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In memory of
2142 Sergeant William Henry Cook, 55th Battalion, AIF,
killed in action at Polygon Wood, Belgium, on 26 September 1917.
His brother,
7020 Private Arthur Frederick Cook, 17th Battalion, AIF,
wounded in action at Mont St Quentin, France, on 31 August 1918.
Returned to Australia in 1919.
And
the Glorious Dead of the 55th Battalion, AIF.


TABLE OF CONTENTS

Acknowledgements

List of maps

List of figures

List of symbols used in maps

Organisation of an AIF division

Introduction

Chapter 1: Egypt – ‘too hot for a white man’

Chapter 2: Fleurbaix, July 1916 – ‘a short apprenticeship’

Chapter 3: Fromelles – ‘the whole turnout was absolute hell’

Chapter 4: Fleurbaix, July–October 1916 – ‘I am starting to feel the strain’

Chapter 5: Somme winter, 1916–1917 – ‘like hell let loose every day’

Chapter 6: Doignies – ‘what a mess-up it all was’

Chapter 7: Bullecourt – ‘that horror of a death-trap’

Chapter 8: Polygon Wood – ‘not worth the life of even one man’

Chapter 9: Anzac Ridge – ‘mud, mud and more mud’

Chapter 10: Wytschaete – ‘a quiet spell in the line’

Chapter 11: Villers-Bretonneux – ‘altogether it was a very bad business’

Chapter 12: July–August 1918 – ‘lost a few good sterling lads’

Chapter 13: August 1918 – ‘an anti-climax’

Chapter 14: Péronne – ‘no one will be left soon’

Chapter 15: Bellicourt – ‘what a time you must have had’

Chapter 16: Peace – ‘La guerre est finie!’

Roll of Honour

Summary of Casualties

Honours and Awards

Summary of Honours and Awards

Nominal Roll

Bibliography

Endnotes

Index


Acknowledgements

As a boy in the 1960s, I often visited my grandmother’s house in Braidwood, a small community in rural New South Wales. In a hallway hung a mildewed parchment adorned with imagery of God and Empire. It spoke of the death of my great uncle, William, at Polygon Wood in 1917 as a member of the 55th Battalion. In the guest bedroom, the mantelpiece supported a coaster-sized bronze disk, a ‘dead man’s penny’, embossed with William’s name and the reassuring epitaph that ‘He Died for Freedom and Honour’. These two artefacts were enough to spark a child’s interest in his dead relative and the men who fought alongside him.

Over the decades since then, it has been my privilege to tramp alongside the ghosts of the 55th Battalion. I have spent the past few years attempting to capture the humanity of these men in the most inhumane of environments. This book is the progeny of those labours.

This undertaking would not have been possible without the assistance of many people. I’d like to begin by thanking a number of the descendants of men from the battalion for providing me with many of the stories I have used: Pamela Goesch (still researching the life of her father, Bert Bishop), Daphne Bishop, Richard and Gaewyn Hurst, Darrel Cunnington, Sally-Ann Twardochleb, Alan Cheers, Barbara Brady, Bob Buckingham, Sally Twardochleb, Mandy Keevil, John Pearson, Ondrae Campbell and Desley Woodcock. One of the true delights and surprises of researching and writing this book was the unconditional friendship of these wonderful people who are quietly proud that their relatives wore the colour patch of the 55th.

Professor Peter Dennis kindly assisted me to compile the nominal roll; Professor Bill Gammage helped me navigate the resources of the Mitchell Library. Nick Fletcher and Craig Tibbetts at the Australian War Memorial assisted me by sharing much of their research on the 56th Battalion, and introduced me to the national treasure that is the AWM. Damian Madden’s creativity and drive to tell the stories of the AIF to a new generation stimulated me. The ‘Families and Friends of the First AIF’ helped me connect with others sharing my passion for the AIF. Glenn Mason and Mick Martin from Regimental Books were generous in their advice on the publishing industry, as well as pointing the friends and relatives of the 55th in my direction.

The hospitality extended by Michael Woods and his wife Kate during my many stays in Canberra can never be repaid — thanks mate. Ben Waugh helped me with some of the technology. Natalie Le Hanie showed me the Somme flowers on a bright Sydney winter’s day. Jodie Siganto reviewed my early drafts and urged me to persist.

Dr Andrew Richardson and staff of the Army History Unit provided me a grant that supported my visit to the battlefields of France and Belgium. One can read many books, but a true understanding of the manner in which a battle unfolded and the reasons many decisions were made is only possible after ‘walking the course’. I appreciate your giving me the opportunity to do so.

My manuscript was polished using the editing advice I received from Kathy Stewart and Cathy McCullagh who offered expert and impartial guidance to the amateur author I am. I appreciate the time you spent assisting me to shape this book.

My son, Andrew, offered his critiques on early drafts of the manuscript — thanks for your pertinent comments and constant attacks on my overuse of the comma and the word ‘that’. Amelia, my artistic and talented daughter, spent many hours drawing the maps. Mum and Dad never failed to ask after the progress of my endeavours.

Finally, my wife, Jane-Louise was happy for me to disappear into the study most evenings after dinner, and accompanied me as I traipsed through the muddy fields of Flanders. Thanks for putting up with my ‘hobby’ and keeping the home fires burning. I could not have completed this book without your love and support.

In spite of the varied assistance I have been offered by many people, I alone am responsible for any errors or omissions in this book. Should these be drawn to my attention, I will make every effort to have them rectified in any future editions.

Timothy J. Cook
March 2014


List of maps

Map 1: Route of desert march

Map 2: Suez sector – May 1916

Map 3: Fromelles

Map 4: Somme region

Map 5: Somme area of operations – late 1916 to early 1917

Map 6: Doignies – the plan

Map 7: Doignies – the attack

Map 8: Doignies – the consolidation

Map 9: Bullecourt – May 1917

Map 10: Polygon Wood – starting locations

Map 11: Polygon Wood – the consolidation

Map 12: Ypres area of operations – November 1917

Map 13: Wytschaete sector – February/March 1918

Map 14: Somme area of operations – April to August 1918

Map 15: Péronne

Map 16: Péronne – Bellicourt

Map 17: Bellicourt – Le Catelet

List of figures

Structure of a generic AIF division

Illustrations


List of symbols used in maps


		Infantry Brigade

		Infantry Battalion

		Infantry Company

		Built-up Area

		Building

		Barbed Wire

		Marsh or Swamp

		Railway Line

		Road

		Path

		Sunken Road

		Watercourse

		Forest

		Entrenchments or Breastworks

		Water

		Windmill




Organisation of an AIF division

The composition of an AIF division varied somewhat throughout the war, changing to suit the operational circumstances. Nevertheless, these changes did not fundamentally affect the structure or employment of the division as a fighting formation.

