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Praise for Somme Mud

‘This new, unabridged edition of Edward Lynch’s Somme Mud will be welcomed by all who ask about the Great War: ‘what was it really like?’ Lynch’s fictional-but-true memoir will, I hope, reach a new generation of readers eager to understand.’

– Prof. Peter Stanley, military historian

‘The unvarnished truth – surviving the Western Front from someone who did. Edward Lynch’s Diary: grim endurance amid a mud-soaked nightmare of shells, rats, fear and survival.’

– Dr Roger Lee, author of Official History of the Australian involvement in Afghanistan.

‘A riveting eyewitness account of Australia’s engagement on the Western Front. British commanders callously described the enormous casualties at the Somme and Passchendaele and elsewhere as ‘normal wastage’. Edward Lynch shows what ‘normal wastage’ meant on the front line: the endless passage of stretchers, the searching eyes of the wounded, the terrific intensity of battle. A must-read for all Australians who give a damn about why we joined WWI and what happened...’

– Paul Ham, author of Passchendaele and 1914.


This narrative is dedicated to the Sons of the Diggers of the First AIF in the hope that they will strive to recapture and perpetuate the Digger spirit of the older AIF.
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A photo of Edward Lynch probably taken after a stint in hospital in England in 1917. 
(Courtesy of the family archive)




FOREWORD

By E.P.F. Lynch

On many occasions we have been asked, “How is it that you returned men never tell us what it was like at the war? What was it like?”

Perhaps the answer is to be found in the fact that the war was like many things that we realised the futility of any verbal attempt to answer the question in general. Certainly we could pull a plum out here, or hand over a little icing there, but to give a large slice from the cake of war was beyond us.

Undoubtedly our own people are justified in their demands to be told “what was it like at the war”, and SOMME MUD is just an attempt to answer the question from an infantryman’s viewpoint.

No two men’s experiences are alike in particular, though in general we experienced much the same.

SOMME MUD is written around the war experiences of a young lad who was a wartime pal of mine, ‘Nulla’ of the 45th Battalion, and his section, ‘The Seven Deadly Sins.’

If SOMME MUD should happen to convey a typical picture of an infantryman’s life at the war, I shall feel that I have at least done something towards telling ‘What it was like at the war?’


FOREWORD

Professor Bill Gammage

I state something which after 45 years of learning about the men of the First AIF I never expected to say: this book compares with All Quiet on the Western Front in what it says, and how it says such. Both are frontline memoirs of men steadily becoming more professional and more disillusioned under the slaughter and stalemate of the Great War. Both are magnificently written. They use the present tense and in moments of high drama, short sentences and small words to make the action fast and close. They use detail brilliantly — sharp, vivid, not overloaded, just enough to let readers see the scene, sense being there, feel anxious about what will happen. Somme Mud puts you in the trenches, enduring the mud and the cold, smelling the stink of whale oil, following the dogfight overhead, suffering death’s randomness. You watch Snow snipe a German half a mile away, then next day risk his life to save another German and be reprimanded for it. You are brought close up into that war’s world, wondering how such men could ever be civilians again, if they got the chance.

There are differences between the books, however. Remarque wrote a memoir and a literary work. He chooses when his story begins and he has his narrator die on that quiet day in October 1918. This book is a memoir built on a wartime diary and a unit history — the sense of a personal journey never leaves it. It begins as Twelfth Brigade reinforcements leave Sydney. It ends with the survivors’ home and facing the post-war world — a rare glimpse, for few narratives do that, published or unpublished, and none do it so well. I wanted the author to go on, but I also pay tribute to how far he has gone, pushing himself to bring such terrible memories to such stark and detailed reality. Scars must have opened, nightmares must have stalked, but he has left a mighty tribute to his mates, an epic of his generation, and a great gift to his country. I wish I had met him.


PREFACE

Will Davies

Twenty years have passed since the first published edition of Somme Mud appeared in 2006. During that time, Edward Lynch’s remarkable account of the First World War has found readers across Australia and overseas, earning recognition as one of the country’s finest personal narratives of the Western Front.

Its journey to publication, however, began much earlier and almost by chance.

It all began unexpectedly when an old mate, Mike Lynch, approached me one day and said, “You like all this First World War history. See what you think of this,” as he handed me a heavy, foolscap, leather-bound tome with the words Somme Mud in gold lettering on the spine. “It’s been kicking around in the family for years so have a read,” he added.

Mike Lynch went on to explain that the manuscript was written by a young returned Australian private soldier, Edward Francis Lynch, his grandfather. It was authored over a number of years in the late 1920s and early 1930s in pencil, in twenty school exercise books and comprised some 185,000 words. It was typed up in the 1940s before disappearing into the family.

On receiving the massive tome, I was initially confused and puzzled, then quickly enthralled. Here was an amazing manuscript that had been with a family. This was not simply another soldier’s memoir. It possessed an honesty, immediacy and unmistakably Australian voice unlike anything I had previously encountered. Professor Bill Gammage would later describe it as Australia’s All Quiet on the Western Front, a comparison that captures both its literary quality and its profound humanity.

Bringing a manuscript of this size to publication, however, proved far from straightforward. Publishers recognised its value but regarded it as far too long for commercial publication. The manuscript would need substantial editing before it could reach readers.

That became my task.

It soon became apparent that editing Somme Mud was unlike any project I had undertaken before. Every cut meant losing another anecdote, another observation or another piece of Edward Francis Lynch’s distinctive Australian voice. More than that, each cut felt like closing another window into history: a unique, first-person observation and recollection from a powerless young private soldier, something both rare and exceptional.

Being concerned initially with what are now seen as offensive and politically incorrect words also added to the concerns around editing. My university friend, Professor Bill Gammage at the Australian National University, stated that this was the language of the time and should remain and I’m pleased to say, I have not had one comment since the book was first published.

After many months of difficult decisions, the manuscript was reduced by approximately 50,000 words. The published edition was warmly received and ultimately sold more than 100,000 copies, introducing Edward Lynch’s story to a wide audience.

Yet I never regarded that edition as complete.

While I was delighted to see the book published in 2006, I always hoped readers would one day be able to experience the manuscript exactly as Lynch wrote it, with all the passion, violence, humour and wit that he, probably with great personal difficulty, looked to share. That opportunity has now arrived.

