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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 widely 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.


Roger Lee


Army Historian
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INTRODUCTION


In April and May 1917 Bullecourt, a tiny village north of the Somme Valley, bore witness to two bloody battles, both involving the Australian Imperial Force (AIF). Yet, oddly enough, little has been written on the contribution of the Australians to these battles. And, even more curiously, considering the mythology that has evolved around the ‘digger’ in the Great War, the two battles figure little in the national consciousness. Yet both deserve to occupy a unique place in Australian military history.


The first, fought over a time span of a little over nine hours, represented the Australian troops’ introduction to that cumbersome new advance in military technology — the tank. However, due fundamentally to the failure of the tanks and poor leadership at the top, the battle quickly disintegrated, ultimately plumbing the depths of Greek tragedy. Yet, despite massive casualties and over 1170 men captured, two brigades from the 4th Australian Division achieved a feat considered almost impossible: they captured parts of the impregnable Hindenburg Line without adequate artillery support or even the promised tank support, and then held out against numerous German counter-attacks until finally the weight of numbers told and they were forced to withdraw.


In the second battle, which lasted almost two weeks and, unlike its predecessor, was supported by the usual preliminary artillery barrage, three of the other four Australian divisions, along with a number of British divisions, went into the mince-grinder that Bullecourt had become. The casualties from this second battle amounted to just under 7500. Once again, most of the Australian officers and men who took part in the attack performed splendidly, overcoming enormous odds to capture parts of the German OG1 and OG2 trenches and then hold them against countless large (‘general’) and smaller (‘local’) counter-attacks.


Bullecourt became a virtual slaughterhouse for Australian soldiers. Many who had endured the relentless artillery bombardments at Pozières the previous year considered Bullecourt far worse. Second Bullecourt was certainly a frightful experience. And for what? While Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig considered the capture of Bullecourt ‘among the great achievements of the war’, large numbers of Australian and British soldiers were killed or wounded for the capture of a village which, even at the time of the second attack, held no strategic or tactical value whatsoever.


Charles Bean’s observation that ‘Bullecourt, more than any other battle, shook the confidence of Australian soldiers in the capacity of the British command’, most notably the commander of the Fifth Army, General Sir Hubert Gough, certainly rings true. Bean also wrote that, while Australian troops braved the odds in numerous other battles, ‘Bullecourt was the most brilliant of these achievements, impressing enemy and friends alike; it was in some ways, the stoutest achievement of the Australian soldier in France, carried through against the stubbornest enemy that ever faced him there.’ It is important to remember,  however, that the two battles took the lives of far too many thousands of fine, brave soldiers — not only Australian and British but, indeed, German. A significant number, including many Australians, have no known grave. They are listed simply as ‘missing in action’. This book tells the story of the battles in which they perished, celebrating their achievements against apparently insurmountable odds.
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Map 1.1 : The Western Front showing the location of Bullecourt and the Arras front.




CHAPTER 1


THE WESTERN FRONT, 1917


The year 1917 had not started well for the Australian troops on the Western Front. Having endured almost five months of horrific conditions during the Somme battles, those sufficiently fortunate to have survived were now forced to withstand the worst French winter for 36 years. From November 1916 until February 1917 Australians, unaccustomed to such weather, faced frozen or mud-filled trenches, bitter snowstorms and incessant rain. For some it became too much. The incidence of self-inflicted wounds rose, likewise the number of malingerers. There were even a few who were rumoured to have ‘deserted to the enemy, an offence usually unheard of in the AIF’. Australian soldier Percy Toft described the plight of those unfortunate enough to be wounded or suffer bad cases of trench foot: ‘The loss of blood caused intense chilling to the exposed man, and many limbs were lost, as also lives, through exposure in a weak condition. The men in the forward area had to pick the ice and melt it, so as to obtain water for tea making ... Many men gathered around fires and suffered from chilblains.’ An Australian doctor wrote that, while many troops silently endured their battle wounds, those with trench foot often ‘groaned and wept as children’ in what he termed ‘perhaps the most harrowing scene of the war’. Little wonder that, for many Australians, this was ‘the hardest [phase] of the war’.


