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Introduction


‘One of the most … gallant fights that has been fought by Australians in France.’


Charles Bean, Daily Herald, 15 June 1917


This story starts at Gallipoli, but this is not another Anzac book. The stage is the Western Front, but this is not another story about trench warfare or attritional stalemate. Or futile ‘over the top’ charges. Or mud and rats and all the other Great War tropes. It begins at Anzac Cove, but Gallipoli is merely a portal to this largely untold epic of Australian valour in World War I. This story takes place in a far-flung corner of the map, nowhere near the Somme and a long way from Ypres.


This is the story of an Australian battalion’s valour on a single day in 1917. Of hardened Anzacs and green rookies fighting side-by-side in a battle of manoeuvre. Skirmishing and flanking and fighting in the open in an action that ebbs and flows like the tides. Of hand-to-hand combat. Bomb and bayonet fights. Men carrying on against enormous odds. Audacious rescue missions. Counterattacks. Human shields. A Victoria Cross stunt. Of fragging and friendly fire. Of men killed in cold blood. Of a battalion teetering on a precipice between victory and defeat.


This book was born at Anzac Cove, for that was where Private Arthur Blackburn – later Brigadier Arthur Blackburn VC – and his 10th Battalion scouts scrambled ashore from one of the first boats to ground on Gallipoli’s stony shingle. As I researched my biography of Blackburn, Arthur Blackburn VC (2008), I was drawn to a battle two years after the Landing at Gallipoli. I was intrigued by how Blackburn’s Anzac mates survived Gallipoli only to die at a place I couldn’t find on a map, let alone pronounce. For this is not another Pozieres story, nor is it about Bullecourt, Passchendaele or Fromelles. Those grand stories have been well told, and will continue to be told.


Beneath the famous campaigns emblazoned on standards and memorials and etched in our national consciousness are dozens, scores, hundreds of largely forgotten fights. This book is about one of those fights, and the men who fought. It is a diggers’ trench-eye view of the battlefield. And they looked through trained eyes, for in this, the third year of their war, the humble digger knew something about fighting. More than some of their generals, and decidedly more than those generals who betrayed them in this marathon battle. It is about the forbearance of the soldiers’ families in waiting for news of their fate, or keepsakes after death. It is about how we remember brave men, and how memory has faded into sepia. It is about persistence in the face of adversity, courage under fire and how the dread of letting your mates down was more terrifying than German shot or shell. It is about carrying on, no matter the cost. This is the story of the Hungry Half Hundred’s dawn attack at Noreuil, France, on 2 April 1917.




1


The first step on a bloody path …


They watched him die in the first Anzac Day’s fading light. He staggered. He fell. Slowly he rose to lurch a few metres before falling again. Rising. Setting like the Aegean sun. The brigadier’s entourage watched in silence from the facing hill. They watched him rise again to strike out for that setting sun. Here, at The Nek, the last, fatal, bullet’s impact spreadeagled his arms into the shape of the cross – just like Archy Hamilton in Gallipoli’s frozen final image. Made a plum target, up on the skyline, backlit by the sun. Perhaps he was dispatched in an early display of Turkish compassion at Anzac. From his headquarters on the other side of what would soon be known as Monash Valley, the brigadier gave the last rites. ‘Poor devil.’ Went the day well? This unnamed digger never knew. Just as we’ll never know his name or anything other than this account of his lonely death on 25 April 1915.


That we know even this much is thanks to Private Henry Cheney, who spoke about the incident later. If our unknown soldier is Mark Lee’s Archy Hamilton, then Cheney is Mel Gibson’s Frank Dunne. Sent down from the front to try to stop the men on the lower slopes unintentionally firing on their comrades up on the ridges, Cheney scuttled down the hill, all the way under fire. Whether his desperate mission was accompanied by Oxygene is unknown, but it was certainly redolent of Dunne’s dash near the end of the Gallipoli film. ‘Shots came buzzing … but I never gave them time to train a rifle on me,’ Cheney said. He stumbled across the brigadier’s headquarters. ‘I went to him and told him of my mission. When I concluded my disjointed narrative, he vouched no answer, only to tell me to rest a little.’ Cheney did as he was told and watched the brigadier direct the battle. When his adjutant reported the position of a Turkish gun, the brigadier opened his map and calmly, ‘as though he was ordering lunch’, said, ‘tell the Queen Elizabeth to put a few 15-inch [shells] into X’, giving the map reference to be relayed to the British battleship’s gunners, who duly sent a 900kg missile screaming into the Gallipoli hillfolds.


