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SERIES INTRODUCTION




In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory Group, the Australian Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history within the Army. The focus was the Army’s future generation of leaders and, from this, the Campaigns Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications which are major analytical works of high quality, academically rigorous and referenced.


The Campaigns Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics, lessons and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual sources of information — maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, specifically commissioned artwork, photographs and computer graphics.


Covering major campaigns and battles, as well as those less known, the Australian Army History Unit and its Campaigns Series provide a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and an excellent introduction to its campaigns and battles.




Tim Gellel


Head, Australian Army History Unit
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INTRODUCTION




The Battle of Menin Road, fought in just a few hours on 20 September 1917, was one of many battles in the First World War that was launched not as the result of a well-developed, long-term plan, but because another plan had not ‘survived the first contact with the enemy’. Menin Road was one of a series of tactical attacks that together comprised the Third Battle of Ypres or, as it is better known, the Battle of Passchendaele. Neither the commander of the army that fought Menin Road (General Sir Herbert Plumer), nor the Australian and British troops involved, expected to be there. They were brought in because the original plan for the Passchendaele offensive had failed. While the weather and terrain were major contributors to this failure, the planners and the commander of the opening phase of the campaign cannot escape criticism for some of their decisions. As will be shown, the original plan was complex, ambitious, but potentially achievable if certain local but tactically important objectives were captured early. Failure to do so effectively removed any chance of the original plan succeeding, and it was in seeking to correct these errors that many of the now well-known Passchendaele battles were fought.


Like much of the history of the First World War, the Passchendaele campaign has attracted its fair share of mythology and misunderstanding. With a prominent role played by Canadian, New Zealand and Australian troops in these battles, many of the myths have morphed into ugly, ignorant personal attacks on the ability and integrity of the British commanders who implemented the battle plans, and the British troops (in this case, soldiers from England, Scotland and Ireland) who fought alongside the Dominion forces. No explanation of the Passchendaele campaign can ignore the myths. Similarly, no attempt to describe even such a simple battle as Menin Road, which was just a small part of the Passchendaele campaign, can succeed without placing it in its context.


Passchendaele has become an emotive word in popular consciousness, generally synonymous with mud, blood and incompetence:


The most awful phase of the War for the British Army [was] … the nightmare-like Flanders offensive of 1917 ... Time scatters the poppies of oblivion over most things, but the lapse of twelve years has not effaced the impressions of sordid horror and melancholy which this period of the War engraved on the mind.


These words, written by Captain D.V. Kelly in a book published in 1930, provide a graphic and damning indictment of the conduct of the Passchendaele campaign and of those who commanded it, penned by one who was there. As Professor Gary Sheffield noted when he used this quote to introduce his paper to an Australian Chief of Army History Conference on 1917, the fact that Kelly was far less critical of the British Expeditionary Force’s (BEF’s) senior command elsewhere in his book makes this observation ‘particularly powerful’. Kelly describes the Passchendaele campaign of 1917 as a battle in which the high command either did not know or did not care about the reality facing the soldiers at the front. This combination of appalling conditions, coupled with a remote, uncaring and ignorant high command, would indeed represent an indictment of the British conduct of the war and the British generals — if it were true. Like all good myths however, it can only be sustained if there is no context for the battle itself, and if explanations for the actions of those allegedly uncaring senior officers are overlooked or ignored. Some evidence used in the past to sustain the myths — such as claims that Sir Douglas Haig’s Chief of Staff, Lieutenant General Sir Launcelot Kiggell, was reduced to tears on seeing the conditions on the battlefield — have been found to be post-war invention. The commanders knew what the conditions were; the real story is how they attempted to refine their plans to deal with them.
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Studio portrait of Field Marshal Baron Haig of Bemersyde, KT, GCVO, GCB, KCB, KCVO, CB. The inscription reads, ‘To General Sir C B B White, Australian Forces - In kindly remembrance of his friendly cooperation during the Great War in France, Haig FM, 26 Feb, 1922’. Born in Edinburgh, Sir Douglas Haig served in India with the 7th Hussars and in the Boer War. At the outbreak of the First World War he was a lieutenant general commanding I Army Corps within the British Expeditionary Force (BEF). In December 1915 he was appointed Commander-in-Chief of the BEF. He is best known for his involvement in the Somme offensive, starting in July 1916 and the Third Battle of Ypres (Passchendaele). In 1918 Haig oversaw the British advances on the Western Front that led to the Allied victory in November. He was made Baron Haig of Bemersyde in 1921. After the war he was Commander-in-Chief of the British Home Forces, retiring in 1921 (AWM P03717.002).
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Map 1. The Western Front in 1916