Throughout the war, a division contained three infantry brigades and several artillery brigades, as well as engineers, pioneers, signals, supply and medical staff. At full strength, each infantry brigade totalled some 4000 men and comprised four infantry battalions, a machine-gun company and a mortar battery.

Structure of a generic AIF division:



An infantry battalion numbered around 1000 men, most of whom were organised into four infantry companies commanded by a major or captain; each company consisted of four platoons led by a lieutenant or second lieutenant. Platoons were sub-divided into four sections, each consisting of 12 to 15 men under command of a corporal. Those soldiers not in the infantry companies were placed in a headquarters (HQ) company consisting of the battalion leadership (the commanding officer, senior major and adjutant), and specialist sections including medical, Lewis guns, quartermaster (QM), signals, pioneer and transport.2


I was eighteen when I was first sent into battle at Fromelles. The hard thing was to see so many mates drop beside you and to control yourself to face up to the things happening that you couldn’t really believe … War is both the silliest and cruellest activity that a man can get mixed up in. It breaks my heart even now to think of it.1

Walter Herbert ‘Bert’ Bishop, ex-55th Battalion,
speaking almost seven decades after the end of the Great War.


Introduction

January 1916: war rages in Europe. A dozen men from Delegate, a small community in the high country near the border between New South Wales and Victoria, begin to make their way to the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) Training Depot in Goulburn. Along the route other men join the walkers, rural workers for the most part, all keen to play their part in the Great War. The ‘Men from Snowy River’ recruitment march passes through all the major regional centres of the Monaro district. A total of 144 ‘Snowies’ arrive in Goulburn on 28 January, most allotted to the 4th Reinforcements of the 55th Battalion. Eleven months would pass before the ‘Snowies’ reach the Western Front and join the battalion. By the time they arrive, the unit has been blooded at Fromelles, spent months garrisoning the front line, and is now enduring the cruel conditions of the Somme battlefield in winter. To the reinforcements, it has been a long journey from the Hold The Line.

The 55th Battalion was raised in the deserts of Egypt in early 1916 and moved to the Western Front in the middle of that year. The members of the battalion came from all sections of Australian society. Whatever their background they shared four qualities: they were volunteers, none was a professional soldier, they had enlisted in New South Wales and all believed, to varying degrees, in the righteousness of the cause for which they were fighting.

By the time the ‘war to end all wars’ was over, every man had paid a price for belonging to the battalion. Some 531 had died and thousands had been wounded. Many of the survivors, tormented by physical and mental wounds, would argue that the living, and not the dead, were the ones who had made the ultimate sacrifice.

In the years that followed the Armistice, most AIF units published accounts of their wartime deeds. At various times, the veterans of the 55th attempted a similar undertaking, but this task was never completed. This book fills that gap in the historical record and gives a voice to the thousands of men who, for three tempestuous years, called the 55th Battalion their home.


Chapter 1

Egypt – ‘too hot for a white man’

At no other time in Australia’s history have the flames of nationalism burned as brightly as during the early years of the Great War. Andrew Fisher, Australia’s Prime Minister, had committed his country to wage war to the ‘last man and the last shilling’.1 To honour the pledge, thousands of men poured into army recruiting depots around the nation. Troopships crammed with reinforcements steamed to Egypt where their human cargoes were awaited by the 1st and 2nd divisions that had recently withdrawn from the Gallipoli peninsula and were now refitting.

By early 1916 the Australian military authorities in Egypt faced a significant problem: the huge influx of fresh troops was well beyond what was needed to replace the losses suffered by the 1st and 2nd divisions in Turkey. The solution chosen by officialdom was straightforward: increase the AIF from two to five infantry divisions. The means of achieving this expansion involved splitting the existing 1st and 2nd divisions in half, creating two additional infantry divisions in Egypt. The pool of excess manpower was then used to bring all four divisions to full strength. Those enlistees still in Australia were allotted to the last of the planned divisions.

As part of the AIF’s expansion, the veteran 3rd Battalion, sited in the dusty desert camp of Tel el Kebir, was reorganised into two ‘wings’.2 The troops in the ‘Headquarters Wing’ were to reconstitute the 3rd Battalion, while those men in the ‘Second Wing’ formed the cadre of a new ‘daughter’ or ‘pup’ battalion — the 55th.

The 3rd Battalion’s superior headquarters, the 1st Brigade, was also to break in two, with one half to become the nucleus of the 14th Brigade. The new brigade, consisting of the 53rd, 54th, 55th and 56th battalions and supporting units, was combined with the 8th and 15th brigades to form the 5th Division. As the 1st Brigade had been raised in New South Wales (NSW), reinforcements for the 14th Brigade would only be drawn from those who had enlisted in NSW. Brigadier General Godfrey Irving was appointed the 14th Brigade’s commander and proved a controversial selection.3

To create the ‘Headquarters Wing’ and ‘Second Wing’ the 3rd Battalion’s Commanding Officer (CO), Major David McConaghy, held a battalion parade and performed the difficult and unpleasant task of subdividing his unit. By the evening of 13 February, the officers and men had been allocated to their respective ‘wings’. 4 McConaghy, a 28-year-old decorated Gallipoli veteran, then relinquished command of the 3rd Battalion and took up the mantle as CO of the 55th.5 His officer cadre from the 3rd Battalion comprised Captains Robert Cowey6 and Selwyn Holland;7 Lieutenants Percy Woods,8 Norman Gibbins,9 John Marshall,10 Eric Stutchbury,11 John Matthews,12 Sidney Pinkstone,13 Herbert Palmer,14 William Denoon and Lionel Sheppard.15 Second Lieutenants Harry Wilson,16 James McCarthy,17 William Giblett,18 Fred Cotterell,19 Norman Pinkstone20 and Percy ‘Bob’ Chapman21 completed the list of officers.22

At full strength, an AIF battalion consisted of 35 officers and 970 soldiers. To make up numbers in the 55th, 50% of the original 3rd Battalion accompanied Major McConaghy, along with the entire 9th Reinforcements and some members of the 10th and 11th Reinforcements for that battalion. About one-quarter of the men in the new battalion had served at Gallipoli, including every officer McConaghy brought with him. Over the coming months additional reinforcements, many originally slated for the 17th and 19th battalions, would trickle into the 55th.

All units of the AIF wore a unique shoulder patch. In the case of infantry this patch consisted of coloured stripes representing the respective brigade and battalion. The colour of the 1st Brigade patch was green. The 3rd Battalion’s patch was brown and worn horizontally above the green patch of the brigade. To maintain affiliation with its ‘parent’ battalion, the 55th adopted the same green and brown colours but wore the patch vertically, the green to the rear.

