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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




On 21 March 1918 the German Kaiserschlacht began with Operation Michael. Rested and re-armed after the winter and buoyed by the victory over the Russians at the end of 1917, the Germans were determined to win the war before the newly arriving Americans could swing the balance irrevocably against them. They quickly smashed their way through the British lines near Bullecourt and made for Amiens. This great rail junction marked the boundary between the French and the British. If it could be captured, or even neutralised, it would strike a heavy, perhaps fatal, blow against the Allies. A few kilometres east of Amiens, the town of Villers-Bretonneux was strategically important because from its elevated hilltop (Hill 104) Amiens could be seen and shelled.


Two counter-attack battles halted the German advance on Villers-Bretonneux. In the first, on 4 April, the 9th Brigade of the 3rd Division would play a crucial role. In the second, on 24/25 April it would be up to the 13th Brigade of the 4th Division and the 15th Brigade of the 5 th Division to bar the way of the enemy. In both instances, there would be vital support from British forces, with which the five Australian divisions were integrated.


What follows is a brief outline of how it was that Australians came to play the pivotal role in these two counter-attacks in defence of Villers-Bretonneux in April 1918. Just a few men are mentioned and their stories must represent the larger picture. There is little room here for accounts of individual soldiers but plenty of these can be found in the books cited in the bibliography.






COUNTER-ATTACK


A counter-attack is an attack made in the face of an advancing enemy. It is therefore among the most dangerous of manoeuvres. A counter-attack also contrasts with a set-piece battle in that it is largely planned spontaneously in response to the enemy’s initiative. In World War I, with its massed armies, accurate field artillery and portable machine-guns, an advance to meet the enemy was particularly deadly. As a result, a unit lined up to counter-attack was like a train wreck waiting to happen, and so it proved at Villers-Bretonneux. The only question was whether the sacrifice of life and limb would lead to any important gains.











Bean on the second battle of Villers-Bretonneux


‘It may occur to the reader,’ wrote official historian C.E.W. Bean of the second battle of Villers-Bretonneux, ‘that, of all the commanders responsible for the operation, it was the one least mentioned in most narratives of it ... whose good sense and level judgement most happily influenced the result.’


Who was this man and why did Bean single him out?


AUSTRALIAN MYTHS OF WORLD WAR I


Before the narrative begins, it is necessary to spell out and to dispel some of the persistent Australian myths of the Great War, which often cloud true judgement.



They blundered into war


To some, it seems that the foolish statesmen of 1914 somehow blundered into war. The fact was that Germany had invaded Belgium and France, killing and destroying in the process, with the intention of consolidating its position as master of Europe. Belgium and France, supported at first by Britain and later by other forces, sought desperately to protect their lands and to defeat the invaders. Belgium and France were fighting for the very integrity of their nations; a life-and-death struggle demanding the immense sacrifices that were indeed made by these nations.


Perhaps the best short description of World War I is embodied in the title of German historian Fritz Fischer’s book Griff nach der Weltmacht, or Germany’s ‘grasp for world power’. The Premier of France, Georges (‘Tiger’) Clemenceau, summed the situation up when he addressed Australian troops after the battle of Hamel 4 July 1918:


The work of our fathers, which we wanted to leave unharmed to our children, they wanted to rob us of... but the free nations of the world said that the Boche should not do this so long as they were there to come and prevent it.


Senseless slaughter


It is said that four years of senseless slaughter followed. Slaughter there was, but it was accompanied by urgent attempts to master the techniques needed to defeat the enemy. From the beginning, every battle had a plan, and the plans grew more elaborate and successful with every year of experience. At the beginning no-one knew how best to meet the large numbers of the enemy fully equipped with modern weaponry. With every battle, knowledge increased, tactics improved, new weapons like tanks and aircraft were invented and mastered. With every battle, progress was made and the invader was forced slowly back.




It was in the brutal battles of 1914 to 1917 that the enemy was forced into the position of early 1918 when it had to go on the offensive or face defeat. It was these bloody battles that had weakened the German armies. It was in the horrific slaughters of 1916 at Verdun, where Germany tried to bleed France white, and on the Somme, where Britain’s civilian army went forward and slogged it out for five months, and then in the ghastly killing of 1917 at Arras and Messines and Passchendaele that the German army was damaged and worn out. Further, a massive and fresh US army was by 1918 forming and training in the wings and almost ready to join the Allies. By 1918 the British armies were well-placed to bring overwhelming force against the Germans, provided that the German offensive could be halted first.








