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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 Campaign 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 Campaign 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 Campaign Series provides 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










INTRODUCTION




The Australian participation in the Battle of the Somme was focussed on the capture of Pozières Ridge, a low rise in farmland on the Albert–Bapaume road that offered a good view of the German position in the area. During its six-week campaign on the ridge, 1st Anzac Corps advanced little more than two miles and suffered 23,000 casualties. Not all of its attacks were disastrous however, and the first phase of the campaign along the ridge, known as the Battle of Pozières, was its most successful, securing the fortified village of Pozières and the German second line of defence in the area.


To understand how Australian forces fought at Pozières, it is important to recognise that the Australian formations were part of the British Army. 1st Anzac Corps and its divisions were placed within the newly created Reserve Army and functioned more or less as any other British corps on the Somme. The corps had recently arrived in France from Egypt where the force evacuated from Gallipoli the year before had been expanded and completed a period of intensive training. Battle-hardened battalions had been divided in half, with each half of experienced men forming the basis of one of two new battalions, the other half consisting of new recruits. In this way it was hoped to utilise the valuable front-line experience of those Gallipoli veterans throughout the force. However many veterans of the Gallipoli campaign had minimal combat experience, having arrived after the end of the August Offensive. Furthermore, little could be done to prepare any of them — ‘experienced’ or otherwise — for conditions on the Western Front. The first experience of battle on the pitted moonscape of broken trenches and bodies was, for most, shocking.


The extended, deadlocked trench system that was the Western Front was an unprecedented problem in modern warfare. Most tactical doctrine in the pre-war years was based around a war of movement, a major component of which was outflanking the enemy. The cavalry was a critical constituent of any army, and victory involved routing the enemy in decisive manoeuvres. But the long, continuous nature of the Western Front meant that this was simply not an option. Instead, the only way to attack the entrenched German invaders was through slogging frontal assaults against a well-armed enemy. Modern weaponry was deadlier than ever, and these frontal assaults could be expected to face a slew of weapons far more effective than simple rifles — machine-guns, trench mortars, hand-thrown bombs and rifle grenades all augmented the defensive capacity of any side. Given the sophisticated nature of modern weaponry, it was almost certainly suicidal for the infantry to leave the protection of their trench and advance across no man’s land. Two machine-guns crossing fire at only a few hundred yards were more than capable of stopping a company of infantry in its tracks, and so German positions, defended much more heavily, represented a formidable objective.


And yet, with the Germans firmly in control of a considerable tract of French land, the onus to attack was on the side that wanted to move them, the Entente Cordiale. Maintaining the status quo was simply not an option. By 1915 the British were experimenting with a variety of approaches to solve this problem, with varying levels of success. The basis of most of these approaches however, was technology, and the varying ways in which modern weaponry could be applied for offensive purposes. Early attacks by the infantry in a single line, or in a series of closely spaced lines, failed with heavy casualties, which emphasised the need for a more sophisticated approach to frontal assaults. The artillery became critical to any operational plan, either in providing destructive preliminary bombardments, or in firing protective barrages of shells over the infantry as they advanced through no man’s land. Fire from other weapons such as trench mortars, Lewis and Vickers guns, and gas shells was used to augment the work of the infantry and try to give them an advantage in attacking German positions instead of simply dominating in defence. Trying to devise new military doctrine aimed at breaking the unexpected deadlock, when most pre-war thought had expected modern weapons to cut through any defensive position like butter, was a difficult and extremely complicated challenge that would take years to solve.


[image: image]


Men loading a heavy trench mortar in the Chalk Pit. Trench mortars, particularly smaller, more mobile examples such as the Stokes trench mortar, would become increasingly important during the war, but played a minimal role at Pozières (AWM P10028.004).