Cheney, 24, a driver from Mitcham in Adelaide’s southern suburbs, was in the first wave at Anzac Cove. His 10th Battalion landed in the centre of the line ‘at the very spearpoint’ of the attack. On battle eve the Australian official historian Charles Bean wrote: ‘Some of the positions tomorrow I believe have to be taken “at all costs” – I believe that is an order to the 10th Battalion.’ Cheney’s platoon was told to capture a Turkish gun; after that he and his comrades were, like the rest of the ‘covering force’, supposed to get well forward to screen the rest of the 1st Australian Division from Turkish counterattacks. But first they had to get ashore … at least one man drowned when his boat capsized; another rode a destroyer’s wake while clinging to a providential rope.





Henry Cheney (AWM P09291.129).


Shrapnel shells from the Turkish guns at Gaba Tepe splintered boats and bones as Cheney’s C Company neared the shore. But Cheney’s boat was spared, and its 37 soldiers vaulted into the chest-high sea. ‘It was truly a baptism of fire and water,’ he said. Holding his rifle high, Cheney laboured over the slippery cobblestones to the beach. He dropped his pack, as ordered, and fixed his bayonet, also as ordered. There would be no shooting until daybreak – friendly fire was feared in the dark. ‘Everything was disorder now. Excitement running very high. No-one gave a thought of what we had been told to do. We had been told we had to dig them out with as little noise as possible, but that was cold blood teaching. Now we were at fever point, and they just made as much noise as they possibly could. In two seconds after, I was lost in the wild mob, in the wildest of charges that I think was ever made.’


The enemy fled before the ‘cold steel’ of the Australian bayonets, Cheney said, adding a Turk’s-eye view to his narrative by pondering the terrifying effect of attackers coming on in waves, up-hill through ‘rifle, machine-gun and shrapnel fire’ – all without firing a shot back. ‘Out they went of the trench at the top of the first rise,’ he said. It was now light enough to shoot, at last. ‘We poured a fire into the retreating figures.’ Onward and upward went Cheney’s platoon, up over a ‘few more hills’ to a ‘high plateau about a mile from the beach’. They had arrived at the northern end of what would be known as Johnston’s Jolly, on the second ridge.1


Private Wilfrid Jose was one of the first ashore. He and his fellow 10th Battalion scouts were almost certainly in the second boat to ground in the Anzac shingle. The shooting started when they were about 30m from the beach; a man took a bullet through his mess tin and another through his peaked cap. Bullets passed between seated men but no-one was hit. They landed near the centre of Anzac Cove, fixed bayonets and started scaling the steep slopes to Plugge’s Plateau. ‘The way our men went at it was sight for the gods,’ wrote one of Jose’s comrades. If the gods were watching – after all, Troy’s just down the Aegean coast – then they would have approved of Jose. For Jose was an Australian Apollo.





Wilfrid Jose (AWM P06431.002).


Contemporary pictures of Jose show a strikingly handsome young man. His smouldering eyes are windows to his deep intellect and character. Only just turned 20 when he landed at Gallipoli, Jose looked younger than even that tender age. Born in Ningpo, China, where his father was an Anglican missionary, Jose was educated at Adelaide’s esteemed St Peter’s College, at an Oxford private school and Adelaide University. He was Saints’ school captain and dux of the school. He was vice-captain of the first XVIII, played intercollegiate tennis and captained the First XI. ‘At the University he has already shown his cricketing prowess in the cricket eleven,’ reported the school magazine in 1914. ‘He bids fair to hold a position equal to that of AG Moyes and CE Pellew, who were his predecessors as captain of the school cricket team, and are now members of the University eleven.’2 Johnny Moyes was selected for the 1914 Australian tour of South Africa (cancelled because of the war) and Pellew was in the South Australian Sheffield Shield side. So we can assume the athletic Jose was in the vanguard of the race up the slopes in the opening minutes of the battle. He and the other 10th Battalion scouts were among the first to reach the heights above the beach. There they formed a line and went at the Turks with the bayonet.


While the force’s prime directive – get forward at all costs – was a vague order, the scouts had been given a specific task. A battery of Turkish guns was somewhere up on what would be known as 400 Plateau. On the eve of the battle British sailors had shown the scouts how to disable a field gun. Jose and his comrades crested the second ridge and fanned out looking for the guns. At last, a corporal found them in a hidden valley, and, together with a platoon of the 9th Battalion, the scouts captured the three German-made Krupp guns. Private Joseph Weatherill was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal for his bravery in the attack, in which he seized two prisoners. ‘The poor Turks did 100 yards easily under evens,’ Private Weatherill said.3 Weatherill was a ‘good scout’, the 10th’s commanding officer wrote in his award recommendation.