The 55th took over the 3rd Battalion’s tents at Tel el Kebir. Prior to the arrival of the AIF, Tel el Kebir had comprised a railway line, railway station and a collection of mud huts sprawling among some date palms. By the time the 55th Battalion was formed, the settlement had grown to the size of a large town. Tel el Kebir lay astride the Sweet Water Canal,23 a freshwater canal running from the Nile River near Cairo eastwards across the desert to Ismailia.24 The surrounding countryside consisted of tracts of sand interspersed with hard, gravelly hillocks.

The days following the formation of the unit were chaotic as officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs) struggled to impose order on the disorderly. Every day fresh reinforcements made their way to the camp, adding to the swirling mass of men. Private Herbert Allen25described the battalion’s early days:

In the full Egyptian sunlight they [the troops] saw their new bivouac which began and ended in sand ... The camp extended for miles. It lay on the slope of the desert facing a sweet water canal with its strip of vegetation on either side. Ranged along the top of the hill was [sic] different Divisional and Brigade Headquarters. Below them lay the battalions of infantry ... Down the slopes the tents lay in rows. The 55th Battalion occupied five rows. Its four companies each occupied one row, the remaining row was occupied by Headquarters. One tent was allotted to ten men or two officers. The tents and ground covered by the Battalion bivouac were kept scrupulously clean ... Below the tents and at the bottom of the hill were the huts of matting in which the Battalion messed. Beyond these again were the water-taps, showers, latrines and incinerators. Beyond these were the railway lines with its [sic] detraining platforms. Beyond the railway line were the cultivations, the canal, more cultivations and then the desert again.

The Battalion, before it settled down to work and the desert, looked around to see with whom it had cast its lot. All eyes were on the Battalion leader – the CO [McConaghy]. We saw him first as a tall stiff figure on a horse, facing the Battalion as it formed up in companies of platoons each morning. We noted his strong, far seeing look, his firm mouth and chin, his slow sure voice. We decided he was a squatter – a man of the plains, who had fought droughts and won. We learnt later that he was a Sydney businessman.

A Company was in charge of Captain Cowly [Cowey], a tall, reserved man, like his chief. His ideal was thorough competence.

B Company knew its Captain Gibbins as a fearless man who had earned his reputation on the Turkish Peninsula.

C Company was led by Captain Holland, a Sydney solicitor. He was also a veteran and a keen and clever soldier.

D Company was in charge of Lieutenant [Sidney] Pinkstone, an officer of stout bulldog type.

The Adjutant, Captain Woods, [was] a sporting and real Australian officer … The [Regimental Medical Officer – RMO] was Captain Wyllie26 [and] it was soon learned that he was no friend of slackers.27

Basic training began. Most of the reinforcements had received little in the way of formal military instruction in Australia or during their voyage to the Middle East. The mixture of desert sand and firm ground around Tel el Kebir was the ideal terrain to begin moulding recruits into soldiers, in the process weeding out those unable to withstand the rigours of an infantryman’s life. Private Allen, a naïve newcomer, wrote of the training:

It was impressed upon the Battalion that the serious task, for which it was training, demanded a serious endeavour ... A day’s work in the desert was no work for weaklings. Every day the Battalion drilled, marched or manoeuvred under a burning sun over soft sand and rough rubble. The Battalion became thin, lithe and active ... Six mornings of hard drill and six afternoons of lectures made up a typical week’s work … The 8th of March was notable for a lecture by the C.O. on ‘Trench Warfare’. We learnt with interest of the sedentary but vigilant life of the trenches. We learnt of the stress and excitement and intensity of an attack, when the trenches ceased to be trenches. We decided that artillery was very useful, that bombs ad lib were essential, that barbed wire was necessary and that bayonets were handy.28

For his part, Private Archie Winter noted of this period: ‘We were training hard on the desert. It was no joke marching and doing extended order in the sand.’29 The marches often saw troops carrying heavy packs through soft sand, sinking up to their ankles with each step. The days were warm and officers enforced water discipline, limiting the quantity consumed by the men at any given time. It was common for men to collapse from this combination of physical exhaustion and dehydration.

One of the more colourful characters in the battalion was Sergeant ‘Williams’. An Englishman, ‘Williams’ had originally landed at Gallipoli with the French Foreign Legion but had deserted and made his way to Anzac Cove where he unofficially attached himself to the 3rd Battalion. Eric Wren, the battalion historian, described ‘Williams’ as ‘Tall, lean and sinewy, with a rigid military carriage and soldierly bearing.’30 ‘Williams’ spoke little of his past, disclosing only his flight from the Legion and that he had served with the Coldstream Guards. He proved a valuable soldier and remained with the 3rd Battalion until the unit withdrew to Lemnos. Here he was placed under arrest for attempting to stir up trouble and handed over to the French, who promptly sentenced him to be shot for desertion. As he was being led to his execution, he was recognised by an officer of the Coldstreams. This officer was able to negotiate a reprieve conditional on the 3rd Battalion agreeing to retain him. This was achieved and ‘Williams’ continued to serve with the 3rd until he was transferred to the 55th Battalion. According to Wren:

It was a splendid sight to see Williams, who was promoted to Sergeant’s rank at Tel El Kebir, drilling his platoon. Combining the cold, calculating efficiency of the Coldstream methods with the magnetic fire of the Legion, inspiring those under his command to parade ground manoeuvres that had perhaps no parallel in the AIF.31

‘Williams’, however, had contracted tuberculosis and was struck off the strength of the battalion at the end of April 1916.32

Life was not all military work. Unless rostered for duty, the men spent the evenings at leisure, visiting friends, writing letters, going to movies, attending boxing bouts and so on. Private Allen observed that

The chief delight of the Battalion was beer. After beer came the band. ‘Our Band’ was first mooted when the C.O. put up the necessary financial backing. All that was wanted were bandsmen. Feverish appeals were made in orders for men who could play cornet, trombone, or bass or even bang a drum. Likely men were buttonholed til at last all modesty and shyness was overcome. The Battalion band became a reality with real instruments, real bandsmen, and real practices every day under a real conductor (Sergeant Cosgrave33) … Beer, with which the band was often associated, was retailed by thoughtful authorities in canvas booths known as ‘wet canteens’. While the YMCA was the abode of love, wet canteens were the abode of uproar.34

Private Fred Farrall35 also reflected on life at Tel el Kebir, commenting that:

There was nothing attractive about the camp with its many long lines of tents standing on the sands. Everything at Tel el Kebir called for stamina, for toughness. Sand was in everything, the water and the food. This was primitive as far as cooking was concerned, it was being done in the open, where plenty of sand added to the stew didn’t improve its taste … Sooner or later nearly everyone fell victim to severe stomach pains and loss of appetite … Life was made more unpleasant for us by an arrogant officer, Captain J.J. Marshall, under whom we served. He could safely be described as a tyrant.36

Marshall was just one of the many officers and NCOs Farrall grew to dislike during his time in the army.



Map 1: Route of desert march.

