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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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Memorial at Polygon Wood (image courtesy of Catherine Hunt-Passlow).
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INTRODUCTION


Despite heavy casualties, the Battle of Polygon Wood was the 5th Australian Division’s most decisive victory on the Western Front.


Polygon Wood, which lies seven and a half kilometres west of the town of Ypres, had been contested ground since the first days of the war. In autumn 1914 it was the site of brutal, close-quarter fighting as the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) threw back repeated attacks by the advancing German Army during the First Battle of Ypres. In late April 1915, the Germans attacked the salient around Ypres using chlorine gas for the first time. While British and French troops prevented a breakthrough, they were forced to withdraw from Polygon Wood to a new defensive line just in front of the town of Ypres itself.
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The view from Polygon Wood looking towards Zonnebeke and Polygon Wood showing no man’s land (AWM E00783C).


By autumn 1917 Polygon Wood had been in German hands for more than two years. Concrete pillboxes and trenches criss-crossed the wood. The lush forest had been shattered by shellfire and reduced to a desolate expanse of splintered stumps. The battlefield was dominated by a huge man-made mound of earth — the Butte. Once the stop-butte for a much older artillery range, the feature was now fortified with machine-guns, laced with barbed wire and riddled with tunnels and dugouts. The Butte dominated the surrounding wood and provided the Germans a vantage point from which they could control the battlefield that lay before them. The German defences facing I Anzac Corps represented a truly formidable obstacle.
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Map 1. The Western Front, July 1917


After breaking through the Hindenburg Line around Bullecourt, suffering heavy casualties in the process, I Anzac Corps was in desperate need of an extended rest. Apart from one or two brief periods out of the line, the Australian divisions had been in the thick of the fighting since being committed to the Battle of the Somme in August 1916. They were in urgent need of reinforcements to replace their losses and their units required a substantial refit to prepare them for further fighting in the latter part of 1917. They were granted the luxury of four months’ rest before being thrown back into the maelstrom.


The Third Battle of Ypres had been raging for almost two months by the time the Australians arrived in Flanders. Fresh and re-equipped, its numbers bolstered by reinforcements, I Anzac Corps joined the successful attacks at Menin Road, then at Polygon Wood and finally at Broodseinde, driving the Germans from their positions and inflicting heavy losses on the defenders. While Australian casualties were considerable, particularly given the paltry amount of ground captured in each attack, the German defenders appeared powerless to prevent the BEF’s steady advance through what had been considered almost impenetrable defences. Optimism at General Headquarters (GHQ) soared and the large number of prisoners taken, particularly during the attack at Broodseinde, appeared to indicate that the German Army’s will to fight was crumbling and that a decisive breakthrough on the Western Front might finally be achieved. But hopes of an end to the stalemate were dashed in early October as the rain set in and the weather, the terrain and the German Army caused the battle to bog down around the town of Passchendaele.
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Soldiers at a ration dump alongside the light railway line. The line ran beside the Menin Road and was used for transporting troops and supplies to and from the front line (AWM E04641).


In the minds of most readers the name ‘Passchendaele’ conjures images of the horror and futility of the First World War. It is a name synonymous with mud and death and apparently pointless struggle and it has overshadowed much of the Third Battle of Ypres. Certainly the terrain around Ypres was far from ideal for conducting a major battle. The water table lay just below the surface of the land and local farmers had traditionally relied on a complex drainage system to farm the area. Three years of war — particularly the heavy bombardments in the lead-up to the Third Battle of Ypres — had all but destroyed this drainage system. Now, even the smallest amount of rain would turn the battlefield into a quagmire. Weather played a significant role in blunting the Fifth Army’s attacks in July and August 1917. Fortunately however, September was a dry month and, by the time I Anzac Corps launched its first attack at Menin Road, the battlefield had dried sufficiently to allow the infantry to move forward. But, by the time the attack at Broodseinde was grinding to a conclusion, the rain had returned, quickly transforming the battlefield to an impassable sea of mud, a horrible morass which swallowed infantry, artillery and tanks. It is this image of the Flanders mud for which the Third Battle of Ypres is best known.