Now look what the British made us do


It is said that the British forced us Australians into someone else’s war and placed our forces in unwinnable situations. In fact, every man in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) was a volunteer because the soldiers understood that the German invasion must be defeated. The first Australian action was to send an expeditionary force to the German colonies uncomfortably close to Australia’s shores. Every Australian was a British subject; many still referred to Britain as ‘home’.


It is true that the invasion of Gallipoli, a good idea in theory perhaps, led to inevitable defeat because of the difficulties involved in preparing a force to invade at such short notice. It is true that battles like Fromelles and Mouquet Farm would not have been fought in the way they were if the knowledge gained from them had been available beforehand. Inexperienced Australian officers were part of the problem. The lessons learned included the need to question the planning and to take control of it. By 1918 the Australians had learned how to negotiate with their great and powerful friend to get the required results. This skill would play an important part in the April battles, particularly at second Villers-Bretonneux.



The amateur soldier from the Antipodes saved the day and won the war


It is said that in 1918 the brilliant Australian John Monash plucked order out of chaos, showed all the others how to win and went on to lead all to victory. He is said to have invented the all-arms battle. In fact, all the ingredients of his planning of the battle of Hamel had already been developed. At Messines, June 1917, the British had conceived the elaborate plan that led to a great victory. Mines had been dug under the Messines ridge, masses of infantry had been organised, tanks were used, and by midday the ridge had been taken. The friction of war then slowed the attack and many things went wrong, but at the end of five days, all objectives had been taken. There followed the successful advances at Ypres in September and October with massive artillery support and short ‘bite and hold’ advances. Then the weather intervened and British armies endured the worst conditions they had ever encountered, although the Canadians did take the Passchendaele ridge. All the lessons arising from these battles had been absorbed, and it remained to implement them in 1918. It was then that Monash had his chance to put these lessons together in his thorough way.


There was one other weapon available to Monash. The myth is that the Australian Corps was about to inherit the incomparable John Monash. In fact, it was just the reverse: Monash was about to inherit the incomparable Australian Corps.








The war ended in a draw


The war ‘ended in a draw’, so the theory goes, and its outcome (which contradicts the ‘draw’) was a harsh peace imposed by the Allies, which ‘caused’ the world-wide Depression, which then caused’ the rise of Hitler and World War II, which in turn caused’ the dominance of the Soviet Union until its collapse in 1989. This argument is mistaken.


Versailles was child’s play compared to the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, imposed by the Germans on Russia. Later the Allies softened in their implementation of Versailles. Hitler seized power with a minority vote and then imposed an iron rule, finding all sorts of subterfuges to get around remaining Versailles conditions. Despite British and other negotiations, he then went to war.


So, World War I should not be saddled with outcomes for which it was not responsible. It, and the defeat of the German offensive of April 1918, must be judged in the context of the initial German invasion of 1914.










CHAPTER 1










THE BACKGROUND




The French perspective: battle for the survival of France


For the French, 1914 came as a shocking repeat of history. In 1870 Prussia had advanced into France, defeated the French at Sedan and advanced on Paris in a course that took them by Villers-Bretonneux. (The battle fought there on 23/24 December 1870 was memorialised in a monument surrounded by a copse of trees known as Monument Wood just east of the town. This wood also featured in the struggle of 1918.) There followed the siege of Paris, a short-lived commune, the defeat of France, the surrender and the bitter terms of defeat. For the victors, this was a moment of triumph and exultation. The new nation of Germany was formed, bringing together the existing independent states under the rule of Kaiser Wilhelm I. Over the following two generations, the population of Germany would double and all young, fit men would train as conscripts so that by 1914 Germany would have a large and formidable army. When that army, a million fully armed men, crossed the border of Belgium on the way to Paris, the French saw themselves in a war of survival, demanding enormous sacrifices — and they were enormous. The first round ended in the battle of the Marne, without which there would have been no Western Front. The French held the enemy before the gates and, with important help from a small British contingent, pushed them back. French losses in 1914 already dwarfed those of many nations that would follow. By Christmas 1914 the French had already lost in dead and missing (believed dead) more than the entire complement of the AIF.