By 1916, years of ongoing experimentation had given British commanders a wide assortment of options that they could employ in devising future attacks. But because warfare on this scale was an extremely complicated matter, it was not always clear which tactic was the most effective, and which ones made little difference or were, in fact, causing operations to falter. The Anzac Corps slotted into a British Army which allowed a generous leeway in interpreting and modifying orders as they progressed from the commander-in-chief or army commanders through corps headquarters to division, brigade, battalion and below. While a great deal of responsibility fell to army commanders and subordinate corps and divisional commanders as to which tactics would be used for any particular attack and how the operation would proceed, even lowly company commanders could make a difference to the outcome of a battle if the conditions were right. Two brigades attacking alongside each other had the freedom to employ different tactics without recrimination, as long as they followed the broader orders received from above. Having arrived on the Somme, 1st Anzac Corps would become part of this process, employing tactics previously learned by British units and contributing ideas of its own.




1ST ANZAC CORPS ORDER OF BATTLE JULY–AUGUST 1916


1st Australian Division


Major General Harold Walker


• 1st Brigade


Brigadier General Nevill Maskelyne Smyth


• 1st

   BattalionLieutenant Colonel James Heane


• 2nd

   BattalionLieutenant Colonel Arthur Borlase Stevens


• 3rd

   BattalionLieutenant Colonel Owen Glendower Howell-Price


• 4th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Iven Giffard Mackay


• 2nd Brigade


Lieutenant Colonel Henry Gordon Bennett


• 5th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Frank William Le Maistre


• 6th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Clarence Wells Didier Daly


• 7th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Carl Herman Jess


• 8th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Graham Coulter


• 3rd Brigade


Brigadier General Ewen George Sinclair-MacLagan


• 9th

   BattalionLieutenant Colonel James Campbell Robertson


• 10th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Stanley Price-Weir


• 11th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Richard Harricks Roberts


• 12th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Charles Hazell Elliott


2nd Australian Division


Lieutenant General James Gordon Legge


• 5th Brigade


Brigadier General William Holmes


• 17th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Edward Fowell Martin


• 18th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Evan Alexander Wisdom


• 19th BattalionLieutenant Colonel William Kenneth Seaforth Mackenzie


• 20th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Alexander Windeyan Ralston


• 6th Brigade


Brigadier General John Gellibrand


• 21st BattalionLieutenant Colonel William Dempster Forbes


• 22nd

   BattalionLieutenant Colonel Robert Smith


• 23rd BattalionLieutenant Colonel Wilfred Kent Fethers


• 24th BattalionLieutenant Colonel William Walker Russell Watson


• 7th Brigade


Brigadier General John Paton


• 25th BattalionLieutenant Colonel James Walker


• 26th BattalionLieutenant Colonel George Ferguson


• 27th BattalionLieutenant Colonel Walter Dollman


• 28th BattalionMajor Alan William Leane


4th Australian Division


Major General Herbert Vaughan Cox


• 4th

   BrigadeBrigadier General Charles Henry Brand


• 12th

   BrigadeBrigadier General Duncan John Glasfurd


• 13th

   BrigadeLieutenant Colonel Thomas William Glasgow






The Somme Campaign — origins


With the failure of attempts to circumvent the fighting in Europe and the end of the Gallipoli campaign, it became apparent to the British that they would have to commit to a major effort on the main battlefield, the Western Front. But as the junior partner in the Entente, the British were obliged to follow the lead of the French to a significant extent. This had not come as a surprise to some, with the British Secretary of State for War stating as early as August 1915, ‘we had to make war as we must, not as we should like to.’ And so, despite hoping to launch a campaign more suited to British ends in Belgian Flanders in 1916, the British Army became wedded to a French-proposed campaign further south.


The broader Allied strategy for 1916 was determined at a series of conferences held at Chantilly. A meeting in December 1915 decided that large-scale offensives would be opened simultaneously against the Central Powers on three fronts by Russia, Italy, and France and Britain. This was approved by the British Cabinet War Committee in an endorsement that also agreed that France and Belgian Flanders would be regarded by the British government as the main theatre of operations. Following a series of further negotiations, the French Commander-in-Chief General Joffre and British General Douglas Haig decided to conduct a combined offensive across the Somme to begin around the middle of the year. There were two options for this attack: one would see the British conduct operations in a bid to wear down the German Army before the French launched the main objective; the other involved the British contributing a force to fight alongside the main (and larger) body of French troops.