The Passchendaele campaign was the Australians’ first (and only, if the Messines battle is included as part of the overall operation) campaign in Belgium, while the Battle of Menin Road represented their first involvement in the main Passchendaele offensive. As will be shown, this particular battle does not accord with either of the mainstream myths described above. In both planning and execution, the attack was almost a ‘textbook’ example of how to launch a successful assault on a defended position. Second, the dominant image of the campaign — mud — had far less impact on this attack than on either of the early assaults in July by the Fifth Army, or the attacks after 4 October when the unseasonably heavy rain turned the entire battlefield into a swamp. Instead of mud at Menin Road, there were complaints from the artillery forward observers that their work was being impeded by clouds of dust thrown up by the barrage. The men also grumbled about the heat. Like almost every other aspect of this war, attempting to simplify the complexity of even a small battle such as Menin Road is invariably misleading. Only by placing the battle and the campaign in the context of the entire strategic picture can a balanced explanation be provided.


Third Ypres began with the preliminary bombardment commencing on 18 July (the first infantry attack followed at 3.50 am on 31 July) and ended on 20 November. It was fought in a strategic climate of Allied (and particularly British) political dissatisfaction with the conduct of the war, Russian political and military disintegration, Italian military failure, French military and political trauma, and British civilians suffering from the German submarine blockade.


Like many of the great campaigns of 1916 and 1917, by the time Third Ypres began, the original strategic concepts that had underpinned it had changed radically. The battle commenced late and, as a result, was fought in terrible conditions towards its conclusion as it dragged on into winter. The British commander, Sir Douglas Haig, had intended the battle to begin in March-April 1917, but the French commander, General Robert Nivelle, insisted that the main British spring offensive be undertaken closer to his own attack at Chemin des Dames, shifting the British effort in early 1917 to Arras. The subsequent discipline and morale problems within the French Army meant that Passchendaele was fought with fewer troops than originally planned, while both the delay and the lack of progress meant that the innovative amphibious flank attack on the Belgian coast, planned to coincide with and support the land advance, never eventuated.


Operationally, new military technologies, such as more capable aircraft, tanks, and new and more terrible types of gas, made planning and controlling battles far more complex. At the tactical level, a whole industry of learning lessons, from both sides of the wire, ensured that tactical skill and battle proficiency were increasing. Indeed it was at Ypres that the Germans first used mustard gas, inflicting serious casualties on the British gunners who were unprepared for its lethality. Commanders learned to exploit the full power of artillery, with simple destructive bombardments replaced by many different needs-based types of artillery attacks, from rolling barrages and defensive box barrages, to precision counter-battery fire. Commanders on the British side who, because of the small size of the pre-war British Army, lacked guiding doctrine for, or experience in controlling massed infantry on the ground, quickly learned what was required and adapted to the new way of fighting. This lack of doctrine and experience was to create problems again in late 1918 when mobility returned to the battlefield. Instead of retaining the 1916 rigid, single, largely linear approach for all the infantry involved in an attack (a consequence of a lack of sufficient tactical training and competence in hastily raised formations), by 1917 the British had trained their infantry in a standardised or common set of tactical principles that could then be applied as the situation on the battlefield dictated. As these standard principles were common to all units, they could coordinate and fit their tactical manoeuvring to conform to other units, and do it seamlessly. The basic infantry organisation was altered to provide the small unit flexibility necessary to employ this new tactical method. Adopting this standard operating procedure and tactically appropriate structure meant that the era of long, slow-moving lines of heavily laden British infantry being mown down by German machine-gunners was almost over.


The stand-out failure in all this technical evolution was, as usual, communications. This was particularly the case once a battle had commenced, as this comment, generally attributed to General Sir Ian Hamilton, suggests: ‘A rifleman might as soon try to control the bullet once it had left the muzzle, as a general try to control his troops once they had launched an attack.’
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Unidentified Australian engineers climb out of a trench to follow a party of infantry (background right) at a practice firing of a Bangalore Torpedo. New technologies on the battlefield added considerably to the training requirements of the infantry (AWM E04727). Note long tube of the bangalore torpedo in the hand of the third soldier from the right in the foreground.