Before the dawn, the destroyer Scourge slipped into its place in the line of British ships, and Lieutenant Noel Loutit, 21, a short and stout engineering student from St Peters, shepherded his platoon of D Company, 10 Battalion, into its boat; no easy feat in the dark, but the men had done this dozens of times in preparation for this moment. It was still dark when Loutit’s boat neared the shore but the Turks were finding the range. A bullet tore through a soldier’s neck and blew out the back of his head. Three men were dead before the boat grounded halfway along Anzac Cove; Loutit eased a mortally wounded bugler onto the beach then turned to organise his men. Like the others, Loutit’s platoon wasted no time in clambering up the slope. When they crested the ridge they saw Turks running up the other side of Shrapnel Gully, so plunged down to overtake their quarry. What came next is not often mentioned on Anzac Day. The Turks surrendered – and were shot. Charles Bean excused the Australians by saying there were ‘too many to capture’. In a letter from the front Loutit wrote: ‘Everywhere were mad Australians with fixed bayonets – we gave them hell.’4


After another hard climb Loutit’s party was atop Second Ridge. With the orders to get forward at all costs foremost in his mind, Loutit led his little force across the next valley to the Third Ridge. Stopping on a spur of the range, he beheld Turks swarming on a hill 350m away. He ordered his men to take cover and open fire. Desperate to make sense of the tangled terrain, Loutit took two men and skirted to higher ground to the left. Here they caught a glimpse of the objective – the Dardanelles Strait. There was no time to admire the view – Turkish bullets scythed through the low scrub and one of the trio was hit. Loutit and his other companion carried the wounded man back to the main group. Other Australians were rushed up to bolster Loutit’s thin line, which was taking heavy fire from a vastly superior enemy force. It was hopeless. When Turks started working around – and behind – Loutit’s left flank he gave the order to retreat. What came next was probably his best bit of work for the day: he led his men back across the fingerlike ridges to the north, close to the Turkish force, because he knew the men could give covering fire from the low ridges, and the shallow gullies afforded the best cover. Without Loutit’s leadership they would have been swamped and wiped out. As it was, only 11 unwounded men of his force of 32 made it back to the Australian line then coalescing on the second ridge. Loutit led his men up a broken gully, Wire Gully, from where they climbed a steep gutter running up to what became known as Johnston’s Jolly. Here they dug in to form a post 40m in front of the main Australian line.





Noel Loutit: Gallipoli’s intrepid inland adventurer was among a handful to make it to the Third Ridge (VWM 12814).


As they scraped away at the dirt, their D Company comrades provided covering fire. Lieutenant David Todd, 23, a clerk from Thebarton, was barking orders as his 13 Platoon dug in above Loutit’s men on Johnston’s Jolly. Compared with many other units, the 10th Battalion maintained reasonably good order – Cheney’s C Company was digging in alongside D Company5 – and now held an almost continuous line from Owen’s Gully to the northern lip of the Jolly.6 As soon as Loutit and the rest of the forward parties were driven in, the Turks went to work with their rifles, machine-guns and, most deadly of all, their artillery. With their observers overlooking the shallow Australian shell scrapes, the gunners rained shells up the line and back down again. Fire for effect? The effect was terrible. The Anzacs dug for dear life in this their first battle. Some baptism of fire. This was the sternest of tests for tough men. Tough men such as Corporal Esson ‘Tom’ Rule, 20, a blacksmith from Burra in South Australia’s mid-north, Private Charles Hendry, 21, a Port Adelaide labourer, and Private Sydney Wills, 24, a heavily tattooed miner from Broken Hill. The casualties mounted but the men of the 10th held on.


Cheney’s C Company platoon scratched at the gravelly ground. Some of the men were exultant, thinking their job done. They had seized the beachhead, as per their orders, to screen the main Anzac force. How wrong they were. ‘We had only been digging in about 10 minutes when the Turks opened up a deadly fire upon us,’ Cheney said. ‘It was only courting death to continue digging, so we had to take cover behind the little we had dug.’ As Cheney said, 10 minutes digging with an entrenching tool does not amount to much of a hole. ‘It will be simply useless to try and describe what we went through that day. To call it Hell appears to me to be very inadequate. They poured every sort of conceivable fire into us. The day seemed as though it was never coming to an end – every five minutes seemed an hour.’ Overlooked from the front and the main ridge running up to the north-east, and with Turks firing at them from the flanks and even the rear, the Australian casualties quickly mounted. ‘Our nerves were strained to an intense degree,’ Cheney said. ‘Not so much by the noise of battle, but by the sights we had been compelled to witness, made more horrible by the fact that most of them were our mates who we had been in constant company with for over eight months. It was one long, continuous cry for stretcher-bearers, first from flank, then from another, and next it would be someone near to [us]. The stretcher-bearers simply could not cope with the work, and many, many men laid [sic] for over a day without getting any attention.’ Herbert Bice, 21, a butcher from Broken Hill, was shot through the hand; he was evacuated to a hospital in faraway Birmingham.