On 20 March, the 5th Division was instructed to take over a section of the Suez Canal defences 15 kilometres east of Ferry Post. The 8th Brigade was detailed to take over the sector of the front allocated to the division. From Tel el Kebir this brigade travelled by train to Moascar, on the outskirts of Ismailia, and then used the pontoon bridges and ferries spanning the Suez Canal to reach Ferry Post, one in a chain of forts on the eastern side of the canal protecting the waterway from Turkish attack across the Sinai. After two days’ rest at Ferry Post, the 8th Brigade made its way to the front line on 27 March.

The rapid move to the front by the 8th Brigade removed any imperative for the other two brigades in the 5th Division to rush to Ferry Post. As a result, Major General James McCay, who had assumed command of the 5th Division on 22 March, decided that the 14th and 15th brigades would march the 57 kilometres from Tel el Kebir to Ferry Post.37 McCay regarded the activity as an opportunity to test the mettle of his troops. He instructed the 15th Brigade to make its way to Moascar following a route along the hard sand next to the Sweet Water Canal. The 14th Brigade was issued different orders: it would make its way across the desert sands. The men in both brigades were directed to carry a full pack, 120 rounds of ammunition and their rifles.

The 14th Brigade’s march was to commence on 27 March with that day’s objective Mahsama, a small village and railway siding 23 kilometres away. The following day the men would make their way to Moascar, a distance of 27 kilometres. The last day’s journey would comprise the seven kilometres from Moascar to Ferry Post.

The 20 officers and 526 other ranks of the battalion moved off at 7.00 am on 27 March.38 It was a hot day and the marching troops stirred up a cloud of fine, choking dust. At midday, the battalion halted for lunch near Quassin, a settlement adjacent to the railway line and the Sweet Water Canal.39 No additional supplies of potable water were made available and guards were placed along the canal to prevent the thirsty men drinking its noisome water.

The march resumed in the early afternoon. As Private Sinclair ‘Clair’ Hunt recollected later:

We marched across undulating country, sharp rises and hollows, with a dozen yards of soft sand at the bottom. After a couple of hours going chaps began to drop out, and all day hundreds of them followed the [rest of the Brigade] as best they could. 40

The battalion finally reached the encampment and white-coloured houses of Mahsama. Parched men jostled around the water tanks, but found there was only sufficient water to refill their water bottles. Many soldiers took matters into their own hands, Private Hunt recording that:

The men rushed the canal [Sweet Water Canal] and drank the water, which is unfit for human consumption ... We were all dead tired, and set to work to drink as much water as we could. Before morning I had drunk three bottles of water and two dixies of tea.41

Twenty-four of the battalion’s men had fallen out during the march. By 9.00 pm, 17 of these had rejoined the unit, while ambulances following the infantry column picked up the remaining stragglers. That evening Private George Gill reflected on the day’s trek:

Tired from the hardest walk or march I ever had … With a full pack jammed full of our belongings and 120 rounds of ammunition could hardly have imagined that I could have carried it one mile much less the distance that we did and we have to do another 30. The heat was terrible and all the way they were dropping out, some completely some for a spell. I managed so far to keep well up. 42

Private Robert Harpley was similarly exhausted:

[The march] was horribly trying, the heat being considerably over 100 degrees Fahrenheit and we had to travel in the heat of the day arriving at the first stage station … minus about 5 or 6 hundred men. And those you would think strongest were fagged out already and were struggling in until about 9 p.m. dead beat.43

After a night spent sleeping under the stars, the troops were woken at 5.00 am. For Private Harpley and many of his mates, 28 March was to become ‘The day that I will never forget as long as I have breath in my body.’ The acute shortage of water meant that many men remained dehydrated, primed for physical collapse.

The battalion set off after consuming a breakfast of bacon, biscuits, jam and a little tea. According to Private Hunt, they ‘Marched out at 7 a.m. to music of the band. The day promised to be a scorcher ... We marched in short spells for 40-50 mins.’ Each man carried a single, one-litre water bottle.44 While a number of troops fell out during the morning, as the going underfoot was firm, the column maintained its integrity. Brigadier General Irving halted his brigade for lunch at around 11.30 am. The place he selected was pitiless: no trees, no bushes, just burning sand. Private Harpley wrote later:

We camped for dinner [lunch] now minus 700-800 men who were already knocked up. We had no extra water or tea for dinner so we had to drink out of our little supply in the bottle. Many of the poor fellows who went a little rash with their water had none left at dinner time. The reason for a lot of this is that our Brigadier General told us we only had 3 more miles to do but we found we had 8 miles to do and the heat was intense at least 110 degrees [Fahrenheit – about 43º Celsius].

After a pause of an hour, the men were roused and the march recommenced. It was now the hottest part of the day and conditions were akin to a furnace, with the sun beating down and the bright sand reflecting the heat. Almost immediately the dehydrated troops struck trouble — dunes of fine drift sand.

Private Hunt captured the disintegration that followed:

We then entered upon yellow sand – seven miles of it. If you can imagine the sand as Sydney dunes as above the beaches and one hill after another of it, with several precipices by way of a change, you will have some idea of the country ... The line began to lengthen, and the men to drop ... At halts we just dropped, gasping. Men cried on all sides for water; many fainted. We struck some salt water, and a few drank it. As we struggled on men collapsed beside us and we could do nothing. Rifles, packs and cartridges were thrown everywhere.

Private Allen recorded similar scenes of suffering:

Our Brigade … struggled up and passed over ridges of soft sand. It passed over – but at each ridge there remained a line of black figures, prone upon the white sand. Many suffered from exhaustion. Most suffered from thirst, and from thirst there was no relief. Some swam in the brackish pools that lay in the bottom of sandy dips for the sake of temporary coolness and refreshment. Some drank the salt-water and made their suffering the greater. One or two men went quite mad. A few became dazed and foolish. Men that had started out with well-stuffed packs plus rifle and ammunition arrived in with uniforms only.

Troops foamed at the mouth with exhaustion and thirst. The demented men argued and fought over the dregs remaining in water bottles; some tried to drink rifle oil.

The first groups of men eventually staggered into Moascar. The 14th Brigade had become a rabble. Companies had diminished to handfuls of men; where battalions had started the march, platoons were now arriving.

Soldiers from a nearby New Zealand brigade beheld the pitiful condition of the early arrivals and rushed into the desert to assist the remainder of the column. The Kiwis worked through the night, rescuing men in all stages of debilitation. Some were found unconscious, some naked and raving; others were suffering from sunstroke and were too weak to open their lips and take a sip of water. Private Hunt was one of the many who had fallen out:

I passed by ‘Bac’ talking of Mummy and home. He was done ... How I got in I don’t remember. I only remember getting up and dropping, and doing it I don’t know how many times. When I reached camp I fainted, and was rescued by New Zealand cooks, who treated me to everything they had. I was in at 4 p.m. and could walk at 5 p.m.