Despite 28 months of frequent attacks and counter-attacks, the front line, stretching for some 400 miles from the English Channel to neutral Switzerland, remained an almost static line, with slight bulges signalling the success of a local offensive for one side or the other. Artillery, machine-guns and barbed wire still dominated the so-called modern, technological battlefield. The bomb-cratered state of no man’s land guaranteed that, should the enemy’s forward trenches be captured and their artillery, further to the rear, be neutralised (which seldom happened), it was almost impossible for the Allies to bring up artillery and a fresh supply of infantry to exploit any advantage. Instead, German infantry, assisted by their artillery, which had been moved forward, would usually launch a successful counter-attack to retake the costly and hard-won trenches.


While Australian soldiers were coping with the extreme cold and relentless snow, the strategic position in France and Flanders was beginning to show signs of dramatic change. The devastating battle of the Somme had deprived the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) and AIF of manpower, weapons and equipment. On the other side, questionable tactics — particularly unnecessary counter-attacks — had, for the moment, all but exhausted the German army’s supplies of men and materiel. However the German High Command received an unexpected boost from another quarter: the revolution that erupted in Petrograd (St Petersburg) and Moscow. Now, with just token resistance from the once powerful, albeit poorly led Russian army, the Germans could redeploy more of their divisions to the Western Front.


At the same time and more significantly, the German High Command had ordered a general withdrawal of its troops in France to a shorter, better defended front, located well behind the former front line. At first the withdrawal was slow and gradual. Step by cautious step, German soldiers pulled back to temporary defensive positions, all the while covered by a rearguard of elite infantry units, before moving to their stronger main system of trenches. Named the Hindenburg Line by the British, this was, however, nothing more than a collective name for the various stellungs, already divided into code names by the Germans. The strongest, most elaborate, was the Siegfriedstellung which ran south from around Arras to St Quentin before moving to Laon and the Aisne. Straightening this bulge (or salient) released more German troops to defend a shorter line around the Somme sector. In some places the withdrawal saw the Germans surrender as much as 45 miles of territory. What should have been of more concern to the British High Command, however, was the abbreviated front which released the equivalent of 13 infantry divisions.


The Germans were also developing a new defensive doctrine of flexible (or ‘elastic’) defence in depth. The Hindenburg Line was the perfect place to institute these defensive zones rather than the former continuous line of powerfully defended strongpoints. Generally following the lie of the land, a network of two or three deep trenches was protected by mile upon mile of anything up to nine deep belts of barbed wire, often many feet thick. All parts of the line contained a forward or ‘outpost’ zone covering around 2700 yards, which usually incorporated the first and second main trenches (or strongpoint line) while an expertly sited system of machine-gun positions (sometimes thick concrete pillboxes), located in the best tactical positions, provided an overlapping arc of virtual non-stop fire criss-crossing no man’s land. Attacking infantry stood little chance of survival.


Well-camouflaged weapon pits were sited to provide maximum firepower for mobile artillery units and even some anti-tank weapons. Strengthened underground bunkers ensured that German troops were relatively comfortable in even the worst weather conditions and protected from all but the heaviest artillery bombardment. A labyrinth of communication (or ‘switch’) trenches connected the rear trench to the forward trench. If attacking troops managed to break into the first line of trenches, reinforcements could move forward quickly in a bid to catch their enemy in something akin to a salient. Further behind the forward trenches were more dugouts and concrete bunkers for headquarters (HQ) staff, medical officers and, most significantly, more Eingreif (counter-attack) divisions. Described as ‘an iron wall that no human power can overcome’, the German High Command was unsurprisingly of the opinion that the Hindenburg Line was all but impregnable.




THE TREATY OF BREST-LITOVSK


The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was the peace treaty Germany signed with the new Bolshevik government of Russia on 3 March 1918 that ended Russia’s participation in the First World War. The treaty demanded huge territorial and material reparations from Russia on a scale not demanded even by the vilified Versailles Treaty that ended the war. The Germans demanded one quarter of Russia’s population, one quarter of its industry and 90% of Russia’s coal mines. The Russians had to pay six billion German marks in war reparations.