Bice’s C Company had a strong Broken Hill contingent. More than half – 126 of 238 men – of its complement was from the frontier mining town in far-western NSW.7 These were hard men well accustomed to hardship and to digging. Private James Wilson, 33, was an Aberdeen-born adventurer who had served two years in the South African police force. He was driving trains at the mines when he joined up. Private Henry Steuve, 20, was a miners’ cook. His regimental number was 300; number 301 was Private Alfred Bridley, 28. Bridley excelled under the heavy fire. When his section ran out of water, he gathered their water bottles and broke cover to fill them from a soak in the rear. ‘When ammunition was running short he assisted in bringing up supplies, and several times delivered and brought back important verbal and written messages under heavy fire,’ the citation for his Military Medal reads.8 The rough-and-ready diggers shared dugouts with city boys such as Lance Corporal Royce Spinkston, a 21-year-old clerk from Clarence Gardens in Adelaide’s southern suburbs.


After landing from the Prince of Wales in the first wave, B Company was largely intact when it reached 400 Plateau, but it suffered terribly once it was there. After taking its place on the right of the battalion line, one by one its officers were hit until by late afternoon only one remained unwounded, and he could not hope to exercise effective control from his position in a precarious outpost well in front of the main line. Without their officers, NCOs filled the breach and privates stepped up. Privates such as William Hoggarth, 25, a civil engineer from Hawthorn, Adelaide, and Joseph Waine, 26, a salesman who listed as his next of kin a brother in his native England. B Company did a lot of dying that first day but it also did a lot of learning.


A Company was next in line, up the hill on B Company’s left. It was also almost complete when it arrived on the ridge. Yes, there had been losses – men were swept overboard when their boats were swamped as they were towed by their destroyer Foxhound. In an almost catastrophic case of mistaken identity, the company commander was very nearly bayoneted by his own men soon after he landed. But the company gathered into some sort of order and the men gave a cheer as they started up the hill. A heavily camouflaged Turk sniper – standing in a hole just deep enough to bring his head level with the scrub canopy (‘pretending to be a bush as hard as he could’9) – missed the company commander from point blank range. A digger sprang up and clubbed the bush so hard he smashed his rifle butt as well as the Turk’s head.


The men of A Company dug their shell scrapes between B and C companies. The Turk gunners wreaked their havoc. An officer and a sergeant thought they were done for when an overhead burst showered them with ball shot. However, the pellets were made of clay, not lead – a dodgy Turkish munitions contractor had saved their lives. As the casualties mounted, lieutenants acted up to do the role of captains; sergeants filled their roles and so on down the line to privates such as Charles Long, 28, a photographer from Hyde Park and Rupert Francis, 25, a Murray Bridge mason. Both men were born leaders, as we shall see.


Needless to say, stretcher-bearers were in very high demand. Private Patrick Auld, 20, an insurance clerk from Norwood, landed with his comrades of the 4th Field Ambulance on the evening of the 25th. The 1st, 2nd and 3rd Field Ambulances were already ashore but couldn’t possibly cope with the enormous casualties, so the 4th’s bearers, minus their officers and doctors, were sent to help. With the beachhead far from secured, Anzac Cove was a dangerous place. Loaded up with all manner of equipment, the bearers were aptly named as they clambered into their little boats. ‘They took with them three days’ “iron” rations, which consisted of a tin of bully beef, a bag of small biscuits and some tea and sugar, dixies, a tent, medical comforts, and, for firewood, all the empty cases we could scrape up in the ship,’ the 4th Field Ambulance’s commanding officer wrote. ‘Each squad had a set of splints, and every man carried a tourniquet and two roller bandages in his pouch. Orders were issued that the men were to make the contents of their water-bottles last three days, as no water was available on shore.’10


