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Front cover:


Outdoor portrait of a group of Allied ex-POWs who have escaped to Holland from Germany. The sign ‘Escapes from Germany 1918 Didam’ is a banner highlighting their success at escaping the clutches of German captivity. The soldiers are in a transit camp at Didam, and Private John William Johnston, 13th Battalion AIF, is identified seated at far left (AWM P01981.037 – enhanced image courtesy of John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland).
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The compass acquired by Private Hugh West, 51st Battalion AIF, during his time as a POW. In September 1917, West used this compass to successfully navigate his way across Germany to Holland and freedom (AWM RELAWM16503).
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Map 1: Western Germany and central Holland with escape routes taken by Australian POWs marked upon the map.




Notes on Measurements


Given these events occurred during the early 20th century, most of the primary source records gave measures according to the Imperial systems then in place. To assist the reader most of the Imperial measurements have been converted to their metric equivalent, miles to kilometres, yards to metres, and so on. I have made two exceptions. The first exceptions is where the measurements are provided in direct quotes, usually as provided by the escapee. The second exception has been made for measurements given in feet and inches, which measurements are still commonly encountered up to the present day.
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Preface


Crawl to Freedom had its genesis in 2017 when I was researching the Battle of Lagnicourt, a battle I have always found fascinating. Occurring on 15 April 1917, Lagnicourt is usually a footnote in the written histories covering the First and Second Battles of Bullecourt. On that day, the 1st and 2nd Australian Divisions were attacked by a force comprising 23 battalions. Even though the battle was an Australian victory, over 300 Australians were taken prisoner. While delving into the stories of those prisoners I came across records detailing the successful escapes from captivity of Lieutenant Herbert Johnson, Sergeant Leonard Facer and Private Joseph Newman. The stories were fascinating and sparked a quest that ultimately led to publication of Crawl to Freedom.


Growing up, I loved reading classics like Eric Williams’ The Wooden Horse and Airey Neave’s They Have Their Exits, and always found interest in such stories of escape. While the stories of Johnson, Facer and Newman were every bit as exciting as those of Williams and Neave, I had never come across them before. Actually, the only Australian World War I escapee of whom I was previously aware was Captain Thomas Walter White,i who wrote about his escape in Guests of the Unspeakable.


I realised that there was a glaring omission in the plethora of escape stories from the two world wars. What was missing was the Australian story, with much of the written literature being dedicated to the stories of escaped British soldiers and airmen. The reason for this is quite simple, significantly more Englishmen than Australians became prisoners, and later escaped.


The official World War I figure for Australian soldiers taken prisoner and later escaping, or being recaptured, is 55.ii In Crawl to Freedom, I have managed to bring together the stories of 40iii of those escapees. You may ask, what of the remainder? Although I haven’t been able to identify all 15, I can say that the majority were recaptured, as opposed to escaped. Many were Light Horsemen, recaptured at Damascus and Aleppo during the rapid Allied advance that followed the Ottoman collapse at the Battle of Megiddo.


In Crawl to Freedom, I have focussed on bringing together the stories of World War I Australian POWs who successfully escaped from captivity. I hope this fills the literary void and highlights to the Australian readership that the war for Australian soldiers didn’t end with their capture.





i Captain White was a member of the newly formed Australian Flying Corps but was on secondment to the Royal Flying Corps at the time of his capture. Consequently, he is counted among the British figures for officers escaped, or recaptured.


ii Two officers and 53 other ranks.


iii Two officers and 38 other ranks.




PART 1:


Holland, 1917





[image: ]


Map 2: Belgium and southern Holland with escape routes taken by Australian POWs marked upon the map (for individual stories see Peachey & Lee pp.92–104; Thompson, McIntosh & Falconer pp.65–76).
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Map 3: Western Germany and central Holland with escape routes taken by Australian POWs marked upon the map. (for individual stories see Fleming & Hemming pp.213–220; Amy & Bayes pp.231–234; Facer pp.195–199; Allen pp.186–194; Badcock pp.180–185; Johnston pp.221–227; Gardiner pp.154–162; Collings & Waterhouse pp.43–64).
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Map 4: Western Germany and central Holland with escape routes taken by Australian POWs marked upon the map. (for individual stories see Choat & Pitts pp.118–152; Whittington pp.235–247; Cooke & Reed pp.163–179; Holmes & Thomas pp.77–91).




CHAPTER 1


Hide and seek across the marshes


Captain John Eldred Mott


John Eldred Mott, known as Jack, was born on 27 November 1876 at Byaduk, Victoria. In the years leading up to World War I, Mott was living and working in Norseman, Western Australia.1 His occupation was engineer; however, Mott worked a variety of jobs. Immediately prior to the war, Mott was a partner in a conveyance business which transported passengers and mail between Norseman and Esperance with one of the first motor vehicles to arrive in the district. The business name was Johns and Mott.2


On 6 August 1915, Mott enlisted in the AIF with the 16th Reinforcements, 16th Battalion.3 Mott was married, and after enlistment, his wife and three children moved back to Victoria to await his return. Three months after enlisting, Mott applied for a commission, and on 10 February 1916, he was appointed a second lieutenant.4 It is possible that Mott’s leadership abilities were identified at an early stage and he was guided towards a commission. After the war it was written that Lieutenant-Colonel Mott was beloved of his men, rather stern, very just and always the leader. A soldier who served under Mott in the Graves Detachment wrote, ‘He was just, infinitely tender to the sick or sorry worker, but death to the shirker.’5


Mott arrived in France in August 1916, initially being assigned to the Australian reinforcement camp at Etaples. From there, on 16 September, he was taken on strength of (joined) 48th Battalion.6 The 48th Battalion had just come out of the line, having suffered significant casualties in the Pozieres and Mouquet Farm battles.7
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Portrait of Lieutenant-Colonel John Eldred Mott MC and Bar (AWM H05632).


