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Trench talk 
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This issue 
DIGGER 45, purely by coincidence, has ended up with a number of features relating to the 5

th
 Brigade, 

especially the 17
th
 Battalion. This issue also carries an account by a member of the AN&MEF, which is an 

often-overlooked part of our WWI history. Len Jones and Eric Churches continue their memoirs, and a 

fascinating link between one of Britainôs major industrialist families and an Australian officer is revealed. 

Geoff Lewis describes the Battle of the Lys while Frevôs long-awaited article on accidental deaths in the AIF 

is another of the great articles you will find inside. As always, thank you to all our contributors. 

New members 
We welcome Louise Coman, Douglas Diggs, Melba McGoldrick, Raymond McTiernan AFSM, Carl 

Johnson, Marian Pearson, David Rafferty, Susan Russell, David Stewart, Dulcie Taylor, Michael Wilkie and 

Sarah Wells. 

First World War widows to attend Centenary of Anzac 
From óVetaffairsô, Winter 2013: Widows of Australiaôs First World War veterans will be invited to attend the 

Anzac Day commemorations at Gallipoli in 2015 as official representatives, with a companion, if fit to 

travel. According to the Spring edition, there are approximately 159 First World War widows still living. 

Major Percy Black and the First Battle of Bullecourt being researched 
Research is presently well underway to better share and understand the gallant war service of Major Percy 

Black DSO, DCM, CdeG (French) who joined up in 1914 as an original member of the 16
th
 Battalion AIF. 

Decorated for service on Gallipoli and then commissioned, Percy sailed to France and served throughout, 

again being decorated on multiple occasions, until his tragic death at the head of his battalion during the First 

Battle of Bullecourt, 11 April 1917. Although enlisting in Western Australia, Percy originally came from  

Bacchus Marsh, Victoria, and was from a large family. A nephew (Ian Black) was known to be living in Box 

Hill in 1969. Any information, photos or personal narratives held by families of those of the 16
th
 in relation 

to either Percy or the First Battle of Bullecourt would greatly assist this research, which will eventuate in 

published form. Please call Carl Johnson on mobile (after 11am) 0457 428 631 or email carl.j@live.com.au. 

óThe Hell, the Humour and the Heartbreak: a Privateôs View of World War 1ô ï now available 
Bert Bishop (55

th
 Bn) has had his writing featured in DIGGER a number of times (e.g. óSmivvyôs Teefô in 

the last issue) and his book is the Editorôs favourite wartime memoir. Published in 1991, Bertôs book has 

become very hard to find and second-hand booksellers are asking high prices for it. Now some great news! 

Bertôs daughter, Pam, arranged for a reprint of Bertôs book for a family reunion and has some copies 

available for sale to fellow FFFAIF members at a price of $30 (postage included). To obtain a copy of this 

wonderful book, contact the Editor who will provide you with details on how to order and pay. Donôt delay, 

as Pamôs supply is limited. This is one book you will never regret buying! 

We now have a Facebook Page 
The FFFAIF Facebook Group is only visible to members (contact the Editor to register), so to boost our 

presence on the Internet and hopefully increase our membership, member Matt Smith has set up a Facebook 

Page which anyone can see, ólikeô and comment on. The Page has different content to the Group and can be 

found at: https://www.facebook.com/FFFAIF. Please check it out and visit regularly to see the postings. 
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óSaving Hazebrouckô: the Battle of the Lys, April 1918 
Geoff Lewis, Raglan. 

 

From little towns in a far land we came. 

  To save our honour and a world aflame. 

By little towns in a far land we sleep; 

  And trust the world we won for you to keep! 

          Rudyard Kipling 

 

Even with a scant knowledge of the Western Front, most Australians would have heard of óthe Sommeô ï 

especially Villers-Bretonneux, Hamel and perhaps Mont St Quentin. Fewer would be aware of Bullecourt 

and Pozieres. Most would not be able to place Flanders and its great Battles ï Fromelles, Messines, Menin 

Road and Passchendaele (Third Ypres) ï on a map. In all probability, none would have heard of the Battle of 

the Lys, fought in Flanders from 9-29 April 1918. Although the AIF lost comparatively fewer men than in 

other battles which they fought, the battle to ósave Hazebrouckô was one of the most significant in the year 

which brought an end to the Great War. 

 In earlier editions of DIGGER, some of the stories 

of the 1
st
 Division in the Lys have been written: Cpl 5665 

Ernest Corby [John Payne, DIGGER 12]; Pte 3669 

Harold Gilkes [Geoff Lewis, DIGGER 34]; and L/Cpl 

762 Arthur Hall  MM & 2 Bars [Graeme Hosken, 

DIGGER 43]. We hope that more research and writing on 

the largely forgotten Battle of the Lys will be forthcoming. 

 The battlefield itself is easily accessible, south-

west of Ieper [right ]. The fighting took place on the flat 

fields and woods in a rough triangle, 14 x 10 x 7 

kilometres, bounded by Bailleul, Strazeele, Meteren, 

Merris, Hazebrouck, the Bois de Nieppe and Vieux-

Berquin. Today, a good tour will take about three hours by 

car. However, visitors should be aware that it can 

sometimes be difficult to navigate around the battlefield. 

The landscape is flat and has been returned to cropping 

and grazing, with a scattering of villages.  Thus, there are 

very few landmarks, other than Mont Kemmel, to act as 

guides. Maps can be misleading, as many indicated roads 

either no longer exist or have been closed to vehicular access. 

 
The Context  
It was a grim beginning to 1918 on the Western Front. The cold, wet winter that had destroyed Haigôs hopes 

in the Ypres Sector, had continued. The massive losses of Passchendaele had seriously depressed Allied 

morale. Despite advances in technology, especially in artillery, the High Command was searching for ideas 

and answers to break the stalemate. Only the expected arrival of the American forces and materiel seemed to 

offer any hope to the Allied cause. 

 For the Germans, the situation was worse. The effects of total war on the military effort and, indeed 

on every aspect of life in the Reich were obvious. Observers such as novelist Erich Maria Remarque (All 

Quiet on the Western Front); an Australian living in Berlin, Dulcie Denholm (Behind the Lines: One 

Womanôs War 1914-18); and Australian POW William Cull  (Both Sides of the War), witnessed and 

chronicled the real story behind the propaganda.  

 General Erich Ludendorff  admitted that 1918 would be the last throw of the dice. Consequently, 

major offensives were planned to attack the Allied line in an attempt to bring a ópositiveô conclusion to the 

war. The basic principles of these offensives were: to attack so-called ósoft spotsô in Allied defences, 

especially in Picardy in the Arras/Aisne Sector; to launch the attacks as early as possible, before the arrival 

of the Americans, and to use the Hindenburg Line as a secure wall from which to launch the offenses on such 

a wide scale. There was one strategic consideration: the planners really only had enough reserves to knock 

out or isolate one Allied army. Ludendorff chose the British, especially as he did not want a repeat of 

Verdun, and he believed that once the British were defeated, French morale would disintegrate and they 

would soon sue for peace. [Keegan.]   
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 The German Somme attacks of 1918 were in many ways the application of technology to the failed 

offensives of July 1916. The centrepiece of the whole operation was code-named Michael, and on 21 March, 

76 first-class German divisions fell on 28 British divisions of unequal quality between Arras  in the north and 

Dormans in the south, on a fifty mile front.   

 At first, the aim of órolling up the British frontô seemed within the Germansô grasp, but the British, 

and later the French, lines held and the men of Kaiserschlacht were exhausted and demoralised by 5 April ï 

the day after a successful AIF counter-attack at Amiens. Although it was a tactical success, the Germans 

could not afford the cost: 250 000 casualties. Allied losses were slightly lower. Many of the divisions were 

down to 200 men. Ludendorff had no choice but to launch his subsidiary attack in Flanders, initially code-

named George but renamed Georgette to symbolise its lesser priority. 

 Thus began what was a turning point in the Great War. Three years of static trench warfare was to 

give way to a war of greater movement, which would be the feature of 1918. For example, the initial 

response of the British forces was to establish a series of temporary outposts; in the case of the AIF, manned 

by machine and Lewis guns, with thinner lines behind. Artillery bombardments were of much shorter 

duration than was previously experienced, as more accurate, intense and sharper barrages were used. Infantry 

attacked in greater numbers on a wider front, as the Germans were to do on 9 April. The old concept of óNo-

manôs landô was disappearing, as counter-attack became a more effective tactical response. The Lys, as later 

battles were to prove, was more complex than hitherto was the case. 

[Note: an interesting and personal account of the óNurseryô that was the Lys in 1916, before Georgette, can 

be found in Tom Richardsô Diary: óWallaby Warriorô (ed. Greg Growden 2013). The area was very well-

known to the Australians.] 

 

The Lys Offensive: the first stage  
With the cancellation of Michael, the Oberste Heeresleitung [German High Command or OHL] began to 

organise a new offensive. The óFlanders Planô quickly became an operation which had three basic aims: to 

capture the high ground above the lowland plain, including Mont Kemmel (the highest at 154.4 metres), 

Cassel and Mont des Cats; then, isolate and force the British out of the Ypres Salient; and finally to drive 

towards the Channel and capture the Belgian ports, through which over 50% of Allied supplies and men 

entered Flanders. The capture of the rail centre of Hazebrouck was to be a critical part of this strategy. 

Timing for the attack was a significant factor in Hindenburgôs plans. 

 The offensive was delayed because of the poor weather, but on 9 April the 6
th
 Army, under the 

command of the reputable General Ferdinand von Quast, and the 4
th
 Army commanded by General 

Freiderich Sixt von Armin  outflanked Armentieres to launch an attack at a known soft point. This was the 

section of the line held by a demoralised and dispirited Portuguese Corps, which could not see any reason 

why they should be anywhere on or near the Western Front. Following an intense and accurate artillery 

barrage, planned by General Georg Bruchmuller, the Portuguese simply disintegrated, leaving a gap in the 

line south of Fleurbaix, about eight kilometres deep and nineteen kilometres wide. The pocket thus created 

was very tempting to the Germans, who believed that the defenders were too weak to mount any reasonable 

defence. So they gambled on a further attack, hoping to place more stress and strain on the British. The 

Germans were not to make such a breakthrough again. The 6
th
 Armyôs rapid advance was stopped on the 

southern flank by the 55
th
 British Division.   

 Now the Germans turned their attack towards the north through a series of ósmallerô assaults to pave 

the way for a major attack and to take back all the Allied gains of the previous year around Ploegsteert and 

Messines. Still, the British desperately held their lines westward of the German lines, with reinforcements 

being sent via Poperinghe and Hazebrouck. 

 Interestingly, on 11 April aerial warfare became important, especially for the British, when the RFC 

shot down 35 German aircraft at a cost of four of their own. This deprived the Germans of the air superiority 

necessary to direct their artillery even more precisely. 

 On 11 April, in response to von Quastôs apparent success, Field Marshall Haig issued his famous 

óBacks to the Wallô communique:  

[The Germansô] objects are to separate us from the French, to take the Channel ports and destroy 

the British Army. In spite of already throwing 106 Divisions [sic] into the battle and enduring the 

most reckless sacrifice of human life, he has yet to make little progress towards his goals. We owe 

this to the determined fighting and self-sacrifice of our troops. Words fail me to express the 

admiration which I feel for the splendid resistance by all ranks of our Army under the most trying 

circumstances é There is no other course open to us but to fight it out! Every position must be 

held to the last man: there must be no retirement. With our backs to the wall, believing in the 
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justice of our cause each one of us must fight on to the end. The safety of our Homes and the 

Freedom of mankind alike depend on the conduct of each one of us at this critical moment. 

[Authorôs emphasis.] 

 

Historians and observers at the time, and more recent military historians, have claimed that Haigôs words, 

read to all men in the sector, had the desired result: they were stirred into resolute and defiant defence of 

their lines. Lieutenant William Joynt  (later VC) of the 8
th
 Battalion AIF would have disagreed, noting in 

his diary that his men did not need such words as they knew instinctively what their task was. [Quoted by 

Carlyon.]   

 By 12 April, the Germans were just outside Vieux-Berquin, Merville and Warneton. Four days later, 

the greatest extent of their advance was reached: a salient that included Strazeele, Bailleul, Merris, Meteren 

and all the high ground within eight kilometres of the important rail centre at Hazebrouck, a mere 35 

kilometres from the coast at Dunkerque. It only seemed a matter of time before the BEF, even though they 

were supported by units of the French Army, would be unable to hold on. The call went out to óSave 

Hazebrouck!ô 

 

The arrival of the 1st Division AIF 
In early April, the 1

st
 Division was the only Australian unit in Flanders. With the 2

nd
 Division ï now sent 

south to the Somme ï they had been holding the hard-won gains at Messines. All the other units had been 

sent to support the defence of Amiens, which had been attacked as part of Operation Michael. Now it was 

time for the original Australian division to move to Amiens.  

 By 6 April, some elements of the division were already finding billets around the town and on 10 

April, were preparing to join the Australian Corps when they were told to turn around and return to Flanders 

immediately. Lieutenant William Joynt arrived back in the Lys at daybreak, unaware that he was to play a 

vital role in the defence of Hazebrouck within a week.   

 A crisis had developed on the Franco-Belgian border as the British brigades could no longer hold the 

German advance and began to retire. On the previous day, the 12
th
 Brigade of the Australian Field Artillery 

had set up in support behind the BEF brigades between the hamlets of St Venant and Robecq, but now 

suddenly found themselves in the front line. Consequently, they began a withdrawal supported by the 

Warwickshire Regiment (61
st
 Division), with the Germans about 200 metres away using machine gun and 

rifle fire to try and stop the valuable artillery pieces from getting away. Crossing the La Bassee Canal, 

covered by the British batteries and infantry, including the remainder of the 61
st
 Division and part of the 4

th
 

Division, they saved the artillery, and held the line long enough for the Australian 1
st
 Division to detrain at 

Hazebrouck and to establish a series of posts around the eastern and southern sides of the town.  

 General Harold óHookeyô Walkerôs orders were simple: [the Australians should move to their 

positions] óbattalion by battalion, as they detrained, brigade headquarters moving with the leading battalions. 

Treat as urgent.ô Thus, in contrast to the majority of the British brigades which were confused, the Australian 

lines were óflexibleô and ready for any action. 

 By the time Joynt arrived back at the station just west of Hazebrouck, he and his best mate, 

Lieutenant Cyril Lawrence, had gone three days and two nights without sleep. Such was the chaos that the 

two young officers were instructed to take their two companies from the 7
th
 Battalion, and whoever else they 

could find, and take up a position in the village of Vieux-Berquin. At dawn, they realised that the position 

would be hard to defend, and so the post was withdrawn to a corner of the Bois de Nieppe. This was to be a 

significant decision. If the Germans had decided to advance on Hazebrouck through the forest, then it could 

have been taken in about an hour. No-one knows why Crown Prince Rupprecht did not take advantage of 

the cover that the forest gave. For most of the battle it remained empty of soldiers of either side. 

 A plaque on an outside wall of the Mairie in the village marks this event. It reads:  

They shall not pass. This memorial commemorates the heroic stand by the 7
th
 Battalion AIF in the 

late afternoon of 12 April 1918. When, having been rushed back from the Somme to plug a breach of 

7,000 yards in the defences before Nieppe Forest, it proceeded to build, in an atmosphere charged 

with the utmost menace, the ñArmy Lineò beyond which the enemy did not pass. On arrival of its 8
th
 

Battalion some hours later, that unit took over the northern half of the thinly closed gap, suffering, 

heavy losses on the renewal of the German attack the following day. 

Near this spot was the midway point along the ñArmy Lineò where its sister battalions linked with 

the joint resistance which so materially contributed to the saving of the Channel Ports. 

Beginning at 1am on 13 April, they moved their companies, now joined by the remainder of the 8
th
 Battalion 

as well as a scratch battalion called óX Battalionô, composed of BEF men who had become separated from 
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their units (cooks, engineers and anyone else whom they happened upon), and set up outposts, fanning out in 

four directions from the Bois de Nieppe corner, in support behind the 29
th
 Division which was withdrawing.  

 This point was to become the southern flank of the 8
th
 Battalionôs line. By the afternoon, four 

battalions from the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 Brigades had established the so-called óArmy Lineô, which was strung out for 

about 9.6 kilometres ï a front that two full divisions would normally have held. Helpfully, they discovered 

an abundance of farm produce, which the cooks made into their first meal for 24 hours ï described by Joynt 

as a ófeastô. Now they waited for the Germans to advance. 

 The óArmy Lineô was a system of outposts ï a system that was firmly established by the Light Horse 

in the desert campaign. In Flanders, they were set up in hedges and copses, behind walls, in farm buildings, 

orchards and cottages, while farmhouses were occupied as battalion headquarters. Learning from the bad 

experiences of the British, regular patrols from each post maintained communication with others. Barbed 

wire ran between the posts by way of some defence. Late in the evening, the óArmy Lineô was supported by 

the remainder of the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 Brigades and the 3

rd
 Brigade (in reserve), which had just arrived despite train 

delays caused by German attacks around Amiens. All day, the Australians could hear the noise of fighting in 

front of them, but had not yet faced the men in field grey face-to-face.   

 However, it was not in the nature of the Diggers to sit and wait. At Messines in 1917, the 1
st
 Division 

devised a new tactic of harassing the enemy in night patrols. On 5 April, the 5
th
 Division reported a tactic 

they called ónibblingô or ówinklingô; today it is more commonly known as ópeaceful penetrationô. It had its 

origins in the Australian practice of trench raiding, widely conducted at Gallipoli and on the Western Front, 

and to some extent in Palestine.  

 Basically, it was originally a method of changing the line without resorting to the set-piece. It 

involved sniping, harassment by night patrols of the men in the German trenches, shelling with gas and 

eventually snatching prisoners to secure intelligence. Around Hazebrouck, it became a cross between 

patrolling in small groups and trench raiding, whereby the gathering of intelligence, reconnaissance, and the 

night-time domination of No-manôs land could be achieved. Finally, it developed into attacking outposts and 

isolating German patrols and sections of trench to kill the enemy and capture ground. That is, instead of 

withdrawing after a raid, the Australians held onto the positions they had captured. The scale of these 

operations was deliberately limited to save lives and ammunition. The non-permanent lines in Flanders 

lacked strong fortifications and were non-continuous; with the cover of hedges, ditches, shell craters, trees 

and copses, long grass, walls, railway embankments, farm buildings and the like put to good use. This was an 

ideal situation for peaceful penetration. 

 The patrols into No-manôs land became a feature of the battle, especially in the hands of the three 

AIF divisions on the Lys. Outposts were approached from the rear, where surprise was the key. The positions 

were taken quietly and quickly with minimal force. It soon became obvious that it produced a psychological 

effect on the Germans. They became unsettled and did not enjoy the freedom and safety that other sectors of 

the front seemed to afford, such as the fortifications at Fromelles. They could not sleep and were tense. For 

the first time in the war, German morale was beginning to falter. In an often-quoted comment, a German 

POW complained that: You bloody Australians when you are in the line you keep us on pins and needles; we 

never know when you are coming over. [McLachlan.] Peaceful penetration ideally suited the flexible, 

innovative nature of the men of the AIF. 

 Most of these assaults went unreported, as they were simply an accepted part of the way the Diggers 

operated at the front. For example, later, on 11 July, Lieutenants Neil Gaskell, Claude Morley and Reg 

Sampson [1
st
 Battalion] left Sampsonôs post near the railway embankment at Merris, crossed into No-manôs 

land and discovered three German posts in shell holes. The 14 Germans they captured were made to carry 

their machine guns back to the Australian line. They then moved onto other posts, taking a further 18 

Germans. By the end of the night they had captured eight posts, 36 prisoners and four machine guns. 

Sampson then led four of his company away from the village to take Cypress Farm, killing Germans, 

capturing nine and óliftingô two machine guns. Over 900 metres of German line was captured. [Pedersen.]  

 By late June, peaceful penetration had carried a lengthy section of the line from the Germans. On 28 

June, the 10
th
 Battalion was nibbling away in the vicinity of Merris when enemy machine-gun fire raked the 

Australians almost at point blank range. Corporal 1327 Phillip Davey, a 21 year old railwayman from 

South Australia, a Gallipoli veteran who had already won a Military Medal at Warneton, took the initiative 

following the death of his platoon commander. Although wounded himself, he ran forward and bombed the 

gun. Re-crossing the road he collected more bombs and attacked the gun and the remaining crew again. He 

swung the gun against the Germans and wiped out a counter-attack. His wounds in the back, legs and 

abdomen were so severe that he was invalided home in October of the same year; but not before being 

awarded a VC. [Carlyon and Pedersen.] 
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The second stage of the Battle of the Lys: 14-24 April 
The direct first attack on the Australian front at Hazebrouck came at midnight on 13-14 April near Vieux-

Berquin. A Company of Germans attacked Captain CL Foxôs company of the 8
th
 Battalion, south of the 

village. They did not know that a hidden outpost commanded by Lieutenant IG Murdoch MC  ï younger 

brother of Keith Murdoch  ï had allowed them to get very close, whereupon they ñpoured withering fire into 

the enemyò [Bean], killing 21 and capturing five abandoned machine guns. 

 With dawn breaking, the German artillery began shelling all farms along the British and Australian 

line. Many of the farmhouses had thatched roofs, so there was a heavy load of incendiary shells in the 

bombardment. Under cover of the artillery fire, the Germans launched an attack towards Strazeele on the left 

flank, which was held by the 3
rd
 and 4

th
 Battalions. Simultaneously, Mont de Merris was attacked. The low 

ridge was being used as an observation post by óBô Company of the 3
rd
 Battalion under the command of 

Lieutenant CHD Champion. Below the Mont, the Australians were occupying Gutzer Farm. Guns of the 

Royal Field Artillery and covering elements of the 1
st
 Division opened fire in an attempt to scatter the 

Germans but to no avail, as the light arms fire had too great a range to be accurate. The Mont and the farm 

were lost. In a break in the fighting, the 3
rd
 Battalion launched a series of ósmall attacksô to try and regain the 

farm which was now occupied by German snipers. The farm was captured, but the battalion suffered many 

casualties, including Corporal 5665 Ernest Corby [3
rd
 Battalion] whose story at Gutzer Farm is told in 

DIGGER 12. It has been speculated that as a consequence of the action on this day, the Germans knew that 

the Battle of the Lys would not see the immediate breakthrough they wanted. 

 The Germans continued to launch wave attacks specifically against the 1st Division. Fierce fighting 

continued all day, but the Australians held their line. It was only exhaustion on both sides that caused quiet to 

fall on the field just after dusk. In his diary, Joynt noted that he had to slap his men to wake them up.  

 The next two days, 15-16 April, were relatively quiet. British artillery destroyed the mill or óFactoryô 

(as it was known), as well as the church tower in Vieux-Berquin, both of which were being used as 

observation and sniper posts. A series of ópeaceful penetrationsô was successful between Ankle Farm and the 

village. Useful intelligence papers were taken to 3
rd
 Battalion headquarters. To the north, the British 33

rd
 

Division successfully held Merris. A rather weak effort was made to capture Hazebrouck via the Bois de 

Nieppe, but was repulsed by a hail of small arms and machine-gun fire from the Australians, hidden in their 

outposts. 

 April 17
th
 was to be the turning point in the battle. Tom Richardsô diary gives us a flavour of the 

night:  

It was a cold night of anxious waiting ... The enemy planes have been especially active: they came 

down low and fired upon our posts. They also brought down two of our machines and have been 

fighting and hovering all day ... Weôve had some tough sniping too, but I reckon we killed a number 

of Hums. I think I got four for certain with my own rifle. I only have a Lewis gun and nine riflemen 

as a platoon now.  

The Germans launched the last major attack in the Nieppe-Meteren area, extending as far as Givenchy. 

Richards again:  

A number of Germans extend out in front, the SOS [flares] went up from the adjoining posts on 

either side, and this move provided us with more shooting. It seems that the enemy is attacking 

strongly on our front. At nightfall we had the Hun as tame as a caged canary, and afraid to ólook 

over the topô at all. It has been damp with light rain all day and it is cold tonight with frost. The 

enemy seems to be working in front é I can see numbers of them; we are also digging in so, alas, I 

cannot fire on them. 

 

What he neglects to note is that peaceful penetration of the German lines was significantly stepped up as the 

battle was stabilised. Pedersen guides his readers to an area along what is now the Rue du Paradis where 

many examples of this tactic took place. In a later example, on 22 May, Sergeant John Buggy [3
rd
 

Battalion] crept out of his post and stumbled on a trench hidden behind a farm house. He shot the six 

occupants and took their identity discs. His story was initially not believed, so he had to return with his 

sergeant major [Patrick  Kinchington ] to verify his exploits in the dark. Two months later, on 14 June, 

Lieutenant Neil Maddox [5
th
 Battalion] led a patrol out looking for a missing man on the other side of the 

Plate Becque. Suddenly, they found themselves surrounded by eight German posts. Using their skills of 

stealth, they quietly emptied the posts with threats of revolver and bomb ópersuasionô and returned with 

twelve prisoners. The fate of the missing man is not recorded. 

 Accurate artillery fire from the Australians and British now forced the enemy under cover, unable to 

move. Particularly, the British and French on the Australian left defied the Germans and launched a 
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successful counter-attack. Allied reinforcements were now arriving in significant numbers. Two critical 

decisions were made by the German High Command. First, it appears that they had abandoned Hazebrouck, 

and instead attacked and took Mt Kemmel, but were unable to exploit the advantage that the heights gave 

them. Second, Hindenburg ordered his armies to attack north-east of Ypres and to capture the town which 

was still held by the Belgians despite all odds. 

 Hazebrouck was saved. There was a pause in the battle, as the exhausted men in the field from both 

sides recovered and left the planners to decide what was to be the next move. Haig pressed for seven British 

divisions to be withdrawn down to the Somme, but Field Marshal Foch wanted them to remain on hand. An 

attack on Meteren was planned for 22 April. The Australians increased their successful ónibblingô tactics 

which continued to significantly unnerve the Germans. The targets were the villages, especially where 

headquarters and snipers were known to be taking cover. 

 Sometimes, Australian units launched larger operations. The Meteren attack, which saw a ósoftening 

upô by accurate artillery ñat intervalsò; was to be followed by an encircling movement and a small scale 

mopping-up operation. The Australians tactics were being modified a little to meet the changed 

circumstances in the field. On 22 April, the 12
th
 Battalion and the 11

th
 Battalion flanked the village, from the 

north-west and north respectively, without the support and cover of artillery. On the following night, the 9
th
 

and 10
th
 Battalions would strike from the north-east and south.  

 The premise was that the morale of the Germans had declined to such an extent that the village could 

be taken by surprise. It was hoped that the men mopping up would be in the village by 1:30am and have it 

well-cleared before early morning. Later in the morning, it appeared that the objectives had been attained. 

However, this was to prove to not be the case. In response, the Germans launched a series of attacks to try 

and take back the village using their own variation of the Australiansô outpost system. So successful were 

these tactics that the second phase of the Australian operation was in danger of failure. Disorganisation now 

crept into the 3
rd
 Brigade men. 

 Back-and-forth close fighting was the order of the night of 23-24 April. Both sides won and lost 

ground. Casualties on both sides began to mount. Richards wrote:  

April 23: It is a bit rough when a man has to hold a platoon post with 12 men all told, including 

Lewis gun post, and then receive orders that there must be no retiring. Fight on and on. When asked 

if I had an SOS signal in my post, I replied: óNo we deal in 303 [rifle ammunition] only.ô And 

although both posts on my right and left did put up the SOS for artillery support, our platoon 

laughed and went on killing Huns, who seemed to be preparing for attack. 

 

To the commanders, it appeared that the attempt to take Meteren had failed. The British planners were 

fearful that concentrated artillery would provoke a savage German infantry attack, even though there was no 

real evidence that this would be the case. By late in the afternoon of the 24
th
, some of the Australians and 

British units began a slow withdrawal. To date, the operation had cost the 3
rd
 Brigade about 300 casualties. 

Late in the day, divisional commander óHookeyô Walker decided to ñconsolidate the positions heldò, with the 

approval of the XV Corps. Again, the Australians were forced to wait. 

 

The end 
The five days from 24 to 29 April were one of uncertainty on the Lys. Following the capture of Mont 

Kemmel, the Germans made no further progress against disciplined defenders, even though Richards makes 

the claim that ñTommy panicò had occurred during the latter stages of the battle. Nevertheless, with both 

sides close to utter exhaustion, any major strategic movement was no longer possible. Crown Prince 

Rupprecht began pushing a óNew Georgeô: an offensive in the Lys sector. It did not do his reputation any 

good. Ludendorff knew when to quit; noting that ñMen are [in] short [supply] ï munitions we haveò. This 

was the reality. The Allies were much better off with more and more French and American reserves 

appearing in the field. On 29 April, he officially called Georgette off. The April fighting cost the Germans an 

estimated 350 000 casualties while the British suffered 305 000. Neither side could afford such numbers in 

1918. 

 Strangely, this suited the Australians. Still impatient to pursue battle, peaceful penetration was 

stepped up. These operations were to prove even more successful as the Lys campaign drew out, especially 

as they were directed against exhausted and reservist soldiers who were ójumpyô in their posts. Territorial 

gains could be measured in hundreds of yards as the Diggers remained in the German trenches and posts 

after they had been taken. Generally, German resistance gave way. Over the next couple of months they 

retreated to the safety of the high ground around Mont Kemmel and to the ridges east of Ypres, down to 

Messines and the Aubers Ridge, and then onto the Aisne, where another offensive was to be launched. 
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 Bean quotes a number of German chroniclers describing the effects of peaceful penetration by the 

Australians at the time:  

[The Australians] glide about in the night like cats, and come right up to our trenches without our 

seeing them. Last night they were in our trenches and killed two men and dragged one away with 

them é The enemy is far more active than before é Exceptionally good Australian troops who kept 

us on tenderhooks with their all night activity. Of the unofficial raids [sic] in front of Hazebrouck 

[the 12
th
 German Division] had to be brought back and inserted into the line at the Meteren stream 

where peaceful penetration had been at its worst é Our bloody tour in the line at Merris had found 

its end. [Note that Meteren and Merris were retaken in early July.] 

 

With the men of both sides completely exhausted, the situation in Flanders reached something of a stalemate. 

Neither side was able to make any significant progress and so attention moved back down to the Somme. 

The story of the last stages of the Great War is well-known as, following the ñBlack Day for the German 

Armyò ï 8 August ï the Germans were pushed back relatively quickly. Flanders followed, and by the end of 

October the Germans were putting out serious peace feelers.  

 The pressure was now taken off the Lys as Ludendorff turned his attention back to the Somme to 

make another attempt to take Amiens ï the equivalent of Hazebrouck in the south. Ludendorff was taking his 

reinforcements for the Somme from Flanders. Again, the weather had turned for the worse in the north with 

rain and early snow preventing any real movement. The flat fields were turned into mud and the River Lys 

and its tributaries flooded. Men on both sides were beyond exhaustion. Ludendorff had miscalculated the 

strength of the French and a small number of American reinforcements. He had always feared that this would 

be a factor in Flanders. Equally, he was unaware of the psychological effects peaceful penetration was to 

have on his men. Later events over the next couple of months were to prove his apprehension. 

 Lieutenant William Donovan Joynt was to be awarded a Victoria Cross on 23 August at Herleville 

Wood near Chuignes. He returned home and became a publisher and farmer, living until he turned ninety-

seven. His mate Lieutenant Cyril Lawrence, a fine chronicler of the war, returned to work with the 

Victorian State Rivers and Water Supply; became a Brigadier in WWII; and had leading roles in post war 

reconstruction and the Snowy Mountains Authority. He passed away aged ninety-two. 

 There are two tributes to the men of the Lys. Following the eventual capture of Meteren in July, 

General Hubert Plumer, commander of the 2
nd

 Army, observed of the 1
st
 Division that:  

No Division, certainly in my army, perhaps in the whole British Army é has done more to destroy 

the morale of the enemy.  

 Haig was more effusive:  

In the Battle of the Lys é many of the same divisions that had passed through the furnace of the 

Somme found themselves exposed to the full fury of the second part of the offensive by fresh German 

forces. Despite this disadvantage they gave evidence in many days of close and obstinate fighting 

that their spirit was as high as ever and their courage and determination unabated. Both by them 

and the divisions freshly engaged, every yard of ground was fiercely disputed until troops were 

overwhelmed or ordered to withdrawal. Such withdrawals deemed necessary in the course of battle 

were carried out successfully and in good order. 

At no time, either on the Somme or on the Lys, was there anything approaching a breakdown of 

command or a failure of morale. Under conditions that made rest and sleep impossible for days 

altogether and called incessantly for the greatest physical exertion and quickness of thought, officers 

and men remained undismayed, realising that for the time being they must play a waiting game and 

determined to make the enemy pay the full price for which the moment was his é 

é On countless other occasions, officers and men, of whose names there is no record, have 

accomplished actions of the greatest valour, while the  very nature of the fighting shows that on all 

parts of the wide battle fronts unknown deeds of heroism were performed many times. 
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Lieutenant James Adrian OôBrien, APC  
Paddy OôBrien, Galston. 