Captain Harold Seager, 21, was a bank teller when he joined up, but there the parallels with Private Frank Pike end. Joining the senior cadets at 15, he served with the old Adelaide Rifles, which made the precocious sergeant a 2nd Lieutenant soon after he turned 18. Seager was one of the first officers to enlist in the 10th and was given command of C Company.11 But Seager did precisely no fighting on 25 April 1915. Recovering from serious pneumonia, he had a grandstand view of the action from the troopship Ionian. (A fortnight before battle he had arrived at Lemnos bearing £18,500 in cash to pay the troops; he must have been a popular man.) The Ionian (or as the diggers called the pongy vessel, the ‘One Onion’) was soon pressed into service as a hospital ship, such were the casualties. ‘Never again do I want to be on a temporary hospital ship,’ Seager wrote in a letter to a friend. ‘The poor mangled, quivering pieces of humanity were placed on the decks, in the saloons, cabins, boat decks, and even down in the holds.’ Seager attended his wounded and dying comrades with great tenderness all the way to Alexandria, where, once the blood was washed from the decks, fresh troops marched up the gangway and the ship steamed back to Gallipoli. Seager was sent straight up to command B Company. After some time in the line he earned the sobriquet ‘Daredevil Harry’.


Bright young leaders such as Seager were in high demand to replace the bright young leaders killed in Gallipoli’s opening days. The Landing’s casualty figures are notoriously ropey, but we know at least 13 of the 10th Battalion’s 29 officers were killed or wounded in the first five days of battle, which roughly matched the unit’s overall casualty rate of almost 50 per cent. The Queenslanders of the 9th Battalion on the right were shot up more than even the 10th; they lost 19 officers and 496 other ranks. One by one the 9th’s officers fell, until command of the battalion fell to the officer commanding A Company, Major Alfred Salisbury, 30, of Sandgate, Queensland.


Salisbury was working in a bank at the outbreak of war but if Seager was no Pike then Salisbury was certainly no Captain George Mainwaring. Salisbury had nearly 10 years’ service in the militia, having risen to captain in his Queensland battalion. After being one of the first to land, Salisbury led his company onto Plugge’s Plateau, from where the Queenslanders followed the 10th men in their pursuit of the Turks fleeing up Shrapnel Gully.12 ‘For the rest of that day, until the 9th Battalion ceased to exist as a fighting unit, it was this young officer that commanded it,’ Bean wrote of Salisbury.13


Standing at 185cm, Salisbury was a strong man and he was also a silent type of officer. What he said he meant and when he spoke men listened. He was not on familiar terms with his troops; he exercised his command in a detached manner and was respected for it. On the morning of 25 April, he led his company and half another company of the 9th up onto 400 Plateau, where they started digging in on the right of the 10th Battalion. Then away on the far right, on the lower slopes of the Third Ridge, came signs of a Turkish counterattack. Up the Turks came, in ranks as if on parade, marching up the spine of the ridge before dispersing into battle order. The Australians were impressed with their training and discipline. The Turks wheeled left, plunged into Legge Valley and came straight at the Australians on 400 Plateau. The brigadier ordered Salisbury to meet the counterattack head on. The men of the 9th kitted up and disappeared into the scrub. And were all but wiped out. Salisbury was shot in the hand but remained in command, only attending a dressing station after nightfall. Salisbury is a leading figure of Anzac.





Major Alfred Salisbury took command of the 9th Battalion on the first day at Anzac (Australian Dictionary of Biography A110519).


As Salisbury headed back to have his wound dressed, he might have passed Lieutenant-Colonel Harold Pope going the other way. Pope, 41, was leading his newly landed 16th Battalion up to the key sector, the hotly contested ridges at the top of Monash Valley. This was the apex of the emerging front; the extreme eastern point of the semi-circle of the ANZAC line from Fisherman’s Hut to the foot of Bolton’s Ridge. It was also the most unforgiving country of one of the most confounding battlefields in the war. Pope led his men into the breach.


Soon after his force arrived at the front line, Pope sent a small party out to make contact with the Indian troops in the hillfolds and on the ridge, Russell’s Top, to his left. The Indians were duly found, whereupon Pope was summoned to a conference. He clambered through the low scrub and perceived figures around him in the darkness. Pope was suspicious. Rifle shots followed him as he dived down the hill. He was right to trust his instincts – the ‘Indians’ were Turks. Three of his men – his adjutant, a lieutenant and a Tamil-speaking private – were captured by the imposters. Pope set about digging in on the hill that ever since has borne his name. ‘With his confident bearing, strong face and kindly eyes’, Pope was a popular officer and endures as a prominent figure in the Anzac story.14


Withdrawn from the line on the 28th, the exhausted men of the 10th Battalion assembled at Shell Green and counted the cost – 466 killed, wounded or missing. Men drawn into other fights or bewildered and beaten by the terrain dribbled back in the ensuing days. And those lightly wounded such as Private John Hunt, 21, joined their comrades in the firing line when the battalion was sent to man the trenches on the right of the line, overlooking the beach. As the stalemate solidified, the battalion was moved up to the trenches snaking down from Lone Pine. This is where they spent most of their time on Gallipoli. This is where the men of the 10th learnt the art of trench warfare.