Mott’s leadership within the battalion was recognised by his superiors and promotions quickly followed. By February 1917, Mott had been promoted to the rank of captain, and the following month he received his first distinction of the war, being mentioned in despatches for consistent good work throughout the period September to March 1917.8 Unfortunately for Mott, his run of success was about to end. He would be wounded and captured at the First Battle of Bullecourt, on 11 April 1917.


First Battle of Bullecourt


The planning for the First Battle of Bullecourt called for an attack on a two-division front against Bullecourt and Reincourt to the east: the British 62nd Division on the left flank of the attack and 4th Australian Division on the right. The Australians would be attacking German positions to the east of Bullecourt while the British assaulted the village directly. Artillery would assist the assault; however, the primary support for the attack would come from a new military invention, the tank. The plan called for the Australians to be led across no-man’s-land by the tanks.9


The attack was planned to occur in two phases. The first phase would see the 4th Division cross no-man’s-land, led by 12 British tanks of the newly formed Heavy Machine-Gun Branch. While this initial assault was occurring, the artillery was to unleash a barrage on the Australian flanks to limit or restrict enfilade fire from well-placed German defensive trenches and machine-gun positions. The second phase would see the Australian left flank turning west in support of the British attack against Bullecourt. During the second phase, the Australian right would continue its advance on Reincourt. The 4th Division would attack on a two-brigade front, the 4th Brigade on the right and the 12th on the left. The 12th Brigade attack was to be a two-battalion assault, 46th Battalion assaulting the primary objective (the German OG1 line) and 48th Battalion, the secondary objective (the German OG2 line).10


The assault was to occur during the early hours of 10 April. Unfortunately, the tanks didn’t arrive in time to lead the Australian assault. Without this support the Australians were unable to advance and had to retire from their jumping-off positions. The false start led to postponement of the battle till the following day. It also left the Germans in no doubt as to the Anglo-Australian intentions.11


The attack was scheduled to commence at 4:30am on 11 April, but the tanks were late yet again, delaying the assault. This delay caused serious problems for all of the assaulting troops, who were now in exposed positions in no-man’s-land waiting to advance. At 5:00am the barrage lifted from the eastern edge of Bullecourt, allowing the German defenders to man their defensive positions and machine-gun posts.12


A decision had to be made, and at 5:15am the 46th Battalion commenced their advance. By that time, only two tanks had appeared in the 12th Brigade front to support the advance. As the 46th Battalion commenced their advance they were met with a wall of artillery, machine-gun and rifle fire, suffering heavy casualties as they crossed no-man’s-land.13 Fortunately, the two supporting tanks reached close to the German lines.14 Once 46th Battalion had taken their objective, it was the 48th Battalion’s turn to run the gauntlet. Mott was in B Company, and this company was the left flank of the 48th Battalion assault.15


They had to cover 900 metres of open ground without artillery or armoured support, all the time under fire from well-placed machine-gun positions on their flanks. Casualties were high, and only one 48th Battalion company commander, Captain Allan Edwin Leane MC, reached the OG1 trenches unwounded. Captain Leane was reported wounded and missing during the retreat, and was subsequently reported by the Germans to have died of wounds. Mott was wounded several times as he crossed no-man’s-land, but remained in the fight.16


Once the 48th Battalion men had reached OG1, they found themselves mixed up with men of the 46th Battalion, and they had to assist briefly with securing the flanks of the trench before they could advance onto OG2.17 German wire entanglements in front of OG2 were almost completely uncut, and as they advanced across the open ground between OG1 and OG2, the men of the 48th were subjected to artillery and machine-gun fire. One of the soldiers involved in this stage of the battle, 2481 Private John Albert Rose, later recounted that ‘wounded and dead men were hanging in the wires all around me, and I noticed that the shell holes were full of wounded’.18


At about 10:30am, Mott started to make his way back to the OG1 line to obtain reinforcements for their precarious position. While in the first line he was standing on the parapet speaking with several soldiers when he was wounded in the neck, the round striking his spine as it passed through. The impact rendered him unconscious for a time, and he was unable to participate any further in the battle.19 After being wounded, Mott was carried to a German dugout in the OG1 trench and placed with other wounded men.20


In both the 12th and 4th Brigade fronts, the Australian assault had captured sections of the German OG1 and OG2 trenches. The Australian hold on the captured trenches wasn’t strong, and the German counterattacks were gaining ground. Finally, the teetering Australian hold on the positions failed. First the 4th Brigade, then the 12th Brigade were forced to retreat to the positions they held at the commencement of the battle. When the position collapsed, the wounded had to be left behind in the German positions to be taken prisoner.21