 

James Adrian (óJimô) OôBrien was born at óVictoria 

Parkô, near Corowa, NSW, on 25 March 1890; one of ten 

children to John OôBrien and Harriette (nee Hill). John 

OôBrien had been co-owner of two properties near 

Corowa: óWoodlawnô and óVictoria Parkô. John had been 

active in local politics and was a delegate in the 

Australasian Federation League. He passed away in 1891. 

 Jimôs education included six years at St Patrickôs 

College, Goulburn. St Patrickôs [below] was a prestigious 

school with students such as the Duracks (of Cattle King 

fame) and Joseph Lamaro, later a member of the NSW 

Legislative Assembly, Minister for Justice and Attorney 

General for NSW, 1930-1932. [Right: Jim in uniform.]  

 Upon leaving school, Jim worked on the family 

property in Corowa and also as a stock and agricultural 

goods auctioneer in the surrounding districts. 

 Jim enlisted into the Australian Imperial Force in Sydney in early 1915 at the age of 25 years. 

Unfortunately, Jimôs service record is incomplete and contains considerable misleading information. At one 

point the file is noted: ñuntraceable ï we have 2/Lieut OôBrien, J. A., 13
th
 Rfts. 4

th
 Batt é is this the man?ò 

ñIdentity established 27/7/15ò! Such confusion within the AIF dossiers is a warning to the would-be 

researcher.  

 Fortunately, Jim was a prolific letter writer and most of his correspondence has been preserved by 

the family. From these letters, and from the letters of his brother JC OôBrien [who also served in the APC 

and was profiled in DIGGER 44], in addition to the battalion war diaries, we can flesh out his war service to 

a much greater degree than is indicated in his record. 

 Jimôs application for a commission in the AIF is dated 20 August 1915, but he qualified for his 

commission ñabout 1
st
 Oct 1915ò. He had spent some six months at the Liverpool Camp, including ten days 

at Officer Training School, Sydney Showgrounds, and gained certificates in Musketry and Machine Gun 

proficiency at the Randwick Range. Jim was gazetted a commission on 11 November 1915. 

 As 2
nd

 Lieutenant OôBrien, Jim took charge of the 13
th
 Reinforcements to the 4

th
 Infantry Battalion. 

Left : This photograph from the 4
th
 Battalion 

history [by Ron Austin] shows, I believe, the 13
th
 

Reinforcements (or part thereof) to the 4
th
 

Battalion with Jim seated front row, seventh from 

left. It was probably taken in late November/early 

December 1915 prior to the draft being ordered 

for embarkation. 

 

The men of the 13
th
/4

th
 (along with other 

reinforcements) embarked from Sydney for Egypt 

aboard the troopship A60 Aeneas on 20 December 

1915. The Aeneas arrived in Egypt in late January 

1916 and Jim continued as OC of the 

Reinforcements at Zeitoun. In mid February, large 
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numbers of his Reinforcements were allocated to the 2
nd

 Infantry 

Battalion. [Left : The Aeneas.] 

 Jim and the remainder of his Reinforcements, in addition 

to further training, were utilised as town piquets in Cairo. They 

were quartered at Kasr-El-Nil Barracks, Cairo [below].  

 

 

 

 

 In a letter from Jim written on No. 6 

Wharf, Alexandria, he explains how he received 

movement orders to entrain for Alexandria in six 

hours time, whilst he was on piquet inlying duties. 

The 13
th
/4

th
 were entrained in open trucks at Cairo 

and the trip to Alexandria took eight hours. Jimôs 

only surviving comment about Egypt was: Am glad 

Jack [John Cornelius OôBrien] enlisted. Some of the 

things one sees in this country would make any man 

alive enlist!! 

 By 6.00pm, 29 March 1916, Jim and the 13
th 

Reinforcements/4
th
 Battalion, along with other AIF 

troops including CinC AIF, General Birdwood, and his staff (approximately 3 500 troops in all) were 

aboard the Anchor Line twin-screw streamer Transylvania [below] an 18 000 ton burthen vessel impressed 

in troop-carrying transport duties. 

 In a letter written aboard Transylvania, 

Jim records that he had a long talk to General 

Birdwood the other morning. He is awfully decent. 

He knows pretty well every Officer in his service. 

 The troopship arrived at Marseilles on 4
th
 

April 1916. 

 From Marseilles, Jim and the 13
th
/4

th
 

entrained for Etaples in the north of France (near 

Boulogne on the English Channel). At the Etaples 

Depot they awaited allocation to their parent unit. 

 On 25
th
 May 1916, Jim, along with 38 

reinforcements, was posted to the 4
th
 Battalion, then in reserve at Sailly (southwest of Armentieres). Jim was 

allocated as 2
nd

 lieutenant to óDô Company. Due to the battalion being up to strength in terms of officers (33 

Officers, 966 Other Ranks), Jim was transferred the next day to the 23
rd
 Battalion, 6

th
 Brigade, 2

nd
 Australian 

Division [see extract from unit diary below]. 

 

Jim joined the 23
rd
 Battalion at Fort Rompu (west of Armentieres, just outside the town of Erquinghem-Lys). 

Fort Rompu was the 23
rd
ôs billet whilst in reserve of the Bois-Grenier Sector. The Bois-Grenier Sector 

formed a salient towards the German lines; in some places less than 100 yards separated the two opposing 

trench lines. 
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Below is a map of the sector from the Official History. Underneath the map is a montage of aerial 

photographs of the salient. The arrows connect the same points on the map and photo. 

 

 This area was referred to as óThe Nursery sectorô on account of it being the area to which the AIF 

was inducted into conditions on the Western Front. The trenches here were built above ground as 

breastworks rather than excavated trenches, due to the groundwater levels being so high in this area.  

 Whilst at Fort Rompu, the 23
rd
 Battalion supplied working parties daily to the Bois-Grenier ï 

Armentieres sector, for trench construction, barbed wire emplacement and as carrying parties to the forward 

area. On 14 June 1916, Jim wrote: There is an old cherry tree just across the road from me. It is simply 

loaded: it is forbidden fruit though & I am past trying to work out how long they are going to stop there. My 

men have all been watching them these two days. I told them on Parade yesterday morn that the first case of 

stomach ache in the Ranks, I was going to have crimed for theft. 

 On 10 June 1916, the 23
rd
 moved to the front line trenches at Rue du Bois, relieving the 26

th
 

Battalion.  

 During this tenure of holding the line, the 23
rd
 Battalion was subjected to particularly intense enemy 

shelling. On 22 June the battalion was located in the reserve trenches along the subsidiary line which ran 

from Bois-Grenier to Chappelle Armentieres. At 3.00pm an enemy barrage erupted, which lasted for an hour. 

Within this hour, 2 500 shells landed on and adjacent to the 23
rd
ôs trenches. Amazingly, only one man was 

killed, though many suffered shell shock; some being evacuated later, including the CO, Colonel Feathers, 

and some officers, presumably including Jim.  
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 On 30 June 1916, Jim was appointed for duty as officer at a Field Punishment station, probably at 

the Etaples Depot. On 30 July he was admitted to 7
th
 Stationary Hospital at Boulogne suffering from 

angeoneurotic oedema and urticaria. He was later also diagnosed with neurasthenia. These conditions are all 

associated with and sometimes attributed to, mild shell shock.  

 Jim was treated for these conditions at various hospitals around Boulogne before being transferred to 

the 3
rd
 London General Hospital at Wandsworth, London, on 8 July. On 30 August he was transferred to 

Digswell House Convalescent Hospital, Welwyn. Below is an extract from a letter he wrote a week before: 

  

3
rd

 London General Hospital, Wandsworth, London  

23 August 1916  

é Our boys turned up trumps at Pozieres. Hardly any of my Reinforcements left. 21 the last time I 

heard and I saw a couple more in the List today. A lot of them got knocked out with a 12in shell on 

the road from Trenches to Billets at the back of Armentieres just before I went out. All the rest stuck 

well together, and for fighting they couldnôt be beaten. They were rough diamonds. Was very 

exciting in the Raid. By Jove talk about noise. I intended taking some wool to put in my ears, but 

clean forgot. Dozens of the lads were bleeding from the ears. Itôs really wonderful what men can live 

in. Have seen men knocked out by a shell bursting 50 yards away and have seen others get out 

without a scratch when a shell bursts right underneath them. Take my case for instance. I thought I 

was on my way to Kingdom Come or somewhere, but my word she was a whopping big shell and 

only burst a couple of yards away. A couple of days after I left the Huns knocked over the church at 

Erquinghem right alongside the Dressing Station from where I was sent here. I was told it was 

knocked to pieces. 

 

Writing from Digswell House on 16
 
September 1916, Jim advised his mother:  

é when I go to Salisbury Plain for Light Duties. Will cable you as soon as I am pronounced fit to go 

to the Front. I am glad Jack didnôt go in for a Commission. Itôs Hell and too much responsibility, 

especially for Subalterns. The Subs have to do all the Raiding and Leading in attacking. We draw 

lots for who has to óhop the bagsô first. It never came my lot to be first over, thank Goodness. I never 

saw one come back who was 1
st
 over. He was always known to be an Officer, and consequently got 

plenty of loving attention from Machine-Gunners. 

 

After leave in mid September, Jim was sent to No. 1 Command Depot, Perham Downs, for reallocation. He 

was formally transferred from the 23
rd
 Battalion to the ANZAC Provost Corps as 2

nd
 lieutenant on 27 

October 1916.  

AIF Command Depot,  

Wareham, Dorset  

11/11/16  

é I have been just about tied up with work for the past week. Had intended to go to Bournemouth 

today on Duty, but canôt possibly get away. Have an awful lot of troops and am rather afraid to 

leave the Camp. There is always plenty of work to be done at any time. Never short of a job, but it is 

a pleasure now, after having put in a lazy life for about 3 months. We have just moved into our new 

Headquarters and are very comfortable. The food is good and the sleeping is A1. Have the telephone 

in my room even, and it saves me a lot of work at night. 

 

24/11/1916  

é Jack [Cpl JC OôBrien, APC] was up to see me a day or two ago. Am going up to Bournemouth on 

Saturday to inspect the men there and am meeting him at my office there at 4pm. Under the same 

date, Jim makes some predictions and comments on the war, é things still look a bit seedy in the 

War Line, but it is absolutely a clean win for us at the death. Weôll knock them clean out before the 

next year finishes, and I wonôt be sorry when thatôs done. I hate them hard enough, but I specô they 

love us just as dearly as we do! é was in London last Saturday, but was engaged with the APM 

there most of the time é no droughts in this country. It rains and snows almost every day, and talk 

about cold. Well, I donôt think you can guess just what it is like. When I was up in the N of Scotland I 

thought it was cold, and now I know I only thought it was! But anyway, itôs better than being in the 

trenches up to the hips in water and mud é  

Jas. Adrian OôBrien, Lieut, APC. 
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 Jim was listed as being posted to the London detachment the following day, 25 November 1916. His 

brother Jack stated in a letter that Jim was APM at Wareham, Dorset, to the first week of January 1917, then 

posted to HQ at Bhurtpore Barracks, Tidworth (confirmed in his record, ñmarched out to APM 9/1/17ò). 

 Jimôs medical conditions evidently required constant care. On 19 March 1917 he wrote from the 

Officersô Mess, 1
st
 Australian Dermatological Hospital, Military Hospital, Bulford Camp: é saw Jack the 

day before yesterday. He looked A1 and was I/C of Town Piquets from HQ. Am going to London Friday with 

the Colonel on duty, we intend staying until Saturday. 

 Both Jim and his brother Jack were on duty at the Kingôs Review of AIF troops at Bulford in April 

1917. Writing of this occasion, Jack said:  

ANZAC Provost Corps,  

Bhurtpore Barracks, Tidworth, Wilts  

18/4/17  

é I was out at Bulford on duty at the Kingôs Review of Australian Troops from 7am till about 4pm. 

No doubt you will see pictures of it soon in the Australian papers. Saw Jim out there for a couple of 

minutes but did not have much time for a yarn. I see him pretty often now, one way or another. He is 

expecting to be moved to a Station just outside of London shortly. I am to join him, so he says. 

 

By 29 June 1917, Jim had been promoted full lieutenant (though not officially confirmed until 20 October) 

and had been medically reclassified as ófit for active serviceô. 

Salisbury Plain 

29/6/17 

(Just got promotion! J.OôB) 

é just a few lines to let you know that I am feeling pretty fit again now, and went up for a Medical 

Board on the 21
st
 and was marked A Class. I had been given 4 months more Home Service, but I 

donôt want it, so as soon as I felt well enough, I asked for another Board, with the above results. You 

will be pleased to know that Jack is being returned to Australia as Medically Unfit. The CO had him 

Boarded and the result of the Board was CIII or Unfit. Donôt let him be foolish enough to try to 

enlist again, because he canôt stand the work. The hardest of us crack up under the strain, so Jack 

would not stand it any length of time. Especially the fighting thatôs on now. Its even more trying now 

than the previous fighting of last year, and God knows that was awful enough é Am having a car 

placed at my disposal now, and itôs about time too. 

 

He was posted to the Overseas Training Depot at Perham Downs on 27 July 1917 as being fit for active 

service. On 16 August 1917 he wrote:  

é I managed to get away from Home Service at last and have been to France, and back again, since 

I wrote you last é and another war prediction é tell him [another brother, George] I hope to start 

for home about next December. The war is going to finish in October and we wonôt be able get away 

for a couple of months. 

 

By November 1917, Jim was posted to Monte Video Camp, Weymouth. Evidently, his old medical 

conditions were again becoming apparent and he had been receiving ongoing treatment at the 3
rd
 London 

General Hospital from 12 September 1917, though still fit for depot service. 

 Finally, on 31 January 1918, Lieutenant James Adrian OôBrien was medically reclassified óunfit for 

active serviceô, suffering neurasthenia and uticaria and was earmarked for early return to Australia as 

medically unfit. 

At Sea. 5/4/18.  

Dear Mum and All, I had intended walking in and giving you all a shock, but got stranded in another 

Country [Archive File states óvia Cape Townô] for 3 weeks and thought youôd be worrying about 

ósubsô. Will sight good old Ausy again about 4 

oôclock today. You can guess weôll cheer when we 

see her! Get my bed ready ï am going to sleep for 

about 6 weeks when I get home. HOORAY! Your 

loving son, Jimmie. 

 

In mid April 1918, the Osterley [right ] arrived in Sydney, 

with Jim aboard. Jimôs appointment within the AIF was 

not terminated until 14 October 1918.  
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 During this time, Jim was active in the recruiting line in addition to receiving further treatment for 

his medical conditions (he was to retain some deafness due to his war service until his death in 1941), as 

revealed in this extract from óThe Sydney Morning Heraldô, Thursday, 30 April 1918 (page 7):  

Recruiting ï Another óThousandô é Lieutenant J. A. OôBrien, recently returned from the Front, said 

he thought he could assist Lieutenant Nicholl in getting about 25 wheat-lumpers who were willing to 

enlist. He was also prepared to make appeals on behalf of Lieutenant Nicholl in Corowa, Albury and 

Cootamundra é 

 

After discharge from the AIF on 14 October 1918, Jim returned to his civilian employment as a stock and 

land agent. An extract from the óThe Sydney Morning Heraldô, Thursday, 24 July 1930 (page 12):  

Wagga District Court, Wednesday é James OôBrien, Farmer, of Tumbarumba employed under 

contract by Hardys Ltd, the Tumbarumba Hardwood Company was run over by a truck, which 

injured his foot. OôBrien sued the Company for 400 pounds. His Honor gave a verdict for the 

Defendant Company. 

 

By 1931 he was working from premises in Hunter Street, Sydney. Less than a year later, Jimôs old school 

connections brought him some notoriety and embroiled him in a far more serious court case.  

 Known as the óManly Conspiracyô, this constituted an alleged attempt in February to April 1931 to 

bribe a NSW Minister to gain a betting shop licence (termed óManly No 1ô) for 200 pounds. The case 

involved four persons including Jim, who was accused of having approached his old school fellow, the now 

Minister for Justice in NSW, Joe Lamaro, to fix a Starting Price Betting Licence for a premises in Manly. Mr 

Lamaro, though admitting he knew Jim from his old school, denied any involvement. The case was promptly 

dropped and the accused found not guilty. 

 Jim continued to suffer from his war related injuries and retained a distinct limp due the truck 

incident. In 1941, Jim and his brother-in-law (a partner in business) were attending stock sales in the 

Northern NSW town of Walcha. After dinner in the local hotel, Jim downed his beer and, complaining of 

feeling unwell, retired to his bedroom. After and hour or so, his brother-in-law went to check on him, but 

found Jim dead on his bed. He had suffered a fatal coronary at the age of 51. 

____________________________________________________________ 

 

Private 1139 William Henry Lucas, 6th MG Company 
Contributed by Stephen Brooks, Barooga. 

 

These extracts have been taken from óIn Good Company, the History of the 6th Machine Gun Companyô, by 

WA Carne. The story comes from when the 6
th
 MGC were at Bullecourt in 1917. 

 

Private Trevan recorded in his diary: The gun team had a wonderful time sniping at the ósquare headsô who 

popped up everywhere at ranges from thirty to a hundred yards from the labyrinth of trenches. We used 

everything ï bombs, revolvers, rifles and the Vickers. The bomb fighting was very fierce and desperate. The 

artillery also pasted the position relentlessly; hot fragments of shells were constantly falling on our clothes 

and tin hats. Shells were flying at a low trajectory and exploding everywhere around except, on the right 

spot. 
 The tense situation described by Trevan did not depress the 19 year old Private Bill Lucas, who was 

with the right hand gun. When opportunity came for sniping, he was most active; when attention to wounded 

was needed he was most helpful. Shelling did not disturb him. When the shells fell close, his boyish treble 

was heard calling through the din ï in imitation of the rabbit vendors of his native Brunswick, ñThey're 

whoppers to-day, lady, they're whoppers to-dayò.   
 His obvious courage and high spirits were an inspiration to those around him, and attracted 

the admiration of an English liaison officer in the trench. 
 

Unfortunately, 1139 Private William Henry Lucas, 6
th
 Machine Gun Company, was killed in action in 

Belgium the next year, on 21 September 1917, when a shell struck an old pill box, just behind the gun 

position that Lucas and a mate were sheltering in. Lucas was carried to a forward dressing station close at 

hand by other members of his unit. In 1917 he was still only 20 years of age. 
 WA Carne wrote: Although but a boy, Lucas displayed great courage, his chief concern being his 

injured mate. Lucas died soon after arrival at the dressing station, to the great grief of his comrades, with 

whom he was a great favourite on account of his singular cheerfulness and courage under fire.  
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Petty Officer Telegraphist Arthur Leslie Swinden 
Greg Swinden, Evatt. 

 

Arthur Leslie Swinden was born in Hoxton Old Town, Shoreditch, London, on 20 August 1891, the son of 

James Francis Swinden, cabinet maker, and Alice Ellen Swinden (nee Johnson). His younger sister Ethel 

Alice Swinden was born in 1894.  

 Arthur attended the óGrocers Schoolô at 

Hackney. The full name of the school was, in fact, óThe 

Worshipful Company of Grocers Hackney Downs Boys 

Schoolô [right ] which had been established as an all boys 

Grammar School in 1876. In its day it was a well-

regarded boys grammar school but eventually it was 

closed in 1995 with the reputation as the óworst school in 

Englandô. Arthur was considered a good student.  

 Arthur was introduced to a seafaring life when he 

worked part time on a herring fishing boat which 

operated from Leigh on Sea (some 40 miles east of Hoxton), and on 26 June 1906 at age 14 he commenced 

training in the pre-sea Training Ship Mercury. At the start of the 

20
th
 century, Britain needed at least 10 000 boys to receive pre-sea 

training to meet the requirements of the Royal and Merchant 

Navies. The Training Ship Mercury [left ] was one of over 30 pre-

sea training establishments founded during the Victorian period to 

meet this need. These ranged from fee-paying training ships for 

prospective officers in the Merchant Navy, to reformatory ships 

for juvenile delinquents who mostly joined the navy as seamen or 

stokers. Mercury, however, was the only privately owned 

establishment training boys for both the Royal and Merchant 

Navies.  

 Mercury provided free (or nearly free) schooling and nautical education to boys between the ages of 

12 (when compulsory schooling ceased) and 15, which was the minimum age for enlistment in the Royal 

Navy. The school consisted of the elderly vessel Mercury, which was anchored in the River Hamble (near 

Southampton) and buildings on the shoreline. The ship was actually only a dormitory for the school; the boys 

slept onboard in hammocks. In the winter she was bitterly cold and it was common for boys to find ice on 

their hammocks when coming aboard at night. Conversely, on a warm summerôs morning they would wake 

up and see the river reflected in the roof above them and to the sound of the sea gulls. Mercury operated 

between 1885 and 1968, when the training ship was closed. 

 At Chatham on 11 September 1907, having just turned 16, Arthur joined the Royal Navy; signing on 

for 12 years which would not start until he turned 18. He was rated as a boy telegraphist (wireless operator), 

allocated his service number (239628) and commenced training at the Royal Navy training establishment, 

HMS Impregnable, at Devonport. On 28 June 1908, he joined his first ship, the Majestic class battleship 

HMS Magnificent, which was the flagship of the RN Home Fleet. 

 Arthur served in Magnificent for ten months before being transferred to the Lord Nelson class 

battleship HMS Agamemnon, which also served in the Home Fleet, on 28 April 1909. On 31 August 1909, 

having just turned 18, Arthur was rated as an ordinary telegraphist and drafted the Royal Navy barracks at 

Chatham (HMS Pembroke) for two months prior to joining the Edgar class cruiser HMS Hawke on 26 

October 1909. On 10 March 1910 Hawke departed England bound for Colombo, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), 

where she was to rendezvous with the Challenger class cruiser, HMS Encounter. This was Arthurôs first 

voyage overseas in the navy. 

 Encounter [right ] was one of the Royal Navy ships serving 

on the Australian Station and she met up with Hawke in Colombo 

on 15 April 1910. It was here that the bulk of Encounterôs crew 

transferred to Hawke for return to England and Hawkeôs crew 

transferred to Encounter to take her back to Australia. Thus the 

Royal Navy was able to keep certain ships on the Australia Station 

but change the crews out every two years. Arthur Swinden was one 

of the men who transferred to Encounter and this was to have a 

profound effect upon the rest of his life.  
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 Encounter returned to her home port of Sydney and Arthur was to spend the next three years serving 

in her. He was soon promoted to the rank of telegraphist. Encounter spent the bulk of her time on the 

Australia Station conducting port visits (óshowing the flagô cruises) to various Australian and New Zealand 

ports. In late March 1911 the Encounter took a team of scientists to the island of Vavau (east of Fiji) to 

witness the solar eclipse. On 20 February 1912, at age 20, Arthur was promoted to the rank of leading 

telegraphist. 

 On 21 June 1912, Encounter was paid off from the Royal Navy and transferred to the newly created 

Royal Australian Navy on 1 July 1912. Most of her crew returned to England but some, including Arthur 

Swinden, decided to purchase their discharge from the RN (i.e. pay an amount of money for the un-served 

portion of their service in order to leave the navy) and join the RAN. Thus, on 21 June 1912, Arthur Swinden 

became a member of the RAN; signing on for a period of seven years and given service number 1845. He 

later tried to obtain a refund of half the money he had paid to purchase his discharge from the RN but the 

RAN refused to pay! His parents and younger sister also soon emigrated to Australia.  

 Arthur continued to serve in the now HMAS Encounter which became the sea going training ship of 

the RAN. He finally left the ship on 11 August 1913 when he was drafted to HMAS Cerberus 

(Williamstown Naval Depot) in Victoria for a training course that would assist him in his new role as a 

telegraphist in Torpedo Boat Destroyers. On 12 March 1914 Arthur joined the new destroyer HMAS Yarra 

and would continue to serve in destroyers for the remainder of his naval career. 

 When war broke out on 4 August 1914, Arthur was still 

serving in HMAS Yarra [right ] and soon found himself involved 

in the Australian campaign to capture German New Guinea. 

Germany had colonised the north coast of New Guinea and the 

islands of New Britain and Bougainville in the 1880s, and there 

was a major German wireless station at Rabaul. In mid August the 

British Government requested that Australia and New Zealand 

seize all German colonies south of the equator in order to prevent 

the German East Asia Fleet (then based at Tsingtao in China) from 

using these colonies as a staging base to attack Allied shipping in 

the Pacific.  

 Yarra and her sister ships, Warrego and Parramatta, and the cruiser Sydney, were in Townsville 

when war was declared and all three ships were dispatched to Rabaul to check if the German fleet was at 

anchor there. They arrived off Rabaul on the night of 11 August and the destroyers carried out a daring 

reconnaissance of the harbour but found it empty of enemy shipping. 

 Later, an Australian force (the Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force ï ANMEF) was 

dispatched to capture and occupy German New Guinea. On 11 September 1914 the force arrived off Rabaul, 

which was the capital of German New Guinea, and the troops of the ANMEF were landed. Yarra, one of the 

warships escorting the ANMEF troop convoy, supported the landing and then later conducted patrols along 

the north coast of New Guinea.  

 Arthur Swinden was to spend the remainder of the war 

serving in destroyers. On 18 February 1915 he was transferred 

to HMAS Warrego [left] where he served until 30 September 

1916. On 17 April 1915 he was promoted to petty officer 

telegraphist.  

 Warrego served off the east coast of Australia during 

1915 and later she and her sister ships Parramatta and Yarra 

operated in South East Asian waters in 1916, conducting patrols 

to prevent German merchant vessels from escaping from neutral 

ports in the Netherlands East Indies and the Philippines.  

 In October 1916, Arthur joined the newly 

commissioned destroyer HMAS Swan and served in her until October 1917. In July 1917 the Australian 

destroyer flotilla, now consisting of HMA Ships Huon, Parramatta, Swan, Torrens, Warrego and Yarra, was 

dispatched to the Mediterranean to combat the rising menace of Austrian and German U-Boats. The six 

vessels were based at Brindisi and operated with British, French and Japanese destroyers, patrolling the 

Adriatic hunting for enemy submarines. 

 Arthur served briefly in Parramatta from October 1917 until May 1918 and then returned to Swan. It 

was while serving in Swan that Arthur undertook one of the RANôs most obscure missions of the war. On 11 

November 1918 the guns fell silent on the Western Front, but in Russia the fighting continued as the 
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Bolsheviks and White Russians struggled for control of the country. All six Australian destroyers which had 

been operating in the Mediterranean were sent to the Black Sea as part of the Allied force supporting the 

anti-Bolshevik forces in southern Russia.     

 Two of these anti-Bolshevik forces were the Don and Kuban Cossacks who had formed their own 

republics to the east of the Ukraine. After the Armistice the German and Austrian forces in the Ukraine were 

withdrawn and this weakened the opposition to the Bolsheviks in southern Russia. The Allies were keen to 

support any of the anti-Bolshevik forces and so a mission of enquiry, to identify what support was required, 

was sent to the Cossack headquarters at Novocherkassk on the Don River. 

 Enter HMAS Swan. The Australian destroyer 

Swan (under Commander Arthur Bond , RAN) 

accompanied the French destroyer Bisson on a mission 

into the Sea of Azov in early December 1918 to report 

on conditions at Marioupol, Taganrog and the 

surrounding countryside. The two destroyers embarked 

a senior Russian officer, Admiral V Kononoff , and 

transited the Strait of Kerch with often only a foot of 

water under their keels. After reaching Marioupol, 

during a snow storm, Bond and his French counterpart, 

Captain Jean Cochin, decided to take a small group 

of personnel by train to Rostof and Novocherkassk to 

meet General Krasnoff (known as the Ataman or locally elected Viceroy). Above: HMAS Swan.  

 On 8 December 1918, Bond, with three other Australian officers and 

six ratings, which included Petty Officer Telegraphist Arthur Swinden, 

travelled by train to Novocherkassk where they were enthusiastically 

welcomed by General Peter Krasnoff. The Allied mission then inspected 

various military training schools and the shell production factory at Taganrog 

and were planning to visit the Cossack front line at Bobrov when a break 

through by Bolshevik forces caused the visit to be curtailed. The Allied mission 

then travelled south via Ekaterindor (Kuban Cossack territory) and also met the 

Russian general, Anton Denikin.  

[Left : Group portrait of three officers from the destroyer HMAS Swan at the 

port in the mouth of the Adriatic Sea. Identified left to right: Acting 

Lieutenant John Gordon Boyd of the Royal Australian Naval Reserve; 

Commander Arthur George Hayes Bond; Engineer Lieutenant 

Commander George William Bloomfield of Brisbane, Qld. HMAS Swan was 

engaged in patrols of the Adriatic Sea between October 1917 and October 

1918. AWM Negative Number EN0405.] 

 Finally, Bond and his party arrived back at Marioupol in late 

December and rejoined Swan, which then steamed to Sebastopol where 

Commander Bond delivered his full report on 26 December 1918; rapidly typed up by Sub-Lieutenant 

Munro  who had accompanied Bond as his official secretary. The report compiled by Bond was presented to 

British Foreign Office staff but inaction meant that by the time it was properly considered, the Don Cossacks 

were in full retreat and were later defeated by the Bolsheviks. 

 Of note is that all members of the RAN party were presented awards 

by General Krasnoff on 14 December 1918, with Bond awarded the Order of 

Saint Vladimir (4
th
 Class with Swords), the three officers the Order of St Anne 

(2
nd

 Class) while the six ratings were awarded the Medal of the Order of St 

Anne [right ]. Swan departed the Black Sea in early January 1919 and, along 

with the five other Australian destroyers, steamed to Britain for a refit prior to 

setting out to return to Australia in February 1919. The six destroyers arrived 

back in Sydney on 21 May 1919.  

 Although he was recommended to re-engage for further service in the RAN, Arthur decided to leave 

the navy and was demobilised from the RAN (i.e. discharged as his seven years service was completed and 

the war was over) on 6 August 1919, after nearly 12 years service in the RN and RAN. He was subsequently 

awarded the 1914-15 Star, British War Medal and Victory Medal for his World War I service, as well as the 

Russian Medal of the Order of St Anne which had been awarded to him in 1918. He was also awarded the 

maximum of five chevrons for war service at sea from 1914 to 1918. During his service in the RAN his 
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character was always assessed as óVery Goodô and his ability as a Petty Officer Telegraphist was given the 

highest assessment of óExcellentô. Arthur was also granted two good conduct badges and mostly likely 

would have received his third if he had stayed on in the RAN. 

 In early 1920, having been paid a substantial amount of money as part of the Commonwealth War 

Gratuity fund and also Naval Prize Money for enemy ships sunk or captured, Arthur and his father decided to 

go into business as carpentry contractors. Later, Arthur worked as a rigger at Garden Island Naval Dockyard. 

He married Miss Phoebe Rose Dredge at St James Church (Church of England), Sydney, on 7 August 1926. 

They lived at Rose Bay and had three children (John, Lorna and Peter). 

 Arthur had a close shave with death on 3 November 1927 when he decided to work back at Garden 

Island and not catch the normal ferry home. This ferry, the Greycliffe, was accidentally run down by the 

steamer Tahiti and several naval personnel and dockyard workers lost their lives. In the late 1920s he 

obtained a job as a plan printer in the drawing office at Garden Island Dockyard and remained in this job 

until retirement in 1956. Arthur continued working in the private sector in the same occupation until 1961, 

when he ceased full time work and retired. Arthur and Phoebe lived in Ryde during their retirement. 

 Arthur was also a keen photographer during the war and loaned a number of his photographs to the 

RAN and these were used to illustrate the RAN volume, written by Arthur Jose, of the óOfficial History of 

Australia in the War of 1914-1918ô [Volume IX] which was published in 1928.  

 Arthur Leslie Swinden died, after a series of strokes, in hospital at Strathfield, Sydney, on 27 

January 1972. He was cremated the following day. Arthur was survived by his wife and three children. 

 

Endnote: Arthur Swinden was Gregôs grandfatherôs second cousin. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Officers attending No. 1 School, 1917 
Graeme Hosken, Dubbo. 

 

Frank Glass Johnstone of the 33
rd
 Battalion AIF 

was promoted to the rank of 2
nd

 lieutenant in the 

field (18/8/17) and to lieutenant on 8 February 

1918. Strangely, his file does not show when he 

attended officer school but the reverse of the cover 

photo reveals it was taken in September/October 

1917. At this time, Frank was in France so the 

school was not in the UK. 

 The following members of the AIF were in 

No. 1 Squad. The number in parentheses shows 

their position in the cover photo while the 

information in the square brackets details their fate. 