This book focuses on the Battle of Polygon Wood, describing the various phases and actions at the operational level, spanning the gap between strategic military planning and tactical military action. Strategic military planning is the process by which military force is used to achieve political objectives and is largely concerned with foreign geography, infrastructure and force planning. Tactical military action involves operations at the local level and focuses on the enemy — enemy tactics, units and weapons — and how these can be defeated. Operational-level planning examines the way campaigns are conducted and major battles fought in order to accomplish strategic objectives. This is distinct from strategic military planning because of its focus on the theatre in which the battle or campaign is to be fought.


Irrespective of this book’s operational focus, it is necessary to examine events at both army and GHQ level in order to understand the context in which the Australians were operating at Polygon Wood. Likewise, it is also important to study the battle at the tactical level to develop some understanding of how it was fought by those Australian units involved.


At an operational level, the attacks at Menin Road, Polygon Wood and Broodseinde demonstrated that, by 1917 the BEF, including the Australians, had mastered the art of the set-piece battle. British generals acknowledged that the key to success was holding the ground that had been captured during an attack. What was known as ‘bite and hold’ took the form of a series of short advances with time allocated between them to bring forward the artillery and supplies required for the next attack. But the ‘bite and hold’ approach would never see the BEF achieve the successes it would enjoy in 1918. The British needed more than a series of shallow advances to drive far enough into the German lines to capture their artillery as they would at Amiens just a year later. That said, the German Army in Flanders in September 1917 was a very different German Army to the one which exhausted itself in attacks on the British and the French the following year.


Nonetheless the BEF’s attacks in Flanders in 1917 certainly demonstrated to the German Army that the British had learned how to counter German defensive tactics. The pillboxes and shelters of the German defensive line failed to halt the oncoming British attack and British artillery prevented the Germans employing their counterattack troops and artillery support to strike the British troops as they launched their assault. Instead it was the German Army which was forced to adapt to British tactics, returning to its earlier approach of holding more troops forward to ensure that the front line was strong enough to resist British attacks. Ultimately, the Germans failed to develop defensive tactics to successfully blunt the growing material superiority of the BEF and they were forced to expend more and more manpower, diverting additional units to Flanders to hold the British.
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The entrance to the 5th Australian Division Memorial at Polygon Wood (author image).


For one Australian division, the Battle of Polygon Wood is particularly significant. Fresh from several months’ rest following its efforts during the advance to the Hindenburg Line and Bullecourt, the 5th Australian Division would fight its first major battle since Fromelles. This would also mark the first time the division would attack alongside another Australian formation. The 4th Australian Division had only recently been withdrawn from the front line following its tough fight in the Battle of Messines. The 5th Division would be given the most difficult task in the I Anzac Corps attack on Polygon Wood — the attack on the main ridge and the capture of the Butte and Polygon Wood itself. The 5th Australian Division memorial, which sits atop the Butte, is testament to the fierce fighting that ensued and the consequent significance of Polygon Wood to the men of the 5th.
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Polygon Wood composite: the 5th Australian Division Memorial atop the Butte and a view out over the Butte New British Cemetery (author image).


While this book focuses on I Anzac Corps and the 4th and 5th Australian divisions, the Australians were by no means alone in the assault on Polygon Wood as I Anzac Corps was part of the British Second Army. On the day of the battle, the Fifth Army to the north and the Second Army to the south both attacked towards Zonnebeke, the British 58th, 59th, 3rd, 33rd and 39th divisions all playing a part in the battle. As always, it is important to remember that the Australian effort was a component of a much larger attack.


There are other dimensions to the BEF’s campaign in Flanders and the Battle of Polygon Wood which are not covered in this book. Indeed, the BEF’s entire Flanders campaign in 1917 was caught up in an ongoing political struggle between the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, the British War Cabinet and the Commander-in-Chief of the BEF, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig. While this book does not deal with the fraught relationship between the French and British high commands or the challenges faced by the French Army following the failure of its offensive in 1917 and subsequent mutinies, these events nonetheless influenced how and where battles were fought.


The experiences of other Australian units outside the immediate battle also influenced its outcome and, while beyond the scope of this book, their story deserves to be told. Many Australian artillery units had been in Flanders since early July, firing in support of the Fifth Army. Cramped within the confines of the Ypres salient, the artillery had suffered tremendous losses and been subjected to some of the heaviest German bombardments of the war. Likewise, the experiences of individual soldiers during the battle are described in an extensive collection of letters and diaries written by those who fought at Polygon Wood. These make compelling reading.