The British perspective


When Germany advanced on 1 August, the British hesitated. This became a three-day hesitation that sent the French into a frenzy of worry. No-one in England wanted war but then came the brutalisation of Belgium for which there could be no excuse. Even those wanting to avoid war saw that there was no way they could they leave France to be humiliated and an even stronger Germany built for ‘Round 2’ as the strongest power in Europe, perhaps even in the world.


Hastening to France, the small British Expeditionary Force (BEF) of two corps included Generals Sir John French as commander-in-chief and Sir Douglas Haig as a corps commander. They joined in the battle with the retreat from Mons, falling back every day. Then the French outflanked the Germans as they neared Paris and Britain’s ‘contemptible little army’ rendered important help in stopping the Schlieffen Plan onrush. There followed the race to the sea and entrenchment. In December 1915 Haig replaced French as commander-in-chief of the BEF. Early in 1916 the Germans advanced on Verdun to










INFANTRY RIFLES AND BAYONETS




German Mauser Gewehr 98/05 rifle and Seitengewehr 98/05 ‘butcher blade’ bayonet
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German Mauser Gewehr 98/05 rifle with fixed bayonet (Lightwell image, Melanie Touw photo).


The Mauser Gewehr 98/05 was the standard German infantry rifle throughout World War I. It was a manually operated, magazine-fed (five-round fixed box magazine), bolt action rifle capable of firing to a range of around 328 yards (300 metres). The Mauser could fire rifle grenades and came with a ‘butcher blade’ bayonet; it could also be fitted with a telescopic sight for sniper use.


The Seitengewehr 98/05 bayonet was the most common bayonet used by the German military during World War I. Nicknamed the ‘butcher blade’ by the Allies because of its distinctive shape, it was both a practical tool and bayonet. Various versions evolved over the war, including a ‘sawback’ model which was designed to be used as a tool but concerned the Allies so much that they threatened to kill or torture any German soldier captured with one.
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German sawback bayonet and scabbard (Lightwell image, Melanie Touw photo).
















British Short Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE) 0.303-inch, No. 1 Mk III* rifle
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British Short Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE) 0.303-inch, No. 1 Mk III* rifle (AHU image library).




Australians used the British Short Magazine Lee-Enfield, largely unchanged, in both World Wars and in Korea. It was affectionately known as the ‘Smelly’ (SMLE). The Lee-Enfield was magazine-fed (10-round detachable box magazine) and its bolt action was both smoother and faster than that of the Mauser. While its effective range was officially considered to be 328 yards (300 metres), it could hit a target at a much greater distance, could fire rifle grenades, and could also be fitted with a telescopic sight for sniper use. It was ruggedly constructed, very reliable and trusted by the troops. The British Pattern 1907 (P07) was the standard issue bayonet for the Lee-Enfield rifle.
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Standard British Pattern 07 bayonet and scabbard (Lightwell image, Melanie Touw photo).


The P.07 was the standard issue bayonet for the Lee-Enfield rifle for all Commonwealth forces during World War I. It was about half a metre long with two variations used by Australian troops: the hooked quillon and straight guard types (photo is of a straight guard type). The P.07 was plain but practical and an effective weapon and tool.













‘bleed France white’. To relieve the pressure, Britain took the lead on the Somme from 1 July 1916 and after that played an increasingly important role.


The Australian perspective


To understand Australian involvement, we need to take ourselves back to the early years of our nation. All Australians then were British subjects and dependent on Britain’s protection but, more importantly, they intuitively understood why Britain was fighting. Men rushed to enlist. Most of the AIF was of British descent, with at least a quarter born in the UK (think Simpson, the stretcher-bearer with the donkey). It is not surprising that future Prime Minister Andrew Fisher promised to aid Britain to ‘the last man and the last shilling’.