(1) 2/Lt Frank Johnstone, 33
rd
 Bn [RTA] 

(3) 2/Lt P Isherwood, 37
th
 Bn [also 38

th
 Bn, RTA] 

(4) 2/Lt CVM Broom , 42
nd

 Bn [also 41
st
 Bn, RTA] 

(6) 2/Lt  D Alexander, 40
th
 Bn [RTA 1918] 

(7) 2/Lt OB Kirby , 36
th
 Bn [KIA 4.4.18] 

(10) 2/Lt CJA Ramsay, 39
th
 Bn [KIA 1.12.17] 

(11) 2/Lt RB York , 34
th
 Bn [RTA 1918] 

(12) 2/Lt Archibald Black , 43
rd
 Bn [RTA] 

(17) 2/Lt Montgomery  AIF [not yet identified]. 

 All the AIF 2
nd

 lieutenants came from the 

3
rd
 Division (9

th
, 10

th
 and 11

th
 Brigades). 

 Other junior non-AIF officers attending the 

course came from the South Devons, Gordon 

Highlanders, NZ Rifle Brigade, Auckland Battalion, 

Manchester Regiment, Staffordshire Regiment, 

Otago Rifles and the Lincolnshires. 

 

[Postcard courtesy of Jackie Walker, Dubbo.] 
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Death on the Euripides, 1914 
Justin Reading, Harris Park. 

 

It is an unfortunate fact of war that some are lost forever to the fields, or oceans, of battle with no hope of a 

proper earthly burial. This is no more evident than in the case of those who die whilst at sea. Seafarers 

have forever accepted that if you live on the sea you can also die on the sea, and that, for them, burial at sea 

is a likely prospect. For the young men of AIF, however, this was probably the last thing on their minds as 

they departed on their voyage from Sydney, Australia, to Alexandria, Egypt. 

The Euripides slipped away from Bradleyôs Head at 6:30 a.m. on October 20
th
, 1914, and passed 

through the [Sydney] Heads to the accompaniment of shrieking siren calls from the early ferry 

steamers. ï Eric Wren, Randwick to Hargicourt, 1935, p22. 

 Their six day uneventful voyage would take them down the south coast of New South Wales, 

through Bass Strait (between Victoria and Tasmania), past South Australia, and finally arriving in the 

southern port of Albany, Western Australia, on 26 October 1914. 

At noon on October 26
th
 the Euripides steamed slowly to an anchorage in King Georgeôs Sound, the 

picturesque harbour of Albany. ï Eric Wren, Randwick to Hargicourt, 1935, p23. 

 The voyage continued on 1
st
 November 1914, with the Euripides combining with 37 other troop 

ships carrying the first Australian and New Zealand contingents to the front. The troopships all formed up 

outside King Georgeôs Sound and were flanked by a flotilla  of Australian, English and Japanese warships. 

 The days leading up to 6 November 1914 were uneventful and filled with dull routine. 

The weather was perfect, with scarcely a ripple on the water. A little diversion was caused on 

November 6
th
, when the Orient mail steamer óOsterleyô passed close to the starboard line. The 

following day [7
th
 November 1914] the battalion had its first casualty. Private V.H. Kendall of óAô 

Company passed away. He was buried at sea at 10:15 a.m. on Sunday, November 8
th
, with full 

military honours. The service was impressive. Naturally there was gloom throughout the whole ship. 

ï Eric Wren, Randwick to Hargicourt, 1935, p25. 

 The name Kendall was spelt incorrectly by Wren and should be óKendalô. He was Private 147 

Varley Hadden Kendal, who is now listed on the Chatby Memorial in the Chatby War Memorial Cemetery 

in Alexandria, Egypt. The following day his death was overshadowed by one of the most decisive naval 

battles of World War I, which the Euripides and the other ships nearly blundered straight in to. 

November 9
th
 [1914] was the most exciting day of the voyage. The morningôs work was well under 

way and groups of men scattered over the troop decks were busily engaged in their various tasks and 

exercises when suddenly, as if drawn by a magnet, all eyes turned to the Japanese warship óIbukiô, 

at this time not far distant on the starboard side. The flashing of helio messages and the clearing of 

the decks for action signified beyond doubt that something out of the ordinary was happening. All 

ranks paused in their work to watch the business-like methods of the Japs. The óIbukiô, with dramatic 

swiftness, left her position in the line and ran straight across our bows, only to be suddenly recalled 

to her post ï an order which, we learned later, caused great chagrin to the officers on our gallant 

ally. The cruiser on the port side of the convoy, H.M.A.S. óSydneyô, had previously disappeared over 

the western horizon. About 11 a.m. the message came through that the German raider óEmdenô, in 

an engagement with the óSydneyô off Cocos Island, had been beached and was done for. There was 

great excitement on board. All work was suddenly forgotten and the remainder of the day was 

declared a holiday. While the news of the óEmdenôsô fate was filtering through, Private Jack S. 

Lowe, a signaller in óBô Company, lay dying of illness. He was buried at 3 p.m. the same day.  

 ï Eric Wren, Randwick to Hargicourt, 1935, p26. 

 Lowe was Private 295 John (óJackô) Selby Lowe, who is also listed on the Chatby Memorial in 

Alexandria, Egypt. 

 The losses of these two men, whilst tragic, were luckily the 

only deaths for this maiden voyage of the 3
rd
 Battalion on the 

Euripides. On Remembrance Day we pause to remember those lost, 

such as Privates Kendal and Lowe. They were the first men of the 3
rd
 

Battalion to lay down their lives for Australia, and even though their 

bodies are lost forever to the ocean, they are still remembered.  

 Lest We Forget. 

 

[Right: The Euripides leaving Melbourne on a later voyage, 8 May 

1915. AWM PB0374.]  

http://cas.awm.gov.au/item/F00161
http://cas.awm.gov.au/item/P02085.003
http://cas.awm.gov.au/item/P02085.003
http://cas.awm.gov.au/item/3DRL/2789
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BUD the MONKEY 
AND OTHER TALES OF SOLDIERSô PETS 

Told by Lin. MacDonald and Illustrated by Angus MacDonald, (Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1932). 

Contributed by Russell Curley (Blakehurst). 

 
A Nanny Heroine 
We were up in a place where milk was unprocurable, when someone suggested getting a goat, which we 

could keep until the time came for a long trek, and, as the idea seemed sound, we agreed to throw in a few 

francs each, and start a dairy. The Padre, as the best French scholar, was detailed to take the cookôs cart, and 

not to return until he had found a nanny-goat. 

Next evening, back he came triumphant, with his passenger and a receipt signed by the French 

Mission ï the folk who acted as go-betweens in all transactions where the British Army and the French 

civilians were concerned. This receipt was necessary, because, when they wanted anything, some people 

connected with the army were not quite as honest as they might have been, and, unless you could show your 

right and title to whatever you owned, some inquisitive 

person might get you into trouble by saying you had been 

round ñsouveniringò. 

 No animal ever got amongst the Diggers without 

becoming a pet, and Nanny was no exception. She had the 

run of the wagon-lines, and, after an argument or two with 

the stable picket, learned to leave the feed heaps alone. The 

flats by the disused railway were knee-deep in grass, and, 

with pickings round the menôs huts, such as drying shirts 

and socks, Nanny fared very well. Puttees were her long 

suit, and often an irate Digger had to cut a foot or so off his 

leg coverings after an attack by this out-size in moths.  

 Travelling along with the transport, our milk supply 

covered a lot of France, and seemed to enjoy her life as a 

soldier. 

 One morning the faithful goat was found with a quaint little kid shyly peeping at a strange world. 

The placid Nanny had become a valiant protector of the weak overnight, as one of the cooks found out when 

he tried to handle the youngster. He was bowled over in a most undignified manner, and Nannyôs knees were 

in his chest in an instant. 

 The young fellow had a great time for a few weeks and bid fair to be quite spoiled. He was a funny 

little thing, and could do most wonderful twists in the air when he had a jumping fit. 

 You have heard that goats are sure-footed. Well, 

that kid ï Teddy for short ï would make a rush at a stack of 

bales of hay, and, going almost straight up, finish with a 

step-dance, and then gaze around with his ears twitching in 

opposite directions like a muleôs. A whistle from the boys, 

and he would rush at full speed all over the heap, and then 

off again to his mother. 

 But there came a sudden order to move, and the 

carriage of Nanny and Teddy gave us a problem. It was 

solved by tying their legs, and putting them on top of the 

water-cart on some bags, where they made a good trip. A 

snooping general, who, without warning, inspected the 

column on the road, nearly found out the family, but a 

quick-witted driver threw a big greatcoat over them, and 

beyond a growl about coats being carried in the wrong 

places nothing was said. 

 In our new position, at an old French farm-house, many of the buildings were habitable, and a warm 

corner in a stable was given to the goats. Rather a big place for the neighbourhood, it was nicely situated 

near a creek lined with well-trimmed willows. On a bright autumn morning the air was so clear that sounds 

carried for long distances. You could hear trains puffing away up the hill near the railhead, and planes going 

over to Fritzôs lines to have a ñlook-seeò while the low sun gave them plenty of shadows for their 

photographs. And then came a rushing sound that got quickly louder, a sound that was all too familiar, 



DIGGER 22      Issue 45 

 

followed by a series of terrific explosions. The enemy had got right on to the old farm with several guns, and 

for the next ten minutes everything was noise, dust, smoke, and falling bricks and timber. 

 When the shelling ceased, and a quick counting of heads showed that nobody was hurt, the boys 

went to the buildings to see how the goats fared, 

 The stable had been badly hit. Pulling aside the wreckage of the 

roof they found old Nanny with a piece of shell in her side. She was quite 

dead, but right underneath her was Teddy, protected by her body, nearly 

silly with fright, but unharmed. The careful mother had evidently forced 

him into the corner and covered him as best she could when the shelling 

started. 

 The soldiers showed their appreciation of her bravery by giving 

her a decent burial and erecting a wooden slab over her grave, with these 

words on it: To a Nanny Heroine. 

 And the kid Teddy? Of course, he was well cared for. Next time 

we were out of the line he was handed over to some little French girls in a 

farm where the boys were billeted. 

 
____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Private Leslie Irvin 
Tooraweenah boy at the Front describes a Dugout 

From the óGilgandra Weeklyô, August 24, 1917. 

Contributed by Margot Piggott, Gilgandra. 

 

Private Leslie (óRufusô) Irvin, one of Tooraweenahôs honoured soldiers, writing to his brother, Mr Henry 

Irvin, from ñsomewhere in Franceò, says:  

 

This is a rough description of a dugout we occupied about Christmas time in the line, only it is polished up a 

lit tle: A fine little dugout built for about four, situated one second from the parapet, the windows overlooking 

the German lines. The view from the front door overlooks a graveyard, asphalt footpath, knee deep in mud. 

Front garden in full bloom with six-inch forget-me-nots (thatôs shells). The front fence is built of barbed wire 

and spikes, and a tiled roof covered with sand bags slightly damaged by 

iron foundries. The inside consists of bed and dining rooms. The 

bedroom contains two double beds liable to walk away if not carefully 

watched. Spring mattress of wire-netting, also feather mattress of sand 

bags. Sheets changed twice weekly. The boarders supply their own 

blanket, which may be washed after the war. Boarders are not to 

complain if they find a rat in bed. If they run across the sleeperôs face it 

is no fault of the proprietor. Other furniture consists of dressing tables 

made from finest bully-beef cases. Elaborately furnished dining table, 

with seating accommodation for six. Tablecloths with news of the day 

printed thereon. Six beautifully upholstered chairs, some badly in need 

of patches on seats. Shelves of finest deal. And cupboard constructed 

from a jam box. All food therein sampled by rats before being dished to 

boarders. Owing to our neighbours objecting to smoke, fireplaces are 

done away with. Visitors are requested not to interfere with the 

ornaments, as they are likely to ógo offô. Firework displays every 

evening ï green and white flares a speciality. Boarders are forbidden to 

walk between the lines. By observing these rules you may wander in 

safety. 

 

[Left: Leslie óRufusô Irvin is standing in this photo with his brother, 

Bill.]  

 

Endnotes: (1) Rufus Irvin  [Pte 5687] and two of his brothers who enlisted [all 3
rd
 Battalion] were profiled 

in DIGGER 36. (2) óDealô refers to a plank or board of softwood, such as pine or fir.  
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Private 3667 Edward Keefe, 48th Battalion 
Yves Fohlen, France. 

 

In July 2013, I stopped at Villers-Bretonneux Communal Cemetery to 

visit the five Diggers of the 53
rd
 Infantry Battalion AIF buried there. 

This communal cemetery is a special one, with French graves and a 

monument concerning the 1870-71 Franco-Prussian war and, of course, 

graves from WWI and WWII. One civilian tomb [right ] still bears the 

impacts of the shelling of 1918. 

 I paid my respects to 4900 Corporal  Andrew Peter 

Anderson, KIA 9 April 1918; 1659 Private Alfred Robert Godden, 

KIA 10 April 1918; 4274 Private James Lyons, KIA 9 April 1918; 

2442A Private James Walter Scott Memes, KIA 8 April 1918 and 

1723 Driver William Ernest Regan, who died from wounds on 10 

April 1918.   

 I then visited the other British and Australian soldiers also 

buried there. The sad epitaph of one of them encouraged me to find out 

more about this Digger. 

 Edward Keefe was born at Balaklava, SA. A 27 year old agent, 

Keefe joined the AIF in April 1917. As a member of the 10
th
 

Reinforcements for the 48
th
 Infantry Battalion, he embarked from Sydney on board HMAT A16 Port 

Melbourne on 16 July 1917 and disembarked on 16 September in Liverpool.   

 Attached to the 12
th
 Training Battalion, on 17 September 1917 he was admitted with mumps to the 

casualty clearing station at Codford on the day of his arrival. After convalescence, he proceeded to France. 

He landed at Le Havre on 16 January 1918 and was taken on strength of the 48
th
 Infantry Battalion on 22

 

January.  

 After three months of front line duties in the Ieper Salient, the 48
th
 Battalion was sent to the Somme 

to face the Germanôs 1918 spring offensive. Private Edward Keefe took part in the Battle of Dernancourt 

then fought at Monument Wood near Villers-Bretonneux.  

 Around 1.00am on 12
 
May 1918, No-manôs land was cleared of 

troops, as a raid by the 13
th
 Infantry Brigade was scheduled against the 

German right flank positions in Monument Wood. An artillery 

bombardment was fired to support the raiders. Unfortunately, about 200 

shells fired by an eighteen-pounder field artillery battery fell in the 48
th
 

Battalionôs position. The shells exploded amongst a 48
th
 Battalion 

working party as it withdrew from No-manôs land. Private 6881 Gerald 

Earnshaw Roberts was mortally wounded in action (he is buried in 

Longueau British Military Cemetery) and Edward Keefe was 

decapitated. He was aged 28. 

 Today on his headstone [right ] the visitor can read the words 

chosen by his sister: 

 Sorrow too deep for words  

 Dear Soldier brother. 

 
 

DIGGER Quiz No. 45: óCampbellôs challengeô 
Maurice has done something different this issue. He has ranked his Top 20 Favourite Books on WWI and suggests 

you compare your own rankings with his. How would you rate Mauriceôs pick of the best reading in his library?  

(1) óThe Hell, the Humour and the Heartbreak: A Privateôs View of WWIô, Bert Bishop (2) óBacks to the Wallô, GD 

Mitchell (3) óThe Gallant Companyô, HR Williams (4) óHellôs Bells and Mademoisellesô, Joe Maxwell (5) óTo the Last 

Ridgeô, WH Downing (6) óThe Desert Columnô, Ion Idriess (7) óJackaôs Mobô, Edgar Rule (8) óBattle Scarredô, Craig 

Deayton (9) óNulli Secundusô, FW Taylor & TA Cusack (10) óRandwick to Hargicourtô, Eric Wren (11) óOver the Topô, 

HG Hartnett (12) óMad Harryô, G Franki & C Slatyer (13) óPompey Elliottô, Ross McMullin (14) óSand, sweat and 

camelsô, George & Edmee Langley (15) óAll Quiet on the Western Frontô, Erich Maria Remarque (16) óMarcel Caux, a 

lifeô, Lynette Silver (17) óThe Australian Victories in France in 1918ô, John Monash (18) óAustralian Battlefields of the 

Western Frontô, John Laffin (19) óHorseman, Pass Byô, Lindsay Baly (20) óOfficial History of Australia in the War of 

1914-1918ô, CEW Bean et al. Maurice particularly recommends the lesser-read Volume VIII on the AFC (FM Cutlack).     
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The young, the old, one of our own and foreign Diggers at Dartmoor 
Brett Arnfield, Mentone. 

 

Regular readers of DIGGER will be well aware that back in October 2008, my mate óCrookyô and I turned 

ourselves loose on Flanders and The Somme, retracing the paths trodden by family members 90 years earlier. 

What now follows is just the briefest glance at some of the stories that lie contained within the walls of 

Dartmoor Cemetery [below]. They are many and varied and run the gamut from abject family tragedies to 

an Australian who was shot for desertion while serving in another countryôs army and a couple of Europeans 

who, after emigrating to start new lives in Australia, only ended up back on the continent theyôd left behind, 

to die in the uniform of their adopted country. All in all, an interesting place, and it all lay only a few 

kilometres down the road from our digs at Bernafay Wood on the eastern outskirts of Albert , nestled 

between the villages of Becordel and Becourt. 

 

The cemetery here was started in August 1915 by the battalions holding this section of the line and was 

known as Becordel-Becourt Military Cemetery  until its name was changed ï at the request of the 8
th
 and 

9
th
 Battalions of the Devonshire Regiment ï to Dartmoor; a name that no doubt conjured images of home for 

many of them.  
 The activity hereabouts reached its peak when, towards the closing stages of the Battle of the Somme 

in September 1916, XV Corps set up its main dressing station right next door to where the cemetery stands 

today. With the focus of the fighting moving on to other parts, however, it was scarcely used in 1917 and 

actually fell into German hands as a result of their offensive in March 1918, but was regained by the Allies 

six months later. 

 Having already undergone the horrors of Pozieres and Fromelles, to say that by the time the men of 

the AIF reached this part of the line, the conditions that were met and subsequently endured by them during 

the winter of 1916-17 were downright awful is, as youôll soon see, a severe understatement.  

 Briefly, the fighting the Australians took part in just north-east of here at Flers and Gueudecourt 

during the closing days of the Battle of the Somme in late 1916, was part of an attempt to push the British 
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line forward from the low ground north of Flers to the Bapaume Ridge for the winter, from where the 

German lines could be kept under observation rather than vice versa. Today, having driven through the area, 

it is hard to imagine, but so badly had the landscape between Flers and Longueval been shattered and 

churned by the constant shell fire, that the journey that had to be undertaken by the first Australian units to 

move up to the front line from the rear camps ï a distance of around eight or nine kilometres ï would take 

between nine and twelve hours. Further rain (which there was plenty of) turned the whole area into a 

glutinous quagmire where, for men to make a journey of only three kilometres on foot in full marching order, 

would routinely take up to six hours. 

 These conditions were the last thing the vast majority of the men who lie here today experienced in 

their short lives. Just surviving day to day during that horrific winter would have been a living hell, let alone 

having to fight through it. 

 Captain Walter Belford  of the 11
th
 Battalion provided possibly the best description of that awful 

winter at Flers in the battalion history he later produced: 

... no pen could ever adequately describe the misery and privations of the men holding the line. The 

trenches were ghastly ditches full of water and mud, and the decomposing remains of heroes of 

already forgotten battles, although these had happened only a few weeks before. The unburied dead 

lay half covered or almost completely submerged in mud, a pitiful hand and other limbs sticking up 

here and there. Rain fell nearly every day, there was no drainage, and the weather was too cold for 

anything to dry. Everything was wet and clammy and the men shivered and went numb at their posts 

... the removal of mud-laden clothing was impossible. If anything had been taken off it would 

immediately have been lost in the mud. This is no exaggeration, for mud was the god of this sector ... 

The troops in looking back have mostly only one horrible memory of Flers, and that is of the mud. It 

was as if the whole region had wilted under the terrific strain put upon it, and as if the backbone had 

gone out of the land, leaving only a soft, viscous mass for the troops to struggle and die in. 

 

Flers came to be the measure by which the transport sections of the battalions involved judged all their 

wartime experiences. ñNearly as bad as Flersò was the worst any transport driver could say of any battlefield. 

 Although Crooky and I were mainly intent on exploring the Australian element, here at Dartmoor 

they make up only around 10 percent of the total burials (71 out of 768 ï technically 72, but weôll talk about 

that later), nearly all of whom died of wounds in the closing months of 1916. The cemetery contains a 

number of other graves, however, which hold stories deserving to be told ï two of which we came across 

almost straightaway. 

 With Crooky having parked the Twingo right at the gate, I virtually stepped out of the car and into 

the cemetery. Once inside, we turned right and, walking up between the front wall and first row of graves in 

Plot 1 (Row F), my eyes were almost immediately drawn to a headstone only a dozen or so along ï that of 

Private Charles Dawson of the Royal Army Medical Corps (grave I.F.62), who died of wounds on 28 July, 

1916, aged only 17. Only a matter of a few steps later, looking over to the row behind, was the counterpoint 

to young Dawson ï the grave of Lieutenant Henry Webber of the 7
th
 South Lancashires (grave I.E.54) ï at 

67 years of age, reputedly the oldest member of the British and Commonwealth forces to fall on the Western 

Front. His is a remarkable story. [Note: The cemetery register gives his age as 68, but 67 seems to be correct, 

as he was born in 1849 ï Ed.] 

 A member of the London Stock Exchange, on the outbreak of war Webber immediately volunteered 

to serve óin any capacityô, but was understandably rejected. Still determined to contribute in some way 

however, as master of the Old Surrey and Burstow Hunt, he next recruited from among their number a 

company of fellow horsemen, offering them to the Army as a complete unit, but was again turned down.  

 By now his three grown sons had all enlisted, been commissioned and were serving in France. He 

was determined to join them. His persistence was eventually rewarded when the War Office finally relented 

and gave him a commission as a lieutenant. Well and truly old enough to be the grandfather of every man in 

his battalion, he left soon after for France with the 7
th
 South Lancashires as their transport officer ï a 

remarkable achievement and a testament to how far pure perseverance can get you. Thereôs no doubt he 

would have been a very happy man to have been on his way. It was said that he was hoping to meet and 

salute all three of his sons, who all outranked him. But as the old adage goes ï and would prove ï sometimes 

it is better not to get what we want. 

 On 21 July 1916, Webberôs battalion, which had only narrowly avoided being sent into battle on the 

afternoon of 1 July, moved up to relieve another battalion in the line near Mametz Wood. Webber took 

supplies up that night with the battalion transport as usual, and on arrival made his way over to join the 

battalion CO and a group of other officers who were gathered in conversation. Suddenly, a single heavy 
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German shell exploded nearby. When the smoke and dust had cleared, it was found that 12 men and three 

horses had been hit ï among them Henry Webber, who lay unconscious with a piece of shell embedded in 

his head. He and the others were rushed to a dressing station, but he never regained consciousness and died 

the same night. His wife never recovered from the shock of his death and passed away herself barely two 

years later. Mercifully, his three sons all survived the war. 

 Rounding the end of row óBô, we 

began working our way up to the top of row 

óAô, whose headstones back onto the low, 

red brick wall that forms the northern 

boundary of the cemetery. Only a dozen or 

so graves along, we were brought up short 

by a sight that gave us both added cause to 

pause and reflect on those waiting at home 

for us, for lying before us, side-by-side, 

were a father and son ï 44 year old George 

Lee (I.A.35) and 19 year old Robert Lee 

(I.A.36) ï a sergeant and corporal in the 

same artillery unit who enlisted together, 

served together and died together in the 

same shell burst on 5 September, 1916.  

 Call me soft, I donôt care. But 

standing in the presence of these two 

headstones [above], all I could think about was poor old mum, Mrs Frances Lee, waiting every day for 

news of them both. You can only imagine the scene when Frances had the double-blow delivered to her at 

the family home at Talfourd Road, Peckham, in south-east London. Itôs impossible of course to know for 

sure, but she and George must have talked it over and agreed that when young Robert first enlisted, he 

should go as well to look after their boy. I dare say what I was now looking at would have just about finished 

her as well. 

  

Moving on from the Lees, we passed another youngster, 17 year old Private Walter Richmond of the 20
th
 

Durham Light Infantry (I.A.10) who died of wounds a week after them, before stopping again at the grave of 

Private Louis Wouters, a Belgian who died serving with the 54
th
 Battalion, AIF (I.A.6). 

 A seaman, Wouters had, in all probability, visited Australia on his travels and decided it wasnôt too 

bad a place. At the age of 21 he came for good, settling in Sydney, where he was working as a fireman when 

he enlisted on 18 September, 1915. He sailed back out through Sydney Heads on 8 March 1916 with the 15
th
 

Reinforcements to the 2
nd

 Battalion, leaving the home heôd made for the one heôd left behind; like so many 

other emigrants, never dreaming heôd never return to his homeland. 

 Soon after arriving in Egypt, Louis was taken on strength of the 2
nd
ôs ópupô, the 54

th
 Battalion, at 

Ferry Post in April, and went to France with them in late June ï just in time to be thrown into the cauldron 

with the rest of the newly formed 5
th
 Division at Fromelles. 

 One of the lucky few to survive Fromelles unscathed, six months later, after having moved up from 

camp at Montauban on 18 January, Wouters was at the end of a five day spell in the front line near Flers and 

the battalion was being relieved. The usual shelling started up. Louis Wouters was the only man hit, 

suffering ómultipleô shell wounds, foremost among them a compound fracture of the right femur. 

 He was evacuated to the dressing station, but died a few hours later. Perhaps the one consolation in 

all of this is that, unlike the rest of his comrades of the AIF who lie buried here, his final resting place was 

later not out of reach of his family in Antwerp. (For the greater part of the war, the Wouters family were 

confined to the German-occupied part of Belgium, and in all probability didnôt even know Louis had 

returned to Europe. Having moved to the other side of the world from them in life, maybe they caught up 

with him here at Dartmoor Cemetery in the years following the war. Iôd like to think so.) 

  

As we moved back down towards the entrance to begin walking the rows of Plot 2, there, one row in from 

the back wall at the end of row óBô, we came across the grave of Private John Sweeney of the 1
st
 Battalion, 

Otago Regiment (II.B.1) ï one of only two Australians to be executed for desertion during the war. (The 

other being Frank Needs, who enlisted in New Zealand under the alias of John King ï the name he was 

buried under just inside the French border between Bailleul and Armentieres at Trois Arbres Cemetery, 

Steenwerck.) 
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 Sweeneyôs story is, I believe, a monument to the ineptness of the so called military ójusticeô of the 

time and the tragedy of it echoes right through to the present day. His story deserves telling here. 

 John Sweeney was from Scottsdale, Tasmania, but on the outbreak of war he happened to be 

working in New Zealand as a bush-felling contractor. Presumably, not wanting to waste time in returning 

home to enlist, he immediately joined up in NZ on 15 October 1914, and sailed to Egypt as an original 

Anzac with the Otago Battalion ï with whom he went on to take part in the Landing at Gallipoli. Some time 

later he was evacuated with colitis, and after a spell in hospital in Alexandria, was soon back on the 

Peninsula where, because of his previous mining experience and knowledge of explosives, he was seconded 

to be a tunneller, working under the front line at Quinnôs and Courtneyôs Posts. His job was to counter the 

Turksô attempts at mining under the Anzacsô front line ï put simply, to get them before they got him. 

 New Zealand historian Chris Pugsleyôs description of the work undertaken there by Sweeney and his 

comrades, clearly shows that Sweeney was made of sterner stuff than most: 

The bravest men on Gallipoli were the tunnellers under Quinnôs Post. Youôre working in a confined 

space, under the Turkish lines, knowing that the Turks were tunnelling towards you at the same time, 

and it was a race against them because as soon as you had got under there, you were going to pack 

it with explosives to try to destroy the Turkish trenches above you. 

It was a deadly game of cat and mouse, where death could spring out of the tunnel walls to claim you at any 

time. Pugsleyôs view is backed up by Humphrey Kempe, a lighthorseman who also served as a tunneller on 

Gallipoli. He later wrote of the sometimes intolerable strain involved in pushing tunnels under the Turks: 

To listen in one of those claustrophobic tunnels to the steady pick, pick of enemy tunnellers about to 

break through or to blow a charge has a most demoralising effect on nerves. Tension rises until the 

strain is unbearable ... 

It is the final part of his description, however, that in Sweeneyôs case in particular, seems the most telling: 

It is in this battle against remorseless, intolerable fear to preserve oneôs self-respect that the 

beginnings of future breakdown or mental lesions may be born. Some time or other you have to 

break, and itôs sometimes the bravest who, in some period in their life, have to suffer the most. 

What Chris Pugsley could see ï what the court-martial of 1916 didnôt consider ï was that Gallipoli had 

broken John Sweeney. He had, against the odds, survived, and found what a number of other Gallipoli 

veterans had also found ï that he simply couldnôt stomach the thought of going back into the trenches.  

 Sweeney had already proved that he was no coward. He was a hard man who had already lived a 

full, hard-working life, but at 36 years of age, he was significantly older than most of his comrades. The 

physical demands of tunnelling, given the atrocious conditions it had to be carried out in, coupled with, as 

already mentioned, the much higher degree of mental strain associated with it, accumulated to a point that 

eventually saw Sweeney back in hospital in Egypt, totally exhausted. 

 Lord Moran , a regimental medical officer in the British Army, put  ï broadly speaking ï what 

Sweeney and many others like him were suffering in these terms: 

Courage can be likened to a man's bank balance ï every man has a fixed amount, some have more 

than others. But in the end, if a man is drawing on that balance all the time, heôs going to run out of 

capital. 

 

In late May 1916, Sweeney went to France with the Otagos. On their arrival at the quiet sector near 

Armentieres, he was given an eight day leave pass, but on his return to his unit, he found he just couldnôt 

face it. His anxiety continued to build to such a degree that one night soon after, when he was doing guard 

duty in the billets, he took off. 

 After wandering behind the lines for nearly six weeks, he was found and arrested on 3 September 

after he had been noticed sheltering alone in an unoccupied cookhouse. He had no equipment with him, and 

when asked for identification reportedly claimed he was a member of the 12
th
 Battalion AIF (a largely 

Tasmanian unit), attached to the 2
nd

 Australian Tunnelling Company ï not a New Zealander. This however, 

was ignored and he was summarily handed over to the New Zealand Military Police. 

 Today, his court-martial would be considered a farce. The evidence brought against him ï 

amounting to just five handwritten pages ï was incomplete, but this was never considered, even though one 

of the presiding officers was a lawyer. Additionally, there is no record that he was even represented at his 

trial and nothing to say that anything was said in his defence. What were brought up however, were charges 

that had been brought against him in Egypt, prior to the Gallipoli Landing: absent without leave, refusing to 

obey an order, using obscene language, drunkenness, and leaving hospital without permission. Given the 

general attitude of the majority of the troops at that time, he would hardly have been Robinson Crusoe there. 

But predictably, in this context, it all counted against him. 
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 The contrary evidence of his long service as a tunneller on Gallipoli ï and the possible effect it could 

have had on him ï was not even raised. 

 There was at this time huge pressure on the Anzac divisions to perform in their new theatre of war, 

and a deserter was a perfect opportunity to set an example. There could have been only one result. The 

finding of the court was that Sweeney was guilty of desertion for a period of 42 days and that ... the prisoner 

(was) to suffer death by being shot. 

 As was the accepted practice, all papers relating to executions had to be sent for review and 

Sweeneyôs death sentence ended up with the CO of his regiment ï a certain Lieutenant Colonel AB 

Charters ï an officer who had served with Sweeney on Gallipoli and knew full well how the tunnellers had 

suffered but kept performing under the intense strain they were put under there. Far from showing any 

compassion towards his fragile state however, he sealed Sweeneyôs fate by submitting a damning indictment 

of the Tasmanian: 

I regret that I am unable to say anything in favour of 

8/1384 Pte J. J. Sweeney ... his conduct until joining the 

main body in Zeitoun ... was bad. We have no record of 

his conduct on Gallipoli, as conduct sheets were lost ... 

I am of the opinion that he deliberately absented 

himself to evade service. 

Sweeney was sentenced to die by firing squad on the very day 

of the first New Zealand attack on the Somme. 

 It is reported that he took the news ómanfullyô and kept 

his composure to the end.  

 In perhaps the ultimate irony of this whole story, he 

was shot 21 days after his court-martial ï just as his division 

was being pulled out of the line. It had gone in 18 000 strong and in that time suffered 7 400 casualties. To 

the authorities of the time, Sweeney was just one more. [Above right:  Sweeneyôs grave, arrowed.] 