This book aims to provide an overview of the Battle of Polygon Wood with an emphasis on operational-level planning and military action. Polygon Wood was the second in a series of successive battles fought by I Anzac Corps in September and October 1917. To understand the context of this battle it is also important to examine the battles of Menin Road and Broodseinde, the other elements of the deadly series in which the Australians were to play a significant part.




CHAPTER 1


1917 — SETTING THE SCENE


In 1917 the Allies planned once again to strike at their enemies from all sides, this time using a force far greater than that available in 1916. The British were to attack to the north of the Somme around Arras while the French would strike south of the Somme, with the principal French offensive taking place between Soissons and Rheims.


THE BATTLE OF ARRAS AND THE CANADIAN CORPS ATTACK AT VIMY RIDGE
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German troops at Arras (AWM H12392).


In April 1917, the British First and Third armies launched the Battle of Arras. To avoid the costly losses that had characterised the Somme fighting, extensive preparations were made to shelter British troops in networks of tunnels which would allow them to emerge close to the German lines as the assault was launched. The artillery bombardment fired in preparation for the attack was even more concentrated than the barrage that heralded the onslaught of the Battle of the Somme. The British had more guns available than ever before, and new technology such as the No. 106 graze fuse enabled the artillery to cut German barbed wire far more effectively, clearing lanes through the wire for the attacking infantry. On 9 April, the attack was launched in appalling weather, the infantry advancing through snow and sleet which effectively obscured the lines of troops as they pushed towards their first objectives. This, combined with the effects of the bombardment, saw them achieve rapid early progress. While the BEF successfully gained its objectives in the first two days of the battle, the Germans responded by simply falling back on their second and third lines of defence and, as reinforcements arrived, the attack bogged down in a familiar pattern. Following the heady triumph of their initial success, each yard of ground gained by the British infantry thereafter came at a heavy price.





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 about 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 about 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.





As part of the Battle of Arras, the Canadian Corps attacked German positions constructed along Vimy Ridge. The Canadian Corps’ preparations for the attack were meticulous, with tunnels dug to allow the movement of Canadian troops and equipment safely under no man’s land. Aerial photographs were used to construct reproductions of the German trenches which were used by the Canadians to plan their attacks. Detailed counter-battery plans were developed to destroy or neutralise the German artillery and prevent it interfering with the Canadian assault. On 9 April 1917, as the British troops emerged from tunnels around Arras, Canadian troops leapt from their own tunnels, hard on the heels of a devastating barrage that shattered the German front lines at Vimy. By mid-afternoon the Canadians controlled most of Vimy Ridge and, by 12 April, they had taken the entire ridge, forcing the Germans to withdraw.


To support the British First and Third armies, the British Fifth Army attacked the Hindenburg Line positions around the town of Bullecourt. The 4th Australian Division, part of I Anzac Corps and the British Fifth Army, was to experience some of the bloodiest fighting in what would be a year characterised by bitter, often hand-to-hand combat. An initial attempt by the 4th Division to break through the Hindenburg Line on the night of 10/11 April with the support of tanks cost I Anzac Corps enormous casualties. The Australians attacked again on 3 May, this time supported by a heavy artillery bombardment, and succeeded in breaking into and holding sections of the Hindenburg Line in the face of strong enemy resistance. Over the next 10 days, despite the mounting cost, the Australians clung grimly to a section of the Hindenburg Line, fighting off seven German counter-attacks before they were withdrawn from the front line.


While the results of the Battle of Arras were mixed, the great French offensive of 1917 failed dismally, leading to a series of mutinies across the French Army. In May 1917 British and French commanders met in Paris to chart the course of the remainder of the year. The French, forced to rebuild the morale of their armies, sought to remain on the defensive. Rather than seeking to break through the German lines, the British and French agreed to husband their resources while inflicting the greatest possible losses on the enemy, effectively hoping to wear down the German Army.
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An aerial view showing part of the Hindenburg Line east of Bullecourt. To the left of the trench line are two lines of heavy artillery batteries (AWM A01097).