The big guns boomed as 2nd Lieutenant Harold Armitage’s shipload of reinforcements approached the fatal shore in early June 1915. ‘I am hopeful of pulling through … tomorrow we land,’ Armitage wrote in what he feared would be his final letter to his father Henry. ‘Army’ Armitage, 20, was an erudite and thoughtful schoolteacher from Millicent in South Australia’s south-east. He had an acerbic streak and a fatalistic bent. In the event he was killed, he instructed his father to distribute his badges and trinkets – including an ivory elephant bought in Colombo – among his family, and asked his father to connect with his surviving comrades after the war. ‘At all times I have endeavoured to do my duty to you, and struggled hard to be a credit to you,’ he wrote. ‘Thank God that I have parents who brought me up in such a way that I have a bit of backbone.’15


Armitage’s contingent of 10th Battalion reinforcements included Scottish migrant Private Ralph Mann, 27, Private Clifford Goode, 21, from Richmond in Adelaide’s inner western suburbs, and farmer William Woods, 24. Private Nicholas Herring, a labourer from the Adelaide Hills town of Lobethal, presented an early challenge for 2nd Lieutenant Armitage: just turned 19, Herring was a hard case – he was forever having pay docked for offences including being absent without leave, urinating in the lines and general insubordination.


Greater man-management challenges awaited ashore. Armitage was posted to command a C Company platoon of rough around the edges-types, mostly from Broken Hill. ‘My platoon has a history – and according to history and reports on conduct sheets – they “made history” in Cairo – but so far I’ve had no trouble with them.’ The fresh new subaltern was regaled with tall tales of the Landing, including how a group of Australians disappeared under the water when tipped out of their boat, only to surface in fighting order after having ‘fixed their bayonets while underneath’. The philosophical stoicism soon faded from his letters – Armitage was too busy trying to keep his men alive. He quickly found the best means of achieving that was encouraging them to keep their heads down. ‘I have already had some close shaves,’ he wrote on 2 June. ‘One’s hair rises now and then to hear “ping” – “thud” – just above one’s head in the bushes.’


Hair-parting rather than raising was the problem for Private Charles Long in the early fighting. ‘Gun Shot Wound scalp,’ his official record reads. Long must have raised his head a fraction too high. Bill Hoggarth took a bullet through the shoulder and was evacuated to Cairo. Henry Steuve was shot in the left arm on 19 May – the day the Turks launched human wave attacks along the Anzac line. Eleven men of the 10th were killed and 23 wounded that day. Steuve was out of action until July but Long and Hoggarth were back at the front by June.16 They were among a flood of wounded men returning to the unit about that time. On 13 June Armitage wrote that the 10th was almost back to full strength. It wasn’t and it wouldn’t be again at Gallipoli. Exposure, heat, flies, poor food and rudimentary sanitation combined to make the beachhead a land of plague and pestilence. Of the men we have come across so far, only Bridley, Waine and Pope did not succumb to illness severe enough to force their hospitalisation and/or evacuation to Mudros, Malta, Egypt or England. The sick parade reads thus: Cheney (August, dysentery), Jose (August, diarrhoea), Loutit (August, diarrhoea, then enteric and ophthalmia), Todd (October, typhoid fever), Rule (August, influenza), Hendry (September, gastroenteritis, dysentery), Francis (September, septic foot), Wills (July, hand and leg infections), Steuve (August, influenza), Auld (July, malaria), Seager (September, influenza), Spinkston (September, diarrhoea) and Salisbury (August, influenza)17. Private Joseph Peebles, 31, who landed in the first wave before being seconded by the mules corps, was one of the very few men of the 10th to remain on the peninsula for the whole campaign.


Without its reinforcements the 10th would have ceased to exist as a unit let alone a fighting unit. Five drafts of 150 men – three-quarters of a battalion – were landed on the beachhead from May to September. Lieutenant Charles Moule, 35, an electrician from Gilberton in Adelaide’s inner-east, joined the battalion in the line on 30 May. Moule was an experienced militia man, having been commissioned in 1909. Moule’s mob included Private Walter Wood, 26, a brickmaker from the copper mining town of Moonta, and Private Ernest Fishburn, 20, a tall and lean Broken Hill fireman who perfectly matched the Anzac ideal. His experience after being shot in the leg in early June was instructive of the medical logistics supporting the fighting troops: he was evacuated to Mudros, then Gibraltar, and finally Bristol, before being sent back to Egypt when declared fit.