 At 5.44am on 2 October 1916, the Australian, John Sweeney, was executed by a party of his 

comrades from the 1
st
 Battalion, Otago Regiment. A Catholic chaplain and a medical officer were in 

attendance. Chris Pugsley provides an insight into his final moments: 

... knowing he was facing death, (he) went to it quite bravely. It surprised everyone because they 

couldnôt understand how someone who óout of cowardiceô had deserted, now, knowing that it was 

going to happen, accepted it. 

 One witness to it all observed: 

In the afternoon they read the death sentence over Sweeney ... a firing party arrived last night and he 

was shot this morning in front of a dugout opposite our mess. A deserter ... yet he went out to be shot 

without showing any fear. 

In those times however, the shame of such a death ï whatever the extenuating circumstances surrounding it ï 

ran deep, so much so that all thoughts now turned to public opinion and consideration of the feelings of those 

Sweeney had left behind. Soon after the sentence had been carried out, a cable was sent to the New Zealand 

Minister of Defence, informing him that: 

It would be a pity to see this published in press in full for sake of relatives, but for discipline and 

example it must be intimated to the troops in training. 

As if they hadnôt already heard via the óbush telegraphô, Sweeneyôs 1
st
 Battalion comrades were officially 

informed of his fate one full month after it occurred. 

 Six weeks after his death, the GOC New Zealand Forces, Brigadier -General AW Robin, took the 

step of personally writing to Sweeneyôs father, Bernard, in Tasmania: 

It is with regret that I have to advise you of the death of your son, J. J. Sweeney, No.8/1384 of 1st 

Otago Battalion, under circumstances that can only be conveyed to you by letter ... 

 He went on to assure the devastated father that: 

There has been no public announcement and so far as I am able, you may rest assured that none will 

be made. 

 Losing his son was bad enough, but Bernard Sweeney knew his boy ï the one who was the Gallipoli 

tunneller before, as Lord Moran so eloquently put it, heôd exhausted his óbalance of capitalô ï couldnôt accept 

the official line. He wrote back to Robin on 28 December, pleading for more information on the 

circumstances that had pushed John to this point: 

... I must say, it is a great blow to me to hear of my sonôs death in that way. He was the last I would 

have thought would do such a thing. Would you kindly let me know if there is any chance of ever 
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hearing any more particulars of the case, as if he has left anything to come to me or his Mother, the 

smallest article would be a comfort to us. 

But the family never learned the details behind Johnôs court-martial. (So closely guarded were they in fact, 

that when Chris Pugsley first stumbled across Sweeneyôs file in the NZ archives in the 1980s, even he was 

denied access.) 

 Despite Robinôs assurances, it was decided in 1925 that the list of those who had been shot for 

desertion would be published; and this is where the óripple-effectô of this travesty hit the Sweeney home. 

Johnôs father was so ashamed of what had happened that he couldnôt face the thought of the list being made 

public. After nine years of internal turmoil and heartache, the court-martial of 1916 claimed a second life 

when on 10 February, 1925, just prior to the list being published, he bought some strychnine, walked into the 

bush, and drank it. 

 Having suffered this second, delayed blow, the devastated family apparently closed ranks and moved 

on. So much so that John Sweeneyôs great-niece, Rita Payne, only learnt of his existence in recent years 

when researching the family tree. Her grandfather, who was Johnôs brother, had never even told her that he 

had existed. To the family it was as if he had never lived at all. Speaking in an interview on the subject of the 

óShot at Dawnô pardons in September, 2000, Rita summed it up thus: 

The tragedy of it all was that John Sweeney was a volunteer. He volunteered to fight for a country 

that was not his own and that country shot him ...  

 

Only half a dozen or so paces further along, we were brought up short by the epitaph on the headstone of an 

18 year old Digger: 

Please place a flower 

For his loved ones in Australia. 

It belonged to Private Richard Dawes of the 21
st
 Battalion (grave II.E.50). But apart from his tender age 

and the poignancy of those words, I found that there was much, much more to the story behind this young 

blokeôs demise than met the eye. Tragically, he was the third son his parents Richard senior and Mary Ann 

had lost in 15 months ï and with his older brother Charles having died of wounds the day before him, the 

second in two days. 

 Young Richard had been brought in to the CCS at Becordel on 7 November 1916, having been hit in 

the abdomen and thigh, and passed away the next day. He had enlisted only nine months earlier, in February 

1916, giving his age as 18 ï which is recorded in the cemetery register. At the time of his joining up, he had 

in fact only turned 17 the month before. He died two months short of turning 18. 

 It must have been an unimaginable blow to his parents, Richard and Mary Ann , who had brought 

the two older boys out from Chesterfield, Derbyshire, to start a new life in Australia ï Charles being one year 

old on arrival, while George at six weeks was literally a babe in arms. Having settled at Korumburra, 

Victoria, where Richard started farming, the young family had been there a full decade before Richard junior 

came along. 

 Given the fact that at the time he enlisted, they had already lost George at Gallipoli, you have to 

wonder how he managed to join up at all. Perhaps, like young Angus Whitelaw who weôd learned of at 

Villers-Bretonneux, he gave his parents no option ï ñlet me go or Iôll run away, join under an alias, and 

youôll never hear from me againò. A hopeless position for any parent to be put in, but worry and contact 

would no doubt have been preferable to worry and no contact. In the end they must have relented, as he 

joined up near the family home at Korumburra ï where he and his real age must have been known ï four 

days after Charles enlisted at Leongatha.  

 Allotted to the 16
th
 Reinforcements of the 6

th
 Battalion, he embarked soon after on 1 April 1916. 

Charles, meanwhile, had embarked three days earlier with the 11
th
 Reinforcements to the 21

st
 Battalion. 

Arriving in England within days of each other, it appears that Richard was soon óclaimedô by his older 

brother into the 21
st
, and after sailing across the Channel to Etaples together on 5 September, they set off two 

weeks later to join their unit, who were at that time at St Lawrence Camp, just outside Poperinghe, and 

were formally taken on strength of the battalion on 19 September. 

 Moving to Toronto Camp, they stayed there training until getting their first taste of action in a five 

day spell in the line near Ypres from 14-19 October, when they were pulled out to begin their move south to 

the Somme, arriving by train at Longpré, 20 kilometres north-west of Amiens on 24 October. 

 From here the brothers moved in stages by route march and bus via Monflers and Heilly  to billets at 

Buire on the northern bank of the Ancre, south-west of Albert, where they immediately began preparations 

to move up to the line. On 3 November they marched to the infamous Mametz Wood, their final stop before 

they moved next day up to Carlton Trench  near Flers. 
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 Charles was hit the next day and evacuated to the casualty clearing station near Heilly where, hit in 

the thigh and abdomen, he lasted only another 24 hours, dying of his wounds the following day, 7 November 

ï the same day young Richard, no doubt beside himself over Charlesô wounding, was himself hit in the 

abdomen and thigh. He was sent across to the closer CCS at Becordel, and like Charles, succumbed to his 

wounds a day later. 

 Thereôs no way of knowing for sure, but it is highly likely that Richard senior and Mary Ann ï 

waiting back on the farm at Korumburra ï would have received the crushing news of this double tragedy at 

the same time. Whether they did or not, they are, not surprisingly, reputed to have never recovered from the 

shock of it. 

 

Right next to young Richard Dawes lies the other foreign-born Digger here ï Private Holger Sorensen of 

the 3
rd
 Battalion (grave II.E.51) ï a native of Aalborg, Denmark.  

 A sailor like Wouters, Sorensen had come to Australia to settle down at the age of 27 in 1914 and 

had been living and working as a miner at Branxton, near Newcastle, NSW, for about a year when he 

enlisted in September 1915. Embarking from Sydney with the 16
th
 Reinforcements to the 3

rd
 Battalion on 1 

April  1916, he was taken on strength of the battalion just a few months later at Warloy  on 22 August. 

 Holger was soon on the move, however, when the battalion entrained at Doullens only four days 

later, bound for Toronto Camp outside Poperinghe. Four days later he found himself in the line at the 

infamous Hill 60 , where he spent the next fortnight in trenches that were ... in a very wet state and too 

shallow. 

 No stranger to a bit of hard yakka, he, along with his Australian comrades, set about the work of 

cleaning up, draining and strengthening  the trenches ï all the while subject to the ever-present snipers, 

minenwerfers, artillery and gas alarms. He must have wondered what heôd gotten himself into. The 

conditions were apparently so atrocious that they were noted only a week into their stay by the battalionôs 

diarist, its commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Owen Howell-Price: 

... Heavy rain during the previous day caused many falls of earth in the trenches. This was cleared 

up and the trenches rebuilt in these places. After very little rain (the) trenches became bad. 

 After their relief and another spell in camp behind the line, by the last week of October the 3
rd
 

Battalion were back down on the Somme in camp at Fricourt , and a week later in the line at Flers. He had 

in many ways it seems, gone from the frying pan into the fire. 

 Halfway through the battalionôs spell there, amid the infernal mud and eternal shells, Sorensen was 

inevitably hit, suffering multiple shrapnel wounds in the abdomen, head and right leg, along with a fractured 

left arm. Although he was quickly evacuated back to the dressing station, he lasted only until the following 

day before succumbing to the shock of his massive wounds. Like Wouters, at least his family had the 

consolation of having his grave in the same continent they resided on. 

 Itôs not known if any of them managed to get over to France to pay their final respects to their son 

who had, in life, seemingly left them forever. Youôd like to hope that if they possibly could have, they did. 

 

Pondering the misery of the conditions that existed hereabouts during Australiaôs opening year of war on the 

Western Front, Crooky and I jumped back into the Twingo and set off south-west from Becordel, threading 

our way between Albert  and Meaulte, a town that seemed to me, if you chose to view it from a certain 

perspective, stood as a paradox to what weôd just come from at Dartmoor. 

 It is home these days to an Airbus factory. No big deal you might think, but look at it this way: the 

men and boys weôd just left, died ninety-odd short years ago in a fight to preserve a political landscape that 

doesnôt even exist today. In a display of the present-day new-found European unity, here at Meaulte a 

workforce of just on 1 500 Frenchmen produce the front end of an aircraft, while 600km away in Stade, 

around the same number of Germans assemble the tail. [Below right: Airbus factory at Meaulte.] 

 Scanning our Michelin CWGC map book as we drove along, it 

was hard to know whether the cooperation now being demonstrated here 

between these two old foes adequately justified the sacrifice of the men 

who lie today in the 20 or so war cemeteries surrounding the plant, or ï 

perhaps somewhat more cynically ï whether itôs very existence only 

serves as some kind of modern day multinational monument to the futility 

of war. 

 Even for my old mate Crooky, it was probably a bit deep for 

drive-time rumination at that particular stage of the day.   

 But it does make you think. 
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2013 Anzac commemorative activities in Picardy 
John Payne, Bathurst. French newspaper items provided by Genevieve Verreman,  

Raincheval, Somme, France. 

 

The óCourrier Picardô is a regional newspaper published in Amiens. It has a circulation of 60,000, and is 

distributed in the Picardy region which forms part of the Somme. 

  In its April 23 edition this year it had a report on a grant of ú200 000 by the Australian Government 

for a new landscaped memorial path and exhibition space at the Museum of the Great War at Peronne. The 

township of Peronne is overlooked by Mont St Quentin, the site of the great victory by the Australian Second 

Division in 1918. 

 The report also contained short items about an Anzac Day Racing Prix in Amiens which paid tribute 

to Australian and New Zealand soldiers, and a most unusual temporary sculpture by a New Zealand artist 

that was being opened at the Museum of the Great War at Peronne.   

 The temporary sculpture was in the shape of the Stone of Remembrance made by the British 

architect Edward Lu tyens for the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. It was made of thousands of 

Anzac biscuits baked by French bakers over three weeks, in the shape of German, French, Australian and 

New Zealand Soldiers.   

 For the full story of this exhibition go to: http://www.stuff.co.nz/entertainment/arts/8457760/18-

000-Anzac-biscuits-for -memorial 
This is a translation of the newspaper 

articles shown at left.   

Australia fosters its memories 
Before Anzac Day, the Australian 

Minister for Veteransô Affairs presented 

a cheque for ú200 000 for the 

implementation of a memorial path at 

Peronne. 

 The Australian government 

commits ú7.8 million for memorial paths 

in Europe. 

 Warren Snowdon, the Australian 

Minister for Veteransô Affairs, didnôt come 

empty handed to Fridayôs Anzac Day 

ceremony at Villers-Bretonneux. 

 To honour of memory of his 

compatriots who died on the Somme 

during the First World War, a grant of ú200 000 was announced yesterday at the Australian Embassy in Paris 

for the completion of a path of memory around the Museum of the Great War at Peronne. 

 ñThe new installations will go towards retelling of the greatest victory of the Second Australian 

Division on the Western Front, and of the taking of Mont St Quentin on the 1
st
 of September, 1918,ò the 

Australian government representative said. Australia has invested ú7.8 million ($10 000 000 Australian) in 

France and Belgium to perpetuate the memory of her 46 000 soldiers who died on the Western Front 

between 1916 and 1918. 

 Herve Francoise, the director of the Museum the Great War, knows exactly how he will utilise the 

funds from down under. ñFirst up there will be a landscaped path retracing the history of the men involved in 

this battle,ò he announced. Inside the museum there will be a new dedicated space which will offer visitors 

relief maps and projected photos. The accent will be on the relationship between people of Peronne and the 

Australians. The cost of the project will be ú750 000, funded equally by Australian and Franco-European 

funds. The ú200 000 paid yesterday is a major part of the Australian contribution to the memorial. Work will 

begin immediately, with the aim of inauguration next Anzac Day in April 2014. Mickael Tassart 

Other news 
Horse racing 
The Amiens Racing Club has organized an Anzac Day Grand Prix at 6.30 pm at the Amiens Racetrack. 

ñSimilar to the Prix American at Vincennes, which pays homage to American Soldiers, the Amiens Racing 

Club in turn wishes to put the spotlight on the shared history of the Australians and New Zealanders,ò the 

Racing Club stressed. Many events are planned to mark the occasion. For more information go to 

www.hippodrome-amiens.fr  

http://www.stuff.co.nz/entertainment/arts/8457760/18-000-Anzac-biscuits-for-memorial
http://www.stuff.co.nz/entertainment/arts/8457760/18-000-Anzac-biscuits-for-memorial
http://www.hippodrome-amiens.fr/
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Exhibition 
20,000 (ANZAC) biscuits for a tomb 
Today the Museum of the Great War at Peronne will see the opening of an exhibition of an original work by 

the New Zealand artist Kingsley Baird. It pays homage to his countrymen who died in Picardy with a 

tombstone made of 20 000 (ANZAC) biscuits in the shape of German, French, New Zealand and Australian 

soldiers. It pays reference to the women who during the war sent baked goods to soldiers at the front. 

 

Far left: Professor 

Kingsley Baird with his 

soldier-shaped cookie 

cutters that will be used to 

make 18 000 [sic] Anzac 

biscuits. They will be 

produced by French bakers 

and then assembled by Prof 

Baird. Left: How Bairdôs 

sculpture ótombô will look 

when completed.  

Images from http://www.stuff.co.nz/entertainment/arts/8457760/18-000-Anzac-biscuits-for-memorial.  

 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 
The óCoo-ee Call to Armsô 

Doug Diggs, Gilgandra. 

 

The town of Gilgandra, NSW, is unique in Australian history. Three hundred and ninety-six young men from 

the district enlisted in the armed forces between 1914 and 1918. Seventy of these men were killed in the war 

and over 150 were wounded. 

 Following the losses of men at Gallipoli, a national call for recruits went out. As a consequence, the 

now-famous Coo-ee March came to fruition. On Sunday, 10 October 1915, thirty-five men, led by William 

Thomas Hitchen, left Gilgandra for a 320 mile trek to Sydney, gathering volunteers as they went. This was 

the first of 16 recruitment marches during the Great War. 

 After the war, the people of the Parish of Bournemouth, UK, 

selected Gilgandra as the town in the British Empire with the most 

outstanding church and war service record. A gift of £1 200 was sent 

to establish the St Ambrose Church in Gilgandra. 

 To commemorate the centenary of the Gallipoli campaign, 

the town of Gilgandra, through the Shire Council and the Lions 

Club, is raising funds to erect a life-size bronze statue of the óCoo-ee 

call to armsô soldier [see poster]. The statue is being created by Brett 

(óMonô) Garling, a highly respected sculptor from Wongarbon, near 

Dubbo.  [See Monôs work at www.garlinggallery.com.au.] 

 The price for the sculpture is $70 000 plus GST, and 

following a very generous donation by Mon Garling of $25 000, the 

Lions Club has a fundraising target of $45 000 plus GST. It is 

planned that the statue will be unveiled on 10 October 2015.  

 If any members of the FFFAIF would like to contribute to 

the fundraising project (aptly named óDollar for a Diggerô), donation 

details are as follows: 

Account name: Lions Club of Gilgandra Inc Bronze Statue 

BSB: 633-108 [Bendigo Bank, Gilgandra] 

Account number: 1495 92 818. 

[Above right: Gilgandraôs bronze soldier will adopt the same stance as the Anzac in the poster ï perhaps the 

most well-known recruitment image from WWI. AWM ARTV05167.]  

Endnote: At the October committee meeting, the decision was made for the FFFAIF to donate $250 to the 

appeal. Doug advised that $14 500 has been raised in three months by mid October. 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/entertainment/arts/8457760/18-000-Anzac-biscuits-for-memorial
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Private 6796 Thomas John Wood, 12th Battalion 
Greg Swinden, Evatt. 

 

Thomas John Wood was a 23 year old house painter who enlisted at Claremont, Tasmania (6
th
 Military 

District) on 17 July 1916. He was allocated service number 6796 and posted to the 22
nd

 Reinforcements for 

the 12
th
 Battalion, 1

st
 Division AIF.  He had previously been medically examined at New Norfolk, Tasmania, 

on 3 July 1916 and deemed fit for military service. 

 Thomas stood only 5ô3ò tall and weighed 8st 11lb. He had fair complexion blue eyes and fair hair.  

His next of kin was his father, Mr Henry Wood, who resided at Charles Street, New Norfolk, Tasmania. 

When asked if ever convicted by the Civil Power (i.e. civil police) he admitted to being convicted for assault, 

but this did not preclude him from enlisting. Thomas Wood undertook basic training at the AIF Military 

Depot in Claremont from July to September 1916 and on 26 September was considered ready to be deployed 

overseas as a reinforcement for the 12
th
 Battalion. 

 He embarked in HMA Troopship Palermo (A56) at Melbourne on 30 September 1916 and departed 

Australia. HMAT Palermo arrived at Devonport, England, on 21 November 1916. Thomas undertook further 

training in England at the AIF Depot at Sutton Veny in Wiltshire. On 17 December 1916 he and other AIF 

reinforcements departed Folkestone on the SS Golden Eagle and crossed the English Channel to France, 

where they marched into the AIF Depot Base Details at Etaples the following day.  

 On 23 December 1916, Thomas was sent by train to the nearest railway station to where his unit was 

stationed ï from there he marched to join his unit, which could have been many miles away. Winter 1916 

was listed as the worst on record for 50 years, with heavy rain and snow and with temperatures well below 

zero. Perhaps Thomas got cold and wet marching to the 12
th
 Battalion, as he joined the battalion on 25 

December 1916 but four days later was admitted to hospital suffering from óbronchitis (slight)ô. On 18 

January 1917, he was returned to England (embarking in the Hospital Ship St Patricia at Rouen) and placed 

in Dartford Hospital. He remained there as a patient until well enough to return to duty. This was not until 14 

May 1917 ï so much for the initial prognosis of slight bronchitis! 

 After a brief period in the AIF Depot and the Overseas Training Depot, Thomas re-embarked for 

France on the SS Perham Downs at Southampton on 16 July 1917 and arrived at Le Havre the next day. He 

marched out to his unit on 28 July and rejoined the 12
th
 Battalion on 4 August 1917. His service record then 

ógoes quietô until 23 April 1918, when Thomas is listed as wounded in action (GSW in region of right eye).    

[The period from August 1917 to April 1918, however, had not been quiet for the 12
th
 Battalion, as they were 

involved in heavy fighting in the Third Battle for Ypres, followed by the defence of Messines. Then in 

March-April 1918 they helped stopped the major German offensive which threatened to cut the Allied armies 

in half and capture the Channel ports.]   

 Thomas Wood was evacuated for medical treatment and arrived at Boulogne on 27 April 1918 and 

later moved to Le Havre on 9 May 1918. He recovered from the wound and rejoined the 12
th
 Battalion on 31 

May 1918. On 22 June 1918 he was re-admitted to hospital at Arques (Pas de Calais) with influenza. Upon 

recovery from this illness he returned to the 12
th
 Battalion on 5 July 1918.      

 Thomasô service record then indicates he was wounded again on 25 August 1918 (gun shot wound, 

right thigh) when the 12
th
 Battalion was involved in the heavy fighting at Amiens and Lihons. This wound 

must have only been slight, as Wood was not evacuated for treatment and remained with his unit after initial 

treatment at the 1
st
 Australian Field Ambulance. The 12

th
 Battalion then soldiered on to help capture Mont St 

Quentin and breach the Hindenburg Line before being withdrawn for much needed rest and reinforcement in 

late September 1918. 

 On 6 October 1918, Thomas Wood was allowed to proceed to England on two weeks leave and he 

returned to the 12
th
 Battalion on 27 October 1918. While the men in the front line did not know it, the war 

was all but over as secret negotiations were taking place to effect an Armistice. The 12
th
 Battalion was still in 

reserve, being rebuilt after the fighting of August-September 1918, when, on 11 November 1918, the guns on 

the Western Front fell silent after four years of war.  

 In the period following the Armistice the AIF was very much at a loose end. Soldiers were shipped 

home to Australia for discharge but not as whole units. Instead, those who had served overseas the longest 

went home first. Additionally, a shortage of shipping meant that it would be many months before the many 

thousands of Australian soldiers in Europe and the Middle East could be sent home. The once proud 

battalions began to fade away as each week more men departed for return to Australia. 

 It was during this period of waiting to go home that Thomas Wood óblotted his copy bookô when on 

17 December 1918 he refused to obey an order from one of his superior officers. His trial took place on 20 

December 1918 and Thomas was found guilty and awarded seven days Field Punishment No. 2 and forfeited 
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seven days pay. What Thomas Wood actually did is not known, but his Christmas Day cannot have been too 

pleasant as his punishment lasted from 20-27 December 1918. 

 During early 1919, Thomas Wood remained in France with what was left of the 12
th
 Battalion.  

During this period the men were given plenty of leave but also carried out various duties such as recovery of 

equipment while others worked for the War Graves Commission in recovering their fallen comrades from the 

battlefield and reburying them in war cemeteries. 

 On 24 April 1919, Thomas was transferred to the AIF Depot at Sutton Veny, Wiltshire, in 

preparation for his return to Australia. On 11 May 1919 he married a widow, Rose Webb, at St Matthews 

Church at Bethnal Green in London. Thomas was 24 and his wife was 32. (Rose Webbôs husband had been a 

British soldier who had died during the war. The couple had a young son.) It is assumed Thomas Wood had 

met Rose on one of his previous visits to England, either when recovering from illness in early 1917 or on 

leave in 1918.  

 In order to keep the soldiers occupied while they waited for ships to take them home, many were 

able to undertake training courses on full pay at British businesses, schools and universities. Some went to 

agriculture or mining schools while others went to British polytechnic institutes to study art and literature. 

What Thomas Wood did to fill in his days while he waited for the troopship home is not known, but with a 

new wife and young child to look after, he was probably busy enough.    

 Finally, on 8 August 1919, Thomas and Rose Wood, and her 

son, embarked on the SS Katoomba for return to Australia. The 

Katoomba arrived in Melbourne on 22 September 1919 and from 

there Thomas and his new family moved on to Tasmania, where he 

was discharged from the AIF on 7 November 1919 after three years 

and four months service. For his war service he was awarded the 

British War Medal and the Victory Medal. [Right: A soldier plays 

with his child on board the SS Katoomba in 1919. AWM 

P07989.006.] 

 Thomas Wood returned to his work as a house painter but 

suffered from ill health after the war and contracted tuberculosis. 

His service on the Western Front, where he suffered from bronchitis 

and influenza, had weakened his lungs, and although not mentioned 

in his service record, the use of poisonous gas by the Germans (i.e. 

mustard, chlorine and phosgene gas) may also have had an effect on 

him. 

 Thomas Wood died in Hobart on 2 May 1935 at the 

relatively young age of 42, leaving behind a wife and three children.   

 

____________________________________________________________ 

 

Private Raitt meets General Birdwood 
Extract from óThe Story of the Seventeenth Battalion AIFô, KW McKenzie MC. 

 

The concern of the troops over the water problem [on Gallipoli] led to a humorous incident in which one of 

óDô Companyôs men figured. He was Private JW Raitt , a young Scotsman, who subsequently rose to be 

regimental sergeant-major of the Seventeenth. The story is best told in his own words: ñA night or two after 

we arrived on Gallipoli, I was one of a party detailed to try to find water. After wandering about half the 

night we found an old well somewhere on our left, and got as much water as we could drink. 

 ñStruggling back up the hill, in the morning, we passed a soldier sitting 

down enjoying a great feed of rissoles. He looked just as grimy as any one of us, 

and being hungry and tired I sang out, óHalf your luck, mate.ô I had passed on a 

little way, when he got up and hailed me. When I got back to him he asked me 

where I came from. We talked for a while and then he handed me some of his 

rissoles and said, óOff you go and tell your mates you have shared Birdwoodôs 

breakfast.ôò 

 It was the corps commander, who habitually wore a shirt, breeches and 

leggings, with a helmet, displaying no badges of rank that would identify him as an officer. 

Endnotes: (1) RSM John Raitt MM, CdeG, was profiled in DIGGER 43. (2) General Birdwood outside his 

dugout on Gallipoli. AWM G00761.   
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William Wallace Williamson, 18th Bn: a father and his three sons 
Stephen Brooks, Barooga. 

 

Private 682 Basil Bruce Williamson, 18
th
 Battalion, was killed in action on 22 August, 1915. During the 

attack on Hill 60 [Gallipoli] he suffered bomb wounds to the head, and died in the 4
th
 Field Ambulance. He 

was only 20 years old.  

 Basil had previously embarked with óCô Company, Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary 

Force (Tropical Unit), to New Guinea, and had returned from Rabaul in February 1915 [see next article]. He 

then re-enlisted the next month and embarked for Gallipoli in June 1915. His father and two brothers and his 

brother-in-law served in the AIF. 

 His father, 683 Company Quartermaster Sergeant William Wallace Williamson, enlisted in the 

18
th
 Battalion on the same day as his son, 25 March 1915. He was a large man, almost six foot tall and 

weighing 222 pounds (or almost 16 stone), and was over 44 years of age and the father of at least five 

children. William arrived on Gallipoli with his son and the rest of the 18
th
 Battalion on 20 August. The 

battalion had not been ashore a day when it was committed to the last operation of the August Offensive ï 

the attack on Hill 60, and his son Basil was killed only two days later.  

 William was promoted to company quartermaster sergeant the same day, after Company 

Quartermaster Sergeant Wallace Hicks was also killed in action on 22 August.  

 William wrote home to his wife shortly after [some changes made to punctuation ï Ed]: 

 

[PS] Cannot write any more on account of censor 

 

My dearest Tic, 

Just a line to tell you our dear boy Basil met his end while with me in a Charge. He received a ball 

to the head. I had just time to get his head up, he looked at me, smiled & was gone. I took him out of 

the firing line & had him buried by the Church of England Chaplain by 3 or 4 oôclock in the 

afternoon on the same day, Sunday 22
nd

. By the time you get this you will have seen the list.  

I am trying to effect a transfer under Capt Miline [?]  which will bring me close to Wall and George. 

I am keeping well and have come out so far all right. Do not pine, my dear wife. I am more than glad 

I came & was here with him & so will you be when I am able to tell you all. I need not tell you how 

our loss has affected me, but we must be thankful if two of our three comes out.  

Trusting all is well at home.  

With love and kisses for all,  

Your loving Husband, 

W Williamson 683. 

 

After the evacuation of Anzac, William was admitted to hospital in Egypt suffering from acute nephritis, and 

was returned to Australia in April 1916. He had served throughout the very cold weather during November 

on Gallipoli and the doctor considered that exposure to the severe climate was responsible for onset of the 

disease.   

 He died from chronic nephritis in the Randwick Hospital on 3 July, 1916. His death certificate states 

that he was 50 years old. 

 Another son, 233 Private Wallace Albert Williamson, 1
st
 Field Ambulance, served at the Landing 

on Anzac Cove, was evacuated to England with dysentery in September 1915 and returned to Australia in 

August 1916. This occurred shortly after his fatherôs death in Australia and in his file his discharge reason is 

noted as ñmotherôs requestò. 

 A third son, 6157 Private Ronald Williamson, 24
th
 Battalion, enlisted in August 1916, and joined 

the 24
th
 Battalion in France on 30 April 1917. Only three days later he was wounded in action at Bullecourt. 

Ronald was gassed and suffered severe gunshot wounds to his right arm and hand, and was evacuated to 

England. As a consequence of his wounds he was returned to Australia in October 1917.  

 Ronald was discharged in Sydney in March 1918, before enlisting again in July 1918, embarking for 

overseas on 2 November 1918 before the troopship was recalled in December 1918.  

 Ronald died on 21 January 1920, at the age of 22, the third of the Williamson family to give their 

lives in the Great War. He is buried in Waverley Cemetery in Sydney, and the cemetery record states ódeath 

due to war serviceô. His name is on the Roll of Honour in Canberra. 

 

Endnote: Basil Williamsonôs account of his time in the AN&MEF begins on the next page.  
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War narrative of Basil Bruce Williamson, AN&MEF 
13 August 1914 ï 6 January 1915 

Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, MLMSS 7234/Item 1. 

 

Garrison Duty 

Rabaul 

Reg. No. 1050 

B Williamson, óCô Company 

First Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force 

Rabaul, New Britain 

 

Trip of Australian Expeditionary Force 
[In] which I enlisted on the 13

th
 day of August and camped 

five days in showgrounds. We left the showgrounds at 11.30 

Tuesday, the 18
th
, and boarded the Berrima at 2 oôclock at 

Cockatoo Island and stopped there till daylight and then 

moved off up the stream. We anchored till 12.30 on 

Wednesday the 19
th
 for naval officers and then steamed 

straight out the Heads for an unknown place.  
[Left : Prior to embarkation of the 1

st
 Battalion AN&MEF, 

the ferry steamer Kulgoa, loaded with troops, leaves Fort 

Macquarie, Sydney, for Cockatoo Island. AWM H19497.] 

 The pilot saw us out of the Heads with a send-off 

with a ócock a doodle-dooô. While we were on our trip some 

of the lads ran to the sides of the boat to look at the fish and 

all of a sudden they thought of their mothers and fathers by being seasick. We put in our time by drilling two 

hours in the morning and two in the afternoon. It was very tedious to do our drill with the motion of the boat. 

Most of our time we put in by smoking, playing cards, gambling, which games were Crown and Anchor, and 

Banker. Some of them had the luck to win and some had the luck to lose. You would be surprised to know 

where the money came from.   

 The next item is boxing; we put in every night for about two 

hours. There were some cracks amongst us and they gave us an 

entertainment. One received a black eye with great pleasure. The 

other fellow smashed one or two knuckles ï his luck was out.  

 Next a dry canteen opened after we received pay and things 

cost us. For cigarettes per packet, 1 shilling, and we were only 

allowed two packets per man a week and two small tins of tobacco at 

4/-. A man was only allowed the tobacco or cigarettes, one or the 

other. We had a very hard fight to get any as the officers were using it 

for their own use. [Right: At sea, September 1914. Members of the 

Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force crowd around the 

bulletin board on the troopship Berrima bound for New 

Britain. AWM H12831.] 

 Then we came on to calm weather and we were beginning to pick up by eating. The food we 

received was good and sometimes no good. The mess orderlies named us óthe Wolfsô, as we had to fight for 

our food because the mess orderlies used to take their share first. Men at the far end of the table would 

receive what was left. We used to have porridge twice a week, on Wednesdays and Sundays, and it stuck to 

our insides like glue, and plum-duff twice a week, and it was that heavy that if we fell overboard we would 

have sunk. 

 We were on the water for four days when we were suddenly woken up by hearing the bugle call at 

5.30am. We found ourselves anchored at the mouth of the Brisbane River. We saw one gunboat, the 

Protector, and when we were leaving we got caught on a sand bank and had to wait for the tide to rise. When 

we got out it began to roll again and it upset them again. We were still travelling on the water and someone 

cried out, ñLand, thereôs land, boys!ò and we all rushed to the side and found it to be the beginning of the 

reef. When we were looking at the reef, someone sang out from the other side and said a German ship was in 

sight and it was found to be the battleship, Sydney.  
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 When we were in the reef we were going between islands and it looked beautiful sights. We were 

escorted on to Palm Island by the Sydney. Before we reached Palm Island, the Sydney left us and went for 

coal at Townsville. We were on our own till we got to Palm Island and we found the Encounter waiting for 

us. Well, we dropped our anchor and stopped at Palm Island a week. The Sydney returned again in two days.  
[Left : Queensland, August 1914. The Troopship 

Berrima at Palm Island with an escort ship and 

members of the Australian Naval and Military 

Expeditionary Force en route to Port Moresby and 

New Britain. AWM H18854.]  