INFANTRY TRAINING


Infantry tactics on the Western Front constantly evolved, both to incorporate new weapons systems and to deal with new enemy tactics and defensive methods. Indeed, infantry tactics experienced what was essentially a circular evolution. Pre-war infantry tactics were very much those of manoeuvre warfare, with much emphasis on moving and fighting over vast areas in large formations. However, as the war on the Western Front settled into what was essentially medieval-style siege warfare, these pre-war skills were quickly deemed unsuitable for fighting in confined trenches or assaulting across shallow but obstacle-ridden sections of land between the opposing armies that, in a case of perfect self-description, became known as No Man’s Land. Pre-war doctrine that stressed the superiority of morale in the attack now had to adjust to the objective realities of barbed wire, machine-guns and quick-firing magazine rifles.


Consequently, infantry tactics, organisations and weapons, as encapsulated in pre-war doctrine, had to adapt. Fighting formation sizes shrank while command and control of the manoeuvring infantry transferred from the traditional general on his horse to the most junior officers on the field — the lieutenants commanding small, 60-man groups of infantry called platoons. Counterintuitively, the range of many of the infantry’s basic weapons contracted significantly. In the pre-war era, rifles could reach targets some two kilometres distant. In 1916, with combat ranges usually less than 100 metres, the preferred infantry weapon was no longer the highly capable rifle but the hand-thrown grenade (referred to as a ‘bomb’). All these changes required a complete overhaul of the infantry training syllabus, while the enormous numbers of the Kitchener and conscript armies that now comprised the bulk of the British Army on the Western Front forced a massive expansion of the training system.


All this had to change again in 1918, once the deadlock of trench warfare was overcome by new tactical combat techniques and new weapons systems such as the tank. In 1918, with mobility restored, the infantry was forced to re-acquire the skills of the pre-war army, modified to cope with new developments. Skills such as fighting retreats and rearguards had to be relearned under the pressures of the German March 1918 offensive while, from August, screening and rapid advances in the open under artillery fire again became essential skillsets for success.


Of the numerous changes, one that proved critical to tactical success was the reduction of the smallest infantry combat organisation to specialist sections grouped into a platoon of approximately 60 men. The platoon became the basic building block of combat power. A critical part of the new infantry training syllabus involved training the platoon to become flexible in battle while using a set of common principles. This commonality of principle and flexibility meant that any British infantry force could fight together without extensive pretraining and familiarisation and avoid confusion or friendly casualties because each group knew what the other was doing and how. This new doctrine was first tested to its maximum and found effective in the Passchendaele campaign.





While, at the divisional and brigade level, communication was still primarily by telephone, forward of brigade headquarters, this was close to impossible. To employ telephones as a tactical command method would have involved linesmen advancing with, and laying lines just behind the attacking infantry. Since telephone lines were extremely vulnerable to shellfire, they would have had to bury them deeply to provide some protection and reliability. Clearly they could not achieve this at a pace sufficient to keep up with the infantry so, even though telephone lines were laid by signallers advancing close behind the attacking infantry, other more reliable methods were essential to keep commanders in touch with their troops. The most common, albeit also slow and unreliable method, was a system of runners — specially selected soldiers used to carry written messages between the forward company, battalion headquarters, and brigade headquarters further to the rear. Runners suffered the highest casualty rates of any category of soldier on the Western Front. Because of their vulnerability, further methods, including different patterns of coloured rockets and flares, and ground buzzers were used, but were limited in their application to simple messages. The combination of unreliability, slow speed and limited information transmitted by such primitive methods meant commanders were rarely aware of how the battle was developing, and were even less able to influence the fighting. Poor communications, more than any other factor, prevented commanders from fulfilling their battlefield roles. The larger the battle, the more problematic this became.
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Members of the 24th Battalion laying a buried cable to Albert Redoubt in the Ypres sector the day after the Australian attack at Menin Road. The telephone was the mainstay of communication, but with surface lines so vulnerable to shellfire, lines were increasingly buried as the attack progressed. Trenches were dug by the infantry and the cables prepared and laid by the signals engineers (AWM E00785).


Yet there were ways of mitigating the worst effects of poor communications and the limitations and challenges they imposed and these were factored into the planning for the Battle of Menin Road. Very limited objectives were set, with generous timings. This allowed meticulous preparation, careful training and detailed briefing of the assault forces, as well as planning and delivering a heavy and accurate preparatory barrage to a pre-set timetable.


The commander of the British Second Army, General Sir Herbert Plumer, was a master of this technique of careful and detailed planning, and of careful execution of the plan. It was fortunate for the Australians that the first battle they fought in the Passchendaele campaign was under Plumer’s command. Perhaps rather ironically for the Australians, the reason they were required at all was because the overall plan for the Ypres offensive, initially under the control of their (unfairly) perceived nemesis, General Sir Hubert Gough, had failed.