This edition restores the material removed from the original publication and presents, for the first time, Edward Lynch’s manuscript in its complete form. Those earlier readers of the edited edition can now have access to the unabridged edition, complete with the period dialogue and jokes, the colloquialisms, even the racist words and depictions. But this is how it was, a valuable window on history and attitude.

It is this that makes this book as powerful as it is; the vivid descriptions of infantry attacks, heavy shelling, brutal bayonet fighting and the unimaginable horrors of trench warfare, particularly the suffering during the winter of 1916-17. It is immensely satisfying to finally place before readers the work as its author intended and to allow his voice to be heard in full.

I hope this edition offers both returning readers and those discovering Somme Mud for the first time an even deeper appreciation of the difficulties and horrors faced by the young men of all nations, in their luck and good fortune in surviving and returning home.


INTRODUCTION

Edward Lynch and Somme Mud

Edward Francis Lynch was born in Bourke, in northwestern New South Wales, in August 1898. He moved to Bathurst with his family and enlisted at 18 years and 8 months into the 45th Battalion of the 4th Australian Division, AIF.

After training in England and then at the advanced training base at Étaples in France, he arrived on the frontline near Gueudecourt in the first days of January 1917. He was wounded during the Battle of Messines in June 1917 before eventually returning to Australia in July 1919 aboard the troopship Beltana.

Like many returned soldiers, Lynch quietly resumed civilian life. He attended Teachers’ College in Sydney, married his sweetheart Yvonne and moved to southern New South Wales where he taught for many years in one-room schools just north of the Murray River.

Unlike most veterans, however, he also wrote.

During the late 1920s and early 1930s he wrote the manuscript of Somme Mud, much of it being derived from the History of the 45th Battalion by Major J. E. Lee DSO MC, and his own recollections of the war.

During the Second World War, he enlisted again in the Second AIF and became the Commanding Officer of the Australian Jungle Training School at Lowana in northern New South Wales. This was a time when people hoped to forget the war and there was no interest from publishers.

Rather than writing a conventional memoir, Lynch chose to tell his story through the fictional character of ‘Nulla’. While most of the incidents and battles are historically correct, this literary device allowed him to remove himself from the narrative, explaining that Nulla was a mate of his, so he tells us in his Preface. But was it more? Was this his way of confronting the demons of his wartime experience, the nightmares that haunted his sleep and the memories that today would be termed post-traumatic stress disorder?

Whether Nulla was simply Edward Lynch under another name or a carefully constructed narrator is ultimately impossible to know. The similarities are unmistakable. Like Lynch, Nulla is short (he was just 5’4”) and a runner, a very dangerous job in the frontline. There are many parallels, many similarities and resemblances and a historical chronology that screams a suitable literary counterpart.

Around Nulla stand six companions whose humour, resilience and mateship give the book much of its warmth. Their conversations, practical jokes and irreverence remind us that even amid the mud, shellfire and death of the Western Front, these young Australians remained remarkably human.

This is one of the great strengths of Somme Mud. It neither glorifies war nor dwells solely on its horrors. Instead, it captures the rhythm of a soldier’s life as it was lived: long marches, bitter winters, exhausting labour, fleeting moments of laughter, sudden terror and the constant uncertainty of survival.

Although some episodes have undoubtedly been shaped by memory and storytelling, the manuscript remains firmly grounded in the history of the 45th Battalion and Edward Lynch’s own experiences. It stands as one of the finest first-person accounts of the Australian infantry on the Western Front.

More than a century after the Great War, Somme Mud continues to resonate because it does something few military histories can achieve. It allows us to see the war not through the eyes of generals or governments, but through those of an ordinary Australian private soldier.

That is why Edward Lynch’s voice still deserves to be heard.

Lest We Forget.
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The Western Front showing Australian operational areas.
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The Somme area in France.
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The Ypres sector in Belgium.




CHAPTER 1

Good-bye, Sydney Town, Good-bye

Our story begins with Nulla and his mates leaving Sydney, beginning with a farewell march through the streets of Sydney, their embarkation, from Dalgety’s Wharf in what is now Barangaroo, and their progress through the Heads, followed by small crafts and ferries. We know from Private Lynch’s personal file that he left on the troopship A18 Wiltshire on 22 August 1916 as part of the 4th reinforcement to the 45th Battalion of two officers and 250 other ranks.

This is a ship full of young, excited men as he says, “on the first rung of the ladder of manhood”. Where there were seasickness and monotony, there was also much laughter and hilarity, typical of young men, full of excitement and boyish pranks.

After their chaplain’s blessing, they are escorted into the harbour at Plymouth, arriving after an exciting and uneventful voyage on 12 October 1916. They had arrived safely in England where they would begin further training and prepare mentally and physically for the war ahead.




Keep the home fires burning

While your hearts are yearning

Though your lads are far away

They dream of home.

There’s a silver lining

Through the dark clouds shining

Turn the dark clouds inside out

Till the boys come home.



And a thousand Australian men and boys, the rhythm of their marching feet, the accompaniment to their goodbye song to their sunny land and its happy people, swing gaily through the streets of Sydney bound for Dalgety’s Wharf and what lies beyond.

High in the clear morning air rings the lilt of our marching songs as we step out, many of us with our feet just on the first rung of the ladder of manhood.

Through flag-bedecked streets we go ever onward. The windows and roofs of shops are gay with bright flags and pretty, laughing girls. The crowds line the footpaths happy in the bon camaraderie of their farewell to us. Here and there are silent women in black, mute testimony to what has befallen others who have marched before, but we look ever onward for the silver lining, leave the dark clouds to be met when they come, and swing cheerfully on.

A woman breaks from the crowded footpath and arm-in-arm with her soldier husband marches on with us; she has taken barely a dozen steps when high, clear and laughingly comes another song.


Here come the married men,

Here come the married men

Just see them smiling as they say goodbye.

They’ve led a fighting life.

They’ve had to fight a wife

Ah, ah, ah, aha, aha.



Ping, ping, and the song is cut short as a shower of halfpennies lands amongst us, thrown from the roof of a big verandah. We break step and formation as we battle for those halfpennies, for glued to each is the address of a girl. Most of us collect girl’s addresses as a hobby these days. We seize the halfpennies, wave to the roof of girls as we fall into step with our mates and forward again.