 While we were there we had boat racing and 

we had great concerts at night to fill in the time. We 

were sent ashore for a little shooting and the boat 

could not reach the shore so then we had to get out and 

paddle in all our kits. When we were on shore we 

receive five rounds of bullets, with which I made 15 

marks. Then when we were returning to the Berrima 

we sighted a boat coming in towards us and it stopped 

till it got mail from us. In two days we received a few mails and the store boat from Townsville with stores 

of meat, potatoes, onions, and few cases of apples. We tasted the apples (I donôt think the officers ate them 

all). We saw the officers sitting down to a three course dinner and drinking and eating food that should have 

been supplied to the boys. 

 We left Palm Island with the Sydney, Encounter, and two submarines, bound straight for Port 

Moresby. We reached the opening of the reef and got in the rough water again. I just happened to be on 

guard at the time when we left the reef and got shaken up a little bit. I was on the back portion of the boat at 

the time and had the motion of the propeller. Well, some of the men could not stand the shock very much, 

because it was too strong for them, so they were nearly over the boat. About 5 oôclock someone shouted out 

ñLandò and we could see one of the torpedo boat destroyer Warregoôs searchlights from a distance of four or 

five miles. We came closer and closer and reached Port Moresby and sailed up the river for about three or 

four miles. We stopped there for two days and left there on the Sunday. While we were there blackfellows 

came in canoes and sold coconuts for all prices: 6d, 1/-, 2/- each, so they did a good trade. 

 We left on the Sunday with three more destroyers, the Parramatta, Yarra and Warrego, and another 

troopship from Queensland with cadets. But when we got a dayôs sailing out at sea the Queenslanders turned 

back and went home. We went straight on for another day and we saw some smoke in the distance and it 

turned out to be the Australia. It got up with us and we went on to a little island and drifted about for a day 

and night and then off the next day at noon and came across a number of small oil and coal boats and a 

destroyer. 

 We started off again and we knew that we were bound for the German islands. When we got out in 

the open, the Encounter and two destroyers, the Yarra and Warrego, left us at full speed and steamed straight 

for the German island, Rabaul, and got there and swept for mines. When they found none they went down 

the harbour and found they [the Germans] did not surrender, so they sent about 25 sailors and Dr Pockley 

and went a short way and found the roads and hills entrenched. Thatôs how so many got killed.  

 Just then the Berrima and the Australia arrived and came to the rescue. Then we landed two 

companies and got out towards the firing line. While they were away we saw Captain Dr Pockley and a 

German soldier getting carried on the Berrima and another sailor named Williams was bought on the 

Berrima too. There were other injured men brought on board too. Well, after about half an hour Dr Pockley 

and Williams died within a minute of each other and were taken over and buried in the cemetery at 

Herbertshohe.  

[Right: AB294 WGV Williamsô grave plaque. Courtesy of Matt 

Smith, www.australianwargraves.org.] 

 The fighting went on and the troops came closer and closer 

and just reached the firing line at dark. They camped there till 

daylight. By that time the troops had them driven away and we 

captured two or three trenches. There were three sailors killed and we 

buried them in the trenches where they fell. The Germans were doing 

pretty bad damage and the troops were called back to the boat. 

 Next day at daylight the Sydney shells the ground all round the 
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wireless station and hunted all the Germans away. Then we had chance of getting there. They had the roads 

and hills mined. There were a number of Germans and blacks shot and killed. 

 Soon after we were moved on to Rabaul and landed about 2.30 in the afternoon. Every one of us 

landed, and the way we came ashore if there were some machine guns there we would have been cut down in 

dozens. We marched up the street and all the time the Germans and niggers were running about and the 

sentries were kept busy, singing out ñHalt! Who goes there?ò  

 We came in front of a large store and stood for an hour and the officers went upstairs and found a 

German sleeping in one of the rooms. Two of the boys with fixed bayonets searched him and the place and 

then left a guard over him. 

 We woke up the next morning and found that we were in the middle of the town. There were sentries 

put out and it happened to be our Company óCô on a Sunday and we were posted all over the place. Just 

about 2 oôclock the flag was flown. Three cheers were given. Just at that time we were guarding quite a 

number of blacks, about 50 of them. They were lovely looking objects. They smelled and we did not care for 

the job very much, but soon after the company passed us and gave óeyes rightô to Colonel Holmes. 

 We were relieved by a number of black police and fell in behind our company. Well, it was funny to 

hear all the shots getting fired through the night. They would fire at anything they thought was an enemy. 

The first night we had the risk of being shot. There was one nigger coming along the road and the sentry 

sang out ñHalt!ò and he kept on walking and running and the sentry turned around and shot him. They were 

shooting at pigs, fowls, dogs and others that were straying about at night.  
 When óCô Company relieved óDô Company on top of the 

hill we started out from the barracks at 5 oôclock in the morning 

and we relieved them at 6 oôclock. When two others and myself 

relieved three of them at the sport, they told us that we have to 

keep a good watch and they told us that the three were up all 

night. There were two creeks each side and a path from the back 

of the house down to the beach, about two miles away. They took 

us and showed us a post among some bushes that they took for a 

man and it was covered in bullets. [Right: German Government 

official residence at Rabaul after takeover by AN&MEF. 

Australians on balcony. AWMP00595.164.] 

 Well, we had the day all right. We had a case of mixed 

fish: sardines, salmon and different kinds of meats. Then we had bag of rice that we got out of a German 

house the other side. Night time came on and we had a fair night of it. 

 There were a few pigs getting about ï now and then we got a bit of shock. We all did our two hours 

each and didnôt fire a shot. We were relieved by another company next morning and then had to march back 

to Rabaul. We were put on guard at Rabaul till further notice.  

 Now we come on to the food that was supplied to us while on garrison. The officer got the pick of 

everything. They got all the first meat in the icehouse and left us a couple of days of it and then we had to 

live on bully meat and biscuits. There was a bakehouse built three weeks later and we were supplied with 

bread. We never got any vegetables, rice, fruit or anything but bully beef and biscuits (Hardmans). The 

coffee and tea was terrible. They never used to put much sugar in and no milk. Most of us used to buy things 

and make a good meal.  

 We had two to three marches. One was to Matupi Island. We started out at 6 oôclock and stopped out 

for the day. We had plenty of swimming and sports in the afternoon with the niggers. We were throwing 

small coins in the water from a wharf and had a diving and jumping match. It was fun to see the little ones, 

about three years old, swimming in about 12 feet of water. About 5 oôclock we fell in and marched away 

home again and got back to the barracks about 6 oôclock. We had low tea and sat on the log talking and 

thinking when we were leaving this unearthly place, but the time is passing for it wonôt be long. 

 We started out on another march for two days. We went through the tunnel and then to the beach at 

the north of the island. We stopped there till 3 oôclock and marched four more miles further and camped for 

the night. It was a beautiful march. We were on the road marching through big coconut plantations each side 

then we came to the big steam factory where they make copra. 

 We left next morning and went in a different direction about 10 miles and returned to the barracks 

about 5 oôclock, just in time to receive our mail. Soon as we finished reading our letters it was time for tea of 

bully and biscuits. 

 There has been a sports club opened and we have one of the German clubs turned into all sorts of 

games and reading rooms. We put in our time by going down and reading or playing all kinds of games. As 
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days pass, we are put on to guard or lying about the barracks reading and sleeping. We are getting fresh meat 

and potatoes which are getting landed from the boat that just arrived. We only get fresh meat when a boat 

arrives, as it doesnôt keep long here for the hot weather. Of course, we get pretty hot days here. 

 We are posted out on a new place and it is tiptop. We are posted at a 

large tunnel about four miles from Rabaul town and itôs right on the north of the 

Island. We camp on top of a hill and we get the fresh breeze from the sea. We 

have the two guards, one at each end of the tunnel, numbering six men and one 

NCO and we do little bits now and then. 

 We run into town every second or third morning for food. We have half 

an hour work in the morning and lie down for the rest of the day. About 2 

oôclock we go for a swim in the beach and it is lovely. Sometimes it is like 

Coogee or Bondi and sometimes calm.  

 We are living up to everything. We get plenty of fruits, and we have a 

good feed. There was the sending off of Colonel Holmes [right , AWM 

A05789] and receiving the new governor and he sails this day, January 6
th
, 

1915, for Sydney and we sail later.  
 Good bye Rabaul, New Britain. 

 

AE-1 
By Del MôCay.  

 

She faced no battle flame, she heard no German gun, 

The ship without a name, the luckless AE-1. 

Yet were her sailorôs lives no less for Empire lost, 

And mothers, sweethearts, wives must pay the bitter cost. 

Australiaôs warships sweep the broad Pacific main, 

But one from out the deep will never rise again.  
Yet we shall not forget, through all the years that run, 

The fate that she has met ï Goodbye to AE-1. 

 
Pent in their iron cell, they sank beneath the wave, 

Untouched by shot or shell, they drifted to the grave. 

Until their painful breath at last began to fail; 

Upon their way to death let pity draw the veil. 

They could not strike one blow, but out of sound and sight 

Of comrade or of foe they passed to endless night; 

Deep down on Oceanôs floor, far from the wind and sun, 

They rest for evermore ï Goodbye to AE-1. 

 
A harder fate was theirôs than menôs who fight and die, 

But still Australia cares, and will not pass them by;            [Above: Photo of AE-1, AWM P01075.041.] 

When Honourôs lists are read, their names will surely be 

Among the gallant dead who fought to keep us free. 

Their winding-sheet is steel, their sepulchre is wide; 

Theirôs is a Monument of History, begun 

When down to death they went ï Goodbye to AE-1. 
 

Editorôs endnotes: (1) This transcript was found on the State Library of NSWôs website when searching 

their catalogue for photos of the Williamsons. Changes have been made to spelling and punctuation to 

improve the flow of the narrative. (2) The poem óAE-1ô was handwritten in Basil Williamsonôs diary. A 

Google search found the version reprinted above which did not have Basilôs errors or one indecipherable 

line. Source: http://www.ae1submarine.com/documentation/poems.html. (3) Following the outbreak of war 

in August 1914, both RAN submarines, AE-1 [above right ] and AE-2, proceeded to New Guinea for 

operations against the German colonies. On 14/9/14, AE-1, accompanied by HMAS Parramatta, left Blanche 

Bay, New Britain, to patrol off Cape Gazelle. She was last seen by Parramatta at 3.30 pm that day and no 

trace has been found of her, or her company, since. It has been presumed that AE-1 struck an uncharted reef 

and sank. [Source: AWM website.] 

http://www.ae1submarine.com/documentation/poems.html
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Memoirs of Private 747A Herbert Eric Churches, 17th Bn: Part 2 
Eric Churches, Bathurst. 

Contributed by Peter Benson, Bathurst, with grateful thanks to Ericôs daughter, Carol Churches. 

 

Into the Salient 
Not long after we began to hear bits about what was in front of us. In short, it 

was a push in one of the hottest places on the Western Front: Ypres, 

pronounced óEprayô. It was in a salient, which made it worse, as the guns from 

all sides could be turned on you.  

 We moved to a camp closer to Ypres. It looked more business-li ke than 

where we had been; we even had to mount aeroplane guards in case of raids. 

As there were some naval guns in the vicinity it seemed necessary. As we were 

in front of them we used to get concussion from them; it seemed to lift you off 

the ground. Not so bad in daytime but when we had just got to sleep, it would 

spoil our dreams.  

 The big day came, and after all our gear was packed it was time to 

move forward. It took hours and hours to reach the line and we got a bit of 

shelling on our way and the blast from our own guns as we passed them was 

deafening. We had quite a few casualties before we got to the spot where we 

had to start from.  

 We were in the third wave, so had to go to the objective for that day. That was a pill-box ï a square 

concrete building built by the Germans for headquarters. We had to go just past that and dig in. Most of us 

got there alright and started to dig ï and at the same time keep one eye in front to see if there were any signs 

of a counter-attack. 

 We were about finished digging in by dark when the German artillery got busy, but it was a Pommy 

machine-gunner who hit Bill Knight [Pte 753 William Arthur Knight ] in the thigh, so he had to leave us. 

Things quietened until a bit before daylight when the German barrage opened up and before long our trench 

had disappeared and we were lying in a depression.  

 Then our barrage started. It was the most wonderful sight I ever saw. Hundreds of shells landed in 

front of us and kept moving forward. A ócreeping barrageô is one that slowly moves forward so many yards a 

minute. Those guns and gunners were marvellous. They could shoot just as well at night as day.    

 That barrage just about finished the opposition so things were quiet for the rest of the day. We were 

relieved that night so we started on the long walk out and you can imagine we were pretty tired. It was a 

pretty busy road and fairly much in the news at that time. It was the Menin Road and the only road into the 

salient ï everything had to go that way.  

 I was staggering along nearly asleep and there was a column of mules passing us and I heard 

someone say, ñWhat mob is that?ò I recognised the voice as Ursel Schofield (a cousin), so I said, 

ñSeventeenthò. He said, ñIs Hec Churches there?ò I said, ñYes, right here.ò So we had a bit of a yarn as I 

walked and he rode a mule. [Driver 4894 Ursel James Schofield, 4
th
 DAC, RTA 1919.] 

 We were soon led into dugouts all fitted out with bunks, so we fell into them and that was the end of 

us for a few hours. 

 The next day I was sitting in the sun, back to the wall, writing a note home and something passed. I 

couldnôt make out what it was; it had disappeared when I looked up. I went on writing and soon another 

something flicked past. I looked up just in time to see a black figure disappearing into our dugout. That made 

me wonder, then some gravel and dirt fell from the top of the dugout onto me and a water spout went up 

from a waterhole in front. Then I disappeared into the dugout. A plane had sneaked over and dropped a string 

of bombs right in line with me, but apart from frightening me and two black objects, who turned out to be 

British West Indians, did no harm. 

 The next day, a party of us (about 12 I think) were sent up Menin Road again as stretcher-bearers for 

the 5
th
 Division, who had relieved us. I mentioned the Menin Road before. There was a crossroad across it 

about a mile from Ypres known as Hell Fire Corner. They had found it too costly to send ambulance cars 

past there and the field dressing station was about half a mile further on at Hooge Crater, so we had to bridge 

the gap. 

 When we got there, the frames of about five ambulances had been burnt and about 20 wounded men 

were there on stretchers. Our job was to carry them to the ambulances. We were only too willing to help, so 

set to work. We carried for 48 hours without a stop for more than a minute or so to grab and scoff a piece of 

bread and cheese or jam and mug of hot tea or coffee, but as fast as we carried away more were arriving, so it 
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was non-stop. [Right: A scene extracted from a 

Flanders film showing wounded on the Menin Road 

awaiting removal. A motor ambulance is in the left 

background. The soldier closest to camera may have 

a diamond-shaped shoulder patch, indicating Ericôs 

2
nd

 Division, so it is possible the film was shot 

during Ericôs stint of stretcher-bearing. AWM 

J00212.] 
 At night the road was very congested, mainly 

with pack mules with ammunition for the artillery. 

The road used to get wider every night, with mule 

casualties pushed over the side. 

 A few days rest and the battalion was sent in 

again for another push forward, but I was left behind, 

probably on account of the stretcher-bearing being 

counted as a turn. I donôt know much about it, only what the boys told me, but it must have been pretty rough 

as casualties were high. Bill Day [Pte 748 William Joseph Day] was wounded in the foot; must have been 

pretty bad as he was sent home. That left me pretty lonely as my two best friends were gone, and I had never 

tried to make any more friends. I decided not to have any special ones; just to treat them all alike and have no 

enemies. 

 We had one more trip to the line in that sector, but it was a reasonably quiet one. The walk in and out 

was becoming a long one, but the scenery had changed a bit since my last trip. Instead of being in a hollow 

we were on a ridge. We could see the remains of a town or village, probably Menin.  

 The first day was quiet and that night there was a fog which lasted till about nine oôclock in the 

morning and then cleared suddenly, and there, about half a mile away was a train, a light one, caught trying 

to get away. We tried to think of some way to get word to the artillery, then suddenly, one gun opened up 

and then a big puff of steam and the engine tipped over, and that was the end of it. We were relieved that 

night and that was my last trip to that sector. 

 

Near Armentieres 
Our next trip into the line was at Armentieres (no mademoiselle there then) ï a pretty quiet place at that time, 

but winter was just around the corner; otherwise it would have been more like a holiday. The River Lys was 

between us and the Germans but they could still shoot across it. We used to do a few patrols out in front of 

No-manôs land to see that they were not trespassing. 

 I donôt think I mentioned before that we had three or four sergeants who were frightened of nothing 

and an officer who was frightened of everything. One day they came along and said to me, ñWe are taking 

óChappieô out on a patrol tonight. Will you be in it?ò I knew they would be up to something, but couldnôt 

squib it. [Lieutenant William Simeon Bailey Chapman, Cyclist Corps/17
th
 Bn, profiled in DIGGER 37.] 

 The patrol consisted of an officer (Chappie), two sergeants and me. The country we had to patrol 

was a flat with a lot of wide irrigation channels running from the river across it and all joined up by a deeper 

one on the opposite end to the river, and being winter they were all full. We all had rubber boots up to the 

hips so were able to cross them in most places.  

 We hadnôt gone very far before one of the sergeants stopped and said, ñShh é did you hear that?ò 

Of course, we had all heard it. So, of course, we had to scout round it very carefully and hearing things all 

the same. In a very short time Chappie was lost and nobody knew the way back home. 

 We were out for there for hours, hearing things and arguing about which way to go, until Chappie 

wanted to go to the German lines. Finally there were signs of dawn and we had to go the shortest way and 

cross one of the deepest channels ï too deep for our boots ï and we were wet to the waist and Chappie very 

doubtful about going the right way. Of course, by rights, when you come in from these excursions, when you 

are challenged you give the pass word and the answer to that is ñAdvance one and be recognisedò (according 

to the book), but the usual Aussie answer was something like, ñAw, shut up you mugò. Some of the fussy 

ones didnôt like that, and you might have to give the password or risk a shot. 

 The next patrol was much different. We were in a different place, closer to our neighbours but still 

had the river between, but a different officer, myself and two others. This officer was different and he wanted 

to get as close to our neighbours as possible. I think he understood German.  

 We must have got too close, as a machine gun opened up on us. We got down as flat as we could; if 

he had fired a bit lower we would have been finished. He must have been pretty sure we were there or he 
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would not have kept it up for so long. As it was we were nearly deafened. At last he stopped and soon I heard 

a sigh on one side and one on the other side and soon the officer came crawling back and we sneaked away. 

 We had quite a number of trips into the line along that sector between Armentieres and Messines, all 

fairly quiet but I donôt remember much about them. We would be a few days in the line and then a few in 

support. While in support we used to do jobs such as putting up barbed wire and trench digging. 

 One night we were putting up wire. The engineers used to go out one night and peg out a two inch 

wide tape and the next night we had to go out and put up the wire. In the meantime Germans would 

photograph it and send over a few whizz-bangs or a few gas shells. This night it was gas and it was pretty 

dark. Gas did not worry us much; we just sat down and put on gas helmets. In the forward area we always 

wore our gas helmet on our chest, ready to put on. We sat as usual, then somebody noticed a man darting 

about. The sergeant said, ñWhat the hell are you doing?ò He said, ñI canôt find my gas helmet.ò The sergeant 

said, ñYou bloody fool, here take mineò, and gave it to him. Then we all started groping about until it was 

found. Thatôs what most of our sergeants were like. 

 One night a sergeant, a pretty rough type, brought a captain to the line to show him around and 

introduce him to the boys. He was to be commander of our company. He had been at Gallipoli, been 

wounded and sent home. He had been away nearly two years. Itôs a bit tough on the nerves coming back 

after so long. They left us and had gone only a minute or two when a German whizz-bang battery broke 

loose and sent over half a dozen shells in quick succession. A few minutes later the sergeant came back and 

told us the captain had taken fright and bolted. The sequel came a month or two later. 

 Between turns in the forward area we used to move back about ten miles for a change, even if not a 

spell, to reasonable camps and billets. 

 One night after pay day the boys had had a few drinks and some were a 

bit on the merry side, but as far as I could tell they were behaving themselves. 

Some of the sergeants had gone to the cookôs shack and were playing cards, not 

worrying anybody. Chappie [right ] was orderly officer and ordered them to 

knock off and go to bed.  They played on for awhile and he kept on ordering. 

At last one of the cooks jumped up and said to the sergeants, ñWatch him while 

I get the axe.ò Chappie bolted, and went to tell the captain who had bolted. He 

tried his luck and was reminded of his own bolt from the whizz-bangs. The 

sergeants played on and the next day, five sergeants were put under open arrest 

and only one sergeant was left to carry on. The sergeants under arrest had to be 

responsible for each other and I think they really enjoyed themselves. Trial or 

Inquiry came a week or two later and they got a caution, which meant nothing.  

 There was not much civilian life about our camps ï a couple of villages not far away ï but mostly 

deserted. One place we were billeted was near a road which was the French and Belgium border. We used to 

buy sugar on one side, take it across the road and swap it for bread. Belgium was short of flour and France 

was short of sugar. I donôt suppose that stopped them trading at night.  

 Another incident that took place on a wiring job may be of interest. It concerned the officer, a 

captain, who was in charge of the party. We called him óSaltbushô. He was fond of the whiskey, and so was 

the sergeant. Soon after we got to the job the sergeant said to me, ñHey, Saltbush has a water bottle full of 

whiskey. How can we get it?ò I said, ñI have no idea.ò We had nearly finished the wiring when the sergeant 

came along and said, ñHey, did you get Saltieôs whiskey?ò I said, ñNo.ò He said, ñWell, somebody did and 

Iôm getting the blame. I wouldnôt care if Iôd got it. I was trying to get it but couldnôt.ò 

 Our padre, who had been with the battalion longer than I had, appeared to be losing interest. When 

we came out of the line now he would be leaning against something and all he had to say was, ñWell, you 

got out.ò Our conclusion was that he was on the whiskey, which was always available to officers in the 

officersô mess; had to pay for it of course. It was not long before he was gone, and a week or two before he 

was replaced.  

 The next one was a middle-aged man with some queer ideas, one of which was his keenness to see a 

barrage, so he was given permission to go into the line. The next time we went in he was following us in 

with his batman when a couple of shells landed some distance away and he bolted. The batman watched him, 

then put his bag down and followed us in. We never heard whether he got his bag and we never saw the 

padre again.  

 The next one we got didnôt run away [C of E Padre, Frederic William Tugwell ]. He used to be in 

the line every second day. Somebody would ask, ñWould you have a cigarette on you, Pard?ò He would say, 

ñYes, I think so,ò reach into his bag and pull out a tin of fifty and say, ñPass them around,ò and that would be 

the end of that tin. The same thing would happen at the next group he stopped to talk to. 
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The German spring offensive 1918 

It was not long before we heard rumours that the Germans had broken through on the Somme which we had 

left a few months before. The rumour was soon confirmed and Fourth Australian Division sent down to stop 

the rot. Wasnôt long before we were relieved by, I think, the mob who had bolted and let them through. It 

was dark and we couldnôt see much of them and they seemed to be very young and didnôt seem to have much 

equipment, but there seemed to be about five times as many of them as there were of us. 

 Anyway, we were relieved and were taken to a place named Hazebrouck and got our pay and were 

billeted in the top storey of a hotel. It seemed too good to be true, and it was too. The next day we were 

bustled into a passenger train (no cattle trucks for us) and we were in a hurry too. No need to ask where to ï 

the Somme of course. 

 It was no two day or three nights journey this time; we were there next morning. Not long before we 

were moving up towards the line, wherever that was ï nobody seemed to know ï but we were in the vicinity 

of Villers-Bretonneux. However, we never made contact with any Germans on that trip; seemed to be 

holding a gap, in line with other troops on our left. 

 The next trip we were only a short distance from Albert, which was miles behind the line when we 

left a few months ago. We dug in there but still didnôt see any Germans, but were in range of their artillery as 

they were shelling Albert. Nothing much happened there. We were relieved in due time and were soon taken 

into another position. I had no idea where we were and I donôt think any of the others did. It was open 

country, no sign of any town or village, no trenches; just told, ñThereôs your position, make yourselves 

comfortable.ò  

 We had no cover, no blankets and no tools. So we had to scoop out a bit of a hole about the size of a 

grave to hold two, side by side. I put my waterproof sheet on the bottom and Billôs pegged over the top in 

case of rain. Two overcoats for blankets and we had a pretty fair sleep in spite of white frost. 

 I think this was the trip that we were worried by a very strong smell when the breeze came from a 

certain direction. Bill said, ñI canôt stand any more of that, Iôm going to do something about it.ò So he set off 

and was away for some time. He had found and dealt with the cause ï an English soldier who had probably 

been dead two or three weeks. Bill got his pay book as proof of his death, and gave it to Pardy to send to his 

regiment and write to his parents. 

 Well, we were sorry they started that business as they kept getting letters [from the British soldierôs 

family ï Ed.] wanting particulars ï description where buried and so forth. The trouble was they couldnôt tell 

them the bare and horrible truth. That is the trouble about these cases ï better to know nothing. 

 Nothing else of any importance happened that trip. 

 

Corbie 
Our next trip was more satisfactory as we went in to 

trenches in front of Corbie on the Corbie-Bray Road, so we 

knew where we were. [Right: Looking towards Corbie on 

the Bray-Corbie Road. An unidentified monument is among 

the trees on the embankment on the left hand side of the 

road. AWM A00935.] 

 When we took over our position the chap who gave 

the details and handed over gave a good description. It was 

pitch dark and when he finished I said, ñThanks Bill, and 

how are you doing?ò He said, ñWho the hell are you?ò I 

said, ñJust one of the blokes you went to school with at Peel.ò Didnôt take him long to guess. It was Bill 

Flanagan [possibly Pte 2837A Athol William Flanagan, 33
rd
 Bn, of Bathurst and Tamworth].  

 He was right when he said it was a pretty lively spot as you couldnôt get your head up without 

having it shot at. I went round our gunners and proposed that we declare war on them that night and keep 

them down the next day. We got them down at daylight and kept them down for awhile and we could stand 

and look over as long as we liked.  

 There was a wheat crop between our trenches and the Germans, and about nine oôclock I had a look 

and could see three dark objects through the crop and was wondering what they were when an officer came 

along. He had field glasses, so I asked him to have a look. He said, ñThree Hunsô helmets, have a shot.ò I had 

three shots and they disappeared. I had seen three puffs of dust just in front of them, so I aimed just a little 

higher and waited a few seconds and, sure enough, the three came up again. Three more shots and the officer 

was dancing with excitement. He said, ñYou got the three of them!ò Anyway, they didnôt show up again that 

day. The rest of that trip was pretty quiet, but was a bit of mystery to me. 
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 The Americans had come into the war and they used to send a few of their NCOs in with us to get 

experience. We had two of them with our platoon, but for some reason we were put in a short trench behind 

the line. I thought the Yanks wouldnôt get much experience there, but you never know. It was quiet and 

peaceful the first morning, but that afternoon I heard a gun go off and a shell (5.9) came our way. But it 

didnôt arrive ï it went off in the air about 200 yards in front of us. It had grey smoke, which was not so 

common, so I drew the Yanksô attention to it. I had seen them before and knew that they were rangefinders. 

If the last one went off straight overhead, you were in for it. The German high explosives always had black 

smoke. 

 Well, that night we got bombarded for possibly an hour and we hadnôt room in our short trench to 

get away from it. They must have thought we had artillery there, ready for a push. We were very lucky to 

have no casualties and the Yanks got some experience. 

 The next day we got gas, so it was gas helmets on and sit down. It wasnôt long before I heard the 

Yank gasping for breath. I took my mouthpiece out and told him that there was nothing to get excited about, 

just breathe normally and donôt fight for breath. He soon settled down. From that time, all was quiet and 

peaceful. 

 There were a few unusual incidents about that time. I cannot put them in the proper order but they 

are all true. 

 One day, two or three of us were watching one of our planes flying backwards and forwards from 

behind our lines to over the German lines. We guessed he was observing and directing the fire of one of our 

big guns. He would fly back to our gun and signal, and fly over the German line, then the gun would fire. He 

came back once, signalled, turned and going back the gun fired. We heard the shell going over and suddenly 

one wing fell off the plane and it went straight down, nose first. The shell had hit the plane and the pilot 

never had a chance. 

 Another day I finished my sleep and went back on the job and noticed a German plane flying fairly 

low over our line. I said to one chap, ñWhatôs that fellow doing?ò He said, ñI donôt know. Heôs been at that 

for some time.ò I said, ñWe had better do something about him. We better try a bomb.ò I went to the corporal 

of the rifle grenadiers and asked him about it. He said, ñCanôt be done.ò I said, ñIf we pull the seven second 

fuse out and put in a five second one, fire it straight up in front of him, it wonôt be far from him when it goes 

off.ò He said, ñNo, it wonôt, itôs worth a try.ò 

 We got ready and ñYou say when.ò I said, ñNow!ò The plane came and we were anxiously watching 

and waiting. When it went off it was that close to him that he turned straight ways home. It is quite possible 

that he or the plane was hit.  

 It was about this time when we were out of the line that our colonel [Lt 

Col Rupert Markham Sadler DSO, MC, MID  [right ] previously served 

AN&MEF] left us, transferred I suppose, and a major [Sydney Albert Middleton 

DSO, from 19
th
 Bn] took over as CO. He was a crank on discipline, which as far as 

I could see meant saluting, boot polish and brass and shaving soap. He lined us all 

up the first day and told us that he expected to be permanently in charge of the 17
th
 

Battalion and that discipline would have to be improved and that we were about the 

worst in the British Army in that respect, out of the line, but that in the line we 

were the best. We considered that a compliment. 

 Anyhow, he soon took us on a route march, probably to find out the worst. 

He, on a horse, led us. After an hour or so he stopped on the side of the road to watch us march past. When 

they had all passed he put his horse into a gallop to get to the front again and somebody struck up the song, 

óThe Galloping Majorô. He stopped and looked at everybody near him to find out who was singing. He 

started and stopped four or five times but couldnôt see anybody singing, so he galloped to the front and gave 

the order ï ñMarch to attention!ò We marched for about a mile and then got ï ñMarch at ease!ò It seemed 

pre-arranged, but wasnôt ï everybody struck up at once, ñHi hi, Clear the way, Make way for the Galloping 

Major.ò He never even looked back ï got the message. 

 

To be continued next issue. 

 

Endnotes: (1) óThe Story of the Seventeenth Battalionô records that Colonel Sadler was ordered to report to 

the battalion nucleus at Berteaucourt for a rest, so Middletonôs command of the 17
th
 was only temporary and 

ceased when he returned to the 19
th
 Battalion to become CO of his old unit. Middleton played rugby for 

Glebe, NSW and Australia. (2) The first chaplain mentioned was probably Captain-Chaplain Edward 

Humbert Fernie. His short-term replacement is not named in the battalion history nor war diary. ï Ed.  
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Following a trail: Arthur Bowman and Gwen Newman 
Graeme Hosken, Dubbo. 

 

When looking for the names of the padres of the 17
th
 

Battalion in relation to Part 2 of Eric Churchesô 

memoirs [pp40-44], I came across the letter, 

reproduced at right , in Padre Tugwellôs file. The 

letter from Miss Gwen Newman, in which she 

requests a mailing address for the padre, did not give 

the name of the óvery dear oneô about whom she was 

enquiring.   

 Enjoying a challenge, I decided to see if I 

could find out who was her friend (and, I suspected, 

her soldier-sweetheart). Gwenôs letter provided some 

clues to help in tracing the soldier killed in action: 

(1) Gwen was from Parkes, NSW, so it is likely that 

the soldier was from Parkes or the surrounding 

district; 

(2)  the soldier left Australia aboard the Euripides on 

1 November, 1917; 

(3) he was in the óSportsmenôs Unitô, 21
st
 

Reinforcements, for the 17
th
 Battalion; and 

(4)  he was killed in action on 31 August [1918]. 

 My first step was to do an Advanced Search 

of the AWM Roll of Honour (ROH), using the date of death and the unit. This established that 30 men of the 

17
th
 Battalion were killed on that day when the battalion was involved in the assault on Mont St Quentin.  