So from early 1916, and following the failed 1915 Gallipoli campaign, an all-volunteer army eventually numbering almost 300,000 Australians arrived, division by division, on the Western Front, to aid France in its struggle for liberty. The Australians fought as an integral part of the British armies, with five divisions on the Western Front along with Canada’s four divisions and Britain’s more than 50 divisions. At all times from 1916 to 1918, Australians were flanked by British units of one kind or another, protected by British artillery, fed on British rations, and equipped in part with British equipment. Sometimes also there was close cooperation with the French, including what happened in the days immediately following the successful retaking of Villers-Bretonneux in April 1918.










CHAPTER 2










PROGRESS OF THE WAR 
TO APRIL 1918




Commander-in-chief of the BEF, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig


By April 1918, Field Marshal Haig, the commander-in-chief of the BEF, was 56 years old. He came from a wealthy family (the whisky distillers) and attended Oxford before graduating from Sandhurst military college and commissioning into the cavalry in 1885. He served in the Sudan and Boer War campaigns, in India and at Aldershot. He was married with four children. Haig took command of the BEF in December 1915. Since then he had presided over the Somme campaign — a brutal and punishing five-month offensive that pushed the enemy back a few kilometres — and the fighting of 1917 which ended in the offensive of Third Ypres and the horrors of the taking of Passchendaele.
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From the left, General J.J.C. Joffre, French President Poincaré, Kang George V, General F. Foch and General Sir Douglas Haig. Photo 12 August 1916 (AWM H12239).
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Map 1. The Western Front 1914-1918 showing the furthest advance of the German armies 1914, the front at June 1916, the Allied gains to end of 1917, and the Armistice line 1918.








Haig’s principles of warfare


Haig considered that there were four phases to wars: the initial skirmishing to gain position; the long and bloody wearing-out’ struggle which ensues; the critical moment when both sides understand that one side is gaining ascendancy and the losing side launches a desperate assault to regain the initiative; and the last phase when the outcome of the third phase leads inevitably to the final victory or defeat. This is still the best way to look at the progress of World War I. The battles in defence of Villers-Bretonneux came at this crucial third phase.
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Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, centre front, and British Army commanders, 11 November 1918. General Sir William Birdwood stands behind Haig and General Sir Henry Rawlinson, front right (AWM H12241).


Progress of the war 1914-1917


In August 1914 a million German soldiers, armed to the teeth, inexcusably smashed their way through Belgium and headed towards Paris. The Belgian and French armies were reinforced by the BEF, which hastily took its place in the French line of battle at Mons. These Allied armies were forced back by the weight and firepower of the enemy until, in September, a massive French counter-attack from Paris along the Marne, supported by the British, stopped the onrush and forced the enemy back. Without this success there would have been no Western Front and no ultimate victory. There followed the race to the sea and the construction of the trenches by which the war is known. This was the end of phase one.








Great brutality and loss of life occurred during the attempts of 1915, 1916 and 1917 to push the enemy out of France and Belgium. This was phase two, the ‘wearing-out’ struggle, often referred to as ‘attrition’ but Haig meant ‘wearing out’ rather than simply throwing men into the meat grinder. He was saying that this is an inevitable stage of any war. The Allied armies racked their brains to devise the means of smashing the enemy with the least loss of life to themselves. By trial and error they learned to coordinate artillery with an infantry advance, to improve munitions, and to introduce new weapons such as tanks and aircraft to the battlefield. This phase is often referred to as ‘stalemate’, but in fact at Verdun, on the Somme in 1916 and in the German retreat to the Hindenburg Line (February 1917), with the Allied successes at Vimy Ridge (April 1917), Messines (June 1917) and initially at Ypres (September 1917), the enemy was halted, slowly forced back and worn out. As Third Ypres bogged down in scenes of horror at Passchendaele (November 1917) and the winter ended fighting for the year, the two contending sides had an opportunity to assess the situation. Both knew that the Allies, despite their horrendous losses, were gradually gaining the ascendancy.


Thus, two words ought to be banned in any discussion of World War I, and they are ‘attrition’ and ‘stalemate’. It may have seemed like a stalemate at the time, but small gains and some losses were always being made. The terrible cost was unavoidable as the two sides wore each other out.


One factor had strengthened the German hand: on the Eastern Front, they had won. By the end of 1917 Russian resistance had collapsed and peace talks were underway. Finally, on 3 March 1918 the Soviet government accepted German terms and signed the peace treaty. Germany imposed a harsh peace and occupied Ukraine, but now it was ready to launch its long-planned blow in the west. Although it kept large numbers of troops in the east to guard its gains, it was able to transfer thousands of men to the Western Front.