ALLIED STRATEGY


The British and French governments and their own high commands were also devising a strategy based on the understanding that the German aim was to fight a defensive war on the Western Front while staking all to achieve a decisive victory in the east. The British Commander-in-Chief, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, was keen to continue his strategy of wearing down the enemy in France and Flanders with small-scale attacks and raids until spring, when he anticipated launching a major offensive around Ypres, in Flanders, with his reinvigorated army. Politics intervened. The new British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George (who assumed office in December 1916), never a great admirer of Haig’s strategy — particularly in the aftermath of the costly Somme offensive — decided that a ‘knock-out blow’ was required, although not necessarily in the west. He also recognised the benefits of creating a smaller Executive War Cabinet, designed to prosecute strategy and military operations with less input from Haig and his generals.
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Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig (AWM A03713).


The French had similar ideas, having replaced Marshal Joseph Joffre with the more audacious and optimistic General Robert Nivelle. Nivelle advocated the launching of a major offensive which would culminate in a ‘breakthrough’ as early as April. Haig wanted none of this, instead opting to wait until his armies had been boosted with sufficient numbers to launch his all-out offensive in Flanders later in the year. Ultimately, however, Nivelle prevailed and was also given overall command of the offensive. He chose a region which featured a sizeable bulge in the enemy front, stretching all the way from around Rheims, in the French sector, to the city of Arras, held by the British. Nivelle’s plan was simple: launch strong offensives at both points, with the British attacking first at Arras, while French poilus would later take part in a much more substantial attack further south at Chemin des Dames.


Haig had little option but to accommodate Nivelle’s strategy, committing the First and Third British armies to the attack around Arras while the Fifth Army (including I Anzac Corps) under Gough would launch a diversionary attack south of Arras, close to Bullecourt. Nivelle made no secret of the fact that the British offensives were designed to draw German reserves from Chemin des Dames to increase the chances of a French breakthrough. On 5 February Haig issued a secret memorandum to his army commanders directing them ‘to make … preparations on the probability that the Third Army operations will commence shortly after the 15th March’. The German withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line should have prompted a revision of this date, particularly as the so-called ‘bulge’ was now a continuous line of heavily fortified enemy trenches. But if Haig believed that Nivelle would call off, or at least postpone the French attack, he was sadly mistaken. The Frenchman insisted that both advances proceed. The die was now firmly cast — an Australian division would assist in an attack around Bullecourt.


THE GERMAN WITHDRAWAL
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Map 1.2: German withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line (March–April 1917). After the Germans pulled back from Bapaume in mid-March 1917, the 2nd and 5th Australian divisions were ordered to despatch units of advanced guards to pursue the fleeing enemy troops.


During late February and into March, German troops continued their systematic withdrawal, all the while eradicating anything that stood in their way. Bridges were blown to pieces and roads mined. Medieval churches were destroyed to prevent the towers being used as observation platforms. Farmhouses and outbuildings were burnt or booby trapped to deny their use as billets. Livestock were killed. Water reservoirs and wells were poisoned and others booby trapped, killing or maiming many unsuspecting Allied soldiers. All this destruction was completed with one sole purpose — to delay pursuing troops and provide the main body of Germans (and their artillery batteries) valuable time to reach key defensive positions in the Hindenburg Line.


Meanwhile, two brigades of advanced guards from the 5th and 2nd Australian divisions, along with another from the 7th British Division, were giving chase. By the end of February they had gained control of the village of Gommecourt and were around a mile and a half from the outskirts of Bapaume, some eight miles behind the old German front line. One young Australian officer, Lieutenant George McDowell, proved wildly optimistic when he wrote that the German withdrawal was leading towards ‘a headlong fight which is being hurried all along the line [and] when we catch up with the old dog we will trounce him soundly’.
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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. Note the dead soldier with a roll of barbed wire between his legs (AWM E04714).


On 17 March the 8th Infantry Brigade (5th Australian Division) captured Bapaume. However, cleverly concealed booby traps took the lives of numerous unwary or careless Australian soldiers. From Bapaume the Australian advanced guard units, commanded by Brigadier Generals Harold ‘Pompey’ Elliott and John Gellibrand, were able to fan out and move against a number of scattered villages that the enemy ‘had formed into a network of defended outposts’. Lieutenant McDowell considered his unit’s recent ‘open warfare tactical exercises’ put to good use as they fought retiring German infantry ‘over comparatively open country’. Yet, those same enemy troops, if cornered, offered stout resistance, whether fighting in open fields or villages. Australian troops quickly realised that the Germans were not retreating, but rather biding their time as the main body of infantry and its artillery pushed back towards the Hindenburg Line.
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Bapaume was one of many French villages captured by units from the Australian advanced guards. This photograph shows a ruined street in Bapaume on 17 March 1917, the same day that the Australians took the village (AWM E00348).


