Background to the Battle of FromellesPart 1: 1915 and the Battle of Aubers Ridge

The meeting of the British War Council of 13 January 1915 made 2 decisions that would
have profound impacts upon the Australian Imperial Force and families in Australia. The
War Council established a sctmmmittee, chaired by Lord Kitchener, to consider the
employment of a military force in a new theatre of war, which focussed initially on the
Balkans, but in response to an appeal from the Russian Tsar, Grand Duke Nicholas,
eventually settled on a naval attack on the Dardandlles War Council also considered
theWestern Front campaign strategy for 1915.
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Map 1: Location of the Western Front 15 December 1914
SourcesOfficial History of the Great War: Military Operati@n France and Belgium 191 Volume 2 Map
40 [extractfrom The Western Front Associatioklapping the Front in association with the Imperial War
Museunh

One of the lessons of the fighting on the Weskeomt in 1914 was that while infantry
positions coulde improved by means of trenches and defensive positions, nothing could
replace or compensate for the tactical advantage of high ground for steady and continuous
artillery observation of the enemy's positi@trategically, in the campaign planning for

1915, the capture of Lille, the fourth largest town in France (and identified on the map
below), was regarded as a necessary prelude to any significant advance by the British
Expeditionary Force (BEF)
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Map 1a: Location of the Western Front 15 Decenilgdr
SourcesOfficial History of the Great War: Military Operations: France and Belgium4,94olume 2 Map
40 [extractfrom The Western Front Associatiollapping the Front in association with the Imperial War
Museurh

As Aubers Ridge provided direct @ysation of the railway lines leading from the east and
southeast of Lille and on the town itself, the capture of Aubers Ridge was of great strategic
importanceIn addition, an offensive against Aubers Ridge could berdmated with and
receive supporirom the prospective Frend®" Army offensive on the Artois plateau

further south (Vimy Ridge) and together the two attacks would threaten the rail, road and
canal junction of La Bassee from north and soOth 15 February 1915, Sir John French,
Commandein-Chief asked General Haig to draft schemes for an offensive by the First
Army with Le Bassee and Aubers Ridge as its objectives

Map 2 The Battle ofAubers |dge Locatlon map'showmg' topography

with River Layes lowlands overlooked by Aubers ¢ad
Sources: Google Earth ®fficial History of the Great War: Military Operations: France and Belgium 1915
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The battleof Neuve Chapelleommenced on 10 March 1915 with a short bombardment by

350 artillery pieces in support of 4 British and Indian dossi, along a 400 yard front.

This was the first time that an artillery 0
was issued giving each battery a purpose and target for each phase of the bombardment. It
was also the firwtrti pe efp@abjeec twivd mapgsed I
Abl ue | i ne.Thekejbecante standadd pradtice for all subsequent battles of the

war. Further to the north, opposite Fromelles, the line was held by the Canadian Division.

Neuve Chapelle was captdrand the British line advanced more than half a mile (1,000

yards) before German counter attacks stabilised the fd@spite British casualties

totalling 11,500 men by the end of the offensive on 13 March, the B@astimand

concluded that success mench warfare was dependent upon artillery fire.
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Map 3: Battle of Neuve Chapelle, 10 March 1915
SourcesOfficial History of the Great War: Military Operations: France and Belgium3,94olume 1 Map 1
[extractfrom The Western Front AssociatioMapping the Front in association with the Imperial War
Museunh

A second attackn Aubers Ridgen either side of Neuve Chapelle was made from 9 May
1915 At Fromelles in the north, the Britis!" Division attacked the '®6Bavarian Reserve
Infantry Division hat had taken over part of the front line in Marthis Division

included the 2%, 16" and 17 Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiments (BRIR) that opposed
the Australian 8 Division and British 61 Division 14 months latefTo the south of Neuve
Chapelle the 1% Division Commanded by Lt. General Sir Richard Haking attacked tfe 13
and 14 Divisions The British | Corps, IV Corps and Indian Corps (Lahore and Meerut
Divisions) attack was timed to coincide with a major French attack in the second battle o
Artois, attacking Vimy RidgeThe attack was preceded by a significant artillery
bombar dment on def ences tdheavte | vigerbealragellie n de s c
little to undermine the German defences and there was concern over the quality and
guartity of shells provided for the artillery (which contributed to the fall of the Asquith
Government and Lloyd George becoming Prime Ministeng attack made little progress
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and ground to a halt the next day with British casualties amounting to 11,600meen
French campaign, further to the south, also proved costly with high casualties.
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Map 4:The Battle of Aubers Ridg® May 1916
SourcesOfficial History of the Great War: Military Operations: France and Belgium@,94olume 2 Map 2