The Americans decide to enter the war


Then a new development added urgency to the German situation. The Americans, having decided in April 1917 to enter the war, had now completed their preparations. A fresh, though green and untried, army of two million men in the United States was ready and awaiting transport to Europe. As the spring of 1918 arrived, the Americans started to trickle into France. The Germans now knew that they must win the war before the Americans were able to deploy their armies.










CHAPTER 3










OPERATION MICHAEL






In March 1918 the Allies had some 2.2 million men available but the Germans now had 2.8 million, a rare preponderance in strength and an opportunity to take the initiative. They planned a last, desperate throw of the dice and named it Operation Michael. The German troops had been trained in new methods for blows aimed at the Channel ports via Hazebrouck and Amiens, the gateway to Paris. An initial bombardment would be followed by a creeping barrage and the advance of the infantry but now, without pausing to consolidate the line, wherever the enemy’s front was breached, the successful troops were to roll up the enemy to the right and left, enveloping any enemy posts holding up the advance.


The Allied high command was well aware, in general terms, of the impending assault and made no secret of it. The waiting Allied troops were encouraged to see the German offensive as a great opportunity to deal with the threat once and for all. Many eagerly awaited their chance although, in the event, the German advance moved faster and further than anyone had anticipated.



Organisation of the British armies


The AIF fought as an integral component of the British armies, of which five were formed. An army consisted of two or more corps (with an accepted maximum of four); a corps comprised two or more divisions. A division contained three infantry brigades plus a range of ancillary services including artillery and tanks, machine-guns, field ambulances, pioneers and so on. Initially, a brigade was composed of four 1000-man infantry battalions plus a light trench mortar battery, machine-gun company and field ambulance. As the war took its toll, the infantry brigades were reduced to three infantry battalions. The battalions would go into action with around 650 to 750 men. The composition of armies constantly changed. The components could be, and were, rearranged as requirements dictated. Thus, armies could be formed, re-formed or cease to exist. Corps could be swapped between armies, divisions could move from one corps to another, and in particular, brigades could be detached from their divisions for specific tasks. Brigades were particularly suited to independent action. A brigade in 1918 would be accompanied by a range of divisional services, including a field ambulance, a machine-gun company, a signals detachment and an ammunition column. These arrangements would be a feature of the April 1918 battles around Villers-Bretonneux.



Defensive line of the British armies, March 1918


At this time, the very northern part of the Western Front was held, as usual, by the Belgians. Next northernmost was the British Second Army (Plumer), in which the Australian Corps had been placed, holding the line in the Ypres sector. They were flanked to the south by First Army (Horne) to the north of Arras. Third Army (Byng) held the line from Arras
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Map 2. Operation Michael, March-April 1918.










VICKERS MK I MACHINE-GUN 
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	Calibre:

	0.303 in (7.7 mm)





	Length:

	1.156 m





	Weight:

	18.14 kg





	Action:

	Recoil





	Rate of fire:

	Cyclic — 600 rpm





	Feed system:

	250-round, cloth belt





	Effective range:

	1800 m





	Manufacturers:

	Vickers, Son & Maxim; Royal Ordnance Factories









The Vickers was an evolution of the earlier Maxim machine-gun and came into service with the British Army in 1912. The Vickers Mk I was the standard British and Australian medium machine-gun throughout World Wars I and II, the Korean War and into the 1960s. It was an extremely reliable weapon — in one instance in World War I, a Vickers fired an average of 10,000 rounds an hour for 12 hours with no stoppages. Heavy and cumbersome to transport, the Vickers was better suited to static warfare as was discovered in France. Initially, Vickers machine-guns were issued to battalions on a standard basis of four per unit. Experience early in the war saw the guns withdrawn from the battalions in 1916 and combined into machine-gun companies which were a formation rather than a unit asset (known as ‘brigade troops’). Later in the war they were reorganised into machine-gun battalions as a divisional resource (‘div troops’). In 1915, the machine-gun specialists formed their own corps, the Machine Gun Corps, which was raised in October 1915 and disbanded in 1922.
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