The girls wave and coo-ee and we give them,


Good-byee. Don’t cryee,

Wipe the tear, dear baby from your eyes.

Though it’s hard to part I know.

I’ll be tickled to death to go.

Don’t cryee, don’t sighee, there’s a silver lining in the sky

Bon soir, old thing, cheerio, chin, chin,

Napoo, toora loo, Goodbye.



We swing a corner and are gone from their sight.

On to the next corner and an organised farewell from another group of girls. They sing ‘Boys of the Dardanelles’ as the leading section swings into view. That’s all right girls, but no hero stuff today and ‘Boys of the Dardanelles’ fades out under our barrage.


So long. So long, Letty,

As we go on our way so far

We’ll miss you so long, so long, Letty,

And we know what your kisses are.

And when we take our hearts away from you

How we’ll miss you when we do.

We’ll miss you so long, so long Letty

So long Letty, so long Letty, dear.



We are nearing the wharves. The crowds march along with us till the big gates loom in front. We pass through to the wharf; the gates say, ‘so far, no further’ to the crowd is held back whilst we march in, getting our first view of the great liner which is to carry us ‘On Active Service Abroad’.

Along the wharf, “Halt”. We come to a stop and answer a roll call, our last roll call in Australia. The reinforcement is in full strength. Two hundred and fifty men and two officers.

Up the gangway, our officers scrutinising each of us to make sure none has turned into a stowaway or an enemy spy or something.

We’re told that we are to be quartered on ‘B Deck’ and to put our gear there. We don’t know where ‘B Deck’ is nor care much: if it’s on the ship we’ll find it someday. Just now, we’re more concerned in securing vantage points from which to see all we can of our send-off. Our gear is dropped anywhere and we’re climbing like monkeys all over the ship.

Back through the big gates we see the crowd, waiting. A silent, sober crowd. Suddenly the gates swing open, the crowd charges onto the wharf. We coo-ee and call and they answer. Streamers are thrown from the wharf and we catch them. We’re a happy-go-lucky, carefree lot.

Down on the wharf, we see the girls who’ve caught our spirit and we entertain them with coo-ees and cat calls. We see, too, older women with eyes ever searching, searching, ever searching for a last glimpse of a loved face. They’re the mothers and wives, the silent sufferers amongst the seemingly carefree throng. Men are there too. Many men. Our brothers and pals calling and cheering to us, our dads proudly erect, calm with the calmness of a well bridled control. And calm.

Every now and again, a flutter of movement, that we try not to see, a mother, wife, sister or sweetheart who couldn’t stand the pretence any longer and is being taken away to the rear. A few minutes and she’s gamely fought down her sorrow and is working her way steadily forward again, smiling. Brave-hearted women of Australia, playing their part as they’ve played it from the beginning. You’ll do us.

The gangways are removed. Seamen free the great ropes, the streamers straighten, stretch and snap as the lane of be-ribboned water between the ship and the wharf slowly widens and widens.

We’re on the first stage of our great adventure.

Cheers, coo-ees and the cock-a-doodle-do of harbour craft intermingle in a grand finale. Men, perched high in the rigging, commence to sing, and soon the whole ship unites in a last song of farewell to old Sydney.


Good-bye, Sydney town, good-bye,

We are leaving you to-day

For a country far away,

Though to-day I’m stony broke

Without a single brown,

When I make my fortune

I’ll come back and spend it

In dear old Sydney town.



The transport noses for the Heads and the open sea.

Right to the Heads we are followed by small craft loaded with relatives and friends determined upon keeping touch to the very last.

We look ever backward to what we’re leaving. What’s ahead will be taken care of when it arrives. We’re interested in the small boats following us and in a school of porpoises racing on ahead. Our eyes turn to the small craft rocking in the wake, and our last long coo-ees float back over the calm waters of the harbour we are leaving. Leaving for the first time, most of us; maybe for the first and last time others of us. But that’s in the lap of the Gods.

A dozen days roll by and we’re well on our way — Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide, Fremantle lie far behind. Each has contributed a quota and now there are two thousand men aboard.

Great anticipation on board now. Our ship has turned from the Suez route and we’re making for South Africa. Must be enemy submarines ahead. No, some enemy warships are sinking Australian troopships in the Indian Ocean. No, we’re going to Africa to quell a serious rising in German East or German West Africa. Rumours are rife everywhere. Furphies fly right and left. Wash-house wireless.

A quiet night on the ship. Life is one long monotony now. Only relief is mumps or inoculation.

“A black revolving light on the starboard side”, comes a shout from up on deck and men shove and shuffle up to see it, unthinkingly grasping at anything to break the monotony. Back down they come laughing or swearing at the perpetrators of a well put over catch.

Days roll on. We run into a heavy swell and into a great storm. Portholes are screwed down. A bit of extra life-boat drill is given. We are now well up in the ‘abandon ship’ routine. The sea is heavier and the ship is lurching like a girth-galled brumby.

Dinner time comes and we man the long tables and rattle our knives and forks on tin pannikins because our mess orderlies are late with the scran. A cheer, an ironical one, and one mess orderly is somehow down the bucking gangway and plonking a great bucket of boiling wash-up water against the wall. The ship lurches, straightens, and our other big mess orderly floats down balancing a great dish of boiling tripe stew on his greasy great stomach. A staggering step as he is about to set the dish down on our table, when ‘what-oh, she bumps’ and the ship gives another tremendous lurch, making him fight desperately to hold the stew from spilling all over him.

We hoy him up a bit, but the ship does a back-buck, his awkward great feet fly up and his tremendous great seat splashes fair into the bucket of boiling water. Screamed curses rend the air and his meaty part wedges tighter into the bucket of boiling water as he collects the whole dish of tripe, red hot tripe, fair into his lap. He’s got it fair and square, scalded fore and aft, and rises in a tearing hurry and a mighty rage whilst we rock and roar with laughter. The mess orderly can’t see the joke, but he does see a long bread knife on the table and grabbing that yells. “Slit ya floppin’ yellin’ gizzards out, ya flamin’ lot’er stinkin’ hyenas”, as he dives at us murderously.

But we’ve gone, hell-for-leather jumping from table to table, upsetting and spilling and smashing and splashing everything under foot as we fly for the end gangway and charge up it, still laughing, to lose ourselves anywhere from that mess orderly’s reach.