The villages of Haplincourt, Beugny and Vaulx-Vraucourt fell in rapid succession, although Beaumetz proved a tougher nut to crack. However, by 7.00 am on 21 March, it too had been captured. As the Australians moved closer to the main Hindenburg Line they found enemy opposition growing and casualties mounting. Still, by 9 April, following bitter and prolonged fighting, the two last outpost villages, Noreuil and Hermies, were in Australian hands. Not far away were the already rusty wire entanglements protecting the forward trenches of the Hindenburg Line. Australian troops could now see the few battered French villages sited close to the German line, among them what remained of the small hamlet of Bullecourt.
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Looking towards what remained of the French village of Hermies and old German wire entanglements. Hermies was captured on the morning of 9 April by the 2nd and 3rd battalions in a surprise attack from the flanks. Other German defences can be seen in the foreground (AWM E01382).
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The ruins of Hermies on 9 April 1917. Many of the buildings have been reduced to rubble while parts of the walls of others remain intact. Hermies was one of the last of the several outpost villages captured in April 1917 (AWM C00440).




CAPTAIN PERCY CHERRY, VC, MC, 58TH BATTALION


On 26 March 1917, Captain Percy Cherry was posthumously awarded a Victoria Cross during the German withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line. Captain Cherry’s valour was indicative of the fighting spirit of the Australian advance guards. The citation reads: ‘After all the officers of his company had become casualties, he carried on with care and determination in the face of fierce opposition and cleared the village of the enemy. He sent frequent reports of progress made and when held up by an enemy strongpoint, he organised machine-gun and bomb parties and captured the position. His leadership, coolness and bravery set a wonderful example to his men.


Having cleared the village, he took charge of the situation and beat off the most resolute and heavy counter-attacks made by the enemy. Wounded about 6.30am, he refused to leave his post and there remained, encouraging all to hold out at all costs, until, about 4.30pm, this very gallant officer was killed by an enemy shell.’
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Captain Percy Cherry, VC, MC, 58th Battalion (AWM P02939.012).





ARRAS AND VIMY RIDGE
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Map 1.3: Battle of Arras showing the front on 9 April 1915, the River Scarpe and the location of the main system of German defensive positions along the Hindenburg Line. Note the position of Bullecourt in relation to Arras.
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German troops in trenches near Arras watch shell bursts. Note the supply of ‘stick-grenades’ on the right and the equipment each German soldier carries (AWM H12392).


On the same day the Australians took the last of the outpost villages, a little further to the north the British Third Army commenced its long-anticipated spring campaign. Haig was certain that his troops would break through close to the city of Arras. Originally planned as part of the French army’s subsequent offensive at Chemin des Dames, but now timed for 16 April, the attack initially met with some success. But, like the other attacks that preceded it, the assault soon became bogged down as the Germans fed reinforcements into their front line.


However, on 9 April, at Vimy Ridge, not far north of Arras, the Canadian Corps performed one of the great feats of the war to date. Ably planned by perhaps the most capable and best performing general on the Allied side, Lieutenant General (later Field Marshal) Sir Julian Byng, Canadian troops advanced along a four-mile front before finally capturing ‘what the Germans regarded as an impregnable position, over-running it from its front-line trenches to its supporting positions in a single day. They had then gone on to advance for almost a further five miles.’ Not only did the Canadians inflict heavy casualties on the enemy (German dead numbered almost 2400), they also took some 4000 prisoners and captured a large quantity of equipment and stores, including 54 artillery pieces, 124 machine-guns and 104 trench mortars. However, Canadian losses were also heavy, with 3598 dead in a casualty bill of 10,602. The Canadian success was to prove short lived.
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A section of Vimy Ridge taken from the basket of a kite balloon stationed over the battlefield (AWM H06972).
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Balloon busting: Throughout the war both sides used balloons to take aerial photographs, which were used for intelligence work and planning attacks. But, as this drawing shows, balloons were vulnerable to attacks by enemy fighter planes (artwork by Jeff Isaacs).
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Map 1.4: Detailed plan of the Canadian attack on Vimy Ridge, April 1917.