For his part, Sergeant Arthur Vogan:

Dropped out being knocked up with general fatigue and shortage of water ... The rest of the journey was a nightmare. We rested for twenty minutes to half an hour and walked for 10-15 minutes wetting our mouths from water bottles now and again but not sufficient water to have a proper drink. Men fell out right and left ... About three-quarters of a mile [from] camp we were met by New Zealanders coming out with water in bottles, dixies etc. and they gave us a drink and carried our packs in for us. I could not eat more than a slice of bread and jam for tea but drank tea and water galore then vomited it all up.45

Those men still able to walk drifted in from the desert over the next few hours. The soldiers were furious at the manner in which they had been treated. Discipline broke down completely and in the darkness officers struggled to contain the near mutinous situation. Gradually military order reasserted itself — the surly troops were simply too exhausted to maintain their fury.

The cover-up of the calamity began that evening. The War Diary, the official record of the unit’s activities, contained the following nonsensical entry for this tumultuous period:

Throughout the day the conditions were much the same as the previous day and Moascar reached at 1830. During the day 4 men fell out, making a total of 11 missing.46

The battalion left Moascar Camp for Ferry Post at 8.45 am the next morning, the troops uncharacteristically quiet. As they departed, the soldiers strode past the Prince of Wales, escorted by Brigadier General Irving and a posse of senior officers.47 Private Harpley later recalled: ‘We gave him [the Prince of Wales] three hearty Australian cheers and then we roared “One for our Brigadier General” and he received groans from every man.’ Private Winter’s account supports Harpley’s version of events: ‘The Prince of Wales came along accompanied by the great “leader” [Irving] who brought us across the sand – someone called for three cheers for the Prince, but Irving got hoots.’ The embarrassment suffered by Irving in the face of such insubordination by his brigade must have been acute.

As they passed through Ismailia the footsore men appreciated the relief offered by the town’s formed roads, shady streets and well-kept gardens, but this still did not stop eight of them falling out. The battalion used a pontoon bridge to cross the Suez Canal and made its way to Ferry Post. After an inspection by the RMO, they were given time off. Private Allen wrote:

All those who could walk made for the Canal, a few hundred yards away, which was soon lined with several battalions of nakedness. In the famous waterway the dust and weariness of our three days pilgrimage in the wilderness was washed away.

The nightmare may have been over but the recriminations were yet to begin.

During the afternoon, Major General McCay wrote a message to all ranks of the 14th Brigade. He was scathing of their conduct during the march, noting particularly the degree of straggling on the Moascar–Ferry Post stretch, writing: ‘I am compelled to say plainly that to-day’s failure in soldierliness of the 14th Brigade ... has been a great disappointment to me, and that the blame rests largely with regimental officers, as well as NCOs and the men themselves.’ Officers and soldiers alike were incensed by McCay’s comments. Until now they had solely blamed Brigadier General Irving for their plight, but McCay’s injudicious outburst began the slow erosion of trust in his judgement and abilities.

Rumours of fatalities resulting from the march swirled around the camp; there were still 19 men from the battalion whose whereabouts were unknown. Private Harpley listed the brigade’s death toll as two officers, two NCOs and seven enlisted men, with some 200 hospitalised. He also asserted that madness had driven one soldier to shoot himself. There is no evidence that anyone died on the march, although journalist W.B. Dalley later suggested that at least one man in the brigade was left so broken that he was repatriated to Australia.48 The 55th’s missing men eventually made their way to Ferry Post.

The CO of the 8th Field Ambulance, Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Shepherd, produced a report describing precisely why the men had struggled during the march. 49 Shepherd concluded that the underlying reasons comprised an overall lack of fitness, worn-out boots, poor water discipline, malingering, and the conduct of the activity during the hottest part of the day. He mentioned the lack of water only in passing. Other sources blamed the after-effects of inoculations administered during the days preceding the march. No-one seems to have questioned the sufficiency of a single water bottle per man. Given the hot conditions, one water bottle was vastly inadequate for a demanding trek by an unencumbered man. By loading the men with a 45-kilogram burden, Major General McCay ensured that dehydration alone would be sufficient to create a catastrophe.

Brigadier General Irving must have realised that he would be held accountable for the debacle and was careful where he apportioned responsibility in his report to Major General McCay. He offered many reasons to explain why a night march was not possible and emphasised that his brigade had followed the route specified by 5th Division Headquarters. These explanations did not save Irving: McCay sacked him on 1 May 1916, appointing Colonel Harold Pope in his place.

In his turn, Major General McCay sought to deflect any possible stain on his military record as a consequence of the march. He was vulnerable to criticism; McCay had ordered the march, stipulated that it be conducted with full packs and set the demanding timetable. Irving, however, became his scapegoat, and McCay’s removal of Irving became characteristic of the man’s modus operandi. Months later in France he would dismiss Pope after another shambles — Fromelles.

The 55th Battalion took over garrison duties the day after arriving at Ferry Post, manning the ‘fort’ and guarding strategic locations in the surrounding area. The duties of the garrison battalion were not onerous. Men not on guard duties were employed in various fatigues, chiefly unloading stores and hauling heavy punts from one side of the canal to the other. After the rigours of the preceding weeks, Private Harpley appreciated the easy life: ‘We are now camped right on the edge of the canal. It is a glorious camp, very little work and tons of time to swim.’

After eight days of rest and garrison duty the battalion moved to a large training precinct outside the ‘fort’ known as Ferry Post Staging Camp to continue their training. Private Allen wrote of the camp’s regime:

Training was to be conducted under active service conditions ... Route marches on the same old sand were our ‘red letter days’. The Battalion became more thin and more wiry than ever … We marched and we manoeuvred – we extended, we closed in, we advanced in platoons, we advanced in line, we twisted and turned this way and that.

The sophistication of training increased and the unit began participating in battalion, brigade and even divisional-level exercises. Additional reinforcements arrived and the battalion soon reached full strength.

Private Herbert Harris, one of the ‘elders’ of the battalion at the age of 42, chafed at the camp’s conditions:

The best thing about it is the occasional swim. The worst is the food and sand. The men are always hungry and don’t get enough to keep a ten-year-old boy growing. Can’t even buy anything – canteens are out of things the same day they arrive. Have been here two weeks and could only get one pound of biscuits and one tin of syrup in all that time. Unless we get away from here or better food (that is in quantity) is supplied there is likely to be trouble.50

Private Rupert Campbell was another soldier not enjoying himself at Ferry Post Staging Camp: ‘It’s nothing but sand, heat, flies and thousands of other discomforts here … We are in fairly good condition but trudging for miles through this loose sand with full packs up is breaking our hearts. It’s not training men, it’s killing them.’51

With the approach of summer the hot winds of the khamsin arrived, carrying great quantities of sand and dust. Like everyone else, 2nd Lieutenant Chapman had no choice but to endure these wind storms:

Of course it would not do to be in Egypt without experiencing all the vicissitudes of the climate. After the wind had done its best to fill our ears, eyes and mouths with sand, a shower of rain tried to occur, it succeeded just long enough to lay the dust, but it was not an enjoyable night! Now … the ground has dried, the wind is trying to blow the tent down ... Sand is everywhere, outside it beats against the tent like sleet. Inside, well it is inside of everything. I grind my teeth and crunch sand. I have swallowed a good deal also, and foolishly had a glass of water which appears to have made mud inside me. Anyway, I feel rather peculiar.52

On 25 April, the men marked the anniversary of the Anzac landing with a church service and sports carnival. For Private Winter the unquestionable highlight of the day was a communiqué in which ‘[Brigadier General] Irving broke the glad news to us that he was leaving us, which was a great relief to all the boys. He would be more at home leading a bullock team instead of men.’