The Australian casualties suffered during the battle were high, with the 4th Division losing over 3000 officers and men in the engagement. These losses included the largest number of Australians taken prisoner in a single battle: 28 officers and 1142 men.22 The 48th Battalion casualties suffered during the battle were 14 officers and 421 men, of whom four officers and 112 men had been taken prisoner.23


Mott was one of those taken prisoner after the battle. For his actions that day, he was mentioned in despatches, although he wouldn’t find out about the honour until his return to England.24 He was held in the German trenches for three days before being moved to a dressing station. During this time, he was only vaguely aware of what was happening around him due to the seriousness of his injuries. Finally, on 20 April, Mott arrived at Mons Hospital, where he received treatment for his wounds. A week later he was transferred to Germany and was hospitalised, first at Hamelin and then at Karlsruhe.25


Mott’s hospitalisation was rather brief, and on 10 June 1917, he was transferred to the camp at Ströhen. The camp at Ströhen was a strafe or strafelager (punishment camp), where conditions were poor and the guards brutal. The positive was that Ströhen was a mere 110 kilometres from the Dutch border.26


Also imprisoned at Ströhen was Lieutenant Henry Chester Fitzgerald of 19th Battalion. Fitzgerald had been taken prisoner on 3 May 1917 during the Second Battle of Bullecourt. Fitzgerald was unwounded and had been moved to the officer lager (camp) at Ströhen soon after his capture. He had enlisted in the AIF at Sydney in February 1915 at the age of 19 and had seen service at Gallipoli. He remained with the battalion in France throughout 1916 and was granted a commission in January 1917.27


Mott and Fitzgerald met at Ströhen, and very quickly set about making plans to cut short their stay on German soil. It is unsurprising that they formed a partnership; both men having strong personalities and a desire to return to active service. Fitzgerald had no intention of seeing out the war as a prisoner, and by war’s end had chalked up six attempted escapes.28


On 29 August 1917, Mott sent a letter to his brother Arthur, who was then with the Australian Flying Corps in the United Kingdom. The letter contained a hidden message which was invisible to the German censors monitoring the prisoners’ writings. The concealed messaging was achieved by means of dipping a new writing nib in saliva and writing the hidden message in between the lines of the letter. The hidden message was revealed when a diluted ink solution was applied to the page. The hidden message read as follows: 29


Send me in a food parcel and repeat occasionally, a small illuminated compass and a small light but efficient wire-cutter. If I don’t get them in one parcel I may in another. Mark the parcels you send them in with a [swastika symbol] also the articles they are packed in. The Germans open all our parcels and we place the tins (unopened) in a locker in the tin room. Then when we want anything out we select the tins and take them to a counter where the Germans open them. We are not allowed to take anything out of the tin room but in the tin room we can examine our stuff undisturbed. A cake or small tin of biscuits properly sealed would be a good thing to pack the wire-cutters in and the compass could be packed in almost anything. We are not confined to tins only but I think I can safely leave it to your ingenuity. I should like also if you can get them, small maps of the country within 100 miles of the Dutch frontier. If you get this all right I will be able to tell you a bit more, but if they find this out I will most likely get six month’s jug. They have bayoneted three or four officers in the camp alone in the last three months. So long.


Mott and Fitzgerald spent time preparing for their escape and putting enough food away to sustain them through their journey. They would not be able to rely on handouts from villagers or farmers during the trek.30


First Night of the Escape


Finally, the night of their escape, 17 September, arrived.31 The evening passed by slowly for the men, their stress increasing by the minute. The bugle sounded the 15-minute warning for all the prisoners to turn in for the night. Mott and Fitzgerald didn’t retire, instead remaining outside watching the guards intently, but focussing specifically on one particular guard who was covering the path they wished to take. The bugle then made its final call for the night, and as it did, their guard turned to watch the bugler. It was a critical mistake by the German, and the pair capitalised immediately.32


Within seconds they were off and running, expecting any moment to hear rifles being fired after them. The compound was well lit, and they were burdened by the heavy packs they had prepared for their trek. They ran between several outbuildings, across a potato field and into the moor that surrounded their compound. Their escape went unnoticed, and they reached the darkness of the moor without incident. They travelled all that first night and found themselves a hide just before daybreak.33 Neither the official nor the published personal account of Mott provide any further detail about how the pair defeated the security arrangements of the prisoner compound.


Second Night of the Escape


The second night of the escape was quite eventful. The country they were crossing was flat and wet, and there were many canals and drains crossing the countryside. These watercourses were too wide to jump, and too deep to wade across, so Mott and Fitzgerald walked many an extra kilometre looking for crossings.34


At one point that evening, Mott and Fitzgerald were resting under a hedge at the side of a road. They had just climbed over a gate that blocked the road and were speaking in whispers to each other. Suddenly, a man appeared and started climbing up and over the gate. The male had just straddled the gate when a low whistle came from another direction. The male slowly lowered himself back down off the gate and withdrew into the darkness. The pair could hear him creeping his way back towards his companion. Mott and Fitzgerald moved off slowly in another direction to give their pursuers the slip.35