 I then opened each soldierôs entry on the online ROH. None of them had next of kin details on the 

first page, so I clicked on the ROH circular looking for a link to Parkes for one of the men. A surprising 

number of the men did not have an ROH Circular returned to the authorities by their family, and none of 

those who did have a circular came from Parkes. However, two men were from Bathurst and one from 

Condobolin, so I thought I would concentrate on these three to begin with. 

 Several years ago I photographed the three war 

memorials at Parkes [yes, three!] so I found my photo of 

the newest memorial which lists the names of those killed 

from Parkes, Alectown, Bogan Gate, Bruie Plains, Peak 

Hill, Tichbourne, Trundle, Tullamore, Wongalea and 

Yarrabandai [left]. My idea was to match a name in the list 

of the 30 men killed with the names on the memorial.  

 And there was one! óBowman APô on the 

memorial; and óBowman, Arthur Percyô on the ROH. 

 Condobolin is 100km west of Parkes, and though 

born at Maclean on the Clarence River, the ROH circular 

stated that Arthur Bowman was educated at Condobolin 

State School. Arthurôs occupation was given as óbank 

officialô, so he had followed in his fatherôs footsteps, as his 

father (Percival Bowman) was manager of the Commercial 

Bank at Glen Innes when he filled out the circular in the 

1920s. Arthur was working in the CBC Bank at Parkes 

when he enlisted, hence appearing on the Parkes memorial 

and accounting for his friendship with Miss Newman.  

 However, itôs always worthwhile verifying your 

assumption of identity by delving further into other sources for supporting evidence.  

 A search of the embarkation rolls for the 17
th
 Battalion on the AWM website revealed that Private 

7016 Arthur Percy Bowman sailed on the Euripides as part of the 21
st
 Reinforcements on 31 October. This 

was the day before Gwenôs nominated date, but as the troopships often anchored in the harbour before 

sailing through the Heads the next day, the discrepancy is understandable. (The embarkation roll also showed 

that Arthurôs father was working in the CBC at Condobolin when Arthur enlisted.) 
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 Given Arthurôs links to Condobolin, I suspected his name might 

also appear on that townôs war memorial. I had travelled through óCondoô 

in 2012 and had stopped to photograph the memorial. Sure enough, 

Arthur Bowman appeared on the list of names [right ]. You never know 

when your photos will come in handy! 

 I had noticed on the ROH that Arthur Bowman was 

commemorated on the Villers-Bretonneux Memorial, so he had no 

known grave. Given that the Mont was captured (over two days), I 

wondered how his body was not located and buried. Perusing the list of 

the thirty 17
th
 Battalion men killed on that day, I found that seven of the 

men are on the walls at V-B, so Arthur was not the only ómissingô from 

31 August.  

 Did his family make use of the Red Cross enquiry bureau? Turns 

out they did, though the statements were not all in agreement regarding 

Arthurôs fate and burial site.  

Bowman was killed near Mt St Quentin by a shell. He was killed 

instantaneously, having been practically blown to bits. The remains were gathered and brought back 

and buried alongside the St Quentin Canal. He was properly buried by the Padre and a very decent 

cross was erected. é 

Private 6786 Norbert  Dewitt 

On this date we were fighting at Mont St Quentin and Bowman was killed by a MG bullet to the 

head. At the time he was killed he was going on fatigue duty about 5 oôclock in the morning. I did not 

see this but was told it by one of the stretcher-bearers who saw him. é 

Private 7171 Emile Ley 

I know Private Arthur Bowman, S/Bearer in óCô Company. I saw his grave in the open at Mont St 

Quentin on August 31
st
, 1918; there is a cross on it and there were five other graves alongside of it. 

Private 7091 Charles OôBrien 

I knew Private Arthur P Bowman, óCô Coy, 9
th
 Platoon, stretcher-bearer ï he came from Parkes, 

NSW. I saw Bowman at Mt St Quentin on 31
st
 August 1918, about 7am. He had been badly hit in the 

stomach and was unconscious. I heard that he died of wounds and was buried by the 22
nd

 Battalion. 

Private 7144 W James 

Pte AP Bowman, well, he was killed and he was buried in a cemetery with some of our other boys in 

our battalion, just alongside of the French Cemetery, Mont St Quentin, so I hope this will be of some 

good to you. é 

1370 Private Stanley Edwards 

 

These varying accounts raised some questions in my mind. If Arthurôs grave was marked with a cross (a 

common procedure on the battlefield), why was it lost, particularly so close to the end of the war? If there 

was little of Arthur left (as described by Private Dewitt), were his remains found but unable to be identified? 

If there were five graves alongside his, could there in fact have been six, and could these men form the group 

of seven 17
th
 men whose names are on the V-B National Memorial? Are they still buried along the canal or 

next to the French cemetery?  

 I deliberately left the investigation of Arthurôs service record to the end ï normally it would be my 

starting point, but a change is as good as a holiday! Was there anything of particular interest in his file to 

support or reject my conclusions reached thus far? I found: 

¶ Arthur Bowman took the oath in Parkes on 8 August 1917, at the age of 20 years and five months;  

¶ the file records that he was buried, but does not state where;  

¶ his family was advised of Arthurôs death by 23 September 1918, and Gwen Newman wrote her letter 

nearly three weeks later.    

  

The AWM does not have a photo of Arthur and a search of Trove was unsuccessful. Nevertheless, I was 

satisfied that I had found Miss Newmanôs óvery dear oneô. There were just a couple of leads that I wished to 

explore further. 

 Did Gwen Newman marry after the loss of her friend, Arthur Bowman? A search on Trove found 

several references to Miss Gwen Newman being a talented and popular singer (a soprano) and actress from 

Parkes, NSW. There are references also to a Miss Gwen Newman singing in Sydney in the 1920s and 30s 

and at Bellingen in 1946. Research for the author by David Gardner found a Gwendoline Newman as having 
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died at Gunning on 28 May 1976 (37 years ago). This Gwendoline Newman married Leslie Powell in 1940, 

so may not be her. The search for Gwen Newman continues ï any help appreciated! 

 The ROH circular also had two entries that intrigued me. Percival Bowman stated that Arthur was 

the óbrother to Lieutenant Geoffrey Charles Bowman who lost his leg and received promotion in [the] 

fieldô. A quick search revealed that 19 year old Geoffrey enlisted in May 1915 as Private 1663 in the 20
th
 

Battalion. He was also a bank clerk, like his brother.  

 Geoffrey served as a lance corporal in the 56
th
 Battalion and was promoted straight to 2

nd
 lieutenant 

on 29 January 1917. He was wounded by shrapnel to his legs on 3 April at Doignes and as a result his left leg 

was amputated above the knee. Interestingly, he was promoted to lieutenant on 28 May 1917 while 

recuperating in England. Geoffrey Bowman returned to Australia in January 1918. 

 The second ROH reference was to Arthurôs sister, where Percival 

Bowmanôs difficult-to-decipher writing seemed to indicate that Arthurôs 

sister was married to RC Grieve VC! Could this be right? I turned to my 

copy of óThey Dared Mightilyô by Lionel Wigmore and found the 

following: ñHe [Captain Robert Cuthbert Grieve VC, 37
th

 Battalion] 

was returned medically unfit to Australia in May 1918 and his AIF 

appointment was terminated on 28 June. On 7 August he married May 

Isobel Bowman, a sister in the Australian Army Nursing Service who 

had nursed him [in England], at Scots Church, Sydney.ò  

 I often say that óevery soldier has a story to tellô. I had no idea 

that a letter in a file could lead me to such an end to my research: not 

only did I find the soldier I set out to look for, but I found his sister 

married one of Australiaôs bravest soldiers in the Great War.  

 Curiosity can certainly lead the researcher down some 

fascinating paths to unexpected places.      

 

[Right: Robert Grieve VC, who would become the late Arthur 

Bowmanôs brother-in-law. AWM H00038.] 

 

Endnote: The Parkes óWestern Championô reported on 18 March 1915 that Arthur Percy Bowman appeared 

at the Police Court, charged with failing to attend compulsory drill. He was given till April 21
st
 to make up 

his deficiency of 22 hours. [Source: Trove.]   

 

 

2013-14 FFFAIF Committee 
Russell Curley, Blakehurst. 

 

Twenty-nine members attended the AGM at Bathurst RSL on 28 September, and 24 or so gathered 

afterwards for dinner from the bistro. The unconfirmed minutes of the meeting are on our website.  

Your Committee of Management was elected unopposed and for 2013-14 is as follows: 

Russell Curley (President); Jim Munro (Vice-President); Robyn Ward (Treasurer); Chris Munro (Secretary). 

Committee Members are: Graeme Hosken; Maurice Campbell, Margaret Snodgrass, Lorraine Curley and 

Arline Ronsisvalle.  

On behalf of the Committee, I thank the members for their vote of confidence and also thank retiring 

Committee Member, Andrew Willetts ï a Foundation Member of FFFAIF ï for his contributions to the work 

of the Committee over the past eight years. It has been a pleasure to work with him and after such a long 

period of service, Andrew had earned a break and will be missed. He was presented with a Certificate of 

Appreciation and departed with best wishes for the future. 

There is a bright side to Andrewôs departure, and I welcome Arline Ronsisvalle to the Committee. 

Arline is also a Foundation Member of FFFAIF, having joined in February 2002, and is the current Secretary 

of a WWI descendants group, The Australian World War One Descendants or AWWOD for short.  

Your Committee will continue to make every effort to advance our Objectives over the next year and 

while ever you continue to have faith in our ability to do so. 

 

On behalf of the Committee, I wish you all the very best for the holiday season and good health and 

happiness for 2014 and beyond.  
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Lieutenant Hill, Captain Mond and St George 
Neville Browning, Huntingdale. 

 

Captain Francis Mond and Lieutenant Edgar Martyn  [RFC] bombed German ammunition dumps at 

Bapaume in a DH4 bomber from No. 57 Squadron before being attacked by German scout airplanes on 15 

May 1918. They were shot down and killed by Leutnant Johann Janzen of Jasta 6 and crashed in No- 

manôs land, just south of the Somme River in front of the 31
st
 Battalionôs lines facing Hamel. 

 Captain Francis Mond [left] was the eldest son of Emile Mond (chemical 

engineer) and his wife, Angela. Born in 1896 and educated at Rugby (1909-12) 

and Peterhouse College in Cambridge, Mond was commissioned into the Royal 

Field Artillery in July 1914. Mond joined the Royal Flying Corps in February 

1915, trained as a pilot and flew on active service in France until invalided home 

after an accident. After a further spell in France he served with the Air Board for 

eighteen months before rejoining No. 57 Squadron in March 1918. 

 Lieutenant Edgar Meath Martyn was a Canadian, the son of William and 

Margaret Martyn and the husband of Margaret Martyn of North Bay in Ontario. 

Martyn served with the 19
th
 Battalion (1

st
 Central Ontario Regiment) before being 

commissioned into the Royal Flying Corps as a lieutenant observer on 12 

February 1918. 

 Amongst the witnesses to the aerial fight was Lieutenant Albert 

(óBertô) Hill MC  from the 31
st
 Battalion AIF. Hill ventured out under fire and 

extricated and identified the bodies. Five days previously, the intrepid Hill had 

rescued an injured pilot from the wreckage of his airplane, for which he was 

awarded the Bar to his Military Cross.  

[Right: Lieutenant Albert Harold Hill MC and Bar. Hillôs first unit was the 2
nd

 

LHR. AWM P04322.001.] 

 Lieutenant Hill had Mond and Martyn carried back to the 31
st
ôs lines 

and escorted down to 31
st
 Battalion Headquarters by the river, while Mondôs 

personal effects were subsequently forwarded to his family. The bodies were 

left in charge of the 6
th
 Australian Field Ambulance, which mistakenly gave 

them to a passing Flying Corps truck. The bodies were buried without 

authority and any records generated at the time were lost.  

 A very thorough search and investigation was carried out, prompted 

by Mondôs mother, Mrs Angela Mond. She wrote to every officer and NCO 

remotely involved with the incident and personally searched over thirty cemeteries for the body of her 

missing son. She also kept in touch with Lieutenant Edgar Martynôs wife in Canada. In 1920 she sent a 

summary to CWGC, listing the actions still to be taken to find her sonôs body. She felt certain two graves at 

Doullens belonged to her son and his observer and not the men named on the headstones.  

 In March 1923, with the headstones already installed, one grave was exhumed in the presence of Mrs 

Mond and the father of Captain JV Aspinall whose name was on the headstone. The body was that of 

Captain Mond and the other grave was opened. It was Lieutenant Martyn, not Lieutenant PV de La Cour, 

who was actually interred in the next grave. 

 Emile and Angela Mond installed a memorial to their son near Hamel 

and visited the graves and memorial frequently until Emileôs death in 1938. 

 The Monds were extremely grateful to Lieutenant Hill and had a bronze 

statuette of St George commissioned for him, which he was duly presented with. 

Sir George Frampton made two statuettes from bronze, mounted on green 

marble blocks. The flag that St George is holding has an AIF Rising Sun badge 

emblazoned on it. One statuette resides at the Imperial War Museum in London, 

while Hillôs copy has been donated to the AWM. For many years it was on 

display next to the Shellal mosaic in the old Hall of Valour at the AWM but it is 

currently in storage at the Treloar Centre in Mitchell.  

 The following is a letter written by Emile Mond to Lieutenant Albert 

Hill in 1918.  

My Dear Lt Hill, 

I have received Col Neil Freemanôs letter of the 15
th
 in which he informed me of 

the circumstances attached to the death of my dear son, Lt Francis Mond. He 
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mentions the wonderful act of courage and devotion which you performed in creeping out into No- 

manôs land to secure my sonôs mortal remains and those of his observer. We well know at what risk. 

I cannot attempt to express his motherôs feelings of gratitude, nor mine, for what you have done. If 

anything can alleviate our grief, it is to know that our dear boy lies now buried within our lines and 

this we owe to you. We sincerely hope we may have the opportunity of thanking you personally one 

day.  

Most gratefully yours, 

Emile Mond 

 

Endnotes by the Editor: (1) FFFAIF member Robyn Smith is Bert Hillôs granddaughter while another 

member, Cynthia Foley, is related to the Monds by marriage. Angela Mond (nee Goetze), wife of Emile and 

mother of Francis, was the first cousin of Cynthiaôs grandfather, Norman Goetze. Robynôs family has Bertôs 

WWI photo album, which the Editor was fortunate to be able to view. (2) Emile Mondôs firm, Brunner Mond 

& Co, produced chemicals for the war effort, which may have contributed to the CWGC acceding to the 

request to exhume the body in Mrs Mondôs presence. (3) Bert Hill visited the Monds in England and stayed 

in their country home, óGreyfriarsô, Storrington, Sussex. When Bert passed away at Mendooran, NSW, the 

Mond family arranged 

for a wreath to be 

placed on his grave. (4) 

Photos on this page all 

courtesy of Yves 

Fohlen. 

 

Clockwise from top 

left: The graves of 

Mond (left) and 

Martyn (right); the 

Mond Memorial on the 

edge of Bouzencourt. 

Having purchased the 

land, the Monds 

arranged for a broken-

column sandstone 

monument (signifying 

an early death) to be 

built on the crash site;  

DH4 A7645, the plane 

flown by Mond and 

Martyn, after an earlier 

crash landing; the epitaph on Francis Mondôs headstone is 

in both English and French. According to Google 

Translate, it reads: óKilled in aerial combat, So there is 

something more precious than life because we are here.ô 

Yves located the photos of Mond [previous page] and the 

DH4 in óAirfields and Airmenô by Mike OôConnor. 

(5) Francis Mondôs epitaph is the lengthiest the Editor has 

seen, with nearly 100 letters and spaces (well over the limit 

of 66). Was this also a special dispensation to the Mond 

family for their contribution to the war effort? (6) óThe 

Francis Mond Professor of Aeronautical Engineering is a 

professorship in the University of Cambridge. It was 

established in 1919 as a result of a benefaction from Emile 

Mond, in memory of his son Francis who had been 

educated at Peterhouse and was killed in action on 15 May 

1918 whilst serving with the RAF on the Western Front.ô 

[Source: Wikipedia.]  

  

The Editor hopes to present more details of 

the links between the Mond, Hill and Goetze 

families in a future issue. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Cambridge
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Emile_Mond&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Emile_Mond&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peterhouse,_Cambridge
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Air_Force
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_Front_(World_War_I)
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Bacchus Marsh Great War Centenary Committee  
Damien Strangio with Faye Threlfall, Bacchus Marsh. 

 

An Awareness Day for upcoming centenary commemorations of World War One was held in Bacchus Marsh 

[Vic] on August 10, 2013. 

 This hugely successful event was planned as a way of increasing community interest, raising 

awareness, and to look forward to the planning of centenary commemoration events in and around Bacchus 

Marsh between 2014 and 2018. A relatively small event was originally planned for one venue, however, 

interest grew rapidly. Soon, three adjoining venues were required for displays, exhibits, artworks, 

photographs, audio-visual presentations, memorabilia, uniformed re-enactors, musicians and speakers. The 

Shire Hall, RSL Hall and Lerderderg Library were all utilised for the day attended by more than 750.  

 The Great War Centenary Committee (GWCC) is an amalgamation of several community groups in 

Bacchus Marsh. The Bacchus Marsh RSL also heavily committed to the plans for the Awareness Day. 

 A major focus on the world-famous war memorial that is the Bacchus Marsh Avenue of Honour was 

deemed important by the committee and subsequently the National Trust of Victoria has selected the 

Bacchus Marsh Avenue of Honour as one of three Victorian avenues for a centenary project. Projects were 

rolled out to 21 schools in the shire regarding the Avenue and WWI. 

 The event was opened by former Premier and Chair of the Victorian Anzac 

Centenary Committee, Mr Ted Baillieu. He spoke movingly to a captivated and 

appreciative audience [right ]. Other district politicians, councillors, historians and 

locals gave speeches throughout the day. 

 The number of school-children attending was gratifying, along with their 

works commemorating WWI. Numerous relatives of Diggers commemorated on the 

Avenue of Honour also attended, on what was the 95
th
 anniversary of the planting of 

the Bacchus Marsh Avenue of Honour. Contributors as diverse as local schools, 

historical societies, the RSL, Creswick Light Horse, Monash University, the 

National Trust, Public Records Office, photographic groups and numerous others 

ensured an informative and interesting event. 

 The GWCC has now moved on to other events leading up to the start of centenary commemorations, 

2014-18. A major event is being planned for August 10, 2018: the centenary of the planting of the Bacchus 

Marsh Avenue of Honour by one thousand locals in a single hour. 

 

The Avenue of Honour 
The Bacchus Marsh Avenue of Honour is three kilometres 

long and consists of 281 elm trees. Its cathedral-like arching 

canopy is a living memorial to those district men who 

served in the Great War.  

 The trees were planted on the afternoon of 10 

August 1918 by local volunteers and workers from the 

Darley Firebrick Company. Each tree represents an 

individual soldier, with a name plaque, planted in 

alphabetical order to keep families together.  

 The Victorian Government has rejected a proposal 

to remove five of the trees for the construction of a 

roundabout, meaning the Avenue will remain in its entirety. 

[Source: Media release, Minister for Planning, 26.1.12.]  

Photos at left 

and far right  

from Fayeôs 

Facebook 

page. 
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Private 4228 Walter Smyth, 17th Battalion 
Greg Smyth, Dubbo. 

 

Name and rank: Private Walter Smyth. 

Units served: 17
th
 Battalion, 10

th
 Reinforcements, óAô Company; also 61

st
 and 62

nd
 Battalions. 

Enlisted: 18 October, 1915 at Victoria Barracks, Sydney. 

Age on enlistment: 40 years.  

Next of kin: Wife, Polly Smyth nee Thomas. 

Born: Molong, NSW, 30
 
September 1875. 

Address: 39 Mackenzie Street, Waverley, Sydney; later, 158 Queen Street, Woollahra, Sydney.   

Occupation: Tram driver. 

Embarkation : Star of England, 8
th
 March, 1916. 

 

Extracts from Walterôs diary 
Belgium, near Ypres, Sunday, Sept. 24

th
 1916. Arrived in trenches about 

2.30am and slept soundly till 4.30 when óstand-toô sounded. Did not find 

the trenches a comfortable, snug place. In fact, they are cheerless, damp 

and most uninviting. 

Monday, Sept. 25
th
. We are in what was a dense wood where I believe 

some 15 000 Canadians were gassed some 14 months ago. The once nice 

trees are now gaunt stumps, shattered trunks and limbs giving it a desolate 

appearance. The ground torn up everywhere by shells and crosses denoting 

heroes graves. 

Fri. 20
th
 Oct. Fell in at 9.30am, marched to 

another companyôs billet and recorded our votes 

on conscription. Some of the ónoô voters changed 

their minds and voted óayeô but if expressed 

opinions were a criterion, the óNoesô must win. 

Have had no newspapers since leaving 

Steenvoorde. Can still hear the big guns.  

Mon. 6
th
 Nov. ï Left camp at Longueval 1.30pm 

and took up same position as yesterday. Heard the 7
th
 Brigade went over but donôt 

know how they got on. Both sides have been shelling heavily all the time. Off again 

at 5.30pm and arrived in trenches about 9pm. It was a stiff go through mud and the 

ground all shell holes. The trenches at Ypres were bad but they are drawing-rooms 

in comparison with these. Several of the chaps sank to their waists in mud. They 

were taken up by the 7
th
 Brigade a couple of days ago and are smashed up badly. 

We lost a few killed and wounded coming in. [At Flers ï Ed] 

é My second trip in France lasted just 8 months. As one of the thieves amongst our 

units robbed me of my wallet & notebook, pay book and other articles & papers, I 

have to re-write it from memory so cannot give exact dates. 

é Our Xmas parcels were issued in the first days of January & it would have made 

our own dear people cry with joy to see us opening our parcels, exchanging what we had & did not want 

with others & laughing with thankfulness. Yes, muddy, wet, dirty & óchattyô we were happy and at home in 

our thoughts. When we had been in a snow-covered trench, our clothes wet & not off us for seven days, our 

cramped dugout sloppy with the mud we could not help bringing in, a small Tommy cooker the only fire to 

warm our tea & food, was indeed glorious to sit in those ruined buildings with a fire made out of wood of a 

staircase or part of another dwelling and open those gifts from twelve thousand miles away. Our 

surroundings were forgotten and it didnôt matter if a Gotha was dropping bombs in the vicinity. We were 

happy and hope the good souls who sent it will be there to share our happiness & hear our praises for what 

they had done for us.  

 

Returned to Australia: Runic, 27
 
November, 1918.  

Discharged: 9
 
March, 1919, due to medical unfitness.  

Died: 24
 
December, 1921, aged 46 years, due to heart disease. 

Lest We Forget. 



DIGGER 52      Issue 45 

A relic of war: the old steel helmet 
Andrew MacDonald, Everton Park. 

 

Weôve all heard the old adage that one manôs trash is another manôs treasure. Itôs absolutely true, of course, 

and if you have any reason to doubt it, just put a sign up on your street advertising a yard sale. I guarantee 

that within a very short space of time, thereôll be people camping on your doorstep like door-to-door 

salesmen, waiting to pounce on things you couldnôt wait to get rid of.  

 Garage sales, house clearances and the like are hugely popular and they often turn up some very 

unusual and interesting things if you take the time to look carefully. It was in one such sale in a surrounding 

suburb of Ballarat that an old ótin hatô appeared in amongst the spanners and mower-blades of an elderly 

manôs shed.  

 The hat was tired and rusty; very inconspicuous. Its more recent owner had passed away, and so my 

attempt to establish just exactly where it had come from came to nought.  

 To the trained eye, its distinctive shape gave its identity away 

immediately. It was a British Army steel helmet of the 20
th
 century; either from 

the First or Second World War. It certainly looked old enough to be from the 

First. Known more commonly as the óTommyô or Brodie helmet after its designer 

[John Brodie], its appearance had changed very little throughout its 28-year 

history. [Right: Two Diggers wearing their steel helmets. Artwork by Daryl 

Lindsay.] 

 The secret to an approximate date of manufacture lay in the interior, so I 

turned it over and was amazed to see that in spite of the many years of exposure 

to the elements, it still had its leather chinstrap in place and the remains of an 

oilskin liner. It had to be from the Great War! I looked around for a makerôs 

stamp and there, very clearly on the wide rim, were the letters óHSô and the 

number ó73ô.  

 A quick look on the Internet provided the information I was looking for. 

óHSô or Hadfields was once one of the great steel producers of Sheffield, UK. 

Now, like so many of the once great British manufacturing firms, Hadfields has 

long gone; swallowed up in a failed merger between two rival steel companies in the 1970s. 

 Hadfields was one of many such companies contributing to the British war effort. They must have 

turned out tens of thousands of these helmets. In total, several million Brodie helmets were produced by the 

end of the war.  

 Now that I knew what the helmet [left] was and where it was 

made, I wondered if by some remote chance its original owner had left any 

clues as to his identity. I scanned the inside of the leather strap, hoping for 

a faint name in ink. There was nothing. I looked around the rim for a 

scratched name or initials in the metal. Nothing there either.  

 Itôs possible that there may have been a name on the inside of the 

liner, but after so many years baking in a shed, the liner had become brittle 

and would tear easily like paper if I had attempted to turn it over. So I left 

it as is. If I were honest, I would say that I was a little bit disappointed and 

probably hopelessly optimistic as well.  

 Named helmets bring you tantalisingly closer to the wearer. A name makes it that much more 

personal, as you can trace the whereabouts of the soldier and learn a little of his experiences while almost 

certainly wearing what was, after all, his only form of protection from shot and shell.  

 These very distinctive helmets were introduced in 1916 when it became increasingly clear that the 

dynamics of the battlefield had changed very rapidly. Flamboyant headdresses had given way to green steel, 

and the brightly coloured uniforms of foot soldiers and cavalrymen were replaced with drab khaki. 

Distinctiveness was no longer an option; safety was, and while most people knew such helmets would not 

stop a high velocity round, they would at least give the wearer a fighting chance against shrapnel balls and 

glancing bullets. Thereôs no indication that this helmet ever shielded its owner from any near-death 

experiences, although the rim is warped and twisted in places ï probably the result of being dropped too 

many times. 

 Now the question arises: what do you do to protect this relic of war? There are several schools of 

opinion on this subject. The purists will push for a more benign approach: no restoration or interference, just 
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leave it as it is. Others will go hell for leather and drop a new coat of paint on the shell and pull out the 

perished pieces of equipment and replace them.  

 Me? Well, Iôve always believed in doing what you can to prevent any further deterioration and to 

protect what you have. So Iôve dusted away the traces of its former squatters (carpet moths, spiders and other 

fabric eating nasties) and have applied a liberal amount of leather balm on the very brittle leather strap. 

Otherwise, this mysterious and emotive symbol of the Great War will remain much the same as it has for 

many decades.  

 It is now gracing my desk and is safely out of harmôs way from the tougher elements of our 

unforgiving Aussie climate. I will always wonder who wore it and what he did while it was sitting on top of 

his head. Was it worn by an Australian Digger on the Western Front? Was he in Ballaratôs famous 8
th
 or 39

th
 

Battalions? How many times did he óhop the bagsô? Perhaps it belonged to a stretcher-bearer, an artilleryman 

or a pioneer. Of course, there is also the likelihood that it may never have been used at all. There are so many 

possibilities.  

 In all probability (at least to my vivid imagination) it came home with its owner as a souvenir of his 

experiences, was dumped on a shelf in a shed somewhere in Victoria, and simply forgotten about after he 

died.   

 Ironically, this one relic does more to remind me of the war than any other thing I have owned or 

seen. And I shall treasure it for what it is and what it represents. 

 

Left : The design of the Gulgong War Memorial  [NSW] is said to 

have been inspired by the British steel helmet. [Source of photo: 

en.tracesofwar.com.] Below left and right: The Avoca [Vic] War 

Memorial features a number of soldiersô backpacks with helmets ï a 

most unusual design feature. [Photos by Graeme Hosken.]  

 

 

FROMELLES TO NAUROY ï History of the 31st Battalion AIF 1915-1919 
Written by FFFAIF member Neville Browning.  

 

óFromelles to Nauroyô is the history of the 31
st
 Battalion AIF in World War I, 

from its formation in Australia in 1915 to its war service on the Western Front.  

 óFromelles to Nauroyô is a hard-covered, cloth-bound, 464 page, B5 

volume with a dust-wrapper, containing 280 photographs and maps, as well as 

hundreds of eye-witness reports from contemporary diaries, letters, reports and 

journals of 31
st
 Battalion men. Most of the photographs, journals and diaries are 

from private sources across Australia and therefore never published.  

 The volume (500 copies only) includes daily descriptions of life and 

death on the Western Front amidst battles such as Fromelles, Polygon Wood, 

Amiens and the Hindenburg Line. Appendices include Nominal Roll, Honour 

Roll, Awards, Nominal Index and POW Roll. 

 Reduced price for FFFAIF members. Available from the author ï 

Neville Browning ï for the discounted price of $60.00 plus $12.00 post.   

 E-mail nbrowning1@bigpond.com for order forms. 

 

 

mailto:nbrowning1@bigpond.com
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Surviving Messines: 2nd Lieutenant Richard Barton, 52nd Battalion 
Letter by óDickô Barton, contributed by Dulcie Taylor, Dubbo. 

 

No. 10 

British Red Cross 

France 

Dear People, 

 Well, Fritz got me on the night of the 9
th
 [June 1917] when we were clearing some strong points 

beyond Messines. On the 7
th
 our battalion [52

nd
 Battalion, 13

th
 Brigade, 4

th
 Division] got orders to pack all 

our kits and get ready to move at any time. The place was in a hustle buzz, issuing bombs and stuff. Every 

man in the brigade knew exactly what we were going to do and the name of every farm and strong point in 

our sector because we had gone over the stunt for days beforehand and had a ómind mapô of the place with 

every hedge and ditch on it; nothing was left to chance.  

 

[Right: Captain Albert Jacka VC (front holding map), 

14
th
 Battalion, comparing his maps with the prepared 

model of the Messines area, over which his company was 

to advance on the following day, 7 June 1917, in the 

battle of Messines. This contour map of the battlefield 

was constructed near Petit Pont, and stands were erected 

from which it could be studied to advantage, in order that 

troops taking part would fully understand their course of 

action in the great undertaking. AWM E00631.] 

 

 After the men were fixed up all officers were got together and given the times of the barrage, so we 

turned in till zero, 3.10am (8/6/17). Most of the officers got up at 2am to hear the mines go off, which was 

quite unnecessary, considering the row they made. At 3.10am the lid was off and Fritz knew there was a war 

on. We stayed where we were till 7.30am and started to move up to our old front line, passing the wounded 

coming down, carried and helped by pale-faced Fritz who had the wind up terribly. We passed some of the 

ócagesô, which were getting full; our boys asking the Huns if they had any special pals they would like 

brought along. Our chaps were very amused by the size and age of some of the Huns, kids of only 16 or 17 

staggering along with some burly Irish corporal. 

 After about an hour we formed up on Messines Ridge and got ready to go through the New 

Zealanders and take the second objective [Owl Support and Owl Trench]. At 12 we started off to get through 

the Hun barrage. It was very hot but we suffered very little in killed. The CO [possibly Captain WL Young 

MC] got his thigh smashed here. We kept going till we got up to the NZ outposts about 1pm. Our barrage 

started at about 1.10pm, 150 yards in front of us and crept forward at the rate of 100 yards in three minutes 

and, by God, it was terrible but beautiful to watch it, beautifully accurate. We crept forward under it quite 

close till we got to our objective 900 yards away, cleaning up machine-gun emplacements and strong points 

as we went, letting the prisoners clear back through us, which they did at the double.  

 When we got to the Fritz trenches that were left, they came out to meet us with their hands up and 

the usual ñMercy Kameradò, except for a few machine gunners and snipers. The Hun disgusts me the way he 

comes in; our chaps treat them like misled children because we canôt hate, worse luck. I got a tin and put 

them on digging us in but they got sniped by their gallant friends, so we sent the poor fools back after we 

collected any loose things they had about them.  

 We dug in and stayed the night there, hunting up snipers and bombing them out. Oh! When we got 

there I had some of the best sport Iôve had since Iôve been kangaroo shooting, sniping the beggars as they 

cleared out across the open from shell hole to shell hole. You would have enjoyed it. 

 Their uniform is a sort of grey blue and not a bit suited for the country out here; it shows up like 

black and offers a fine mark. We did have fun and downed quite a tidy bag, I am sure. I knocked one rotter; 

how many others I hit is hard to tell, because you get so many [men] firing. There is a chap in my platoon 

called Jones (Pvt). In action he sticks to me like a leech and calls me óOld Bartoô and I call him Jonesie; on 

parade of course he is quite regimental. Anyway, more about him later. 

 To continue, after we dug in things quietened down for the night except for counter-battery work, 

our fellows sending ten to their one. During the night Fritz made a counter-attack on our left but got wiped 

out by our guns, as usual. In the night a Fritz came in to us, a stupid blighter, who could talk English quite 
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well. It was his first fight and he had no guts for more. He said Germany was winning easily. The U-boats 

were settling us; in fact he thought we were right up the spout. 