A few dayslater he Battle of Festubecommenced on 15 Magbout 3 miles to the south

of Neuve Chapelle in the first night attack of the war and continued for 10 days with
16,000 casualtie§ he attack was again carried out by the British First Army commanded
by Sr Douglas Haig and includetie British 2¢and 7" Divisions andndian Meerut

Division.

Later, in September, the Battle of Loos commenced with 6 Divisions &fritigh First
Army (24, g 7 15t 15" and 47" Divisionsbetween 5 and 10 milés the south of
Neuve ChapelleCommanded by Sir Douglas Hailpe offensive commenced on 25
September and after counter attaakd renewed attaskfinished on 18 October with
50,000 casualties.

Lille and the Aubers Ridge remained in German hands at thefergd 6.
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Background to the Battle of FromellesPart 2: 1916 and the Bttle of the Somme

The Allied war strategy for 1916 was for simultaneous offensives mounted by the Russians
on the Eastern Front, the Italians in the Alps and an ARgdoch attack o the Western

Front in the Somme Valle{However,a majorGerman offensive at Verdwwommenced in
Februaryand te French Government pressured the British Governmetiidattack in

the Somme Valleyo become largely a British attatik draw German foreeaway from

Verdun
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Map 5:TheWestern Front 1913916
Source Department of Art and Military Engineering at the U.S. Military Academy, West Point, 1950,
published ag\ Short Military History of World Waril Atlas,edited by T. Dodson Stamps avithcent J.
Esposito, available online http://www.firstworldwar.com/maps/westernfront.htm

The following analysis of the Battle of Fromelles is largely extracted fror@theal
History of Australia in the War of 191¥918 Volume 3The AIF in Francel916Chapters
12 & 13 The Battle of Fromelle€ompiled by C.E.W. Bean, the history devotes almost
120 pages to the Battle of Fromelles (pp-d28). This is available on line through the
Australian War Memorial website www.awm.gov.au.

The Battle of the &nme commenced on 1 July 194@h the Fourth Army (commanded
by Sir Henry Rawlinson) and the Reserve Army (later renamed the Fifth Army and
commanded by Sir Hubert Gough) attacking on a front of 15 nidlétssh casualties were
57,500 casualties on thiest day, while German casualties were approximately 8,000,
including 2,200 taken prisoner

Background to the Battle of Fromelles updated.doc Pageb



Background to the Battle of Fromelles

Map 6:British gains in the Battle of the Somrdely to September 1916
Source Department of Art and Military Engineering at the U.S. Military Academy, Weistt P1950,
published ag\ Short Military History of World Waril Atlas,edited by T. Dodson Stamps and Vincent J.
Esposito, available online http://www.firstworldwar.com/maps/westernfront.htm

The British High Command sought actions to prevent then@erArmy reinforcing their
forces on the Sommen 5 July prospects of a bredkough on the Somme appeared so
promising to General Haig, now Command®iChief of the British Expeditionary Force,
that he ordered the other armies to prepare attacksertttae€nemy was thoroughly
beaten therdn that event the Third ArmyCommanded by General Allenbgn the
northern flank of the battle, would launch an offensive; but Haig on 5 July also ordered:

The First and Second Armies should each select a fromharh to attempt to

make a break i n towideniesobsequeriys | i nes, and
He pointed out that the German armies on the Somme might contemplate withdrawal, and
in that case the First and SawntherdtreaBoni t i sh A
the Somme into a general retreab

General Plumer of the Second Artinat held he line from north of Ypres tasth of
Armentieresnoted that where the Second Army joined the rsty opposite the Sugar

Loaf Salient, the Germans held their frombre lightly anche proposed a joint operation to

General Monro, the commander of the First Ari@gneral Monro on 8 July requested

General Haking, an experienced and distinguished officer, formerly commanding the

British 15 Division and now commandindpé XI Corps of the First Army, to draw up plans

for an offensive, and to assume that®@isps would be reinforced by a division from the
Second Army, together with some of that diwv
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