On 14 May, the battalion was informed that it was going to the front line the next day. Rumours of Turkish incursions across the Sinai added a touch of nervous excitement to the coming deployment.



Map 2: Suez sector – May 1916.

The Australian front line was situated in the middle of a ‘blank hopeless desert’.53 To resupply the forward troops a light railway had been constructed from Ferry Post to a terminus creatively named ‘Railhead‘; adjacent to the railway ran a water pipeline and a road made of crushed stone. Camels were used to move rations, water and other supplies from Railhead to the battalions dispersed along kilometres of front-line trenches.

As directed, the 55th moved to the front line early on 15 May. Private Bishop54 described the march:

The morning was searing hot, with full pack, extra-water bottle, ammunition and bombs, each man carried more than eighty pounds. Our boots sank to their tops in the light sandy areas, gravelly patches now and then giving some relief. In less than an hour it was not a march. In my platoon man after man dropped out, flopped with his pack to support him and said: ‘I’m dead’. Within two hours our battalion was an untidy shambles of exhausted men strung along more than a mile of sizzling desert. We drank sparingly, those of us with full water bottles helping those with no water.55

The heat was intense and the battalion was obliged to rest at Railhead where some huts provided a little shade. Private Winter recorded the temperature inside one of these huts as 134ºF (approximately 57ºC).

The slog was resumed once the blowtorch heat had abated. Sphinx Post, a flat piece of desert surrounded by high sandhills and the principal defensive position in the battalion’s sector, was reached in an hour, the men taking over from the 15th Brigade. The battalion also occupied secondary strongpoints, known as Club Foot, Soup Plate, and Saucer, which had been constructed along the tops of these sand hills.

Just before dawn the soldiers ‘stood-to’ — the first of many times during the war.56 It was hot and the strengthening light revealed the total desolation of the battalion’s new ‘home’. Not a tree, bush or blade of grass was visible: there was no sign of any animal or bird life. On the other hand, flies, snakes, a ‘robust and virile breed’ of scorpion, and sand insects were present in plague proportions.57

Water was at a premium and the soldiers were told that it was an offence to use it for anything but drinking. There was a restriction of one water bottle per man per day; unknown to the men the water pipeline from Ferry Post had been turned off the previous day and water reserves were critically low. After ‘stand-down’ the battalion instigated a system of sentries and patrols, leaving the remaining men to maintain the defences, a recurring chore as the drifting sand would quickly fill a trench.58 These activities came at a terrible physical cost to the thirsty soldiers as Private Harpley recorded: ‘The second day in the trenches was so hot that quite a large number of men were carried away exhausted.’

Gradually the troops became used to the routine of trench life: working by day and fruitlessly waiting for the Turks by night. The awful heat and trying conditions made this a period of great hardship. Private Campbell wrote from a support area just to the rear of the front line:

We are out of the trenches at present and for the last couple of days the temperature has been 130ºF [54ºC] in the shade and 170ºF [76ºC] in the sun … The inside of a sandbag dugout … is about all the shade there is as there is not a tree within miles. Water is very scarce. We fall in and have our bottles filled every 24 hours … a lot of the [men] when, off duty, having drunk their water walk back about 7 miles to a camp called Railhead and fill their water bottles and return to camp. Fancy walking 14 miles through drift sand for a drop of water. We are not allowed to wash or shave – any man doing so is crimed.59

The battalion was relieved by the British 53rd Division during the morning of 30 May and trudged back to Ferry Post Staging Camp. This march was completed in good order despite the heat and the arduous going. On reaching Ferry Post the unit was greeted with the news that the 5th Division would shortly embark for France, although the exact timing remained the subject of ongoing speculation. Everyone was energised by the anticipation of ‘real’ soldiering on the Western Front and of an imminent escape from sand, heat and insects.

The 55th spent the next couple of weeks engaged in rigorous training and being issued with the equipment necessary for the Western Front. But life was not all work and no fun. When they were not tramping through the desert or practising marksmanship and bayonet assaults, the men spent the daylight hours swimming in the Suez Canal. Evening concerts, with the band as the star attraction, became a feature of battalion life and, according to the War Diarist, were ‘A great assistance in maintaining good spirits and filling the leisure hours after the day’s training was over.’ For those men with money, canteens supplied tinned fruit, chocolate, lemon squash and beer. After their tribulations in the front line, the greatest comfort of Ferry Post was the ready availability of fresh water.

On 15 June, the level of anticipation reached fever pitch. Private Gill wrote in his diary: ‘Heat terrific. Believe that we are leaving tomorrow morning for Moascar. Hope so for then we shall soon be out of this place. Too hot for a very white man.’ On the same day Private Harris scribbled: ‘Leaving tomorrow morning for sure … the Colonel shouted a case of beer … All bustle and excitement.’

The battalion crossed the Suez Canal for the final time the next morning and occupied the camp at Moascar; the long-awaited move to France had begun. The troops entrained at Moascar on 19 June and, after an overnight journey on open rail trucks, arrived at Alexandria. By 8.00 am the entire unit was aboard the transport ship SS Caledonia. Private Harris was underwhelmed by the prospect of the voyage: ‘Crammed in like sheep ... Fearful heat below. Everyone looked like they had a Turkish bath at tea time.’ Once all were aboard, the Caledonia cast off and made its way to the outer harbour. Here they waited for two hot and frustrating days for the remainder of the convoy to assemble, the tedium broken only by occasional swims in the ocean.

On 22 June, the Caledonia finally made its way out of Alexandria and linked up with its destroyer escort. The delay had done little to improve Private Harris’ attitude: ‘Much growling by the men. This pigsty of a ship. Hot trip, poor food.’ Harris was not alone in his disgust at the conditions, Private Winter observing: ‘Having a good trip but the boat was wrongly named as it should have been called “starvation ship”. The food was awful and very scarce.’ Owing to the presence of enemy submarines, lifebelts were worn continuously during the day and used as a pillow at night, adding to the discomfort of the voyage.