They had been travelling for several kilometres along their new line of march, and every track seemed to lead them into the marshes. They turned back, aiming to spend the day lying up in a clump of trees they had passed earlier. As they were walking back along the path, they passed a thicket of bushes that stood at the side of the road. Suddenly, out of the darkness came an inquiring voice, ‘Who goes there?’ They continued without acknowledging the inquirer; however, the voice came on again, ‘Who goes there?’ Mott yelled to Fitzgerald, ‘Run!’ but no second invitation was needed, and the pair ran. They came to a crossing and hid behind bushes. As they listened, they heard their pursuers racing along the path and past them. They could make out three or four in the group. The pursuers stopped a short distance down the road; they knew their quarry had gone to ground.36


Mott and Fitzgerald made their way into the marsh that was only a few metres away from the bushes. They sank up to their knees in mud as they moved. The squelching noise made by their sloshing and squirming through the mud carried through the air to their pursuers. Mott and Fitzgerald reached the cover of another clump of bushes just in time, as their pursuers came back at the double and started to surround the pair. It seemed that each way Mott looked, he saw one of the pursuers. If they remained, they were likely going to be found, so Mott motioned to Fitzgerald to follow his lead. The pair then crawled, ever so slowly, out of the bushes and through long grass to another patch of cover. There was a light breeze blowing, and the rustling caused by the wind covered any noise made by their movement. They moved further and further into the marshes, gradually increasing the distance between themselves and their pursuers. They eventually hid in bushes before daybreak, exhausted, bruised and sore, but still free.37


Third Night of the Escape


The following night, they set out expecting to run into trouble at every dark corner, crossing or bush. Due to the stress of the previous evening, they moved cautiously along every trail. Their vigilance seemed to count for nought as late in the evening they suddenly heard a policeman walking over the gravel towards them. There was nowhere to hide, and they stopped and held each other in fear. But the footsteps got no closer! Then they realised it was the sound of a cow on the other side of a hedge, chewing her cud. As the evening progressed it started to rain on the escapees, and the rain continued for the rest of the night. As daylight approached, they found refuge in a wood, only realising too late that their sanctuary was dangerously close to a village. They were unable to move around during that day for fear of being seen.38


Fourth Night of the Escape


The fourth night of the escape Mott and Fitzgerald travelled long distances and moved through several villages without seeing anyone. Their travels were not without incident. Their boots were iron-shod and made an awful clatter as they tried to walk quietly through the deserted village streets.39


Fifth Night of the Escape


The fifth night of the escape was a long one for Mott and Fitzgerald. They had difficulty orienting their actual location on the ground with the roads that appeared on the map they possessed. In the end they won through, and after travelling considerable distance they found shelter in a large pine forest in the vicinity of three waterways they knew they had to cross. They were already aware these rivers were the greatest obstacle they had to surmount to reach the border.40


Sixth Night of the Escape


Mott and Fitzgerald knew they were close to freedom as they set out on the trek of their sixth night. There were three waterways between them and the Dutch border. Two of these waterways are believed to be the Ems River and the Dortmund-Ems Canal. The third is likely one of the tributaries of the Ems River, such as the Hase River. As they set out, they determined to be as careful as possible. They plotted their path and travelled the most isolated roads in the hope that any bridges they had to cross would be unguarded. They came to the first bridge, across the smallest of the waterways. They could hear the water flowing over the weir well before they sighted the bridge. The bridge was 35-45 metres long and appeared to be unguarded. They sat and watched it for some time before they decided to attempt a crossing. As they reached the other side, they passed a tavern that was open. They looked in through a window and saw three German soldiers seated inside, very obviously the sentries who were supposed to be guarding the bridge.41


The escapees presently came to the second bridge, a large steel girder construction bridge. All was quiet and no sentries were sighted. They decided to attempt a crossing as they had crossed the first bridge. This time, however, Mott would go across alone first, and if all were clear he would signal for Fitzgerald to cross over next. Mott reached the other side of the bridge and stood looking about. Suddenly, the bushes quite close rustled, and a voice said, ‘Halt!’ Mott replied, ‘Freund’ (friend), and started walking back across the bridge towards Fitzgerald, trying his best to look unconcerned. As he walked away the voice said again, ‘Halt!’ and again Mott replied, ‘Freund’ as he continued walking away. Mott expected a bullet would be fired at him at any time, but the sentry never fired. Mott reached the end of the bridge and quickly explained the predicament to Fitzgerald. The pair then hurried away from the bridge.42


They reached the riverbank further downstream and decided to swim across. Mott was three-quarters of the way across when he heard a cry of ‘Halt!’ yet again. He didn’t stop swimming until he reached the far bank. He struggled up the bank with his pack in his arms and sighted a pine forest ahead. As he ran for the forest, he heard the repeated cries of the sentry directing others to head him off. Mott reached the safety of the wood, but he had lost touch with Fitzgerald.43 Fitzgerald had been recaptured on the banks of the Ems Canal before he had entered the water.44


Once in the forest, Mott wrung out his clothes and put his boots back on. He could hear the Germans calling to each other and saw their torchlights as they searched the banks of the canal for him. He continued his journey, and after two hours came upon the third, and widest, river to be crossed. It was only 230 metres wide; however, Mott was a man only recently discharged from hospital with his wounds not properly healed and his right arm not able to lift above his shoulder.45