Despite appreciable gains by the British in the first day or so, the fighting around Arras had, in fact, deteriorated yet again into a battle of attrition with both sides suffering enormous casualties. Yet, as late as 14 April, Third Army commander General Sir Edmund Allenby sought to continue the attack despite the advice of three of his divisional commanders that there was little point. When their protestations were overruled by Allenby, they chose to go straight to General Headquarters (GHQ), telling Haig that Allenby’s ‘attempt to narrow advances left vulnerably exposed flanks’. Haig had little hesitation in taking issue with Allenby’s decision, calling a temporary halt to the entire Arras offensive. Yet, despite the British failure at Arras, the French decided to proceed with their attack.
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Portrait of Field Marshal Sir Julian Byng, GCB, KCB, KCMG, MVO, CB, signed ‘Byng of Vimy’. Byng received plaudits for his outstanding command of the Canadian Corps and planning for the attack on Vimy Ridge. He was arguably the finest British and Commonwealth general of World War I (AWM P03717.001).


On the same day that British and Canadian troops launched their bid to gain the heights around Arras and Vimy Ridge, further south General Sir Hubert Gough, commander of the Fifth Army, was putting the finishing touches to his plans for the combined British-Australian offensive against the Hindenburg Line around the village of Bullecourt. Major General Walter Braithwaite’s British 62nd (West Riding) Division was chosen to lead the attack alongside the 4th Australian Division.
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Canadian trench mortar shells smash German barbed-wire barriers during the battle for Vimy Ridge, April 1917 (AWM H06981).


THE 4TH AUSTRALIAN DIVISION


Throughout the harrowing winter, Australian soldiers were kept active, launching trench raids or minor attacks on German positions, for no other purpose than to keep the enemy in a constant state of vigilance. Having taken part in some minor operations around Gueudecourt, including the battle for Stormy Trench in early February, the entire 4th Australian Division was taken out of the line to rest and sent to Albert on the old Somme battlefield, well behind the front, while it was refitted with weapons and equipment. Lieutenant William Shirtley was disappointed, writing that ‘this country is still the same. Mud deeper if anything. All’s quiet on the Western Front.’ Another unidentified soldier thought differently: ‘We seemed to be in a new land, out of the war area altogether. Here new green could be seen shooting smoothly up, and flowers. Aye, one could hear singing birds too — larks and nightingales.’


Sporting events were a popular pastime for the men, although they occurred in tandem with the serious side of war — the ongoing intensive training. Percy Toft wrote that all the troops ‘practised open warfare. It was very pleasant riding spirited horses across a big plain in which there were no shell holes.’ By mid-March recently arrived recruits from Australia had boosted the complement of all battalions to something approaching full strength. Toft considered the 4th Brigade ready ‘now to fight beyond full strength and as experienced soldiers. How proud all commanders, high and low, were of their men. Pride and a fall — how often that is true.’ After almost six weeks of resting and exercising, the division was considered ready for combat. The men, too, were said to be ‘in splendid fettle’ and spoiling for battle.


The 4th Division had been formed in early 1916. With the end of the disastrous eight-month Gallipoli campaign in late 1915, the depleted units had returned to Egypt to receive recently arrived recruits from Australia. The AIF was reorganised and expanded, with the 1st Division, which had endured the worst of the fighting, and the 4th Infantry Brigade broken up, the remnants of their units almost halved. New battalions were subsequently boosted almost to full strength with the addition of reinforcements. From the beginning the 4th Division was considered to have achieved the ideal blend: men with combat experience from the peninsula, commanded by energetic, youthful officers who had earned their commissions through their ability to lead men in the heat of battle, supplemented by new recruits who had little idea of what to expect when exposed to the strain of combat. Yet, what was to come on the Western Front was far more horrendous than anything they could have imagined.