Seven days later the Caledonia docked in Marseilles; the 55th had finally arrived in the major theatre of war. After months in the desert wastelands of Egypt the soldiers were awestruck by the beauty of the green hills and soft mists enveloping the French city. Even the usually dour Private Harris was moved to write: ‘It is the most beautiful country that anyone could see. No wonder they call it la belle France.’ In little more than a fortnight over 80 of the men gazing in wonder at the French countryside would be dead, while hundreds more would be prisoners or wounded.


Chapter 2

Fleurbaix, July 1916 – ‘a short apprenticeship’

The battalion disembarked in Marseilles on the morning of 30 June to a muted reception from the populace. Private Robert Harpley was relieved that his Mediterranean cruise was over: ‘We were pleased too [sic] leave the cussed boat. I never had such starving in my life – the last three days we had only hard-ship biscuits and tea and a very small portion of “burgoo”.’1 After disembarking from the Caledonia, the troops made their way to a nearby railway station where they boarded a train for the front; there was no time for sightseeing. Private Herbert Allen chronicled the sentiments of the French and Australians: ‘Amid much playing of the Marseillaise and the cheers and emotions of a French crowd we entrained. The Battalion was one big smile.’ In the afternoon the train began making its slow way north.

The 55th was destined for the British zone of the Western Front. Like all newly arrived AIF units, the battalion’s initial tour in the front line was to take place east of Fleurbaix, a village in northern France. The marshy ground around Fleurbaix made the area unsuitable for large-scale military operations and the sector had developed a reputation for quietness, at least by the standards of the Great War. Fleurbaix was the perfect nursery in which to acquaint inexperienced troops with trench warfare and prepare them for more vigorous operations elsewhere.

For three days the train wound its leisurely way through the French countryside, passing through numerous cities and towns. Occasional stops near villages allowed the men to stretch their legs and provided the opportunity to procure a bottle or two of the local vintage. The Australians, after months in the desert, were captivated by the French countryside. Private Allen was moved to comment: ‘The Battalion ... wondered if this was the Garden of Europe. Not an inch of ground was wasted. Tilled land, rich crops, lush grass, tall trees, broad streams, prosperous villages and towns everywhere.’ Private Frank Brown recorded similar sentiments: ‘Never did anyone enjoy 63 hours travelling more than I. The glorious green country, rich with orchards of cherry, pear and other fruits seemed like home. Everyone became enraptured with the miles of vegetation … and a more happy crowd of troops would be hard to find.’ 2

The train reached its final destination, the little French village of Thiennes, in the early hours of 3 July. A grim reality check greeted the alighting soldiers as Private Harpley observed: ‘As soon as we got out of the train we could hear the guns roaring – they seem to be firing almost incessantly.’ In darkness interrupted by the occasional flicker of distant artillery, the battalion marched along narrow lanes until the men arrived at their allotted billets in farms and barns. They were 30 kilometres behind the front line and Private Herbert Harris ‘could see the flashes of the bursting shells and hear the growl of the guns.’

The 55th recommenced its training the following day. Emphasis was placed on honing skills in bayonet fighting, musketry, and gas protection. Route marches of progressively longer distances were undertaken. The soldiers found the program exhausting, as they had lost much of their fitness during the journey from Egypt.

While the battalion was putting the finishing touches to its preparation, the 14th Brigade was ordered to occupy the front line near Fleurbaix on the night of 11 July. The first stage of the journey to the firing line required the unit to march to Estaires on 9 July. On receiving the news of the impending move, Private Harris wrote: ‘So we are off at last to the bullets and shells.’

The troops began moving out of Thiennes at 8.00 am, Private Allen recording the unit’s departure: ‘The village waved handkerchiefs to the Battalion as it strode out on a long march to the trenches. Headed by the C.O. and inspirited by the band, we set off in gallant fashion.’

There were 22 kilometres to cover before they reached Estaires. The day was oppressively hot and many of the soldiers were not feeling especially gallant by the time they finished the journey. To their surprise, they found Estaires relatively untouched by the hostilities. Private George Gill described the market town:

It is all narrow streets, few nice shops ... We are now very near the firing line but outside the town everything looks peaceful enough ... Have had a look around this place but are not impressed at all ... Estaires is not altogether free of gas attacks ... most of the inhabitants appear to be possessed of gas helmets but do not appear to have much fear of gas.’

The battalion departed for the village of Sailly sur la Lys during the evening of 10 July. Enemy aircraft prowling the night sky kept progress slow along the ten-kilometre route but, by midnight, the troops were in their billets. While in Sailly sur la Lys the men were ordered to keep close to their accommodation; wandering around the wrecked town was forbidden. Sailly sur la Lys was within range of the German guns and the need to remain concealed from German observation balloons and spotter aircraft was apparent to even the most rookie troops.

The next day was spent cleaning weapons and completing the administrative and logistical preparations necessary before any tour in the trenches. An edgy Private Harris found an opportunity to update his diary: ‘11th July. Tonight into the firing line. God this is a rotten game ... so if this is my last entry good bye.’ Sergeant Francis Armstrong was feeling less anxious, writing: ‘Don’t feel least bit excited or afraid.’ 3

The battalion formed up on the cobblestone roads outside the billets at 8.30 pm and commenced marching frontward shortly after. Private Allen described the move to the firing line:

On the night of 11th July we set out on the last stage of the journey to the trenches. The Battalion went slowly and cautiously.

The position of the firing line was easily seen miles away on account of the numerous flares or Very lights which both sides send up to see what’s doing. 4 Gradually we approached the ‘fireworks’.

The artillery was strangely silent. The Battalion had expected to come into a welter of dreadfulness – guns booming and biffing, blood flowing and searchlights glaring but the crackle of a small gun or the cough of a big one was very occasional. We saw one searchlight – far away.

The Battalion filed down a trench and was warned to keep its head low. In small [groups] for greater safety it arrived at the dead-end called the firing line.

Some men were detailed for duty. The rest were stowed away in dugouts and fell soundly asleep. The Battalion was up against it.

Private Harpley also described this first trip to the trenches:

We moved out along the side of the street in file and kept close in to the trees on the side of the road the whole way. It was about 5 miles, and the ‘swankers’ [officers] did it in one stage, not even a blow did they give us. When we got about 2 miles from the front line the artillery began to fire and the bombardment was terrific for about an hour, but luckily we took a bye [sic] track and missed the shrapnel. We entered a communications trench and made towards the main firing line. We had about a mile to do. One could hardly hear the other for the roar of shells. On all sides of us had evidently been a town but it was levelled to the ground. We walked like blazes and the cussed pack dragging our shoulders out, but we eventually got to our destination named ‘Dead Dogs Avenue’. It’s a jolly good possy [position] ... I took charge of a [firing] bay and we were potting away [shooting] all night.’