We don’t get any dinner. Somehow we don’t seem to want any, not down on B deck tables. But we’ve never enjoyed any dinner like the dinner we didn’t have today. Long will the memory of dinnertime on the day of the ‘Tripe Storm’ sustain and cheer us.

A few more days and the coast of South Africa looms up. Interested in a new land, we constantly watch the changing panorama as we make on down the coast and run into Durban.

We’re to take in coal here so draw in against a dirty, sooty-looking coaling wharf. The wharf is black with coal dust and niggers. Across the water, Durban. We’re interested in it, but more interested in the niggers down below on the wharf.

The niggers yell and call to us. They want pennies; we throw some down and a great struggle goes on. Every time a penny hits the wharf a black, seething, grunting, pushing scrum packs down around it till some coon secures the coin. Then they call for more and we oblige again. Out of a scrummage for a brown, two fellows rise fighting. We cheer them on and they stop fighting, thinking some more pennies are coming.

Someone holds a bob up and signals to the two big coons to fight on again. They understand and tear into each other once more, and a good snappy round is staged. A couple of bob pieces are thrown to them, but they’re too slow and other coons collect instead. Niggers begin to belt and bash each other everywhere, hopeful of earning a silver coin.

A two-bob piece floats down from the officers’ deck and the coons almost tear each other to pieces in their mad haste to get it. They know silver when they see it. We give them silver then, plenty of it, pennies wrapped in silver chocolate paper.

“Look out! Let us to the rail”, and a cove rushes forward with a two-bob in a tobacco tin lid, a red-hot two-bob he has been busy heating up to almost white heat. The coons jump for the two-bob. One tall nig catches it and screaming drops it. Another grabs it, another scream and the coin bounces on the boards. A third fellow thinks his luck’s in and lands on to it but jumps back yelling like blazes and the two-bob lies there on the wharf with twenty niggers ringed round it, waiting for it to cool. A move, and with one accord they dive together for the coin, the thud of thick skulls meeting in an awful bash brings joy and delight to us. Out of the scrimmage a long, lean Zulu breaks and flat out along the wharf races, juggling the burning coin from hand to hand as he runs and disappears from sight.

“Look at him, off to the Zambesi to cool it.”

“No, off to buy a flamin’ harem.”

“Not him. He can smell half a dozen long beers on the end of it. Wish to cripes I was with him too.”

A big boss comes on the scene and gets these coons to work carrying basket after basket of coal up the gangway to be tipped into our ship. We mooch around for a couple of hours watching them and wondering if we’re to get ashore.

“There’s something doing up on the next deck, Nulla.” Snow calls to me, so we poke up and see a whopper nigger eating plum pudding, blooming good plum duff too, unless you eat too much of it. One of our coves has a tin of it, a seven-pound tin from the canteen and is helping the nigger to great junks. Four or five pounds disappear inside the nigger who rubs his fat belly and doesn’t want any more.

A man holds up another great lump and a sprat and the coon forces the piece down and is sixpence richer and half a pound heavier. They bribe him with money and he eats and eats that duff till he’s as full as a double yoked egg. He rolls his eyes and rubs his belly, groans and makes horrible noises and we’re happy once more. He rolls over with a few mighty moans and seems far worse and we’re happier still.

A bloke taps the toe of his boot on the fellow’s great podgy belly and grins.

“Just a case of a little mild wind on the stomach, Madam. Give the child a little dill water.”

Longun opens the big blade of a jack-knife. “Oh well, suppose I’d better tap him. Often tapped flamin’ blown cows, so suppose there’s not much difference between a coon and a cow”… giving the blade a few wipes on the seat of his strides.

“You tap coons between the point of the hip and the navel. Doesn’t matter to within a foot or two, they’re all gut.” Darky informs Longun. The nigger spots the knife blade and attempts to scream, but the scream gets tangled up with plum duff, and instead or a scream, comes a horrible noise from the depths of the nigger, a noise like Vesuvius getting ready to erupt.

“Come on, he’s going to be sick, goin’ to perk,” and Snow pulls me away.

“Well, what’s it matter if he does? I don’t own him.”

“It matters a flamin’ lot if we fall to clean it up, you stupid goat,” so I drift away after Snow out of the danger zone and we go below, to find Farmer and the Prof writing home telling their people how monotonous it is on a troop ship.

Towards dark our ship leaves the wharf, just as we have it all worked out how we can scale down on to the wharf for a private inspection of Durban. She anchors out in the harbour where she spends the night to our great and profane discontent.

Morning breaks clear. A scorching day ahead. We get togged up in our uniforms and do a route march through Durban, and about ten miles around it. Then we have six hours in the town, the four-hours leave we are given and the extra two hours it takes to round us up afterwards. They find us everywhere, especially in the pubs. We jump in rickshaws to go back to the ship, but change our minds and yell and shout at our Zulu warriors in the shafts as we race each other to the next pub to see who shouts. We’re having the time of our young lives; ‘Giving Australia a bad name,’ the officers call it.

It’s getting dark now and every man who has been yarded up has been promoted to military policeman to help land the rest back onto the transport. Eventually we’re all back, loaded up with red caps, calabash pipes, Kruger two-bob pieces, African beer and the memory of a good time. After a lot of mucking up, rough-housing and horseplay, we turn in and all’s quiet and peaceful again.

Up early next morning ready for another day, or several of them in Durban, but we come a gutser as the ship pulls out. We coo-ee to Durban, wave and signal our au revoirs to Miss Campbell who is down near the wharf with her flags and her father to bid us bon voyage.

We run on to Cape Town and another route march. We are permitted to visit the town, but in little squads, each under an N.C.O. armed with a notebook and pencil ready to take the name of any man who breaks ranks. The C.O. isn’t risking another Durban, not that we wouldn’t oblige him. We’d do that willingly.

Round and round, street after street in the blazing sun. We’re well and truly fed up, when the sergeant halts us under some nice shady trees, just near a friendly little pub on the outskirts of the town. Brainy sergeant, this cove.

“Look here, Sarg”, Longun puts it up to him. “If you’d like to slip over and have a pint, it’s right with us. I’ll give you my word I’ll stonker the first cove who tries to make a break.”

“Cripes, I could do with a few pints. You chaps can go over when I get back.”