The 4th Australian Division comprised the unattached 4th Infantry Brigade and the newly created 12th and 13th infantry brigades. Men required for specialist formations such as artillery, engineers, machine-gun companies and supply units were carefully chosen, as were divisional, brigade and battalion commanders. Divisional commanders were the first to be appointed. However Lieutenant General Sir William Birdwood, General Officer Commanding (GOC) I Anzac Corps, who was given this task, believed that ‘there was no officer of the AIF whom he could suitably recommend for the new commands. There were, however, in Egypt several British generals already recognised as men of outstanding capacity.’ Considering the fettle displayed by Australian brigade commanders at Gallipoli, the Australian government was galled that Birdwood could not find suitable divisional commanders from within the AIF. Defence Minister Senator George Pearce told Birdwood that ‘the appointments of these [British] officers can only have a heart breaking effect on Australian officers in being debarred from attaining the high distinction.’ But Birdwood prevailed, at least initially, and the Sandhurst-educated Indian Army officer, Major General H.V. Cox, was named commander of the 4th Australian Division. He commanded the division throughout 1916 until replaced in January 1917 by an Australian, Major General William Holmes.


Born into a military family on 12 September 1862, Holmes’ credentials were solid. He was a citizen soldier by the age of 10, serving as a bugler with the 1st Infantry Regiment, New South Wales Military Forces, and was commissioned in 1886. He joined the New South Wales Public Service in 1888, appointed Secretary and Chief Clerk of the Metropolitan Board of Water Supply and Sewerage, and taking leave to fight in the Boer War. Holmes served with distinction, awarded the Distinguished Service Order (DSO), Mentioned in Despatches and promoted to brevet lieutenant colonel for his exploits at Colesberg, Pretoria and Diamond Hill, where he was wounded. He returned to Sydney in August 1900 and, three years later, was appointed commander of the 1st New South Wales Infantry Regiment. His next promotion was far less rapid; it was not until 1912 that he was promoted colonel and given command of the 6th Infantry Brigade.




SIZE, ORGANISATION AND COMPOSITION


For readers new to military history, the size, organisation and composition of the various units and formations encountered can be extremely confusing. To some extent the military, particularly the British military, makes understanding this basic information unnecessarily complex by using the same name for different types of units. For example, a brigade of infantry is quite a different formation from an artillery brigade. A British regiment is entirely different from an American or continental regiment. In 1916 the smallest grouping of infantry soldiers was the section, consisting usually of around 14 men. Four sections together constituted a platoon. The platoon, of around 60 men, was theoretically commanded by a lieutenant or second lieutenant, although casualties in this category of officer were so high that platoons were more often commanded by sergeants. The platoon was the smallest grouping of soldiers commanded by a commissioned officer. Four platoons comprised a company, normally commanded by a major or a captain, with a strength of around 240. Four companies plus a headquarters company made up the battalion — the basic building-block of the infantry. With an authorised strength of around 1032 (but rarely up to full strength) and commanded by a lieutenant colonel, the battalion was the ‘home’ for the infantry of the AIF. Initially four but, following the 1917 reorganisation, three battalions together formed the next grouping, the brigade. Commanded by a brigadier general, the brigade was the first level of organisation in which the commander would be a remote figure to the troops under his command. With a normal strength of around 4000, the brigade was also the first level at which permanent specialist troops were included in the formation. At brigade level, this included machine-gun companies and light trench mortar companies. Above the brigade was the division. If the battalion was the infantry building-block, the division was the building-block of combat power for the army. Divisions were self-contained fighting formations, including for the first time other combat and combat support elements alongside the infantry. There were artillery brigades, engineers, signallers, pioneers and medical and veterinary units. Divisions had their own transport elements, including specialist ammunition supply units known as columns. A division, commanded by a major general, usually numbered around 18,000 soldiers. The next organisational grouping was the corps — a particularly flexible structure. Commanded by a lieutenant general, the corps could consist of just one or two divisions or as many as five or even six. Corps were assembled for specific purposes and changed constantly, with divisions moving between corps on a regular basis. The only exceptions were the ‘colonial’ corps formed late in the war. Both the Canadian and Australian Corps benefitted from some stability in command when they were formed in late 1917-early 1918, as all the national divisions were permanently assigned to their national corps. Corps included many specialist troops such as heavy or siege artillery and aviation forces assigned to divisions in support of specific operations. The second highest organisational grouping, as fluid in its size as the corps, was the army, commanded by a general. Early in 1916, Britain fielded four armies on the Western Front, each nominally consisting of four corps. However, the number of corps assigned could and did vary, depending on the operation the army was tasked to undertake. On the first day of the Battle of the Somme, for example, the Fourth Army comprised five corps. The highest formation was the BEF, the term covering all British forces on the Western Front. The BEF was commanded by a field marshal.
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Major General William Holmes, GOC 4th Australian Division (AWM 133440).