Second Lieutenant Murray Fowler of Norwood was yet to turn 20 when he arrived in early August, but he already had almost two years militia experience. Richard Wilton, 22, was a St Peter’s old scholar seen as a man on the rise. Soon after arriving with his 7th Reinforcements in September, 2nd Lieutenant Wilton trekked from the 10th Battalion’s trenches on Silt Spur, in a southern sector of the line, to the valleys north of Plugge’s Plateau to visit friends from the newly arrived 27th Battalion. Some walk in some park.18


The 7th Reinforcements was the last draft to join the battalion on the peninsula. It included one of the youngest 10th Battalion soldiers at Gallipoli – Private George Barrett gave his age as 18 years and one month when he enlisted in March 1915. It also included probably the only Indian-born man in the battalion: Private Charles Khan, 30, whose complexion was described as ‘(Abor) Dark’. Khan was of the few to answer the ‘have you ever been convicted by the Civil Power’ question on the enlistment papers: ‘Yes, Unlawful Possession of bicycle.’ Moonta-born miner Thomas Murrin, 33, was another exception: ‘Yes, Drunkenness Fined.’19


For Barrett, Khan, Murrin and their fellow 7th Reinforcements, Gallipoli was a subterranean world of deep trenches and deeper tunnels. No advances on a broad or even a narrow front. Private Keith Tamblyn, 22, never set foot in no-man’s land, which by this stage of the campaign was strewn with used bully beef and jam tins – a crude early warning system for both sides. The most dangerous ‘job’ (Tamblyn’s word for any army task, including pitched battles) entailed two-hour shifts on one of 56 T-shaped fire steps in the frontline trench, firing the odd not-so-angry shot – a Turk opposite Tamblyn waved a shovel to signal misses like a marker on a rifle range.20





Lieutenant David Todd (far end of the tunnel) in the labyrinth that was the 10th Battalion’s fortress at Silt Spur (AWM A02160).


The 10th Battalion supported the Lone Pine attack in August and waged war with illness and the Turkish snipers. James Wilson took a bullet through his left arm on 1 October. He was evacuated to Egypt and never returned to the peninsula. When the battalion’s 8th Reinforcements arrived in the Middle East in early October, only 2nd Lieutenant Jim Churchill-Smith was sent to Gallipoli. Already an evacuation was being considered.


Another of the Broken Hill crew, Private William James, shares his page of the embarkation roll with a Norwegian, a Dane and a Finn. Prior to his December 1914 enlistment, the Finn, Karl Ljung, sought and received confirmation of his bona fides from the Russian consulate in Adelaide – Finland then being part of the Russian empire. The 6th Reinforcements included Private Joergen Jensen, 24, a Danish migrant who was labouring in the steel city of Port Pirie when he enlisted. Swede Andrew Johanson, 26, landed with Armitage’s contingent in June. So much for the bronzed boys from the bush Anzac myth; 202 of the original 10th were born in the British Isles, 12 in New Zealand, 12 in ‘various parts of the British Empire’, and 10 in ‘foreign countries’. It was a broad church, the 1st AIF.


Private Oliver Winter, 20, better fitted the Anzac ideal. Born and bred on a station at the mouth of the nation’s greatest river, the Murray, Winter had travelled too: he listed his ‘last unit’ as the ‘5th [Eyre Peninsula] Battalion Volunteer Defence Corps’ – the Eyre Peninsula being several days’ ride from the Murray Mouth. Winter was a country lad; he allowed some enterprising photographer to tart up his studio portrait with a bucolic stage backdrop of faux post-and-rail fences and trees. No number of props could hide that he looked 15, 16 at best, under his slouch hat and inside his ill-fitting tunic.21 Little wonder when he fell ill it was measles. After a month in the trenches Winter was evacuated ill in August. After a spell in an Alexandria hospital he was back in the line in October.





Oliver Winter (SLSA B 46130/542).


He returned to a veritable fortress. The 10th had turned Silt Spur into an intricate network of tunnels reaching to listening posts and sniper nests in no-man’s land. Three lines of deep trenches stood between the Turks and the sea. All around were field kitchens – one per company – officers’ dugouts, command posts, ammunition dumps, aid posts and signallers’ stations. A catapult post added a medieval flavour and confirmed that this was a siege. As did the order and complexity – the Turks weren’t getting in but the Anzacs sure as hell weren’t getting out. Not in an easterly direction in any case. The 10th Battalion left the peninsula for a rest on 22 November, the same day the British generals decided to abandon the Gallipoli misadventure.