In December 1915 General Sir Douglas Haig replaced Sir John French as Commander-inChief of the British Armies in France and Flanders. He had commanded the British I Corps on the outbreak of war in 1914, and was now charged with command of four armies. He would soon form a fifth, which would be known for most of the year as ‘Reserve Army’, later renamed ‘Fifth Army’. The Battle of the Somme would become Haig’s first major offensive and one with which he would be inextricably linked in the decades to come. Haig’s clear choice between the two options for the Somme campaign was for the British Army to fight alongside the French, and he was preparing for this eventuality.


Within weeks of these decisions, the Germans launched a major offensive against the French at Verdun. They managed to advance five miles along the River Meuse in four days, occupying Fort Douaumont in the process. While their advance ground to a halt in the face of determined French opposition, the offensive was not called off. The battle devolved into a brutal series of attritional battles as the Germans attempted to ‘bleed the French white’ at the cost of hundreds of thousands of lives on both sides. This had two important effects on the Allied plans. The first was that French reserves began to be relocated to Verdun at an alarming rate, meaning that increasingly, the burden of conducting the Somme offensive would fall on the British. The second was that the imperative on the British to actually start some form of major offensive action as soon as possible became less and less avoidable as French casualties began to mount. An attack elsewhere would, it was hoped, draw German reserves away and relieve the burden on the French defending Verdun. Under increasing pressure, Haig agreed to begin the operation on 29 June 1916. Bad weather delayed it until 1 July.
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General Sir Douglas Haig (AWM A03713).


Plans for the Somme campaign continued apace. An attack was scheduled, to be launched along a 20-mile front in the Somme region. The operation would be preceded by a massive bombardment, considered so enormous as to be decisive in destroying the extensive German defences that lay opposite the Allied front. While this bombardment would expend an unprecedented amount of ammunition, efforts on the home front in Britain had seen the numbers of shells produced increase significantly, and high command was confident this would be sufficient to meet the demands of this operation. This bombardment was largely expected to destroy most, if not all of the German line and enable the attacking troops to walk across no man’s land meeting little or no resistance. Dugouts would be exploded, trenches blown flat, defenders killed and barbed wire destroyed. Haig’s hope was that this attack would blow the German lines wide open, allowing his cavalry to pour through and reinstate a war of movement in which his armies would outmanoeuvre the Germans.


The First Day on the Somme — 1 July 1916


Accordingly, the opening day of the Battle of the Somme was preceded by an eight-day preliminary bombardment of the German lines. However, as extended and impressive as this bombardment was, it was simply insufficient to complete the task it had been set. There were almost 1500 guns employed during the bombardment, an unprecedented number for the British. However, when spread over a front that was 20 miles wide and an objective which was 4500 yards deep, they were, in fact, quite thinly spread. And although thousands of pounds of ammunition were sent over, fresh from munitions factories in Britain, the shells used were also inadequate. The British artillery was using far too little high explosive in favour of the less destructive shrapnel shell in the mix fired during the preliminary bombardment, which could not and did not have the destructive effect expected. Worse still, while a great deal of effort had been expended in Britain to produce more ammunition quickly, the resulting ordnance was of very poor quality. Hastily produced in factories with relaxed inspection standards, too many shells were defective and were prone to either prematurely exploding in their guns, or failing to detonate altogether and falling like inert lumps of metal. These ‘duds’ further weakened an inadequate artillery bombardment. On the morning of 1 July, many battalions found the German barbed-wire emplacements in front of them almost completely untouched by artillery fire and a German garrison that had been shaken, but was still more than capable of defending the line. The German infantry were still alive — and their machine-guns had survived with them.
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An officer from the Australian 16th Battalion posing next to a dud 15-inch British shell. Such super-heavy shells were used to destroy German fortifications, sometimes with mixed results, as the assaulting infantry often discovered (AWM P11028.024.001).