Mott sat down on the bank of the river in despair. He then rose and started walking along the bank in the hope of finding a narrower stretch of the river to cross. After walking several kilometres, he came across a section of river where the opposite shore seemed to be closer. He strung his boots around his neck, and his tunic and haversack on his head. As he got to the middle of the river, Mott ran into difficulties. Mott noticed his boots were floating away, about 18 metres from him, and had to retrieve them. As he struggled to regain his boots, his haversack and tunic slipped from his head into the water. The haversack and tunic had been bound with a cord, and the cord held them from floating away. The unfortunate part was that the cord was stuck under his chin and was choking him. Nothing could be done about it mid-stream, so Mott turned and headed for the bank again. Exhausted, he reached the bank and lay there for a time recovering. As he began to feel better, he wrung out his clothes, put on his boots and composed himself for the journey to come.46


Mott started walking again and after six paces his legs went down in mud up to his knees. Confused, he surveyed his predicament. He saw that there appeared to be another 90 metres of what appeared to be slime-covered water to be crossed. The realisation kicked in; he was on an island in the middle of the river. As he looked around, Mott saw a small boat nearby. He tried to move the boat and found that it was chained and padlocked to a tree. He checked every link in the chain seeking out weakness but found none. Then he tried to twist the chain off the tree, but the tree wouldn’t budge. After an hour he gave in and looked around himself once again.47


Mott then stepped into the water near the boat and found the water was shallow and the footing was solid, not mud. He then cautiously waded, step by step, to the riverbank. Mott was ecstatic, for he had just crossed the last major obstacle between him and the border. He continued walking and covered several more kilometres before daybreak came. He was now only 5 kilometres from the frontier.48


The Great Night


That entire day, Mott spent stamping his feet and waving his arms trying to keep warm. He was also trying to forget his hunger, for he had lost the last of his food when it sunk to the bottom of the river.49 Finally, when evening came, Mott started his final trek. The first hour was spent reconnoitring roads and railway lines and making sure of his exact position on the map. Mott then set off to cover the last 3 kilometres of open moor and swamp to the border. He had hoped for heavy rain or a hurricane, but the night was still and quiet, so Mott removed his boots and walked the last stretch barefoot. As he crept forward towards the frontier, Mott dropped to the ground every few metres and scanned the skyline for sentries.50


After travelling like that for about three hours, Mott came across a road that was not marked on his map. He stood up and surveyed the countryside and came to the realisation that he had crossed the frontier and was safe. The country was different, the trees grew higher and the houses were built of a unique style. Mott then walked to the nearest village, arriving there as the town clock struck midnight.51


On 26 September 1917, Mott sent a wire to London from the Enschede Quarantine Camp in Holland. The wire read:52


Please discontinue parcels have escaped please advise Horseferry Road 48th Battalion Army & Navy Stores quarantine here fortnight will call and thank you personally later.


Mott’s calculation of spending a fortnight in quarantine was correct, and he arrived in England on 11 October 1917. Just over three weeks earlier he had been a POW, incarcerated in a camp at Ströhen.53 Mott’s arrival in England saw a rise in his status to that of célèbre. King George V was so impressed by the story of the escape that Mott was summonsed to a private counsel with the monarch. So it was that on 4 November 1917, Mott made his way to Buckingham Palace to meet the King.54
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Informal portrait of Captain John Eldred Mott, the first Australian officer to escape from captivity in Germany, taken the morning after he reached Holland. Captain Mott is wearing the clothes in which he escaped. The fence in the background is the dividing line between freedom and captivity (AWM A03035).


Mott’s arrival in England saw a period of leave, followed by a period of training, or retraining in his case. Then, by February 1918, Mott was back in France at the Australian Base Depot at Le Havre. On 24 June, Mott rejoined the 48th Battalion after an enforced absence of 14 months. His return to the battalion also saw further promotion, and the following month he was promoted to Major.55


The tide of war was ebbing and was just about to turn in favour of the Allies. On 8 August 1918, the hammer came down on the Germans and the final offensive of the war began. For the Germans, it was the beginning of one long retreat. The 48th Battalion objective for 8 August 1918 was a high ridge overlooking Proyart. The advance was a success, and the objective was gained with the battalion suffering only limited casualties of one officer and ten other ranks killed, and four officers and 71 other ranks wounded.56


For his part in the action, Mott was awarded the Military Cross. The citation for the medal read as follows:57


For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty on the 8th August 1918, during the advance on Proyart. He was in charge of tank garrisons and went forward under fire of all descriptions to select the routes for the tanks. In the attack he was in front directing the tanks to commanding positions from which to drop their garrisons and assist the infantry advance. The success achieved was due to his judgement and disregard of danger.


The battalion continued fighting during the advance until 24 August, when they were pulled out of the line for a period of rest.58 In September 1918, while the battalion was still out of the line, Mott was sent to an Instructors Course. He briefly returned to the unit in late September before being sent to England for a Senior Officers Course. He was still in England when the Armistice was signed.59


In March 1919, following these courses, Mott was transferred to the AIF Graves Detachment. In June 1919, he was made a Temporary Lieutenant-Colonel commanding an AIF Graves Detachment. In October 1919, Mott returned to Australia, and in May 1920 his commission with the AIF ceased. Following his time with the Graves Detachment, Mott was granted the rank of Honorary Lieutenant-Colonel.60
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An outdoor group portrait of officers of the Headquarters of the Australian Graves Detachment, and a female civilian outside the ‘Red Chateau’. The chateau housed the Officers Mess for the Australian War Graves Detachment. Temporary Lieutenant-Colonel John Eldred Mott MC is seated fourth in from the left (AWM E05497).