THE ‘FLANDERS PLAN’


The Commander-in-Chief of the BEF, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, had long been attracted to the idea of an offensive in Flanders. He favoured the use of massed artillery to suppress the German guns and batter the German infantry sufficiently to allow their positions to be captured. British troops would then hold these positions in the face of the


inevitable determined enemy counter-attacks. By now the BEF had also learnt that its attacking troops had to remain within range of their artillery so as to fight off the German counter-attack which would follow and which had been used with devastating effect to blunt successful British attacks in the past. Lessons learned through the bitter experience of the Somme battles and the attacks around Arras dictated that, provided the infantry did not advance beyond the range of the guns, losses could be kept to an acceptable level and the front could be advanced a mile (approximately 1.5 kilometres) at a time. With a dozen or more of these ‘hammer blows’, an advance into the German rear might at last become possible.


Haig was also acutely aware that, in response to the British and French attacks on the Somme, the Germans had simply withdrawn to the Hindenburg Line in early 1917 to conserve their forces. This loss of territory had not materially affected the Germans and Haig acknowledged that, in order to bring the Germans to battle, he would have to threaten an area the Germans could not afford to abandon. An advance along the Belgian coast would drive the Germans back along the channel coast, forcing them to abandon their positions around Ostend and potentially Zeebrugge. Denying the German Navy the use of these ports would assist the Royal Navy’s efforts to safeguard the English Channel and the BEF’s supply lines which crossed it.


The BEF was already planning a major operation in Flanders, with planning and preparation for the capture of the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge by the British Second Army commencing as early as 1915. Haig now planned to use this operation as the first step in a larger offensive. The Second Army would capture the Messines-Wytschaete Ridge, after which the British Fifth Army, supported by the French First Army in the north, would capture the Passchendaele-Staden heights and threaten to push through the German lines, setting the scene for the BEF to launch an attack along the Belgian coast.


THE BATTLE OF MESSINES


Messines Ridge had been held by the Germans since 1914 and was heavily fortified. In 1915, the Second Army’s tunnelling companies began laying a series of 24 underground mines in tunnels which were pushed forward from the British front lines to a series of points beneath the German positions on the ridge line. The attack opened on 7 June 1917 with the detonation of 19 of these mines under the German front line, accompanied by a massed artillery barrage. By mid-morning the attacking troops held the enemy trenches along the ridge line and had captured the remains of Messines and Wytschaete. A five-hour pause followed while the artillery moved forward to occupy new positions, and then a further advance commenced to capture the final objective. By mid-afternoon the Oosttaverne Line, the German second line of defence, had been captured and a German counter-attack launched from north of Messines had been defeated. Further counter-attacks ensued on the evening of 7 June followed by a much stronger counter-attack on the evening of 8 June which included a heavy artillery bombardment, but these too were beaten back with heavy German losses.





MINING
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Four British soldiers attached to the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company construct a dugout beneath an artillery observation post on Hill 63. The cramped conditions and slimy mud provide some indication of the slow, back-breaking work required. The candle was used to detect the presence of gas. If the candle burned brighter, methane was present, if the flame was low it indicated a lack of oxygen (AWM E01513).


Mining was one of the less well known methods of waging war on the Western Front. Mining, the digging of tunnels beneath the enemy’s front line, filling them with explosives and then detonating them — often to coincide with an attack — was a very old military technique largely rendered obsolete by mobile warfare. Because mining takes so long, it is very much a feature of static warfare, such as siege warfare or the trench warfare of 1915 to 1917. The most famous example of mining, the explosion of 19 very large mines under the German front lines at the commencement of the Battle of Messines in June 1917, was the culmination of almost two years of mining activity in the sector. Both sides used mining as a weapon, both offensively and defensively. On the first day of the Somme, the British exploded several large mines under the enemy front line to destroy strongpoints and disrupt the defenders, with limited success. Mines were also used to try to provide a secure flank to an offensive on a limited front, such as occurred on the left flank of the Australian attack at Fromelles. In the BEF, the tunnelling and mining companies were regarded as strategic assets and were moved around the front to support planned major attacks or defend important sectors of the line.
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