Every man named in this chapter is an Anzac. Every single one of them survived Gallipoli. And every single one of them found death, glory, ignominy or despair on another battlefield two Aprils later. For them, Gallipoli was the first step on a bloody path that led to a ruined village in northern France. This is the story of their plunge into death’s shadowy valley; of their descent into hell. Of their bloody, pyrrhic victory. And of their crosses of bronze, stone and wood.




2


The hungry half hundred


The officers’ mess was heaving. Foaming ale was flowing freely and some enterprising soul had scrounged band instruments for the musical accompaniment. ‘Rather a noisy one,’ reported Pat Auld of the night. Toasts were made and speeches given. Four new commissions had come through. They included Auld, whom Harold Seager and Noel Loutit had headhunted from the stretcher-bearers. Auld and Bill Hoggarth had risen through the ranks to earn their commissions. They and the other new officers gave their ‘entering speeches’ before diving into a night ‘hideous with revelry’. There was much to celebrate. Surviving Gallipoli, for a start.1


For this night of great cheer was at Tel-el-Kebir, Egypt. And while 10th Battalion stalwarts Seager and Loutit had recruited Auld, this party was not in the 10th’s officers’ mess. It was in a brand new battalion’s mess. To explain: most of the veteran battalions had been split. Half of each became the nucleus for new battalions. Both the old and new battalions would be backfilled with reinforcements fresh from Australia. This is how the 10th begat the 50th Battalion. Led by the 10th’s former second-in-command, decorated Boer War officer Lieutenant- Colonel Frederick Hurcombe, the daughter or pup unit had the same colour patch as the 10th, purple and blue, but in a circle instead of a rectangle. The restructure was a seismic shift but was achieved without too much fuss – each battalion was divided, half the men marched out to a new camp and their replacements marched in. Hey presto – 16 new infantry battalions comprising 50 per cent Gallipoli veterans and 50 per cent raw recruits. The 50th Australian Infantry Battalion was born on 26 February 1916, at Habieta, Egypt.


Leaving their original units and their mates was a great wrench for the men, but the change was completed efficiently. Hurcombe’s battalion was informally described from the start as a second 10th battalion; that or Hurcombe’s Hungry Half Hundred, Dirty Half Hundred, the Ups and Downs (because the 10th’s purple and blue colours were inverted on the 50th’s shoulder patch) or the Deep Thinkers (because the latest recruits had thought long and hard before joining up).2 Whatever the moniker, the 50th Battalion was built upon a hard base of Anzac bedrock and around thick pillars of Anzac steel.


Loutit, now a captain, was the new battalion’s adjutant, Charles Moule was its quartermaster and Dick Wilton its machine-gun officer. Seager was appointed to command A Company and Harold Armitage C Company. Seager said the replacements – mostly South Australians earmarked for the 10th Battalion – were ‘a fine lot of chaps and as keen as mustard – the discipline is excellent … we are a very happy family and everything points to a battalion equal to the original one’.3 Hoggarth, Wilf Jose, Murray Fowler and Jim Churchill-Smith were platoon commanders. Tom Rule was made a company sergeant major before being commissioned in July. Hurcombe further bolstered his already impressive stock of leaders when he persuaded David Todd to also join the 50th. Privates who excelled at Anzac Cove entered the 50th as non-commissioned officers: Joe Weatherill was a warrant officer class II, Henry Cheney and Alf Bridley were sergeants and Charlie Long was now a corporal. Cheney’s younger brother Edward was the battalion’s inaugural regimental sergeant major. The veterans set about training the raw recruits, including some who had never shot a .303. ‘The new hands look up to the Anzacs with awe and the old hands play the part of veterans to perfection,’ Seager said.


One of the freshest new hands was Private Hurtle Harvey, who when he enlisted gave his age as 19 years, even.4 He was probably younger as 19 was the minimum age for enlistment in the early months of the war. Even then, the farmer from Prospect Hill, south of Adelaide, needed his parents’ permission because he was aged under 21. ‘We are willing for our son Hurtle Ralph Harvey to go to the front,’ they wrote. When Private Harvey, regimental number 3347, sailed in October he did so with Private Harvey, regimental number 3349. Ernest Harvey, 27, was also posted to the 50th Battalion. Brothers in arms.5


Angus and Tom Boston were issued numbers 3249 and 3250. They were allocated to the 10th Battalion, sailed on the same ship, and were both posted to the 50th in January 1916. Angus, 26, left wife Cecelia and three children in Naracoorte in SA’s South-East. Brother Tom, 22, left his job as a baker and a mother, Hannah, fretting about farewelling two sons on the same day.
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