As he makes off, I slip after him and suggest it would look better if a couple of us went over at a time. He agrees and the two of us enter the pub and get our hands shaken and our glasses filled by a dozen civilians, most of whom tell us they saw service in German East or West Africa or German something or other. We enquire after the fighting there and drink their beer, then head back to the squad and loll about until all the boys have had a good many. We begin to appreciate Cape Town.

The sergeant then reckons he’d better slip back to the pub to make sure we haven’t left anyone there, so I go with him from force of habit or thirst or something. We have a few more beers and he buys a big bottle of whisky, getting the publican to loosen the cork.

We set off for the boat. The sergeant sips his whisky at intervals. The sips begin to get longer and the intervals shorter. The sergeant is now rather wobbly.

As we near the ship, we spot half a dozen officers and the C.O. right between us and the gangway. They turn to look at the ship. The sergeant staggers some more and gets ready to sing, but Longun steps up and cracks him on the chin hard and as he falls, Snow rescues the whisky bottle whilst we grab the sergeant and carry him between us. A big khaki handkerchief goes over his face and we approach the officers carrying our knocked-out sergeant.

“What’s up with that man, drunk?” snaps the nasty, suspicious-minded colonel who somehow never seems to treat us.

“No, Sir. Touch of the sun. Had sunstroke up on the New Guinea expedition and often goes out to it. Will we take him to the ship’s hospital Sir?” is Dark’s calm reply, and Longun screws the sergeant’s face round and shoves a wad of handkerchief in his mouth.

“Yes, men, explain his case to the doctors,” and the guards stand back from the gangway as we carry the heavy sergeant up into the ship. We go straight for the hospital, so the colonel can see we aren’t putting something over him. We carry him straight through the hospital. The doctor doesn’t take any notice about sick men. He’s too busy helping a pretty little nurse to hold a pair of field glasses to her eyes to bother.

Our luck holds and we pass right through and down into the troop decks where we dump our sergeant, glad to get rid of him. Then we go to our own quarters and polish off what’s left of his whisky. Snow pelts the bottle out through a porthole; it nearly cuts a nigger’s toe off as it bursts at his sprawly feet. That cheers us up quite a lot. These niggers come in handy at times.

Towards dusk, our ship moves out into the harbour and we spend the night looking at the town and wishing we were in it.

Morning comes and we are just about to leave. A pretty, little motorboat of the harbour master or some other big bug is chug-chug-chugging away over at the wharf. Officials enter it and just as they do, an Australian soldier runs hard across the wharf to climb aboard to get out to the ship; some waif who’s been astray in town all night. He gets one foot on the little craft when an official gives him a push and plonk, into the water he goes with a splash. A whistle blows on the motorboat and three sailors run up from along the wharf, yank the cove out of the water and march him off to the clink.

We roar and bawl in temper at the motorboat but can’t be heard as it comes straight for us. We arm ourselves with everything we can find and wait for the boat. Men rush and get armfuls of spuds from the bags of potatoes on deck. A born soldier jumps up and roars above the din. “Get quiet! No firing till he’s right alongside or you’ll spoil everything. Wait till I give the word.”

We wait. The motorboat comes up fast, its engine shuts off and it glides up gracefully with a big head of some sort, clad in a spotless white uniform, all braided, standing gracefully waving his cap and smiling at us.

Right under he comes, still smiling when the morning is split with a mighty “Give it to the floppin’ blankards,” and five hundred spuds whistle through the air. Onto the dapper little boat they crash, smashing and breaking all over the men. The cove in white stops a dozen hard clouts and water from a hundred splashing spuds drenches him. He dives for the shelter of his glassed-in cabin and reaches it, just as our ship’s bucket of slop water, bucket and all, crashes through the cabin, showering glass and broken woodwork everywhere.

Whilst the spuds fly in an unbroken stream, the boat gets it engine going, wheels and goes straight out, fifty yards from the ship’s side. Then it turns and glides in to the gangway that is out of range of the spud throwers. We see the drenched cove climb up the gangway as the C.O. of our ship, red with rage, descends to meet him. They salute and shake hands, not very friendly like.

“Oh well, he oughta feel at home now. Two welcomes, one from us and one from the colonel. Wonder which he’ll remember the longest?”

“Look out, here come the officers.” And we charge away down to our troop decks as a whole crowd of officers swoop down to see who ‘lowered Australia’s name by such outrageous, such unheard-of conduct towards an official of the port’. An officer rushes up to where we’re innocently sitting around our table.

“Were you up on deck when those potatoes were thrown?”

“No, Sir. What potatoes? I never saw any potatoes thrown anywhere.”

“Well what about you?” he fires at another man.

“Me Sir? Haven’t been on deck since breakfast.”

“And what about you? Were you there?” is shot at another bloke.

“Where, Sir?” in wondering innocence.

“Up on deck, of course.”

“When, Sir?” real interestedly.

“Just now. Throwing potatoes at a motorboat.”

“A motorboat, Sir?”

“Yes, a motorboat. Are you deaf, or stupid, or what?”

“Don’t know, Sir. A motorboat?” and the officer stamps on in a bigger temper than he had when he came down. He questions a dozen more men without result of course and bounces up the gangway in a horrible temper. We don’t know what he’ll tell the colonel or care much either.

For days and days, we plug northward through the Atlantic. As we are now in submarine infested waters, we get plenty of practice in what we’re supposed to do if we get torpedoed.

Early morning and we wake with a start. The ship has stopped and the sudden shutting off of the vibrating thud, thud, thud of her engines has roused us. We rush to the portholes and look out to discover we are at a port. That’s about as far as our knowledge goes, so we mooch up on deck and learn we’re at St. Vincent in the Cape Verde Islands.

We are interested in the place. We hear we are not being allowed ashore and then lose interest in it.

Soon, a swarm of native boats come out to us. They have oranges for sale, green skinned oranges. We put a bob in a bucket and with a rope, lower it to the boats. The nigs put a sprat’s worth of oranges in the bucket and we haul it up, eat the oranges and get a few more bucketsful.

More boats come and we lower our bucket again and buy native baskets and useless little bags made of seeds sewn together with good English cotton. Snow takes a fancy to a little mat affair and points to it as he lowers a sprat in a bucket. The big nig catches the bucket, puts the sprat down south and sends the bucket up empty and calls for another sprat. He waves the mat at Snow and says very distinctly, “One shilling.”