After travelling thousands of kilometres and undergoing months of training, the troops were finally just 300 metres from their major adversary: the Germans.

The men stood-to as first light approached and Private Allen was ‘astonished at the peacefulness of war. Beyond a hail of bullets from machine guns, which was the usual good-morning greeting, there was no noise to report.’ In this part of the line the German machine-gunners fired interminably, but the unit soon adapted to the constant presence of machine-gun bullets. Dawn also revealed that the ‘trenches’ were passages between high sandbag breastworks rising above the surrounding countryside; the high water table around Fleurbaix made it difficult to construct earthworks below ground level.

Private Jim Maynard, who had previously served at Gallipoli with the 3rd Battalion, wrote of his experiences during this first tour:

This part of the line was reckoned a real ‘rest home’ ... Our cookers [field kitchens] were only just behind the actual front line, and across the way Fritz’s could be seen stoking up after stand down in the morning.5 Rations and rum were obtainable without difficulty and were plentiful.

[We] had a few fatigues to do of a night. Sometimes pushing the ration truck up a little light railway, or perhaps a bit of mending of a broken parapet – but generally speaking our nights were peaceful.6 ‘Parapet Joe’, the German machine gunner, played a few tunes at intervals, perhaps at Jim Magee coming in from one of his nightly prowls – he was the company’s sniper.7 Small patrols went out occasionally, ready for trouble, but seldom finding any – Fritz didn’t believe in spoiling a good thing.

But a very few miles away the sky was lit up every night and the roar of the guns was unceasing – that was Ypres they told us. Our days were spent mostly in sleeping – with an occasional sentry posted here and there with a periscope. The heavy fatigues that were such a feature of the days at Gallipoli were absent here. Now and then our 18 pounders gave Fritz a bit of peppering, and he replied in kind – generally knocking a few more bricks off the old monastery, which was just to the rear of the line. We tried to reach Fritz’s trenches with rifle grenades ... and on occasion the Stokes mortar specialists, as was their custom, fired a dozen or so of their ‘little beauties’ [mortar bombs] and made a hasty ‘get-away’ leaving the PBI [poor bloody infantry] to take the consequences.8

The Germans periodically pounded the battalion with artillery. For the majority of men, this was their first time under sustained shellfire. One afternoon Private Harris had ‘Just finished dinner [lunch] when Germans began sending sausages [shells] over. Got so hot were ordered into dugouts. The shells bursting not 20 yards away and covering us with mud – a lot of men hit.’ Describing another bombardment, Private Gill wrote:

Early in the evening we were entertained by a big German gun or guns which I think was trying to fix up our battery. It fired about sixty shells which must have been about 9 [inches] at least. We could trace the course of the shells which went over our place and landed some distance away and would burst with an awful explosion. Although it was some distance away, we could feel the rush of the wind after each explosion.

During one artillery barrage a shrapnel ball from one of the shells smashed into the eye of Private Edward McKenna, a cook, killing him outright.9 As the 55th’s first fatality, McKenna’s death sent shock waves through the battalion. The incident is mentioned in a number of the diaries even though few of the diarists would actually have known the dead man.

After the initial trepidation and nerves, the men settled into the routine of trench-life eloquently portrayed by Private Harris:

Have been working all night on fatigues ... since coming into the trenches have had six hours off in 34 and haven’t fired a shot yet, nothing to fire at. Where I am sitting one fellow had his hand smashed. ... Have got a little dugout of my own. At any rate it is drier than the last one where the walls were dripping wet and slugs climbed all over [my] face.

On a night when he was not rostered for work parties, Harris crossed another threshold in the life of a soldier, making his ‘First effort to kill a German who was sending up flares. If I did not get him at any rate made it too hot for him for no more came from there. It’s flukey shooting at night.’

In late afternoon of 15 July the Canadians, several kilometres away from the Australians, launched a gas attack. The wind direction changed unexpectedly, blowing some of the poisonous vapours over the section of line held by the 55th. In another ‘first’, the troops were forced to don their gas masks.

Several hours later the Germans launched a raid against the 58th Battalion located in the line to the right of the 55th. The Germans supported their operation with massed artillery and minenwerfer fire.10 Private Harris updated his diary the following morning:

I never expected to write this after last night. [The Germans] started bombarding the 58th. It was hell. My position adjoined theirs and of course came in for some of it. I never thought anyone could live through such lead and explosives ... The 55th carried themselves like veterans ... the shells were so close that once my hat rose up. The metal was flying around in tons.

Despite the heavy bombardment, the 6th Battalion Shropshire Light Infantry took over the front line from the 55th in the early hours of 16 July. The Australians made their way to billets in Bac Saint Maur, having suffered no casualties from the German bombardment or during the relief operation.

The 55th’s first tour of duty in the trenches was over. For Private McKenna and the dozens who were wounded, Fleurbaix had proved anything but a ‘nursery’. The few days in the front line had been sufficient to introduce the men to the reality of the Western Front: sniping, patrolling, bombardments, blood, death. They had entered the domain of war and emerged as better soldiers. In the words of Private Jim Maynard: ‘Looking back, it seems Fleurbaix served the purpose of a kind of short apprenticeship for the more deadly parts of the front we were presently to visit.’ They had little time to wait before they would be visiting these ‘more deadly parts’. Private Allen recalled: ‘On a hard floor of a village factory the Battalion as it turned in at night [16 July] heard whispers of a stunt.’ Rumours circulating within the unit indicated that the ‘stunt’ was to be undertaken in a nearby sector, close to a village called Fromelles.


Chapter 3

Fromelles – ‘the whole turnout was absolute hell’

The Allied war strategy for 1916 involved near-simultaneous offensives against the Central Powers by the Russians in the east, the Italians to the south and the Anglo-French forces in the Somme Valley.1 However, the Allied planners had not consulted the enemy. Far from being willing to remain on the strategic defensive, the Germans launched their own massive assault against Verdun in February 1916. The French defenders of the fortress-city were stretched to their limits, but did not break. The Verdun offensive soon settled into a grinding affair of attack, counter-attack and endless artillery bombardments that feasted on men and materiel.

Originally intended to sunder the German Army on the Western Front and permit the hoped-for strategic breakthrough, the proposed Anglo-French offensive now took on the additional objective of drawing enemy resources away from Verdun. The Anglo-French push commenced on 1 July 1916 with substantial casualties and mixed results. The anticipated breakthrough remained elusive, but the British High Command persisted in its belief that the German Army was close to cracking under the relentless onslaught.

To maintain pressure on the enemy, the Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force, General Douglas Haig, sought proposals to prevent the Germans augmenting their forces on the Somme. General Herbert Plumer believed the Germans were susceptible to an attack south of Armentières near where his Second Army shared a boundary with the First Army.2 Accordingly, Plumer communicated with General Charles Monro, his counterpart in the First Army, proposing a joint operation
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