 Next morning we had some fine shooting at 600 [yards] and Jones and self knocked a few more 

rotters. He would let me have all the good shots and do the observing for me. Nothing of any importance 

happened till 9pm when we were relieved and had to go through a terrible barrage of Fritzôs but we got 

through with few losses. We went and dug in again and formed a support line that night and dug in till 

morning. 

 The following night we were taken out and got refitted with ammunition as we had to do another 

óhop overô at 10.30pm that night, the 10
th
. The men were absolutely done up. Anyway, at 8pm we moved up 

again and Fritz spotted us and raked us with big and little stuff for half an hour. I think he got two men and 

the CO wounded. We lay along a hedge over 500 yards from the new line till the barrage opened at 10.30 

and over we went under some shell and machine-gun fire from Fritz. We went like hell till we got to his wire, 

which was intact. This is where our poor chaps got it in the neck. Itôs rather a creepy feeling being caught up 

in wire 30 yards off the other fellows and seeing the sparks flying up out of the wire all around you as the 

machine-gun bullets struck it. Anyway, I got through with Jones, some of my bombers, and hopped into the 

trench and proceeded to do some killing. 

 We cleaned up one trench and I was going up a sap with Jones and the bombers to clear it. Fritz 

must have had a machine gun up the other end because he got all my bombers and only left Jones and self. I 

got cracked on the head in five or six places with a bomb, which blinded me with blood and made me as deaf 

as a post. When I came to, I started to crawl back when he sent me another burst and got me through the 

right thigh. This put me clean out of the business so I cut a spade off one of our chaps who was lying on top 

of me and dug in. The only people in sight were ten of our men and an officer, who were out of bombs and 

ammunition. Jones went up to the right and left under heavy fire and tried to get in touch but could not find 

anyone. We decided to hop it.  

 Jones said he knew the easiest way under Fritzôs wire so he led the wounded out, while the other 

chaps kept the Huns back the best way they could. Jones hoisted me up on the parapet and away we went, 

four of us through the wire. Hun flares had the place as light as day and his machine guns were busy. 

Anyway, we crawled through somehow and got out in the open. We crawled on our guts to an old heap of 

bricks where Jones dug us in and waited till dawn, when we went down to the dressing station, where we got 

patched up. From the dressing station we worked back till I arrived here on the 12
th
, today. 

 I think from what I can gather I am right for Blighty, anyway I hope so and I will try and work it. 

Well, I am going well, not much pain, great attention, plenty to eat and a fine bed to work off six days sleep 

in. 

 Well, cheerio 

 Dick Barton.  

 

 

2nd Lieutenant Richard Barton [profile by Graeme Hosken] 

Richard Barton enlisted as a 23 year old on 25 October 1915 from Emerald, Qld, and was allocated to the 6
th
 

Reinforcements for the 52
nd

 Battalion. He left Australia on the Ceramic on 7 October 1916 for further 

training in the UK. Richard proceeded to France on 21 May 1917 and, as described in his letter above, was 

wounded on 10 June in the Battle of Messines. (For a short period, he was recorded as killed in action on 9 

June.) 

 Barton was transferred to England for medical treatment on 16 June and 

was placed on the supernumerary list in September. He rejoined his battalion on 

23 October 1917. On 24 March 1918, Barton was admitted to hospital with 

synovitis of the left knee. This saw him sent back to England to the 3
rd
 London 

General Hospital. In March he was placed on the regimental seconded list as an 

invalid and was transferred to the 49
th
 Battalion on 16 May following the 

disbandment of the 52
nd

 Battalion, still on the seconded list. 

 Second Lieutenant Barton returned to France on 16 October 1918. In 

January 1919, Barton was selected to be a Claims Officer at the 4
th
 Army 

Headquarters. However, by 23 February he was on his way home to Australia. His 

commission in the AIF was terminated on 15 June 1919.  

 

[Right: Richard Barton is standing, centre, in this photo, extracted from óThe 52
nd

 

Battalionô, by Neville Browning, page 6.]     
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Accidental deaths in the AIF 
Heather (Frev) Ford, Montrose. 

 

With war comes death ï the ultimate understatement! Yet saturated by the carnage of man killing man, and 

of course the inevitable illness and disease that runs rife under such deplorable conditions ï there is another 

form of death that can somehow appear fascinating ï the accidental death. 

 What initially sparked this strange fascination in myself, many, many years ago, was while 

researching my Grandadôs war-mates, I came across the death notice of Alwyn Blake in 1922 ï óresult of an 

accidentô.  Alwyn [Gunner 4295 Alwyn/Alwin  Rex Blake, 5
th
 TMB] had lied about his age and enlisted in 

July 1915, just two weeks after his 17
th
 birthday. Heôd served on the Western Front with the 5

th
 Division 

Ammunition Column, and the Trench Mortar Brigade ï survived sickness and gas and returned home safe 

and sound mid 1919. He married that same year, and had his whole life in front of him, yet here he was, 

mere weeks before his 24
th
 birthday ï dead as the result of an accident! I remember thinking to myself, óhow 

unfair!ô A strange thought really, for someone immersed in the endless unfairness of war in general. 

 Later, while trawling through reel after reel of microfilm reading the óInglewood Advertiserô 

(Grandadôs local paper, now online) and transcribing every snippet of the war years, the fate of Frederick 

Fergus caught my attention. Sergeant 344 Frederick Fergus [1
st
 Bn] wasnôt from the local area; in fact he 

was actually from NSW, but having lost an eye at Gallipoli, he had been invalided home, and while in 

Melbourne on 23 November 1915, had been crushed by a goods lift.  

 Next I found during my research on Jim Sloan (from a well-known and highly respected local 

family), that heôd died when his car had collided with a goods train at Inglewood on 30 August 1960. 

Sergeant James Seaman Sloan [61691, Army Pay Corps] had been a late enlistee in the war, landing in 

England three days after the Armistice. The realisation soon hit me that, obviously, I had the beginnings of a 

new database!  

 

My Accidental Deaths Database consists of members of the Australian Forces, as well as Australians 

serving in Allied Forces and other capacities, who died as the result of accidents, both during and after WWI.  

It presently holds 968 men and two women [see DIGGER 29 for VAD  Nurse Robertson]. With further 

research, some of these óaccidentsô may eventually migrate into my Suicides Database which currently sits 

at 148, as in certain cases it is quite difficult to differentiate between the two. 

 Interspersed amongst the many plane crashes, drownings, bomb and shooting accidents, and various 

types of run-ins with horses, trains and other vehicles, there were a host of other strange and unlucky 

accidents that befell our service personnel. 

 For instance, there were the two men who were struck by lightning in 1916: Private 1750 John 

Wilkinson [38
th
 Bn] and Private 1786 Alfred Brooke. Private Wilkinson, a Methodist minister, was hit at 

the West Maitland Camp in NSW on 3 February, before he even had a chance to leave Australia; whereas 

Private Brooke, a Gallipoli veteran, was struck on 23 June, two weeks after his arrival in France with the 16
th
 

Battalion. 

 Amongst those who were victims of the more common form of electrocution was another Brooke 

(no relation to Alfred): Private 1826 Harold Clifford Brooke. A skilled electrical mechanic with the 3
rd
 

Pioneers, he still managed to electrocute himself whilst cleaning a switchboard at No. 1 Power Station, Rue 

de Messines, on 9 January 1917. Electricity was also the catalyst in the demise of Sergeant 11199 Alfred 

William Askew [4
th
 DTS, ASC], also a mechanic. He actually died from a skull fracture after falling from a 

ladder following an electric shock, which he received whilst hanging Christmas lights in the December after 

the Armistice at the Transport Sectionôs Belgian camp. 

 Deaths due to skull fractures and brain haemorrhages were the result of many different types of 

accidents, quite often occurring whilst óunder the influenceô, but not so in the following selection. Although 

Scottish-born Private 3178 William Orr [25
th
 Bn] was quite sober when he fell from the rigging of his 

troopship Itonus on 30 December 1915, it was noted that he had only himself to blame, as the men had been 

warned not to climb the rigging. Nineteen year old Private 2253 Joseph Haines [23
rd
 Bn] had been a part of 

an organised popular sport, which resulted in his death in Egypt on 5 March 1916, after being knocked 

unconscious in a boxing match the day before.  

 Lance Sergeant 769 Gerald Ryan, an original 14
th
 Battalion man, was enjoying a dayôs outing with 

other patients from an English hospital. Only moments after joining in the fun of sliding on ice, he fell, 

hitting his head, and dying the following day, 6 February 1917. A late enlistee, Private 5002 Joseph 

Vincent Cicalese [29
th
 Bn], was unfortunate enough to have a spar fall on his head whilst sleeping on the 

deck of the troopship Ulysses, en route to England. He died four days later on 7 January 1918. 
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 Quite aside from the threat of torpedoes, troopships could be dangerous places as shown above. On 

board the Miltiades during a severe storm, Private 4641 Arthur Gillies [11
th
 Bn] and Private 2103 Joseph 

Lancelot Rowntree [32
nd

 Bn] lost their lives when heavy seas broke across the ship, smashing one of the 

latrines and pinning them under the wreckage. Gillies was killed on the spot on 16 February 1916, while 

Rowntree carried his injuries into the next day.  

 James Sager, who enlisted as Sapper 1768 Daniel OôBrien [2
nd

 Pioneers] was being invalided 

home to Victoria on the Runic in June 1917. En route, when the ship was docked at Fremantle Harbour, he 

stuck his head through a porthole to talk with a lady on the wharf, and as the ship surged, one of the wire 

mooring ropes caught him under the chin, cutting his throat. Corporal 4398 John Henry Ford of the 29
th
 

Battalion sustained a broken spine during bathing parade on board the Afric on 10 December 1916, when he 

slipped head first into the canvas bath. Paralysed from the waist down, he finally lost consciousness before 

passing away in the early hours of the following morning. 

 Had he still been alive, Gunner 2384 Reginald Arthur Beard [3
rd
 FAB] may have seen Private 

Fordôs quick death as a mercy. Gunner Beard had finally succumbed to his spinal injuries on 11 July that 

year, exactly 19 months to the day after his own accident. Determined to be one of the first to climb the 

Cheops Pyramid, he had sealed his fate on the day of his arrival at Mena Camp on 11 December 1914, 

falling from a height of 20 feet, and had languished incapacitated in hospital from then on. [Beard does not 

appear on the ROH ï Ed.] 

 Spinal injuries were also the cause of death in quite a few diving accidents, but one of note involved 

the selfless act of Lance Corporal 1018 Ernest Poole. A member of the Provost Corps, he died in England 

on 14 June 1918; a few weeks after diving from a breakwater in France in an attempt to save a drowning, 

French child. Another act of gallantry that occurred in May 1918 involved Sergeant 3347 David Emmett 

Coyne [31
st
 Bn] and a bomb. Having failed to clear the parapet with his 

Mills bomb, he threw himself on top of it in order to save the rest of his 

mates in the trench. Bombs that fell short like this, especially during 

training, were responsible for many deaths during the war, but this is 

believed to be the only case where the óbomb throwerô was posthumously 

awarded the Albert Medal (in Gold) for his actions. [Right: Sgt D Coyne, 

c1917-18. AWM P01340.001. See article on Coyne in DIGGER 28.] 

 Of course, bombs had a habit of exploding prematurely, which 

also resulted in numerous deaths, but one of the less common situations 

where this occurred was during fishing expeditions. On this particular 

occasion the 13
th
 Battalion were out resting at Sailly Laurette on 11 August 

1918, and Sergeant 3012 Thomas Baxter and Private 3147 Arthur 

Bance, together with their company cook Private 856 Edwin George 

(óTedô) Headon [all 13
th
 Bn], wandered down to the canal with their bomb 

in hand, no doubt with a good feed in mind. Tom Baxter and Ted Headon 

were killed outright, and Arthur Bance died of his injuries two days later. 

 There are cases of soldiers being blown up while disarming 

bombs, and setting camp fires atop buried shells; as well as picking up 

German ódudsô, and dropping them again ï only to find they were no 

longer duds.  But probably one of the unluckiest deaths was when Private 265 Charles Lewis Pulford [12
th
 

Bn] was hit in the face by the base of a minenwerfer shell, which had apparently been sent flying while he 

was taking pot-shots at bottles three yards away with a salvaged German rifle. 

 Various other shooting accidents included men being shot by their own sentries, shooting themselves 

or others whilst cleaning guns or during firing practice ï although Private 2753 James Henry McGee [21
st
 

Bn] managed to shoot himself on 17 June 1916, without even pulling the trigger. Having placed his rifle on 

the fire step, it slipped and fired as he stretched to look over the parapet. The bullet entered his stomach and 

exited his neck. Private 1739 Robert Henry Lamport [2
nd

 Pioneers] was just one of the many poor victims 

of a careless mate. He was shot in the chest on 14 August 1917 by Gordon Stanley Cannon [Pte 4402, 2
nd

 

Pnrs] who was attempting to clean an automatic pistol heôd souvenired from a dead German earlier that year. 

 It would seem that the first soldier of the AIF to be shot by one of his own sentries was the 

commanding officer of the 2
nd

 Battalion, Lieutenant Colonel George Frederick Braund. In the early hours 

of 4 May 1915, Braund had set out for Company HQ, taking a short cut through the scrub rather than 

following the track. With Turks suspected of being behind every bush, the sentry had been quick to challenge 

and quick to shoot when there was no response. As Braund [photo, next page] was known to be slightly deaf, 

itôs assumed that he probably didnôt hear the challenge, and the sentry was rightly excused of any blame. 
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[Left: Lieutenant Colonel George Braund, 2
nd

 Battalion. AWM H19445.]  

 

One of the earlier deaths by drowning was that of Driver 2719 William Tanner 

of the Divisional Train, ASC. He was swimming his horse on 17 April 1915 at 

Alexandria when it appears that the horse must have floundered in deep water 

and rolled. Tanner was washed off its back and may have been struck by the 

struggling horse and stunned, as he didnôt resurface and his body couldnôt be 

found, though his mates dived and dragged with nets for some time. Another 

incident involving a soldier bathing his horse was actually that of a French 

soldier on 15 June 1917 at Marakeb Beach in Palestine. Losing his grip on the 

horse he was washed out to sea by the strong current. Many men, both French 

and Australian, found themselves in difficulties during the hazardous rescue, and 

four bodies were eventually brought ashore, one of these being Trooper 3131 

Walter George Smith of the 9
th
 Light Horse. 

 Captain Benjamin Digby Gibson, the medical officer of the 9
th
 LHR 

also found himself a victim of the unpredictable seas. He went for his customary 

early morning swim on 14 January 1917, and a short time later Roy Albert Wheaton [Cpl 648, 9
th
 LHR] 

noticed his body floating 80 to 100 yards out. 

He immediately went to the rescue, and found 

that the waves and undertow were exceptionally 

strong that morning. The Captain was eventually 

brought ashore, but could not be resuscitated. 

[Right: Captain B Gibson, April 1916. AWM 

P03596.001.] 

 In a different theatre of war and 

nowhere near the coast, Military Medal winner 

Private 4246 Vincent Thomas Stone [12
th
 Bn] 

was also a victim of drowning. In Belgium on 

15 January 1918, during the early morning hours 

of darkness, he was guiding a ration party up to 

the line; he himself carrying the rum issue. On the partyôs return to HQ it was noticed that Stone was 

missing, and upon searching for him he was found in a shell hole nowhere near the original track, having 

drowned in the water accumulated therein. 

 As shown by some of the examples listed so far, accidents are often the result of simply being in the 

wrong place at the wrong time; and similar to Privates Gillies and Rowntree who fell-foul of a latrine in a 

storm, Private 2339 Robert Donaldson Yule [11
th
 Depot Bn] was the victim of a storm-rampant tree limb. 

In the early hours of 4 February 1916, the Fraserôs Hill Camp in Enoggera, Qld, was battered by a cyclonic 

storm, and as Yule and his tent mates battled to hold their tent from being blown away, he was the 

unfortunate soul standing right in the limbôs path.  

 It could be said, though, that Driver 1957 Edwin George Chave [5
th
 DAC] caused his own fate 

when he was hit by the limb of a falling tree on 14 March 1917. Part of a fatigue party felling trees for 

firewood, he ran to retrieve his coat from a stump in its path, and although dodging to avoid being hit, was a 

little off in his judgement. Unconscious, but still alive when carried away, the whole incident must have been 

very distressing for his brother, William Frederick Chave [Dvr 1961, 5
th
 DAC], who was a member of the 

same fatigue party. Edwin died two days later. 

 Trooper 1730 William Gray [7
th
 LHR] was another who tempted fate when he made his bid for 

freedom from the Citadel Detention Barracks in Cairo on 7 June 1917. Little more than a week after heôd 

been sentenced to 120 days of hard labour for helping himself to a bottle of whisky from the officerôs mess, 

he broke his neck as he jumped from the barrack ramparts. Another light horseman who was extremely 

unlucky was Trooper 282 Daniel James Campbell [12
th
 LHR]. Having procured a lift on a wagon, he was 

returning to his regiment from hospital on 21 April 1917, when he noticed some horses being led nearby. 

Jumping from the wagon he ran towards them calling, ñThatôs my ponyò, when he suddenly disappeared 

down a well. He died from his injuries the following day.  

 Hidden wells werenôt the only danger the men had to contend with in Palestine as Trooper 1424 

John Haynes [2
nd

 ALH Sigs] discovered on 21 May 1918 when he was bitten by a snake. He too didnôt last 

through another day. 



DIGGER 59      Issue 45 

 In regard to light horsemen, itôs only natural that there were various deaths involving horses ï being 

kicked by them, falling from them ï or even having their horse fall on them, as happened to Trooper 2249 

Vivian Murry Barber [3
rd
 LHR]. Only moments after mounting, his horse reared up and then fell 

backwards, pinning Barber under the horse and rupturing his stomach. He died on 1 November 1916, two 

days after the accident.   Bolting horses also caused various accidents. Trooper 1053 George Letts of the 4
th
 

LHR was óde-horsedô by a tree branch after his horse bolted and he died from a fractured spine on 13 

November 1916. 

But it wasnôt only light horsemen who lost their lives as a result of their connection to 

horses. Corporal 157 Norman Edgar Matthews, though initially light horse, was 

serving with the Provost Corps and en route to Heliopolis on 4
 
February 1917 with 

Corporal 892 William Henry Raines [APC] to quell a riot, when for no apparent 

reason, his horse suddenly swerved and collided with that of Raines. Matthews was 

thrown to the ground, and did not survive the head and chest injuries he received.  

[Left: Corporal NE Matthews. AWM P07382.005.] 

 Sergeant Major 179 Walter Middleton Bradwell of the 3
rd
 Field Artillery 

Brigade was also thrown when his spooked horse reared and then slipped on 

cobblestones. Unfortunately, he fell head first on to the hook of a gun limber and died 

on 7 April 1918 before reaching the nearest casualty clearing station. Then there were 

the two Captains, Ernest Henry George Kemmis [4
th
 DHQ] and Robert James 

Smith [4
th
 DSC], killed when they came down in a crash during a sports-day horse race 

[see DIGGERs 23 and 39]. 

 Another who fell from a horse was a 16
th
 

Battalion man, Private 1673A Robert John Batty. The batman of 

Lieutenant Malcolm John McGhie [later 4
th
 Div Train, ASC], he was 

returning McGhieôs horse to the stables when the animal took fright and 

Batty lost control and his seat. However, his fatal injuries occurred due to 

his foot remaining lodged in the stirrup, as he was dragged through óbrick 

heapsô near the Cheppewa Camp, Belgium on 11 October 1916.  

[Right: Private RJ Batty. AWM P09029.005.] 

 Runaway horses also towed lethal weapons, such as the cookôs cart 

which ran over the head and neck of Driver 1125 Alfred James Branford 

[11
th
 Bde, AFA] whilst he was encamped and sleeping on an embankment in 

France on 7 July 1918. Driver 532 Leonard Noweetsky [26
th
 Bn] was 

crushed by a road-making roller after it touched the heels of the horses 

towing it and they bolted in fear, pulling him down in its path in January 

1916. In Boulogne on 2 August 1917 Private 6110 David Donald [16
th
 Bn] 

was en route to the UK on leave, when he noticed a driverless horse and cart 

careering down the street towards him. On attempting to catch the horse he 

was crushed between the cart and wall and killed instantly. 

 There were of course, various types of motor vehicle accidents ï 

involving cars, lorries and motor cycles ï but one incident that I consider 

quite rare was between two vehicles without motors ï it was a bicycle 

collision. Private 4767 Robert Ernest Elliott and Corporal 7376 

Ronald Menzies Saddington [both 1
st
 AAH AMC]  were cycling toward 

each other in the English town of Rickmansworth on the stormy evening 

of 9 September 1918. Suddenly aware of their situation, they both 

wobbled to try and avoid the crash, but their reactions were too late. 

Private Elliott hit the road hard, fracturing his skull and never regained 

consciousness. 

 Eleven days after the Armistice, Sapper 20019 William 

Rawlings Bennetts Delbridge [2
nd

 FCE] was also on a bicycle, and was 

riding in a convoy on the narrow Bohain to Mazinghien road in France. 

Congestion brought the traffic to a halt, and bunched up between the 

other cyclists he found it difficult to dismount. Overbalancing in his 

attempt, he fell between the wheels of a motor lorry going the other way.  

 

[Left : Sapper WRB Delbridge. AWM DA16995.] 
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 2
nd

 Lieutenant Robert John Stanley Finlayson of the 1
st
 Tunnelling Company also had a run-in 

with a lorry in Belgium in June 1917. The lorry driver was passing a slow convoy going the same way as 

him, when Finlayson rounded a corner towards them on his motor cycle. The lorry managed to cut back in to 

his own side of the road, but by this time Finlayson had jumped from his bike to try and avoid the collision, 

yet still had hold of the handlebars. Out of control, both he and bike veered towards the lorry, which in turn 

came to a screeching halt, but the inevitable couldnôt be avoided. 

 One of the few Flying Corps men that died in an accident that didnôt involve a plane was Lieutenant 

Hector Nicol of the AFC. He was a passenger in a car that was travelling way too fast over a bridge near 

Salisbury on 13 October 1918. When the wheel grazed a corner stone of the bridge, it sent the car out of 

control and flipped it over. Lieutenant Nichol died two days later, but unfortunately his death date has been 

listed with the CWGC as 16 October. 

 Planes appear to have been one of the single biggest killers, with 153 deaths listed thus far ï the 

majority of these, of course, were the result of crashes, and many of those occurring in the Great War were 

during training flights. Given the relative infancy of air flight and the unbelievable simplicity and flimsiness 

of aeroplanes, this was probably to be expected. 

 One accident that occurred on the ground, however, was on 20 September 1917 at Tern Hill 

Aerodrome in Shropshire. Cadet 959 Edward Jabez Cooper Treadwell of the 30
th
 Training Squadron 

AFC, had been standing on the wing of a plane which was preparing for take-off, talking to the pilot and 

observing the instruments. As he stepped off the wing, he stumbled backwards into the propeller and died 

soon afterwards of his injuries. 

How a freak twist of fate can be fatal to even the most 

experienced of pilots was evident on 2 December 1917, 

when Captain Henry Haigh Storrer , a 1915 Point Cook 

graduate and his observer, Lieutenant William Norman 

Eric Scott, a Gallipoli veteran (originally with the Field 

Artillery), lost their lives. Storrer had just taken off and 

turned to avoid a line of trees, when a sudden squall 

turned the plane upside down and brought it down onto 

the stone wall of Bailleul Cemetery. The two airmen were 

buried side-by-side in the cemetery.  

[Left : Captain HH Storrer, Point Cook 1915. AWM 

DAD0060.] 

 Luck also ran out on 19 August 1918 for Lieutenant Ernest Cecil Stooke DCM  and his observer, 

Lieutenant Louis Paul Kreig [both 1
st
 Sqn, AFC] when their planeôs engine cut out during take-off and they 

crashed into a moving railway engine. The petrol tanks burst into flames on impact and blew the plane to 

pieces. 

 Trains were almost as dangerous as planes, with a present total of 112 men involved in train 

accidents of some kind. As well as derailments and collisions, incidents also included soldiers run over by 

trains, and falling from them. In the last case, as noted in óRail accidents in the AIFô [DIGGER 43], 

overcrowding didnôt help. Although contrary to orders, it was a popular practice to ride on the roof, travel 

between carriages via the footboards, and to sit in the open doorways with legs dangling. 

 Private 3980 Frank Lyons [7
th
 FA, AMC]  wasnôt sitting up top; but instead was travelling from 

one carriage to another across the roof of a French train on 23 March 1916, when apparently he was struck 

by an overhead bridge or the roof of a tunnel. His body, with a fractured skull, was discovered still on the 

roof when he failed to alight at his destination. In July of 1916, Private 5482 Edgar Williams [53
rd
 Bn] was 

swept off the footboard of a troop train by some unknown projection on a passing goods train. 

 In no way to blame, Trooper 1539 Arthur Poyntz Hirst [4
th
 DAC] was unfortunate enough to have 

been standing near the jammed-open door of a railway truck, when a mule which had fallen was struggling to 

get up, and in doing so knocked Trooper Hirst through the doorway. His body was recovered the following 

day, 22 June 1916.  

 As there were no óconveniencesô on the trains and it was often many long hours between stops, the 

men had to make do as best they could. One result of this óinconvenienceô was when Private 2856 William 

Edwin Gravell [60
th
 Bn] fell from a train whilst urinating out the window [read his story in DIGGER 16]. 

The Irish born John Doheny, who enlisted as Private 4586 John Sullivan [26
th
 Bn], had been óhomeô on 

furlough after being discharged from hospital. He had felt unwell on the boat trip back to Wales, and after 

catching the train at Holyhead, had travelled as far as Bodorgan, when he stuck his head out the window to 

vomit and hit the side of the Bodorgan tunnel. He died of his injuries five days later on 14 December 1916. 
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 Of the many accidents that happened after the war (some tug at the heart-strings even more than 

normal), the following two both involved trains. The first is the story of the Thomas brothers who both 

enlisted in 1914. Frederick George Thomas [Dvr 971, 1
st
 FAB] arrived back in Melbourne on 17 

November 1918, on submarine guard followed by special leave. His younger brother, Charles Albert 

Thomas [Sapper 49, 1
st
 DSC] followed a month later, also on special 1914 leave, making it home two days 

before Christmas. Early on Boxing Day, together with their 14 year old cousin, they were heading from 

Altona to the Victorian Market to purchase vegetables for their new greengrocerôs business. Their journey 

came to an abrupt halt at the OôHara level crossing, Newport, when their horse made it across the tracks, but 

their cart took the full force of the Ballarat goods train. A few hours later the Thomas boysô father, unaware 

of the tragedy, was himself travelling by train to 

the city and recognised parts of the wreckage. 

Frantic, he broke his journey at Newport to inquire 

about the accident and discovered the fate of his 

newly returned soldier sons. The brothers were 

buried together in the Williamstown Cemetery. 

[Right: The Thomas brothersô headstones. AWM 

P05571.001] 

 The second incident is that of returning 

soldier, Richard Warne MM [31
st
 Bn]. Only 

moments from home in the early hours of the morning of 25 May 1919, he jumped from the train that by pre-

arrangement was slowing, but not stopping at his station. Unfortunately, the train was still moving too fast 

and he missed the platform altogether and was thrown under the wheels. He was found a couple of hours 

later still barely alive, and when help was called for, it was his own parents who were the closest at hand. 

Cradled in his motherôs arms, Richard gave up his fight for life as the ambulance neared the hospital. 

[Richardôs full story can be read in Daryl Kellyôs, óJust Soldiersô.] 

 Equally sad, and no doubt with long term effects on the Kelley family, was the fate of Private 6300 

William Henry Kelley [7
th
 Bn]. He had returned to his family 27 July 1919, and just under a week later was 

out rabbiting with his brother and sisters and a mate. William, while watching his brother and Antonio 

engaged with a ferret at a burrow, was holding his gun in his right hand, the muzzle being close to his side, 

when his little sister, aged seven, who was behind [him], pressed down the trigger to see if the gun would go 

off.  The unfortunate young man received the charge in his right side, and he died almost immediately. 

 Private 1518 Franz Leslie Kaaden [11
th
 FAB] is one of quite a few soldiers who figure in more 

than one of my databases, and his story is doubly tragic. Married in England on 6 

February 1919, he and his new bride, Mary, had arrived back in Australia in 

August. Later that same year, they were out enjoying the fine summer weather on 

a boating trip with friends when hit by a sudden squall which capsized the boat. 

A rescue attempt managed to save their three friends but by this time the couple 

had disappeared. Maryôs body was washed ashore the following day and she was 

buried on Christmas Eve. [Right: Pte FL Kaaden, c.Sept 1915. AWM DA11104.] 

 Finally ï just to show the long reaching effects of the war even here in 

Australia ï on 28 May 1936, Edward Arthur Hollinworth [Trooper 1610, 7
th
 

LHR] was killed in his home at Coogee, NSW, and his daughter and a friend 

seriously injured, when a bomb he had souvenired in the war, finally exploded. 

Following the inquest, the City Coroner appealed to all returned soldiers to 

surrender to the Defence Department any dangerous war trophies in their 

possession. 

 

Endnote: Iôd like to thank once again those members who have advised me of an accidental death; and as 

this is an ongoing database, would appreciate hearing from anyone who may have anything to add ï I may 

already know of it ï but itôs always worth checking! Frev (frev@pacific.net.au). 

 
Stories and photos always wanted for DIGGER 
The Editor would appreciate hearing from you if you have a story to contribute (or would like to have one 

drafted for you), on a soldier, lighthorseman, sailor, pilot, nurse, etc from the Australian forces in WWI. 

Photos for the cover are also sought, so if you have one you believe to be suitable, contact the Editor. [See 

page 2 for address details.]  

mailto:frev@pacific.net.au
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Narrative by 2716 Corporal Len Jones, 3rd Battalion AIF, Part 7 
Transcribed and contributed by Phillip and Marie-Christine Mannell, St Andrews. 

 

Len and his mate Justy have arrived in Havre in late 1916 on their way to óBlightyô for leave. Len is running 

a temperature but is determined to avoid hospital at Rouen, knowing that will see him miss the trip óhomeô.  

 

This furlough camp at Havre seemed to consist of a series of long sheds, surely converted stables. Concrete 

floor and open to the air in front. However, we slept, and in the same bay were more men who had arrived 

earlier.  

 We turned out for breakfast and passed in a queue past two óTommiesô dishing out tea and bacon and 

they had a big receptacle handy for óbuck sheeô. A little something in the hat meant a good ration. Justy 

[Private 2606 Justice Wilson Hudson ï see article in DIGGER 27] and I were broke ï ódwellingô on 

Horseferry Road pay. The Tommies had their pay.  

ñHow about a bit for the old man, Aussie?ò said Tommy.  

ñSorry, broke.ò  

 So our ration was very meagre, but we were too disgusted to argue. Havre camp was full of this sort 

of thing. The óstaffô fattened on joyful troops going to Blighty. A few francs would bring to light a lot of 

things. We were to leave that night and so we paraded past an officer who stamped our pass ï óLeave 

England, 21
st
 Decemberô ï 10 days clear.  

 Same performance at noon for tucker. After tea, we lined up and then started a hurried go-as-you- 

please a mile or two down to the Docks. I wasnôt too good and dropped behind, with Justy Hudson helping 

me along. When we got to the boat she was full, so we had to tramp back, weary and fed up. The same thing 

happened the next night, but we just couldnôt keep up. 

 I was pretty ócrookô by now. Next day again we paraded for the stamp ï the officer saw the previous 

stamp and accused us of holding off to try and get Xmas in Blighty. I told him what was happening and he 

couldnôt understand it, for he only passed enough men to just fill the boat. Investigation proved that men 

from the other bays were sneaking in, and although they lost a day, or took one extra, they didnôt mind as 

long as they got over.  

 So Justy and I were placed in front next night and were on board first. The rotten part was that we 

were right down in the holds. There was no room to lie down ï only squat. The óairô was awful. God help us 

if we were to be hit. Men packed the stairway even. The Viking was a 22 knot boat, turbines. I remember her 

and her sister ship, the Ben-my-Chree, on the Irish Channel mail run.  

 She was at full speed and although we were low down and didnôt get much 

tossing, she just óshudderedô all the way. Men were sick all over the place. We 

staggered out on deck at daylight ï no escort ï the Viking just tore through the combers. 

Into calm Southampton water in the morning and gradually we drew near our berth. 

Justy [right ] and I were lucky in being right where the gangway would come on board.  