Prior to ending his commission, Mott was finally recognised for his escape from captivity. In January 1920, Lieutenant-Colonel John Eldred Mott MC was awarded a Bar to his Military Cross in recognition of gallant conduct and determination displayed in escaping from captivity.61


Prior to the war, Mott had spent time working as a miner, and in the post-war years he returned to that vocation. John Eldred Mott died on 27 July 1933. At that time, he was working as a mining engineer in Wales in the United Kingdom.


In all, Lieutenant Henry Fitzgerald made six unsuccessful attempts to escape from German captivity. The first being that which he undertook with Mott. That effort was also the closest he ever got to the border, and during subsequent attempts he got no closer to the frontier than 14 kilometres. After being recaptured he was moved to the notorious POW camp at Holzminden, and his second attempt was made before arriving at the camp when he broke free from his guards at the railway station. During a subsequent attempt he mocked up a German uniform, stealing parts of the outfit and fabricating others. One of the fabricated items was a cockade that was lacking from the cap, which he remedied with a paintbrush. His ruse was uncovered, however, when it started raining and the cockade dissolved. Fitzgerald also came close to achieving success during an escape attempt with fellow Australian, Lieutenant Joseph Honeysett. After getting away from their camp, the pair travelled 190 kilometres in nine days before they were recaptured close to the Dutch border.62 Lieutenant Fitzgerald’s persistence in attempting to escape was honoured after the war with the award of a Military Cross.63
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A signed studio portrait of Lieutenant Henry Chester Fitzgerald (left) and Lieutenant-Colonel John Eldred Mott MC and Bar (AWM A03034).
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Previous page and above: Letter, dated 29 August 1917, written by Captain John Eldred (Jack) Mott, from Ströhen Offizier-Gefangenenlager (Officer POW Camp), to his brother, Lieutenant Arthur Ernest Percival Mott, Australian Flying Corps. The letter contains a concealed message which has been developed and is visible between the adjacent lines of text of the letter (AWM EXDOC004).




CHAPTER 2


No mistake this time


Private Hugh West


Hugh West was born in Victoria in 1891, and in 1915 he was working as a labourer. On 21 July 1915, West enlisted into the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) at Geraldton. On 13 October, he left Australia with the 5th Reinforcements, 28th Battalion, too late to service on Gallipoli. The post-Gallipoli period saw the expansion of the AIF, which was reforming in Egypt. West (service number 2464) was in Egypt during this time, and on 3 March 1916 he was allotted to B Company, 51st Battalion.1


Mouquet Farm


The 51st Battalion arrived in France on 11 June, and they spent the June–July period manning trenches in the Petillon Sector, south of Fleurbaix. The battalion then moved south to the Somme, where they would fight their first major actions of the war against the German defences of Mouquet Farm.2


Following the capture of Pozieres, the Allied plan entailed a northward advance towards Mouquet Farm, which sat on a ridge line that ran behind the German-held village of Thiepval. If the Allies captured Mouquet Farm they stood a chance of encircling Thiepval. The German trenches along the ridge had been constructed to defend against an attack from the west but the Allies, British on the left and Australians on the right, were now pushing northward along the ridge. The line of the Allied advance resulted in former enemy communication trenches, running between K trench and the OG1 and OG2 trenches, becoming successive German front lines.3


In mid-August the battalion fought their first action against the defences of the farm, suffering heavy losses. They then spent a period in reserve, training and refitting. Following this, they entered the front lines again, on the night of 1–2 September. The battalion was to assault Mouquet Farm again.4 This assault was to be conducted as a 13th Brigade-only affair, and was to commence in the early hours of 3 September. The assaulting battalions, from left to right, were 51st, 52nd and 49th Battalion. The 50th Battalion was held in reserve.5


In 51st Battalion’s sector the attack was to occur in waves; the first waves consisting of B Company, the second wave D company, the third wave, C Company, and the last waves made up of A Company.6 The attack commenced at 5:10am, and by 7:30am the farm had been captured. All the objectives had been achieved; however, the right flank of the 51st and the left flank of 52nd Battalion had failed to meet up, leaving a gap in the line.7


West was a member of B Company, which made up the primary assaulting waves. As the attack began, West was knocked over by a shell fragment which hit him in the back. He was uninjured, but by the time he had recovered his composure and got up from the ground his company had already gone forward. West joined up with a group of ten men from C Company and rejoined the assault. This group captured a section of German trench and made their position defensible.8


The German counterattack commenced at 9:30am with an artillery barrage. The German infantry followed this barrage up and focussed their assault on the gap between 51st and 52nd Battalions. They drove a wedge into the gap in the line, forcing the Australians to retire. The Australians suffered heavy casualties during the retirement.9