The two Australian divisions involved in the Battle of Menin Road represented a significant but small part of a much greater attack. Menin Road itself was but one battle in a series of major assaults on the German defences ringing the Ypres salient. While this book will tell the story of the Australians in that battle, it will also place them, and the battle, in the wider operational context of September 1917. It will show how the original plan was developed, what had gone wrong, and why the Australians found themselves attacking along a low, heavily defended ridge in Belgium on 20 September 1917.




PIGEONS


The communications systems in use in 1917 are extraordinarily difficult to imagine from a twenty-first century perspective. While some, in a largely embryonic form, would be familiar to modern-day audiences, many others were anachronistic, even by 1917 standards. Wireless and telephones were in use, with the telephone in particular the dominant technical communications system on the battlefield. However both these methods suffered problems of unreliability and mobility. Functioning communications often meant the difference between success and failure, particularly during the assault phase of an attack. Modern technologybased communications were as yet insufficiently reliable and capable to substitute for oldfashioned methods. As a consequence, the three forms of communication most infantry commanders relied on in the 1917 battles were visual signals (mainly coloured rockets or flares, fired in certain sequences), human runners (slow and very vulnerable to being killed or becoming lost in the confusion) and pigeons. Of these, pigeons were the most reliable and the fastest means of sending a message back to higher headquarters, particularly for a timecritical request such as an adjustment to the barrage or for more ammunition. At the Battle of the Marne in 1914, the French Army relied on the message traffic from 72 mobile pigeon lofts. In 1915, the BEF established the Pigeon Corps, with over 100,000 birds, to develop and maintain a reliable (albeit one-way) communications system. This system boasted a 99% success rate for receipt of despatched messages. At Menin Road, I Anzac Corps fielded three horse-drawn pigeon lofts, one mobile motor pigeon loft and two fixed pigeon lofts. Ten pairs of pigeons were issued to each artillery forward observer post (a message was always duplicated and both copies were despatched at the same time by two birds to ensure that at least one copy was received). In addition, two birds were sent with each of the liaison parties working with other units on the divisional and brigade flanks.
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The signal office and headquarters of the 4th Australian Division Signalling Company, May 1917. A dispatch rider sets out for the forward units with a basket containing carrier pigeons (AWM E00646).











CHAPTER ONE


THE STRATEGIC SETTING




The 1917 campaign at Passchendaele was originally planned in 1916. Until almost the end of May 1916, the commander of the BEF, Sir Douglas Haig, planned to launch an offensive in Belgium simultaneously with the combined French-British attack on the Somme. It was only when the impact of the bleeding sore that was the Battle of Verdun on the French Army became apparent — the huge losses meant the French could not provide the bulk of the assault troops for the Somme — that the Belgian scheme was finally abandoned in May 1916.


The British focus on Belgium was not surprising as, in the minds of the British public, Britain had gone to war to liberate Belgium from the Germans. The German occupation of ports on the English Channel represented an enduring strategic threat to British seaborne commerce and to the security of Britain itself. The directive given to Haig on his appointment as commander-in-chief included just two objectives: the liberation of Belgium and the destruction of the German Army in the field. Notably, the French who, even during the darkest days of the war, measured every British initiative against their concern over British influence on a liberated Belgium post-war, approved the British plan for a major offensive in Flanders to parallel the Somme. Ironically, it was the Belgian King who most vehemently opposed Haig’s planned offensive. This was in part because of his concerns over increased Belgian civilian casualties and the destruction of Belgian property, but also because he was contemplating seeking a separate peace with the Germans. When the events of 1916 conspired to prevent its immediate implementation, the plan was shelved, later to be ‘dusted off’, upgraded and reconsidered at the Allied planning conferences at Chantilly on 15 November 1916 and Paris on 4 May 1917.


Historians have argued that the Allies, particularly the British, were still learning how to fight this new type of war. The gradual improvement in tactics and operational command, and much better battle and combined arms planning, support this conclusion. However, this progress was by no means linear, and 1917 represented a difficult year for the Allies. Raymond Poincaré, President of France during the war, referred to 1917 as l’année trouble — ‘the troubled year’. While new equipment, better training and more efficient logistics support delivered occasional improvements in combat performance (by the British at Arras, for example), such tactical progress was often overshadowed by unsuccessful offensives, launched with considerable optimism, but which then petered out with the usual heavy casualties for little territorial gain.