“By cripes, these coves understand our money all right.” Longun is quite taken with them as he watches Snow send another sprat down and haul up a little mat in his bucket. “Business-like fellows, these. Lot of tourist traffic here I suppose,” and Longun reckons he’ll have a mat too, to send home. He can’t find a loose deener anywhere so sends a two-bob piece down in his bucket. The nig lands the bucket and the two bob, looks up along the rope at Longun, and Longun points and says “Mat”.

“Two” calls the nig.

“No, one” and Longun pokes his long skinny finger out into the air. The coon quite understands him, and grabs a mat, and Longun hauls up his bucket and his mat. He looks for his bob change, but it isn’t in the bucket, so he sends the empty bucket down once more and yells for his change. He uses good English but the nig can’t quite understand him, insofar as change is concerned at any rate. Longun tries his hand at some home-made pidgin English and when that also fails, he opens up a packet of real dinkum Australian on “the thievin’ black cows.” The native hops round, dips the bucket in the water and fills it and Longun has to haul a heavy bucket of good sea water right up to the top deck whilst a thousand men and two nurses roar and laugh.

Poor old Longun is grieved, grim and silent. He unties the rope from the bucket, which he pelts, water and all, hard at the coons. The bucket looks like knocking a hole clean through the boat, but turns, spills its water and lands with a splash five metres from the boat. The bucket spins, slowly fills and sinks to the floor of the Atlantic.

The ship’s bosun rushes up and demands Longun’s name and regimental number and tells him that three bob will be put in his pay-book to pay for the bucket.

“Right! And if your flamin’ bucket’d landed where I wanted it, you could have put three bloomin’ quid in the pay book. Been cheap at the price, ya stingy Pommy cow,” and Longun begins pushing his sleeves up and gives his strides a hitch, but the bosun fades away forgetting all about Longun’s name and number, whilst Longun ducks away and loses himself in case the bosun’s memory returns.

The bosun’s memory returns all right. He returns too with a ship’s officer. They ask after Longun and we tell them he’s a perfect stranger to us and that he must have come from some other deck. They wheel to make off to look for him and as they do so, the bosun stops a hard, green, orange fair in the butt of the ear, whilst we’re all innocently watching the distant town.

Exasperated, they wheel on us again and are earnestly assured that the orange “must have come from the deck up above. None of us pelted it.”

“The deck above be blowed. I’ll get you fellows for this!” and again they make off, when bang, and this time it’s the officer who stops an orange — stops it hard and solid on the back of his head too. His pretty cap is knocked flying and he grabs at his head to make sure it hasn’t gone bowling across the deck with his cap. Then, straight for our group he charges and props in front of Dark who stands with his two hands behind his back.

“Here, you. Show me your hands. Come on, I saw two oranges in them a minute ago. Come on, show me your hands! You threw it!”

I surreptitiously slip an orange into Darky’s empty hand and like a flash he shoves his two hands, with his two oranges right under the officer’s nose and grins hard and that officer comes the biggest gutser he ever came. Speechless, the two merchantmen leave us and climb up the ladder affair that leads to the next deck. As they reach the top rung, “Them bleedin’ Orstralyuns” floats up after them, and we’re happier still, but they don’t come back to join in our mirth.

A sudden rush to the rail and we join in to see half a dozen boatloads of naked niggers, stark naked niggers coming out to us. They call, “Money. Me dive.” and as coins are thrown, they dive. Beautiful divers and wonderful underwater swimmers, they never lose a coin.

In one boat there’s a little chap, a plump joker of four or five. We yell to the men to let us see him dive and they call back, “Him no swim,” but grab him by the woolly head and where the seat of his pants should be, and hoist him in. He sinks, rises, desperately treads water and sinks again. When his head comes up the second time, a long nigger leans over and grabs the kid by his woolly mop, drops him back in the boat, none the worse for his ducking. We throw some coins and make them understand they are for the little cove. The nigs tell the little chap and give him some cash. He grins appreciation with a display of white teeth and white of eye.

Some fancy diving comes next with more coins thrown. The little coon kid is just being hoisted overboard again when from under our ship’s stern, a long fast boat appears, rowed by four great coons in trousers. The boat carries three uniformed nigs whom we take to be some kind of police, as the divers row away for dear life, dropping the kid into the water in their fright.

The poor little beggar seems to be in danger of drowning so we yell to the police boat and point and it is headed for him. A black policeman pokes a long punting pole at the struggling kid whom we expect to see grab the pole, but instead, the pole comes down on top of him and the poor little devil is shoved halfway down to the bottom of the Atlantic. The police take no further notice of him, but row on round the ship, followed by our very lurid opinions.

The little kid is up treading water and bawling like a yearling scrubber under the branding iron. His boat comes back, hoists him on board and sets out for the shore like mad, chased by the police boat which can’t catch it. We yell encouragement to the pursued and get much fun out of the little incident.

We leave St Vincent and head for England.

A couple of kit inspections and two spare inoculations come our way with two lectures a day from the heads. The colonel tells us how much he has enjoyed the honour of commanding such a fine body of men and wishes us good luck. Then the ship’s captain gives us plenty of advice as to how we should act if torpedoed and a lot of instructions about no lights after dark. The senior medical officer next has a go, and we hear quite a lot about things we are not over interested in.

The chaplain gets in for his cut with a long lecture about honourable behaviour and making our country’s fair and beautiful name our special care and never doing anything to besmirch or bring dishonour upon it.

We’re earnestly implored to write to our mothers at learnt once a week and some cove calls, “What about our tarts?” but the sky pilot doesn’t seem to be interested in the question. The chaplain keeps on and on, but we miss a lot of it and can’t follow him too well as we’re playing a few hands of poker down behind the backs of the coves who are paying attention. Then the chaplain asks us to join him in a prayer of thanksgiving for a safe journey. We join in. He shuts his eyes, clasps his delicate white hands and puts great earnestness into that prayer. Then he opens his eyes to give us his blessing and discovers that half the mob has faded away. That gives him a nasty jar, and he trails off forgetting all about bestowing the blessing. Perhaps, he thinks we don’t need it.

Three days from England now, and early in the morning we see away on the horizon ahead, three black smudges of smoke. Ships coming our way. Reckoning they will pass close by during the day, we make off in search of breakfast.