West’s group didn’t retire, instead attempted to hold their position. The Germans worked their way in behind the rear of this trench, killing or wounding nine of West’s companions in the process. West and his remaining unwounded companion were forced to surrender. Immediately after surrender, the Germans took West’s knife, paybook and his numerals. Numerals were metallic unit identifiers – in West’s case, 51 – worn on the epaulettes of the service blouse. He was then interrogated by a German officer, who demanded details concerning the location of British artillery. West refused to provide the information, and the officer struck him in the head with a stick grenade for his impudence.10


Life as a Prisoner


In the days following capture, West was taken to Cambrai where he was held with approximately 500 other prisoners. The prisoners were accommodated in an old French barracks which West described as verminous. The food wasn’t any better, and the prisoners’ daily fare consisted of a piece of bread, 1-inch wide and 3 inches square for breakfast, a vegetable soup at midday, with no tea or supper. The prisoners were put to work on aircraft hangars, and if the guards weren’t satisfied with the prisoners’ efforts, they would strike the prisoner with a stick or with the butt of their rifle.11


Finally, on 26 September, West and 200 other prisoners were transferred to a POW camp at Dülmen in North Rhine-Westphalia. For the journey, the prisoners were packed so tightly in closed cattle trucks, that they were unable to sit down. They were kept in this condition for the entirety of the two days of the journey. There were only small holes for ventilation and these were inadequate given the crowded conditions the men had to endure.12


On arrival at Dülmen, West was processed at what was known as the Receiving Camp. He was fumigated and issued with an enamel bowl, a spoon, a towel and two blankets. He was then placed in Block 1 for the following two weeks. West noted that the camp held a large number of men, of whom about 2000 were British. West later detailed that the sanitary arrangements at the camp were good and the huts were warm, but the food was bad.13


After two weeks at Dülmen, West was sent out on a work detail at a stone quarry at Wülfrath. The work entailed breaking stones and loading trucks. Each truck held two tons, and the prisoners had to break rocks and load four of these trucks each day. The prisoners were made to work 12 hours a day, regardless of weather conditions, and West complained that the food was ‘unfit for pigs’. West’s health deteriorated and he developed a large boil on the back of his neck. Due to the unsanitary conditions many of the prisoners at Wülfrath came out in boils. West was transferred in January 1917 to the Friedrichsfeld POW camp.14 The camp at Friedrichsfeld was 95 kilometres north of Cologne, near Wesel, and had a capacity of 35,000 prisoners.15


On arrival at Friedrichsfeld, West was sent to the camp doctor, who cut the boil off. Following surgery, he was held within the camp until he had recovered sufficiently to be sent out on work details. West viewed Friedrichsfeld differently to the other camps he was held in. He felt that the commandant was decent and willing to listen to prisoners’ complaints. Additionally, the prisoners slept on wooden beds with mattresses, even though the camp was riddled with fleas.16
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Group portrait of prisoners outside barrack 30b at the Friedrichsfeld POW camp. Private Hugh West is identified standing at extreme right of image. Photograph is dated August 1917 (AWM P01981.017).


At the end of March, West was sent out to a work detail at Hiesfeld, 2 kilometres from the camp. He was sent to work cutting wood. He found this work to be easy. Each day the prisoners left the camp at 7:00am to walk to the work detail, and arrived back at camp at 5:00pm.17


A Failed Escape Attempt


On 10 June 1917, West escaped from the work camp in company with a Canadian prisoner. They were cutting timber in a wood and ran off at about 2:00pm. The guard fired two shots at them but missed. After running for almost a kilometre, the pair hid in a crop of rye until about 11:00pm. They then started their trek to the Dutch border, away to the north-east. They reached the River Lippe that first night and there they hid till the following night.18


On the second night they swam the river and continued their journey. As they were travelling, they were suddenly ordered to put their hands up, but they ran off and weren’t pursued. The third night was uneventful, and on the fourth night they came across another river that was chest deep. As they trekked along the river, they saw an armed German patrol coming towards them. They slid into the river until the patrol had passed.19


By the fifth night, West and the Canadian had reached the Dutch frontier, but to enter Holland they would have to negotiate three lines of German sentries. The pair were separated as they tried to avoid the first line of sentries. Fortunately, they were able to find each other in a wood the following day. That night, 16 June 1917, was their sixth on the run. The pair split up and tried to negotiate the sentry lines again. Unfortunately, they were both caught as they attempted to cross into Holland. West was caught at 2:00am, only 180 metres from Holland. For this escapade, West and his companion were returned to Friedrichsfeld, where they were each sentenced to 14 days in cells, on black bread and water. After completing this punishment West returned to the timber-cutting camp.20


The Successful Escape


In early August, West was sent to Walsum to work at a paper factory as a replacement for a prisoner who had refused to work. There were 54 prisoners at the paper factory and they were accommodated in a brick building, but there were so many prisoners that the bedding arrangements were cramped, as all 54 prisoners were held in the one room. The sanitary arrangements were also poor, consisting of trenches dug in the ground and close to the part of the barracks where the prisoners took their meals. West wasn’t mistreated at the camp and the work wasn’t hard, but the conditions and the food were poor. West outlined that the food was inedible, and it was only that he was receiving Red Cross parcels that he was able to survive.21
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Escape map acquired by Private Hugh West during his time as a POW in exchange for food parcels. Single-sided canvas map showing Germany and western Holland. West and his escape partner, Private Thomas Mullen, used this map during their successful escape (AWM RELAWM16504).