Deriding Allied senior leadership for continuing offensives long after ‘it was clear the attacks had run out of steam’ has become commonplace in histories of the battles of 1917. However, before criticising the decision to launch such attacks, it is important to remember that most of the military operations undertaken in 1917 were driven by the politico-strategic situation, and were often necessary to counter other, adverse developments, frequently far from the battlefields themselves. Critics must place the decisions of Haig and Nivelle (the French Commander-in-Chief and architect of the disastrous offensive at Chemin des Dames) into the broader context of 1917. Action was required on the Western Front to counter-balance the effect of waning Russian political and military commitment to the war, Italian military failures, the impact of the unrestricted U-boat campaign on the British home front and even internal French political upheaval, including strikes by munitions workers and several changes of government.
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The links in the Coalition were popular and well known, as illustrated by this square, white woven cotton handkerchief with the images of the four coalition country leaders (AWM REL38281).


RUSSIA


Russia was crucial to Allied confidence of success in 1914. While both allies and opponents were surprised when Russian mobilisation was achieved far more quickly than anticipated, they were equally surprised by Russia’s relative military impotence. Yet, while the Germans may have had the measure of the Russians in tactical and operational terms, the sheer volume of Russian military manpower forced the Germans to maintain a large number of divisions in the east. The Russians achieved some success against the Austro-Hungarians, reaching an apex with the 1916 Brusilov offensive; however, the Allied expectation that Russian manpower superiority would offset German operational superiority was, by 1917, almost extinguished. With the threat of Russia declining rapidly through 1917, the Germans were free to move many veteran divisions elsewhere, including westward. The German offensive of March 1918 was heavily reinforced by these newly freed divisions.


The fragile Russian economy also broke down as the war progressed, and thus its ability to support the war effort diminished significantly, further damaging Russian military capacity. Stories emerged of Russian soldiers being deployed to the front in 1916 without weapons, under instructions to retrieve them from their dead colleagues.


Russia’s interest in, and ability to continue fighting began to unravel in March 1917 when bread riots broke out in Petrograd (St Petersburg). The riots spread to include industrial workers and then the Petrograd military garrison. The rioters formed the Petrograd Soviet and began to act as an alternative government. The imperial government resigned and the Duma (the Russian parliament) formed a provisional government that competed with the Petrograd Soviet for control. On 15 March 1917 the Czar abdicated. The Soviet and the provisional governments continued to fight for political control until November 1917 when Lenin, the Bolshevik leader smuggled into Russia by the Germans, staged a bloodless coup against the provisional government and formed a new communist government. During this period of political uncertainty, Russian soldiers continued to fight, but with ever-decreasing interest and enthusiasm. One major attack organised by the provisional government on 18 June failed badly, and troops increasingly began to refuse to move to the front. With fewer troops, a collapsed logistics system, and with the troops’ morale plummeting, Russia was effectively, if not formally, out of the war by August 1917. The Russians finally capitulated on 26 October 1917.


With Russia dissolving internally and thus freeing them from the threat of the Russian masses on their eastern flanks, the Germans and Austro-Hungarians began to develop plans for new offensives. The first of the Allied countries to feel the result of this reorganisation of the strategic picture was Italy. A renewed offensive by the freshly reinforced AustroHungarians on 24 October (the Battle of Caporetto) drove the Italians back 19 kilometres with huge losses of men and materiel. German reinforcements had arrived from the Russian front to bolster the Austro-Hungarians and had brought with them new and experimental tactics of infiltration that were to have a major tactical impact on the Western Front six months later. The Germans were also free to move veteran divisions westward during the winter of 1917–18 to reinforce the German offensive of March 1918.
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Map 2. The Battle of Caporetto.
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Damaged German submarine in dry dock in Brughes, 1918 (AWM H03472).


ITALY


The Italians were almost totally unprepared for war and proved reluctant members of the Entente. The government was caught between a commander-in-chief who was even less amenable to political direction than Marshal Joffre in France, and strong anti-war sentiment, both popular and within the government itself. Worse still, the Italian Commander-inChief, General Luigi Cadorna, showed little understanding of modern warfare and would have preferred to fight alongside the Central Powers. The Italian defeat at Trentino in June 1916 saw the end of Antonio Salandra’s liberal government, and the Boselli government fell in October 1917 following the defeat at Caporetto. As with Russia and France, the political survival of governments was continuously threatened by huge losses and constant military disappointment. Italian political fragility was more than matched by Italian military impotence. For the Allies, Italy represented a very unreliable partner during 1917.


In the aftermath of the Caporetto disaster, the threat to Italy was so dire that five British and six French divisions were sent from the Western Front in December 1917 to bolster the Italian Army. While these troops would be badly needed when the German offensives in March 1918 were unleashed on the Western Front itself, their presence in Italy forced the Germans to leave a significant number of German divisions there, at a time when their presence in France might have made all the difference to Germany’s gamble in March 1918.
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