At 7.30 am on 1 July 1916, nine corps of the British Fourth and Third armies and the French Sixth Army launched the attack. Along the majority of the front, the British infantry moved forward alongside their fellows from some of the dominion forces, advancing into unchecked enemy machine-gun fire which was quickly followed by high-explosive shellfire from the German guns not far behind the front line. In most sectors the infantry failed to advance at all, or they managed to move only just beyond the German first line of defence. Losses were appalling and it was — and remains — Britain’s worst ever military disaster, with 60,000 casualties suffered in a single day.
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A view of one of the front-line trenches in the Le Barque area following the German withdrawal from the Somme in March 1917. This image provides some indication of the material used in the well-constructed German trenches encountered by Allied troops throughout the Somme campaign (AWM E04714).


The most famous and oft-repeated description of events was that, as whistles blew to indicate the start of the assault, row upon row of infantry left their jumping-off trenches and walked stoically shoulder to shoulder across no man’s land, only to be mown down by the remorseless German machine-guns. This version of events suggests that no ground was gained, and the ‘poor bloody infantry’ were mown down for no reason at the behest of their callous generals. This is not entirely correct. In fact, a wide variety of approaches to battle were tried among the 80 attacking battalions. Some did order their men to advance in this fashion, while others made a quick dash from temporary positions in no man’s land established in the hours prior to the attack. Some parts of the line failed entirely with massive casualties, others saw some success. In the south, some battalions arranged to advance behind a lifting artillery barrage, which necessitated walking slowly across no man’s land. However, in this instance the infantry were preceded by a falling curtain of shells, known as a ‘lifting’ barrage and later a ‘creeping’ barrage as the technique became more sophisticated. This offered a great deal of protection, if not by killing the Germans ahead of the attacking infantry, at least by keeping them under cover until the last minute. The sectors which employed this tactic saw the greatest success.


However, most parts of the line failed, and with extremely heavy casualties. This was a clear demonstration of the role firepower would play in future frontal assaults on the German line on the Western Front. Without some form of external firepower to protect the infantry in no man’s land, there was little chance that they could survive. But with the Germans continuing to occupy French territory, and the French Army under ever-increasing pressure at Verdun, there was no possibility of the Somme operation being called off. It was evident that there had been massive losses, although the magnitude of the casualty rate remained unclear for several days, and it was immediately obvious that something would need tochange before the next major assault on the German line. It was also obvious that there would have to be another major assault on the German line. The Battle of the Somme would continue.


Night attack — 14 July


The General Officer Commanding Fourth Army, General Sir Henry Rawlinson, had been reluctantly granted permission by Haig to conduct this next attack at night — assembling his men in the wide expanse of no man’s land in the darkness to attack in the early hours of the morning. On 11 July a preliminary bombardment opened against the objectives between the villages of Bazentin-le-Petit and Longueval, but did not alert the Germans to the impending attack. A hurricane bombardment of no more than five minutes preceded the infantry attack which was launched at 3.25 am. The operation was largely successful, with the village of Bazentin-le-Petit in British hands by 9.00 am. However, Longueval and positions such as Delville Wood remained beyond the British and fighting would continue in the area for several days. This battle had demonstrated that, if sufficient ordnance was thrown at the enemy lines in the right combination, it was possible to advance on the Somme. It also demonstrated that it would be almost impossible to continue the advance once the infantry were beyond the reach of their own artillery. Whether or not those lessons would be truly appreciated would remain to be seen. One important consequence of this operation had implications for the mindset of senior commanders such as Haig — significantly, where the attack had been successful, the morale of the German defenders had not crumbled. The longed-for cavalry-sized gaps in the line, opened by demoralised Germans scrambling out of the way in the face of British success, did not come close to appearing. Instead, success for the British resulted in the uncovering of another German line of defence, with equally or better dug-in defenders, fresh machine-guns, and no sign of a breakthrough. But this attack had demonstrated some innovation both in the employment of artillery and in the use of darkness to try to push an attack through, and would provide further tactical examples for 1st Anzac Corps to draw on for its own operations on the Somme.