After five weeks at Walsum, West and a fellow inmate, 11278 Private Thomas Mullen, 12th Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment, hatched a plan to escape. To aid their escape, West borrowed a pair of pincers from a German sentry, telling him they were required to fix a pair of boots. The prisoners planned their break for Sunday 9 September 1917, as prisoners didn’t work on Sundays and so they would have the entire day to ensure they got free from the lodgings. During the day, West hung a blanket over the fence to air. This blanket would later help to conceal his actions as he cut through the wire with the pincers.22
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Compass acquired by Private Hugh West during his time as a POW in exchange for food parcels. Compass manufactured with brass body and glass top. The interior compass face is fitted with a floating arrow and is marked in graduations of 2-degree increments, with every 20 degrees marked in black numerals. The German abbreviations for north, south, east and west as well as north-east, north-west, south-east and south-west are present (AWM RELAWM16503).


Just after 9:00pm that night, West and Mullen were able to cut the wire and escape from the camp. Almost as soon as they were free, they ran into two women. These women raised the alarm, but the escapees were able to make off into the night without being caught. The pair followed the same path taken by West three months earlier, and their journey to the border was uneventful except that it rained for the entire four days they were on the run.23


By 13 September 1917, their fourth night on the run, they were negotiating the Dutch border in the same place where West had previously been caught. West was almost caught again when a guard heard him; however, it was raining at the time and West believed that the guard was unsure of the noise. As soon as the guard turned around again, West darted across the roadway into Holland, and freedom.24


As soon as they were in Holland, West and Mullen made their presence known to the local authorities. They were taken into custody and incarcerated at Didam while the Dutch government decided what to do with them. While at Didam, West wrote the following letter to the War Office, dated 15 September 1917:25


Just a few lines to let you know that I escaped from Germany and arrived in Holland on the 13th Sept., I got away from a working commandoi on the 9th Sept. I was working at a paper factory at Walsum. This is the second time I have escaped, I got away the first time from Dinslaken 9th June this year but had hard luck I was caught on the borders by a sentry but I made no mistake this time, a comrade came with me, T. Mullen of the West Yorkshire Regt. he is with me now in Didam and I kindly ask you to let my mother know as soon as you can and I will be greatly obliged. That I have escaped an (sic) in Holland at the present time and keeping well.


West and Mullen spent 12 days in quarantine, after which they were sent on to England, arriving there on 4 October 1917.26 The first port of call for the pair was the Wellington Barracks so that they could be debriefed. After his time there, West made his way to the AIF headquarters in London, where he was informed that he was to be sent home to Australia for discharge. To his surprise, West was then transferred to the 13th Training Battalion at Codford in Wiltshire. West’s problem, it transpired, was his medical classification, A class. A series of letters ran back and forth between West, AIF Administrative Headquarters and the Headquarters, AIF Depots in United Kingdom. The matter was finally cleared up in March 1918, and authority was granted for West’s return to Australia. After returning to Australia, West discharged from the AIF on 27 November 1918.27


For their escape, Private Hugh West and Private Thomas Mullen were each awarded the Military Medal.28 Hugh West died in Perth in 1965.





i The term commando was used by many of the POWs as a name for the working camp they had been sent to. Another term used throughout this book is lager, a shortening of the German Arbeitslager, or labour camp.




CHAPTER 3


A freezing walk in the ice and snow


Lance Corporal Norman Clarence Collings and Private Alec Waterhouse


Norman Clarence Collings


Norman Clarence Collings was born in Adelaide on 23 April 1890. Collings enlisted in the AIF at Keswick, South Australia, on 10 June 1915. At the time of his enlistment, Collings was living at Evandale with his wife and was employed as a fishmonger. Collings was assigned to the 9th Reinforcements, 10th Battalion, and left Australia for overseas service on 21 September 1915. He arrived at Mudros, where he was taken on strength of 10th Battalion, being assigned to B Company, 5 Platoon. Collings (service number 2825) would not see action at Gallipoli, however, as the campaign was winding down. From Mudros, the battalion was moved to Egypt where it underwent a period of rest and reformation. The battalion was then transferred to France, arriving at Marseilles on 3 April 1916.1


Alec Waterhouse


Alec Waterhouse was born in Sevenoaks, Kent, England on 24 November 1892. Waterhouse enlisted in the AIF at Blackboy Hill, Western Australia, on 12 October 1915. At that time, he was living at Wickepin, and listed his occupation as farmhand. Waterhouse (service number 4249) was assigned to the 13th Reinforcements, 12th Battalion and left Australia for overseas service on 29 January 1916. After a period of training in Egypt he was transferred to France where he was taken on strength of 12th Battalion on 4 August 1916.2


Mouquet Farm


On the night of 19–20 August 1916, the 3rd Infantry Brigade entered the front line in positions in front of Mouquet Farm. The brigade took up positions with three battalions in line, and one in reserve. From left to right the fighting battalions were 9th, 12th and 10th Battalions. The 11th Battalion was held in reserve. The brigade would only be entering the line briefly, and they were to launch an attack towards Mouquet Farm during their time in the line.3
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