competent and careful officers. As well, the 4th Division had, because of its leavening of Gallipoli veterans, that indefinable but unmistakable quality of combat wisdom.7


He also claimed that in the 48th and the 14th Battalions, the 4th Division had ‘two of the best battalions in the AIF’.


In the 12th Brigade’s sector, the 48th Battalion took over from the shattered 27th Battalion in the OG lines on the night of 5-6 August. By this time the shelling which made this battle infamous was falling like hail on the Australian lines, and Lieutenant Colonel Leane of the 48th recalled this as ‘the worst night of the war’.8 The 47th Battalion relieved an equally exhausted 48th on 7 August.


The 47th Battalion’s experience at Pozières is remarkable for the almost total absence of an official record of one of its most severe trials. The battalion war diary gives only the briefest references to its experiences at Pozières, noting the relief of the 48th Battalion on 7 August, and that it was in turn relieved by the survivors of the 48th five days later. During those days, there was a single entry made in the battalion war diary, that the bombardment during its stay was ‘heavy, and considerable casualties were inflicted on the battalion’.9


Flintoff, who within two months was placed in command of the battalion, wrote home of his experiences at Pozières, which he described as ‘like bad nightmares’.10 He was in charge of the supply chain for the 47th’s first battle, and recorded that ‘this is not the sort of warfare the Australian soldier has been taught to expect, and I think he shows his grim courage by hanging on hour after hour under this terrible hail of steel’.


It was indeed an unexpected introduction to war. There was no enemy to shoot at, no identifiable trench to give sanctuary, and no attack to mount. The 47th’s first experience of war was simply to endure a German bombardment that would become proverbial for its ferocity. The battlefield itself was another grim novelty, devoid of all vegetation, with overlapping shell craters and ‘not a yard of it that has not been ploughed up by the hellish fire’.11 Flintoff’s work at Pozières was praised by Cox.


Although private diaries and letters record the shock and horror of Pozières, there is little beyond the casualty statistics in the 12th Brigade war diary to describe the reality of the battle. Leane’s description of the 48th Battalion’s severe experience is a notable and dramatic exception, in stark contrast to the silence from the other 12th Brigade battalions.12 Leane, already a famous figure in the AIF from his Gallipoli days, was the dominant influence in the brigade.13 He proved, however, to be a difficult subordinate.


Ordered into the newly won trenches at Pozières Heights, Leane immediately clashed with his brigadier, Glasfurd, over the 48th’s dispositions. Glasfurd ‘along with every commander from Birdwood down’ expected that a strong German counter attack would follow the withering barrage now falling on the OG lines.14 Glasfurd ordered Leane to place all four of the 48th’s companies in the OG and Tramway Trenches to meet the expected attack. Leane immediately protested, not without cause, that shellfire would cause enormous casualties falling on trenches well registered by the German artillery and crowded with his men.
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Map 4: Mouquet Farm: 14 August 1916.


Glasfurd expected a German attack at the earliest moment, and believed the risk was justified. He was concerned that any delay in meeting an attack on the Heights would result in their loss, and wanted the two reserve companies of the 48th close by (within 180 metres) in Tramway Trench to support the two forward companies in the OG lines. Leane, in what must have been an incandescent confrontation, demanded written orders to place his men where originally directed, that is with four companies in front of Pozières.


Leane obtained his written orders from Glasfurd, and simply ignored them. He held the most forward positions in the OG lines with two companies, placed a third in Tramway Trench and the remainder of the battalion to the south of Pozières.15 Dare, CO of the 14th Battalion (on Leane’s left flank) adopted a similar policy, also disobeying his brigadier.


Although this was an extraordinary breach of discipline, Bean absolved Leane in the Official History. ‘Disobedience to orders in war is a most dangerous practice’ he wrote, ‘but on this occasion the action appears to have been fully justified by its results.’16 Leane’s disobedience paid off. Judging that the counter attack was not imminent, he had reserves in hand to meet it when it finally occurred on 7 August.17 Even then it was a close run thing. The Germans attacked at the junction between the 14th and the 48th Battalions in one final attempt to recapture their lines on Pozières Heights. With fresh troops and with determined bravery they penetrated the Australian line, made prisoners of part of the 48th’s garrison, and pushed on towards Pozières itself.


A counter attack led by Jacka of the 14th Battalion, which Bean described as the ‘the most dramatic and effective act of individual audacity in the history of the AIF’, turned back the Germans and released the 48th Battalion’s prisoners.18 Leane’s disobedience was born, as one writer put it, of ‘conspicuous common sense and great moral courage’.19 This was all very well, but the fact that Leane’s wilful departure from a direct order was not at least the subject of an inquiry, however wise that disobedience subsequently appeared, pointed to a failing in the 4th Division’s command. The matter was simply dropped. Leane continued to act ‘as he wanted’, and the open wound in the relationship between Glasfurd and Leane remained until Glasfurd’s death in November at Flers.


One can only speculate on the outcome of Leane’s disobedience had the German attack fallen - as Glasfurd expected - on 6 August, and driven an understrength 48th Battalion from the Heights. It is likely that Leane would have been called to account had the OG lines been lost, even temporarily. His maverick streak showed itself again in the future, and his penchant for disobeying orders turned out to be ‘a most dangerous practice’ indeed for the 47th Battalion at Dernancourt in 1918.


The 47th Battalion was spared the counter attacks that fell on the previous Australian defenders of the OG lines, but the shelling continued with renewed intensity as Snowden’s men relieved the 48th on 7 August. Snowden’s actual experience in command at Pozières and Mouquet Farm can only be guessed at. The battalion war diary, apart from noting the casualties, gives no description of the fighting or its outcome, but the diary of one young corporal gives a small but revealing insight. During the night of the 7th, John Doggett, an English born farmer who had enlisted only a month after arriving in Tasmania, made the perilous journey from the 47th’s position in the OG lines back to Snowden’s headquarters in a captured German dugout with a message.


Doggett, in his own words was ‘badly shaken’ and had ‘pleaded with the … Sergeant Major to give me a message to our Colonel to tell him of the severe casualties’.20
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