It should not be forgotten, however, that 1 July and 14 July were not typical days on the Somme. Nor was the other big operation of 15 September, when tanks were introduced to the battlefield for the first time. The campaign on the Somme ran for a little over four months and, aside from those three days, the entire time was characterised by British, or sometimes French forces conducting small-scale attacks against local objectives. All of these operations shared similar characteristics in being uncoordinated, brutal frontal assaults against well-entrenched German positions conducted on narrow fronts and often repeated with little adaptation or sophistication in approach. Some were successful, such as those conducted by 1st Anzac Corps in the capture of Pozières and the OG lines. Others were not, and usually ended with heavy casualties as the result. All were more or less tentative movements aimed at gaining a slightly better position — higher ground, better observation etc. — from which to eventually launch the great breakthrough which was still a cherished hope of the General Headquarters (GHQ). The great breakthrough would have to wait and, while the larger operations of 1 and 14 July could provide valuable examples of what would (or perhaps more importantly, would not) work in battle, there was little opportunity to apply this on a broader front.


Enter Reserve Army — Hubert Gough


The bulk of the effort in the Somme campaign was borne by the British Fourth Army. However, from 2 July another minor player made its way onto the stage — Reserve Army. This new army, which would later become Fifth Army, had been raised a month earlier from the recently created Reserve Corps and was placed under command of Lieutenant General Sir Hubert Gough. Reserve Corps, and the army it became, was probably intended to have a greater role in exploitation after Fourth Army had forced a way through the German lines, was sometimes referred to as ‘Gough’s mobile army’ and contained a number of cavalry divisions in the days following its creation. However, with ongoing failures on the Somme, plans for Reserve Army would soon change, and its structure altered accordingly. The cavalry units were removed, and the army was assigned a number of infantry corps instead, including 1st Anzac Corps from mid-July.


The insertion of this new army into the front line had the benefit of reducing Fourth Army’s front to a more manageable length and introducing a new general with a different approach to the battlefield — and one who was a particular favourite of Haig. Gough inherited the northern sector of the line on the Somme, one that had not fared well on 1 July. His front was in such a state of confusion that he was unable to contemplate conducting operations for several days, despite his impatience to do so. When finally given permission to conduct some minor operations, Reserve Army was given a very secondary role to the actions of Fourth Army on its right flank. It would come into its own should Fourth Army break through the German lines, when Reserve Army would advance through to seize the town of Bapaume and cover Fourth Army’s continued advance. For some weeks little changed. But, as time passed, the role of Reserve Army became less clearly defined. There remained a very vague sense that it was being reserved for future use in case of a breakthrough, and its operations were usually nominally in support of Fourth Army. But, particularly following the success of 1st Anzac Corps at Pozières, Reserve Army was gradually able to expand its area of operations. Eventually it would be granted a greater degree of autonomy and, by September 1916, was operating relatively freely on the banks of the Ancre River.




LIEUTENANT GENERAL SIR HUBERT GOUGH


GENERAL OFFICER COMMANDING RESERVE ARMY


Hubert Gough was born in 1870 to a distinguished military family, the only one to have been awarded the Victoria Cross three times. His father, Sir Charles Gough, was a senior British Indian Army officer, and had been awarded the Victoria Cross for numerous acts of bravery during the Indian Mutiny, including saving his brother Hugh Gough during the siege of Lucknow in 1857. Hugh was also awarded the Victoria Cross for several courageous acts during the mutiny, including charging across a swamp and capturing two guns in the face of the enemy. In 1903 Hubert’s younger brother Sir John Gough (Johnnie) was in command of a column which came under attack during the Third Somaliland Expedition. He oversaw the defence of the column, conducting a fighting withdrawal before returning to rescue a wounded man, receiving the Victoria Cross for his actions.
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