When war was declared Holmes was handed the rather unflattering appointment of commander of the Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force, which was despatched to take control of German New Guinea. Holmes remained in the colony as its administrator until relieved in January 1915, when he returned to Australia. In March 1915 he took command of the 5th Infantry Brigade, which he led at Gallipoli from August until the evacuation. Holmes then took the brigade to France, where he was praised for his leadership throughout the horrific Somme campaign from mid to late 1916. He was rewarded with command of the 4th Division.


Holmes’ brigadiers were all proven and courageous leaders. Brigadier General Charles Henry Brand, who commanded the 4th Infantry Brigade, was a former Queensland schoolteacher with a lifelong interest in the military. In 1898, at the age of 25, Brand was commissioned in the Queensland Volunteer Infantry. Twice he volunteered for action in the Boer War and, in 1905, decided to seek a permanent army career, joining the Administrative and Instructional Staff, where he remained until war was declared in 1914. Appointed Brigade Major of the 3rd Brigade, Brand saw action at Gallipoli as one of the ‘original’ Anzacs, having landed on the first morning, and afterwards becoming actively involved in establishing the beachhead. He was evacuated in mid-May, having been wounded during a Turkish counter-attack. By July his wounds had healed sufficiently for Brand to return to the fighting and he was immediately appointed commanding officer (CO) of the 8th Battalion. From August until the evacuation in December, he led his men courageously at Steele’s Post, one of the most exposed positions in the line. Once in France he was appointed commander of the 6th Brigade and, in June 1916, when John Monash was promoted major general and given command of the recently raised 3rd Australian Division, Brand took over command of his old brigade — the 4th.
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Brigadier General Charles Henry Brand, GOC 4th Australian Infantry Brigade (AWM ART03181).


James Campbell Robertson was a well-known Queensland stockbroker who was 36 years old at the outbreak of the war. Robertson had taken his part-time soldiering seriously. In 1903 he was commissioned as a lieutenant in the 14th Light Horse Regiment before transferring to the infantry and, by 1913, he had reached the rank of major. On 20 August 1914 he enlisted in the AIF and was almost immediately appointed second-in-command of the 9th Battalion. Wounded at the Gallipoli landing, he was evacuated to Egypt, returning on 3 June to be named the 9th Battalion’s new CO. Following the evacuation he took the battalion to Egypt to absorb and train recently arrived recruits before moving to the Western Front. Robertson commanded the unit through some of the heaviest and most costly fighting on the Somme. His exceptional leadership did not go unnoticed and, on 8 March 1917, he was recommended for the DSO. Earlier, on 18 November 1916, Robertson had been promoted temporary brigadier general and given command of the 12th Brigade.
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Brigadier General James Campbell Robertson, GOC 12th Australian Infantry Brigade (AWM ART02991).


The 13th Brigade was commanded by another Queenslander, Thomas William Glasgow. At the age of just 19 he had joined the Wide Bay Regiment, part of the Queensland Colonial Forces and, six years later, was granted a commission in the Queensland Mounted Infantry. Shortly afterwards Glasgow left for South Africa as a member of one of the Queensland contingents. He distinguished himself in action at the relief of Kimberley and the capture of Bloemfontein, was Mentioned in Despatches and awarded the DSO. At the outbreak of World War I he was a major in the 13th Light Horse Regiment stationed around Gympie. After volunteering for the AIF, Glasgow was named second-in-command of the 2nd Light Horse Regiment. He came ashore at Gallipoli on 15 May and took command of the Australian troops on Pope’s Hill. During the unsuccessful August offensives, Glasgow led an attack in which 154 of the 200 men who took part were either killed or seriously wounded. Glasgow again proved that his courage was beyond doubt, carrying a badly wounded soldier to safety, heedless of the threat to his own life and earning the admiration of his troops. In late August he was named CO of the battalion. His next promotion followed swiftly. While assisting in the reorganisation of the AIF in Egypt, he was appointed commander of the newly raised 13th Infantry Brigade, taking his brigade to France and leading it throughout the dreadful Somme campaign.
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