Breakfast over, we come on deck to find three British torpedo boats circling about us like mad! One little TBD (Torpedo Boat Destroyer) keeps ahead of us, criss-crossing our path and the other two are circling round and round our ship as if we are stationary. Thick black smoke is belching from their funnels. They are speedy — the real greyhounds of the ocean. These TBDs don’t ride the waves, they cut clean through them.

We’re proud of them and cheer as they close in. The sailors wave and cheer back. We’re safe from submarines with three watchdogs of our great British Navy guarding us. Our only worry is lest a submarine won’t appear, we wouldn’t care if a whole German warship, or several of them showed up. In fact, we’d welcome them, to see what these TBDs would do to them. Good old British Navy. We thrill with unspoken pride of Empire. We’re proud of our Empire’s Navy and the boys manning it. These Jack Tars’ll do us, all right!

We crowd the rails to get a good view of the nearest TBD. She rushes by close in and we look into her, right into her grey guns and feel glad that we’re on her side in the war.

Almost to England now! Night comes down and we go in absolute darkness, a big black smudge gliding through a silent sea of darkness, broken only by the white road of our wake trailing there behind us out in the black night.

Our last day at sea is a busy one. We’re kept on the move all day and haven’t much time to examine all the ships we pass. Great cliffs show up ahead. The cliffs of old England.

Just after dark, we anchor in Plymouth Harbour. We are mustered on deck and checked over a dozen times in case someone’s jumped overboard to walk home. Then we shoulder our kit bags and climb down into a big barge which sets off through the fog towards the lights of a wharf.

The barge drifts into a wharf and we in turn jump on it. With a clatter, our boots land on the decking of the wharf, decking which looks uncommonly like good old Australian ironbark.

Our sea voyage of twelve thousand miles is over and we’re in England at last.


CHAPTER 2

France and Fritz

Once in England, Private Lynch would have been taken by train to the Divisional training areas near Salisbury, to villages like Codford, Sutton-Veney, Hurdcott and others, where more advanced training would have taken place. This training is not mentioned in the chapter, but this was the usual practice for newly arrived reinforcements from Australia.

Once reinforcements were trained and had met the required standards for service abroad, they were transported to the eastern ports for transfer to France. From his personal file, we know Private Lynch left Folkestone on the paddlewheel steamer Princess Clementine on 21 December 1916 and, after ‘two or three hours of utter misery’, landed in Boulogne. From there, the men ‘pack into grimy railway carriages’, and through pouring rain, arrived at their tented camp at Étaples.

The British military complex at Étaples was the largest training and transit camp used by the allies in the Great War, along with the nearby port at Boulogne for materiel and troops. The vast complex included accommodation for 100,000 soldiers, infantry base depots, hospitals, a huge cemetery and the notorious training ground known as the ‘Bull Ring’, something Lynch mentions with relish in the chapter. Later in the war, the camp suffered heavy attacks from German aerial bombing and was also the scene of several uprisings, known as the ‘Étaples mutinies’.

The camp also provided advanced training for the troops. This included bayonet fighting and gas training where troops with newly issued gas masks were subjected to gas for the first time. Men were also subjected to flamethrowers and taken on long route marches, taught bomb throwing and ‘hop-overs’, to practice attacks from trenches. At night, there were concerts and Lynch mentions a concert by Maori soldiers in this regard.

From Étaples, Nulla and his mates travelled by slow train to Brucamps where he is taken on strength with the 45th Battalion, 4th Division AIF, meeting veterans of Gallipoli, Fromelles and Pozieres. From here, he heads towards the frontline, arriving first at Vaux-en-Amiénois, northwest of Amiens, and finally Dernancourt, at the time, about fifteen kilometres from the actual frontline to the east. Here the battle is relatively close, for they can hear the guns, observe aircraft above, see artillery firing and old trenches and graves. They move into the frontline near Bernafay Wood through terrible mud and rain, taking their first casualty and realise the terrible realities of war.


The white cliffs of Dover are fading astern as our little paddlewheel steamer is chug-chug-chugging into the grey misty waters of the Channel carrying us across to France.

England lies behind the mounting cloud of morning mist. England, our country’s mother, has been our home for the last few short weeks and now we’re on our way to France and the job that lies before us. So long, Blighty. We hope to see you again. Au revoir to you, So Long Old Dart, Cold Dart.

Escorted on all sides by warships, we steam slowly on. Our boat rocks and pitches. Faces that a few minutes ago were happy and gay slowly begin to pale and pull as our poor stomachs pitch and toss to the motion of the ship as she bites, buckingly into the choppy Channel waters. Men, violently sea-sick, line the rails and the ship reeks with the sour stench of seasickness. We’re as miserable as men can well be, but there’s no escape, no relief; nothing to do but shudder and shiver in our misery and hope that the best or worst will overtake us, and pretty quickly too.

Two or three hours of utter misery and we anchor at Boulogne and gladly disembark, marching happily from that ship. The very thought of it is enough for us.

Through the cobbled street of Boulogne, getting our first views of an old land that is new to us. We pack into grimy railway carriages, and the train moves slowly on.

In the pouring rain of an early darkening evening, we detrain at Étaples and are marched off into a huge camp where we are put into little bell tents. We’re at the ‘Bull Ring’. We’ve heard of it and are now to sample its concentrated training as a final touch-up before facing the foe. An hour or so of wandering about the camp and we get back to our tents and turn in.

We’re almost asleep when Longun and Dark come along and rouse us to listen to the faint rumble of the guns coming from fifty miles away. We are not very interested as we know before we’re much older, we’ll hear all the guns we’ll ever want to hear we tell him so and are asleep.

Morning is upon us with a brazen blast of bugles as reveille rings out over the sleeping camp.

An hour’s torture from a loud-mouthed, lithe-limbed, physical jerks instructor and we’re ready for breakfast, ready for a far better one than we get.

A whole morning’s route march with full pack up comes our way, and then a whole afternoon of ‘hop-overs’. We hop-over and charge trench after trench. For hours and hours, we get insulted and abused and sworn at for not doing it better. The hop-over expert leaves us and we’re marched back to camp and dismissed.

“Well, what do you think of that cow, anyway”? Dark suffers from an overdose of hop-overing, wants to know.

Longun grins, “If I told you what I think of them, I’d never, never stand a chance of gettin’ to Heaven.” We can well understand him.

Night sees us mucking up properly at a concert given by the Duchess of Westminster’s Concert Party.

The second day opens with another big dose of physical jerks. We have a nice quiet morning walking in and out of gas chambers, testing our respirators and ourselves under what is said to be real gas. The jokers in charge of us are very earnest in informing us as to what will happen if our respirators are faulty or if we don’t adjust them properly. Still, none of us seem to die, for as Snow said, “If we can stand four hours of that flamin’ hop-over king, we can stand all the gas they’ve got on the Western Front.”

Afternoon finds us juggling sheets of iron about in a narrow trench as another maniac squirts liquid flame over us. We don’t mind this stunt, it’s good fun, especially the part where the flamenwerfer specialist burns his fingers.

Our third day sees us marched out to some trenches ringed by red flags and handed over to an officer and instructors who inform us we are now to be given practice in throwing live bombs. We score an hour’s rest whilst the officer talks, mostly to himself, about Mills grenades. Then we spend an hour throwing dud grenades about, with the wrong elevation altogether, so the instructors say. Next, we are stood well back to admire the bravery of the instructor who stands in a deep trench and bursts bombs in a deeper one forty yards away. Our turn comes and we file along the trench, get a live bomb each and under the instructor’s eye, pull the pin, count “One, Two,” and fling the bomb to burst with a savage whang out ahead somewhere. That over and we march back to the long mess huts to dinner, better soldiers than before.

After dinner, we parade with rifles and bayonets and are turned over to a dozen bayonet instructors, who lecture us and give demonstrations of how to bayonet bags of straw. Then, we charge the bags and fairly murder them as the instructor sergeant stands and roars, “Hin! Hout! Hon Guard!” It doesn’t suit him. We’re not savage enough, so we do it again, showing our teeth in ferocity and spoiling half the bags. He is more satisfied, just a little.

Then he gives us “Parry! Thrust! Parry! Thrust,” till we’ve parried and thrusted enough to have bayoneted every man in Hindenburg’s army.

Next, he lines us up in front of more bags of straw, and under his foul-mouthed instruction, each man makes a terrific lunge at the bag with his bayonet, misses the bag, brings the bayonet with a tremendous sweep up over his own head, and without a pause drives his rifle butt forward and strikes the poor bag of straw fair in the forehead and kills it; our education as bayonet fighters is almost complete.

“Now, just get around me and I’ll show you how to act if an enemy should charge you with his bayonet whilst you are unarmed.” We get around him. He borrows an entrenching tool handle from someone and to the Prof, “Now my man, just put the scabbard on your bayonet,” wonderingly he does so. “Now, go twenty paces out and get ready to charge me with your bayonet.” With a sheepish grin, the Prof does as he’s told.

The Prof stands with his scabbarded bayonet pointed at the sergeant who stands fearlessly before him, left foot advanced and the short entrenching tool handle held upright in his left hand.

“Now, I want you to charge straight at my chest with your bayonet. Are you ready?” and we watch the fun.

“Charge,” roars the sergeant, and the Prof charges up in a half-hearted trot and gets sworn at and sent back four times before he gets any speed up. Finally, he does a beautiful charge and props dead with his bayonet point a foot short of the sergeant’s chest. The sergeant goes clean raving mad because the Prof won’t bayonet him and finally orders, “Get to blazes back into the ranks!”

Then, Farmer has a go. Farmer is a real trier in everything. A very thorough going, deliberate sort of cove and when he is told to “Go hon! Stick yer flamin’ bayonet clean through me chest,” he takes the sergeant at his word and makes a tremendous charge. Straight for the man’s chest flies the scabbarded bayonet with twelve stone of Farmer behind it. The point is almost on to the sergeant’s chest when his left hand strikes swiftly sideways and the entrenching handle knocks the bayonet clear of the sergeant. The force of his run carries Farmer forward, and like a flash the sergeant’s right foot swings over and trips old Farmer, just as the sergeant’s right hand catches him behind the neck with a mighty shove. Farmer, with a horrible grunt, is sprawled on the ground and the sergeant has grabbed his rifle and to standing triumphantly over him, ready to be admired.

Farmer gets up in a dazed sort of way and spits out a lot of sand whilst we please the sergeant by laughing heartily.

The sergeant is really happy again, and invites Snow to have a go. “No good to me,” laughs Snow, and Longun is asked to have a go. To our great delight and surprise, he says, “Righto, I’ll give it a go. Pretty poor flamin’ circus that hasn’t two clowns,” and gets the rifle and out he goes.

Darky grabs me delightedly, “Cripes, don’t miss this. This’ll be worth seein’, make no error.”

Longun stands ready. “Like me to take the flamin’ scabbard off?” he asks.

“Makes no difference to me whether the scabbard’s on or off, but camp regulations won’t allow it,” says the sergeant.

“Oh well, suppose I’ll get it in a few inches with the bloomin’ scabbard on,” and Longun gets set.

The sergeant gets into position too. “Charge!” he roars.

Longun fairly flies for him and with a bound is up to him, when crack! strikes the entrenching tool handle as the sergeant swings his foot across, but Longun isn’t there to be tripped. He’s let the rifle go and his two great claw-like hands are flying for the sergeant’s throat; as one hand almost chokes the sergeant, the other goes a bit wide and his great awkward thumb nearly pokes the beggar’s eye out as the pair of them land bang into the dust.

To our roars of laughter they rise and separate, the sergeant red with rage and Longun grinning gleefully.

“Reckon that’s a bit above Farmer’s idea, don’t you, Serg?” This Longun is the coolest thing unhung.

The sergeant is fairly spluttering again from rage. He has a handkerchief up to his injured eye and is rubbing his throat with his other hand. He’s clean mad. We just stand and wait. He begins to swear horribly and finally roars, “Fall-in,” which we do. Then, we hear a lot about ourselves that we never knew before. He’s going to crime Longun, goin’ to put him in the clink and have him court-martialled. Suddenly however, he changes his mind, says he’ll send him up to the frontline tomorrow morning and says the first German he sees will rip his innards out, and tells him it’ll serve him right for not paying attention to the bayonet instruction. Ordering our own sergeant to march us back to camp, he clears out to have his injured eye fixed up.

We march back wishing we could have some more bayonet fighting instruction every day. We are late getting in
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