 As we were pulling in, the MLO [landing officer] sang out through a 

megaphone: ñAll the officers off first, pleaseò. (They were on the top deck.) Gangways 

were put on and again the MLO sang out: ñNot a man must land before all officers are 

off. Come along, gentlemen.ò For some reason the officers were tardy and the MLO yelled, ñHurry along 

those officers, where are you?ò  

 Gradually, I was being forced down the gangway by about 2 000 eager troops and then the air was 

rent by a high pitched Cockney voice from the rear.  

ñWhere are they? Why darn in their bleedinô dug arts.ò  

 There was a roar and we simply heaved off and the troops poured off. Justy and I legged it to one of 

several trains about 50 yards away and with several 1
st 

Brigade sigs [signallers] and found a good possy. 

Soon, off we went, and oh, the luxury of that train (never appreciated before). Just the hum of the wheels and 

the regular ótuppitytup tuppitytupô. The rest of the boys couldnôt get over it.  

 The brigade sigs were spruce in leggings and bandoliers. I was caked with dirt and pretty filthy. 

They were pukka sigs; I was just a regimental chap. But they looked on us battalion sigs as the ósalt of sigsô, 

and reckoned we were the sigs, and why werenôt we all brigade men, and loaned out to the battalions? 

 Work the front in zones, instead of in and out finding new lines, etc. And it should have been, for 

after all, signalling came firstly from the front line. They got all the kudos, and worse still, they pinched most 

of our good Morse men as soon as they found them out, especially ex Post Office chaps. They forgot that 

they couldnôt send faster than we could receive and it wanted good men each end, especially on Fuller 

phones.  
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 At Sevenoaks one chap hopped out and paid 5/- for a nice tray, serviettes etc, tea and sandwiches 

and we had a share. Then Waterloo ï unforgettable. Always a huge station is full of interest but unless it was 

seen in war time, certainly no words can describe it. Blighty: God ï Home ï to me. The eager waiting 

people: poor ï rich ï will a man ever forget them? Their men here at last. As in a mist I see them, a vast area 

of white faces, eyes alight half smiling, half crying. How they stared behind those barriers, and they gave we 

Australians a roar of welcome as we moved off under guides for Horseferry Road. Into HQ where paid and I 

made for Euston. Justy was off to Scotland.  

 Had a few glorious óBassesô [beers] and late at night caught the express for Home at Coventry, 

landing there at midnight, into a taxi and so to the old house. They soon guessed who was ringing and were 

naturally excited, in that typical quiet way. I had a rotten cough so had a beautiful hot bath and then a big 

double whisky, which went down without a kick. I was secretly amused. Dad had never seem me drink 

whisky before, just a beer now and again, and I think he had qualms but I told him army rum left it standing, 

and so into my own old bed. And queerly enough found it hard to sleep on. How often had we dreamt of a 

hot bath (in a bath) and then the luxury of sheets, etc? 

 The girlie was down from the North, for I had sent telegrams from London on arriving. Next 

morning I was much better, and after a change of underclothes ï they were amazed at the lice ï ñwhy, you 

chaps are verminous,ò but laughed at the way I shoved the rifle and kit away. Was the rifle etc safe, etc? I 

had an idea that they had some misgivings at a man handling such things. 

 Well, I spent most of my time enjoying the quiet country walks around my old stamping ground. The 

old city, so ancient and yet so modern; I was a bit disgusted with it. The home of skilled mechanics, who had 

the jump, enlisted (all my old pals were in khaki), it was now over-run with Belgians earning big money. 

Later on they were fetched back. There were miles of new shell-filling factories, for of course, Coventry was 

making big guns, shells, planes, etc and the big motor and cycle places had all been converted into 

ammunition factories.  

 We yarned a little about the progress of the war, but I wasnôt pestered about it. I learned more about 

it reading the papers. They amused me in a way, and I realised how necessary it was to feed the óciviliansô 

the right ódopeô. ñThere were several successful raids near Armentieres and Ypres otherwise the night was 

quiet.ò Yes, I could imagine those raids. But to folk at home they really conveyed nothing.  

 I met an old school cobber all dressed up with one pip, ready to go óoutô and ñPity you didnôt enlist 

in England old chap, all Bablake boys go direct to OTCò ï looking at my one stripe. I told him that whereas 

Generalsô mistakes are covered up, a signaller just couldnôt make a mistake. 

 Well, all good things come to an end, and so with a water bottle of scotch and a pack full of good 

homemade tucker, I was off again, quite happy actually, for anyway, I was going back to the boys.  

 I met Justy at Waterloo ï well tanked ï arguing with the RTO [Railway Transport Officer]. Rescued 

him and got him entrained and then endured the long drag back to Havre.  

 Same business with tucker, so we had breakfast at the canteen. Coming away, an angry looking 

óBrass Hatô followed by many óoffsidersô pulled us up.  

ñHave you had any breakfast, Corporal?ò  

ñYes Sir, at the Y Emma.ò [YMCA] 

ñWhy?ò he roared.  

So I told him the whole business.  

ñBy God, Iôll clean this place up,ò he said.  

We hopped it. That night we scrambled for seats in the óFront Line Expressô. Got desperate, went along 

further and diving into a dark compartment we were greeted with ñKeep out, WOs [warrant officers] only.ò  

ñDonôt be silly,ò I replied. ñThereôs only two of us, Diggers, with some real Scotch and a bag of tucker.ò  

 We got to Albert in comfort, and four Tommy WOs had a working knowledge of Australians.  

 

Christmas day, drizzling rain, 6 pm and dirty unlovely Albert. There was pea soup available, and the cheerful 

news from the RTO that the boys were in at Flers. I didnôt feel like that long tramp so scrounging around, I 

ran into a sentry óguardingô a huge spare 15ò howitzer and we were soon directed to a carefully shaded 

Nissen hut, and soon admitted on the sentryôs word. The Tommies were about to enjoy their Christmas 

spread with beaucoup biere etc. They gave us a wonderful time, and parting with many thanks, we made 

tracks for our QM depot at Montauban and then along the Cavalry track for the old possy in Bulls Road.  

 The Hun was pasting HQ etc with 5.9s and those ówoolly bearsô: those queer óuniversal shellsô that 

Fritz always exploded so high up. We scrambled in, Justy off to his Company and I into the sigs against the 

road bank.  
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ñOf course, Jonno is back and brought the ócrabsô with him.ò  

 I was a lunatic for not staying over Christmas anyways, but as I told them, I was no fire-eating hero: 

I was granted furlough; coming back meant that someone else could go; that they were a dirty looking lot of 

cut-throats and for two pins Iôd go back again. 

 Soon wet through and lousy of course. 

 

(I must diverge here, for in the description of our last visit to Flers I missed out two important happenings.) 

After the Colonel [Howell-Price] was shot, a big raid was attempted with the idea of clearing out a length of 

trench that was worrying us. The 1
st
 Battalion party and three separate fighting crowds under [3

rd
 Bn] 

Lieutenants: Kemmis [Lieutenant 426 Leslie Frank Kemmis]; Bishop [Lieutenant 197 Harold Mackay 

Bishop] and Loveday [Lieutenant Lindsay William Stewart Loveday].  

 The 1
st
 were mostly bogged in No-manôs land. Two of our parties couldnôt get through the wire and 

had of course to return, but Lovedayôs boys got in. (Loveday was surveying the land with Price [Lieutenant-

Colonel Owen Glendower Howell-Price] when the Colonel was shot.) The boys amply revenged the 

Colonelôs death. Lovedayôs boys, with Yorky [Sergeant 195 John Yorke], Meaker [Private 2750 Herbert 

Francis Meaker], Joe Weger [Private 2101 Ernest Charles Weger] etc were a distinct menace to the Hun. 

They mopped up the Hun, sent back the necessary prisoner and held the trench until near dawn and with the 

other parties, not being lucky, they returned. Hugman [Lance-Corporal 732 George Hugman] went over 

with the wire and proved of course a godsend.  

 Next day, Bishopôs party was heavily shelled by our own 9.2s, way back in the support trenches. 

(They were supposed to be firing at the Hun 5.9s miles away, for we had heard the big fellows going over the 

day before.) So they were óshortingô thousands of yards. Bishop and others were blown to bits. Stiff rotten 

luck. We got on to Brigade at once, but why on earth their OP [observation post] didnôt act at once made us 

mad. Oh, for flares like the Hun had. This lack of co-operation between artillery and infantry was to be an 

outstanding weakness; not our fault of course, but we suffered. Going out on the advance guard I passed 

these 9.2s and told one bloke that they had better keep out of the way when the boys came out.  

ñChum,ò he said. ñIt were bad ammo. American stuff, just arrived.ò So thatôs that.  

 

To resume. We had fog; thick as soup. All hands standing to, day and night. Rain, rain, rain. Then it would 

freeze and we would be stiff as sticks. Men cut off their greatcoats to the knees, or drowned. What a ragged 

looking crowd. Later on someone had a brain wave, and on re-issue of coats we sewed buttons on the 

bottoms, tags higher up and turned up the bottom. This made a lovely pouch to carry tucker in.  

 Snow was an unwelcome visitor. It made the stark, battered landscape more depressing still, picking 

out the shattered tree trunks. What a ghastly mess man had made of what was once a beautiful valley.  

 Wet, cold, dirty, chatty, in our quiet moments we suffered Hell. Then we had an epidemic of boils. 

And they were boils. Dick Mayo [Private 162 Richard Stanley Mayo] specialised on his neck. I had one on 

the arm that stiffened it. The core was finger thick. One on the óderriereô. The AMC plonked hot lint on them 

and they went off like a gun. óPorkyô [Private 2758 Henry Neil] had so many he was sent away ï for nine 

months! I went out on advance guard to Montauban with one around my waist that pushed out my web belt, 

burst and ran down into my puttees. It would be hard to describe our feelings.  

 Back to Bazentin when our sig officer promised a 20 franc note for the cleanest rifle, NCOs barred. I 

helped Dick Mayo clean his; about the only time old Dick was enthusiastic. Came inspection, Dick, late as 

usual, dived out of the hut, tripped over his puttee string, loose of course, and dived into the mud, rifle as 

well. That finished Dick cleaning rifles ï borrowed someone elseôs always.  

 Down to Meaulte per coal truck and then to billets at Ribemont on the Ancre. 

 

General Lesslie [Brigadier William Buck Lesslie CB, CMG], our new óBrigô, visited us (Smyth [Brigadier 

Sir Nevill Maskelyne Smyth VC, KCB] going to 2
nd

 Division in command), strode into our billet: ñSit 

down boys, just getting acquainted. Anything I can do?ò  

ñYes Sir, for the love of Mike, get us a change from lemon jam,ò says óBlueô Ryan [probably Private 366 

William John Ryan]. ñWhy, stone the crows I remember you on the beach at Gallip, Sir.ò  

The jam ration was changed.  

 

Off I went after a few days to Baizieux, on the other side the Amiens Road. The billets were leaky tents on 

an exposed hillside, deep in clayey mud. An awful place, but the óTown Mayorô didnôt seem to care a damn. 

When the boys arrived they did cuss. About 14 to a tent, so you can imagine the conditions, and of course I 

was blamed. Four miserable days here and the whole battalion had bowel trouble, diving out in the rain and 
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mud all night. Colonel Moore [Lieutenant Colonel Donald Ticehurst Moore], wise and thoughtful, left us 

alone and cut out parades.  

 

[Right: Lieut Col DT Moore, third from right, with other 

officers of 3
rd
 Battalion HQ. Len would have known these 

officers from his signalling work in HQ. AWM E04494.] 

  

Our new padre [Reverend Percival Stacy Waddy] 

grumbled, because he had to come onto the duckboards 

outside his hut to censor some letters. We missed our 

cheery helpful Wilson [Reverend Bicton Clemence 

Wilson].  

 Even bad days end sometime, and off we went to 

Becourt, then Bazentin. We began to know this district. 

We were ófor itô again, of course.  

 Then came a diversion for me. Along with Jack Godson [Private 2654 John Harold Godson] and 

óGilô [Private 2831 George Albert Edward Gilbert ], I was sent to a Divisional Sig School for a refresher 

course. The battalion went in near Eaucourt. 

 By lorry to Tirancourt near Picquigny, Amiens. It was also a school for NCOs becoming officers. 

There was a chateau and outbuildings in extensive grounds, with the Somme Canal nearby. We were 

supposed to camp in a building but the roof had fallen in, so a marquee was put up on the ground ï that had 

been frozen hard for months. No good. Jack Godson was sick, so Gil and I gave him our blankets, and sat up 

most of the night. We had a hurried shave and wash in ice-cold water and then breakfast ï a ghastly affair of 

cold bully and frozen onions. I always found that the farther from the line men got a cushy job, the more 

indifferent and arrogant they became doing their job. The cooks here had a good job, but certainly didnôt 

deserve it.  

 We paraded and were inspected ï by all people ï Major Harris [Major John Redford Oberlin 

Harris] of óDô Company, 3
rd
 Battalion, second in command of the school. When he came to us three 3

rd
 men 

his face lit up.  

ñAh, ah! 3
rd
 men! Do you know me?ò  

ñYes sir,ò and there and then he exhorted us to show an example and show others what the 3
rd
 could do etc, 

etc. We visibly swelled with pride. Then coming closer to me, he said, ñAnd Corporal, are you joining the 

Navy?ò  

Surprised, I hurriedly replied, ñEr, no, sir.ò  

ñThen what the Hell do you mean by growing a beard?ò alluding to the few miserable hairs that had escaped 

the awful shave with numbed hands and issue blade. I could have cheerfully murdered him, but had the sense 

not to excuse myself. However, I paraded afterwards and pointed out our rotten possy, and managed to get 

some good straw. 

 We started off with usual flag drill etc. In two days I was instructing. The weather was bitterly cold 

and we had plenty of fun on the ice-covered lake, but the tucker was awful. 

 There was a stir in the camp one morning when an officer and military police lined up before an old 

Frenchman. They were looking for someone who had knocked the old man out, raped his wife and stole their 

few bob. No one was identified in the school but two men of the school óstaffô were duly ólumberedô. I was 

hoping it was our ócookô but no such luck.  

 The sig school was in the charge of a 1
st 

Division Signals officer, a very decent chap. He had a word 

one day with me about my service etc and then asked me if I would stay on as instructor if the Colonel would 

allow. And naturally I said I would. He duly wrote to the Colonel, but there was nothing doing.  

 We had quite a good time actually. Jack Godson had rotten stomach trouble so I had a yarn with a 

Froggy estaminet keeper and bought some DOM Benedictine. I hotted this up and poured it into Jack in 

regular doses, and it fixed him OK.  

 We had a written exam which I passed OK, and then helped check the other papers up in the 

officerôs room. Drop of whisky and a yarn. Although the school had several days to go, suddenly we 

received marching orders, and left in a hurry. We were dumped by a lorry at Divisional HQ and made our 

way to the QM store at Bellevue Farm and learned all about the German retirement. At first we were elated ï 

the Hun had had to fall back on a wide front, but gradually we realised that he had made a very brainy move. 

As Dick Mayo said, ñDonôt tell me that we have driven him back. Thereôs something big behind all this, 

Jonno.ò  
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 Of his Hindenburg line we knew nothing really; just some vague rumours of a big line of trenches 

some miles away. And he had left us all this awful desolate waste of mud, and blocked roads. Stretch out our 

deep defences, supplies, etc, and had the exact ranges of every position we were likely to take up in, as we 

found eventually, the open country beyond Bapaume.  

 HQ was in some ex-Hun dugouts at Yarra Bank near the Maze. The companies were holding a line 

near Ligny and Le Barque, in Rye, Oat and Wheat Trenches. 

 

It was in this dugout that I got into holds with a senior officer. The Colonel was away. Several other sigs 

were in the possy at the time, and this officer passed some remarks about me ï better left unrecorded ï 

nothing about military matters, and I was on the phone I said nothing, but after the other sigs had gone, I 

opened out. I had every justification to. I told him it was a lousy dirty thing to do, and lots of other stuff, and 

then told him that he could, with the greatest of pleasure, court martial me, but that even if I was ñfor itò, and 

of course I would have been, that he would also be cashiered. And he knew it. It was smoothed over, and 

although I donôt think he ever bore a grudge, I felt that any ambition I might have to get a lift up had better 

be forgotten. 

 We had the 4
th
 Battalion on our flank and one foggy morning [2 March 1917] I received an urgent 

call from them. The enemy was attacking and we could hear the sudden rifle fire and bombs. A strong Guard 

patrol had got between the gap in the 3
rd
 and 4

th
 lines and attacked the 4

th
. Up went our message to the flank 

company and when the Huns retired with some 4
th
 men they got it hot and strong; the 4

th
 chaps bolting away. 

We made a score of prisoners and skittled about 15. But they had already taken prisoners and sent back one 

of our outposts ï a corporal and a few men. [Actually 14 men under Corporal 135 John Edward Haworth 

MM  ï Phil]. The Huns were all big ï huge Guardsmen, arrogant and fierce. It was a big patrol of, I believe, 

100 men, including a doctor.  

  

We were relieved and back we went to Bazentin, then next day to Mametz. Couldnôt understand all this, for 

we stayed here a week. If we were chasing the Hun why did we come right back here? Then back further 

right to Dernancourt. And wonders again ï an issue of two oranges per man! Evidently keeping sweet with 

Spain. 

 Harry Daggett [Private 3272 Harry Morse Daggett] joined us from Division where he had been 

since the spy business up north. He was well and truly ógiggedô of course. Back further to Ribemont. 

Couldnôt fathom it at all. Roads were congested with lorries and troops going to the line.  

 At last, April 3 up we went, a long march to Montauban. I did advance guard on all these moves. 

Then, facing a blinding snowstorm, came a long exhausting march, past Bapaume which was an awful mess, 

over the ridge to Fernicourt. 

 The Hun had made a complete job of everything: huge trees lying across the road for miles; houses 

levelled with here and there one left in a condition ready to fall with a shell burst. Even fruit trees cut down. 

It was the most complete job I had ever seen. And it left no cover from the terrible weather.  

 Somewhere in front of was the 5
th
 Division.  

 The QM [Lieutenant 360 Douglas Gordon Oakley] made heroic efforts to feed us. How he did it I 

donôt know, for everything was up in the air and supplies miles away. One thing, the weather kept planes on 

the ground.  

 We sigs made a fire near a bit of wall and at least dried our feet. In fact, Harry Daggett badly burnt 

his boots and ï in joke of course ï was promptly accused of trying to drop out. He took it to heart though and 

was very upset, for Harry didnôt do those things.  

 We were all on the qui vive for German mines and traps. Next day we moved to Velu Chateau ï 

what was left of it. There was a big coal dump on fire there. Two companies went into the line in front of 

Hermies.  

 Some of the sigs of the 4
th
 Battalion camped in the cellar of the railway station office and had a nice 

brazier going when a delayed mine there went off and buried them. When the rescue parties got to them they 

found that one poor devil had been jammed against the wall and the red hot brazier had burnt his leg through.  

 óSullyô [Private 1855 Charles Joseph Sullivan] and I were sent to a small village about half way to 

the line to keep the lines to the companies and we made a possy in the óroomô of the óhouseô. There was a 

cellar chock full of barrels, and for a joke I told Sully I was going to pull out the barrels and camp in the 

cellar. I soon found that I was on my own and going outside I saw Sully going his hardest down the road. 

The phone rang and I learnt that Sully was at HQ. ñThat damn fool óJonnoô was pulling barrels of stuff out of 

a cellar and he could get blown to Hell on his b------ own.ò He drifted back, very indignant.  
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 There were a few 18 pounders near the village and we got the back wash in 5.9s all around our 

possy, blowing bricks and timber sky high. Sully reckoned they were after our cellar. A rotten night. Bill 

Clarke [Private 6242 Walter Patrick Clarke], one of our scouts, was killed on patrol. A damn fine chap. 

 The battalion took over the line for attack on Hermies. HQ was in the hopping off trench ï a sunken 

road, wide, with no cover. A tarpaulin stretched to the bank was HQ and sig office. One great advantage that 

this terrain had was the absence of shell holes, but we knew that would not last very long. We had no 

artillery support for the hop-over; as a matter of fact guns were conspicuous by their absence.  

 The good old Huggy and Jack Godson were to run the wire with óCô Company. I was on the phone at 

HQ for the job. The attack was on strong enemy positions about two miles from their main line and included 

two fair sized villages, Hermies and Dernicourt.  

 Over went óCô and óDô Companies. In a few minutes there was a dramatic incident. Into the possy 

dashed an officer [unknown] waving his revolver. ñWe canôt get through. Weôre done, weôre done.ò  

 The adjutant [Lieutenant Rupert Reid Agnew] got up and quietly took his gun away and pushed 

him down. He was in a bad state, but his company was in worse. Enemy guns had opened up and they were 

temporarily halted on his barrage line just over the bank.  

ñQuick Jones, hop outside, get as many chaps as you can and bombs. Iôll take them on, Sirò ï to the Colonel.  

 I bumped into a runner at the door. ñWe are right, Sir. Company now going ahead.ò So our trip was 

off. The officer had a good rest in England for 12 months. 

 Whizz-bangs were pelting around, skimming the bank and our tarpaulin. Howitzers would have 

fixed us. Cool Rupe Agnew said, ñDamn nuisance if they let the rain in.ò  

 Then, straining for news from Huggy, Brigade rang up. Every morning at stand down, battalions in 

the line had to send in an ñAllôs wellò report, such as ñAll quiet, casualties nil, wind 4 mph SW.ò  

 Said Brigade, ñHey, what about your OK report?ò  

 I shut him off and plugged in to Huggyôs line, but Brigade was insistent. I couldnôt tell him there was 

a stunt on, so I said, ñDonôt be silly, you fool.ò It annoyed me to think of a yawning brigade sig away to 

blazes not knowing we were on a hop-over. The Colonel laughed.  

 Then came a terse message from Hug. ñOK here, Company digging in at objective.ò Then messages 

from Company OC. Huggy did some great work that day: ran across line to óDô Company; ran an OP line for 

an artillery officer whose sig was killed; all under heavy fire and was recommended for a DCM, which to our 

intense disgust came to nought. Then worked all night salvaging enemy wires and legging our lines, for of 

course we were on short ration for wire as usual.  

 Phil Ward [Private 1843 Philip Henry Ward MM, DCM ] rushed a machine gun that was holding 

up óCô Company and 2
nd

 Battalion on our left. Casualties were light.  

 Next day the Colonel said, ñTake a walk Jones and see if you can spot a good place for HQ higher 

up.ò  

 So off I went, passing among others Claude Dowling [Lance-Sergeant 1348 Claude Dowling MM ] 

lying on that barrage line just about to get his star. I was very bitter.  

 Quite open country. In front, Havrincourt Wood and a huge spoil bank dug out of the Canal du Nord. 

There certainly wasnôt anywhere to put a battalion HQ and the flank looked open. Afterwards, the Shropshire 

Regiment linked up.  

 In my wanderings I was hailed by an officer. Coming up to me he said, ñHey, who owns that?ò 

pointing to the spoil bank.  

 I didnôt know this chap and he had red staff tabs on. I didnôt know who held it but I wouldnôt say as 

much to an unknown man.  

ñNot sure,ò I replied.  

ñWhat do you mean? And please answer my questions and address officers properly,ò he said.   

ñLook here,ò I said. ñI donôt know you. For two pins I would run you in to Battalion HQ.ò  

ñWhat is your unit?ò 

ñYou can damn well find out. ñ  

 I was dog-tired, hungry and had no sleep for two days. Off he went muttering. I returned to the 

Colonel and reported no chance of a possy for HQ.  

ñAnd whom did you meet, Jones?ò  

ñMeet! I nearly ran in a suspicious chap asking questions.ò  

ñYes,ò said Don Moore. ñHe called in and stormed and raved and told me to find out that impertinent NCO 

and crime him. He was a Captain ----- from Division, Jones. Anyway, who does own that bank, Jones?ò  

ñI donôt know, Colonel, and I donôt care,ò I said.  

ñNeither do I,ò said the old óDon Tocô. ñGo and have a sleep.ò 
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 Then arrived a 4.5 howitzer and sat itself down in the road. Next day it had a splendid target. At 

daylight we were astounded to see a óSausageô [observation balloon] in the air at an altitude of about 45
o. 

We 

could even see the men in the basket. This was impudence.  

 Word came from the line that the ground gear [of the balloon] could be seen. Someone observed, and 

óourô howitzer had a go at the lorry with the winding gear on in a village in the enemyôs rear. They soon got 

on to it and must have hit something for the sausage was wound down and there it stuck. So the lorry drove 

away with the balloon dragging along. óOur howô chased it and in the chasing also blew up some Hun 

cookers ï much to the boysô delight. It was good to see their dixies going up in the air for once.  

 This was a strange position here. Away to our right was low lying country and not a soul to be seen. 

 Deciding that the Hun were too far away, the line was advanced at night (about 10 pm) and the boys 

dug in. A very dangerous procedure this, getting closer and closer to a strong enemy position. The enemy 

opened up eventually, and made things warm. Having some casualties, he brought up some stretchers in the 

day and our boys let them get their men away. They also sneaked in a machine gun and enfiladed one of our 

trenches. Quite a clever, dirty German stunt. The band came up with rations one night and got mixed up with 

a shell strafe. Otherwise things were quiet ï too ominously quiet, although to the North there was intense and 

prolonged machine-gun fire. Also some snow and rain, typical April weather. There was plenty to do. Wires 

to lay, firing possies dug etc. 

 The Division was holding a very long front ï about 7 miles; almost unheard of at this stage of the 

game. Then one morning the blow fell. It was hardly dawn and the front rang up. ñLieutenant Leslie 

[Lieutenant 148 Geoffrey Heydon Leslie] speaking, who is that?ò  

ñHQ here, sir,ò I answered.  

ñYes, but whose speaking?ò  

ñCorporal Jones.ò 

ñQuick, Jones ï big bodies of enemy massing at The Bluff. Something doing big. Get fire on to The Bluff.ò 

ñGot it, sir. Right-oh!ò I called out, ñGet the Colonel, quick.ò 

 Leslie went on detailing enemy massing and that all the boys were ready. In came the Colonel and 

then pandemonium broke loose in front and we had a hail of whizz bangs.  

 The Colonel had been having a very much needed rest. ñWhat news, Jones?ò  

 I quickly repeated the messages. The line had now gone, but Huggy was already out and away on it. 

The whole line was going like Hell. Bombs and yells and rifle fire. All HQ manned our posts. Brigade rang 

up and told us divisions of enemy making ground on our left and to watch our flank. There was a desperate 

fight in front, but soon Huggy and Godson and Munday [Private 2098 Thomas Joseph Munday] had the 

lines through. Desperate enemy attacks made, etc etc. All well and driven back. Geoff Leslieôs crowd did 

some great work this day. All hands on HQ toiled hard carting up SAA [small arms ammunition] and bombs. 

 Afterwards we learnt that the brigade had stopped a division of Huns. Also, after some success on 

our left, the enemy fell back and many tried to go back opposite us, getting a bad mauling. Those great 60 

pounders, going over like bullets, caught them and strewed them on their own wire. [This would be the 

attack at Lagnicourt ï Ed.]  

  

I left on advance guard on the 16
th
 [April 1917] to try and find some quarters near 

Beaumetz [Len at this time was the Billeting NCO]. Going out I rested near a disabled 

plane with some Air Force chaps salvaging some parts. I heard about a new flying 

crowd of Huns called óRichoftenôs Circusô (sic) [Rittmeister Manf red Albrecht 

Freiherr von Richthofen]; flying planes painted red. They were causing a lot of 

trouble. [Right: Manfred von Richthofen. AWM A04803.] 

 One mechanic told me that there was a real Knight errantry in the air. That 

both sides respected each other, and that actual combats had been called off when one 

plane had run out of ammo, to resume later. I couldnôt believe this somehow. This red 

squadron kept up fairly high and loved diving on our óHarry Tateôsô (RE8s), slow 

observing planes. He reckoned they werenôt playing the game at all, but would come 

to a sticky end someday.  

 I did my best at Beaumetz, but there wasnôt much cover. The battalion came out next early morning 

in a blinding rainstorm and I had a rotten job trying to billet them, poor devils. They were óall inô and many 

just went to sleep on their kit.  

 After a day or so, up we went to Doiquier for four days ï all pretty quiet.   

 

Continued in the next issue, when Len and the 3
rd

 Battalion enter the fighting at Bullecourt.  
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The Noakes brothers: Portarlington men in the AIF 
Stephen G Ager CSM, St Leonards. 

 

When you wake up in the morning or stay up on nightôs end 

know that your sister is here till the very end, 

When you gather your equipment and grasp your gun 

Know that youôre loved, brother, uncle, son. 

 

When you think of the memories we all shared before 

Think of the future and know that there be more, 

When you look at pictures and see your wife 

I want you to smile brother because she is your life. 

 

When youôre hurting inside cause you think youôve done wrong 

Lift your head up and remember youôre strong, 

When you fire your weapon and see injuries, dead 

Please hold on tight, don't let it go to your head é  

 
Like most old soldiers, I have an ingrained part of me that must inspect all 

the names I see on a local war memorial, regardless of my location. I always 

look for the title above the names, to see if they are enlisted, returned or 

fallen men. Then I look for patterns, repeated names, initials etc.  

 I always feel the same loss, when I see several surnames, all the 

same but with different initials, and wonder if they were related, as father 

and son, brothers, cousins or uncles. You then start thinking whether it 

would be a good research project to find out about the family name and 

whether there is a story behind their sacrifice and service.  

 As with most stories of this type, this one started with a photo of the 

Portarlington War Memorial. 

 

[Right: The Portarlington Memorial. Portarlington is 30km east of Geelong, 

Vic, on the western shore of Port Phillip Bay. Photo by the author.] 

 

A quick scan of the names and the rest is history, as they say. The one name that was prominent was Noakes, 

mentioned three times, twice as óFallenô and once as óReturnedô.  

 So, here is my interpretation of the short story of the Noakes brothers, originally from Great Britain 

but who fought as Portarlington men in the AIF.  

 

William Noakes 
Private 1014 Nelson William Noakes [right, AWM DA11706.] 

óCô Company, 29
th
 Battalion. 

 

After emigrating in March 1913, Nelson William Noakes, originally from 

Surrey, England, enlisted into the AIF on 29 July 1915 as a 19½ year old. He 

was a farmhand by occupation and was 5ô7ıò tall. One of three brothers, he 

would have seen his eldest brother, Frederick, enlist in 1914, then his second 

brother, Albert, in June 1915. After completing initial training, Nelson 

embarked from Melbourne aboard HMAT Ascanius on 10 November 1915. 

 As part of the 29
th
 Battalion AIF, his unit was part of the 5

th
 Division, 

raised in Egypt in 1916 with Major General James óButcherô McCay as the 

commander. I would imagine Nelson was far from thinking that he would be 

dead within a calendar year of his enlistment.  

 We have all heard of the old saying of being in the wrong place at the wrong time; clearly this was 

the case for Nelson Noakes. The 5
th
 Division arrived on the Western Front in June 1916, just in time for the 

AIFôs first major attack on the Western Front. Nelson was in the midst of the action at Fromelles, and while 

taking part in a carrying party in the vicinity of Cellar Ave Trench, held by the 29
th
 Battalion, he received 

gun shot wounds to the neck and chest on 19 July 1916.  
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 Nelson was evacuated through the medical system, but died of his wounds on 28 July 1916 at the 

13
th
 General Hospital. He was laid to rest in the Boulogne Eastern Cemetery, Grave Reference VIII. A. 153, 

France. 

 

Albert Noakes 
Acting Sergeant 1713A Albert Thomas Noakes  

[right , AWM DA10278.]  

2
nd

 Reinforcements, 24
th
 Battalion. 

 

Albert Thomas Noakes, originally of Surrey, England, enlisted on 

12 June 1915 as a 21½ year old farmer. While in Seymour camp, 

he was selected to act in the rank of sergeant due to his service 

with the Brookland cadets in the UK. Albert probably assisted with 

the training and administration of the 2
nd

 Reinforcements for the 

24
th
 Battalion, of which he formed part.  

 Albert Noakes embarked from Melbourne aboard HMAT 

Demosthenes on 16 July 1915 and served on Gallipoli from 29 

September. He was promoted to substantive sergeant on 11 

October 1915, however, he requested to be reverted to the ranks in 

December 1915 at Mudros, following the Evacuation. 

 Albert proceeded to join the British Expeditionary Force 

(BEF) in Alexandria on 20 March 1916, and sailed for France.  

 Noakes was listed as missing between the dates 27 and 31 

July 1916 and was part of the mythical ómissingô company of the 

24
th
 Battalion [see endnote and next page]. He was later confirmed as being killed in action on 28 July 1916 

by a court of enquiry conducted by the CO, 24
th
 Battalion, on 18 October 1917. Albertôs body was later 

exhumed in the vicinity of Pozieres, France, and he now lays at rest in Serre Road Cemetery Number 2, 

Grave Reference XXVIII.A.12, at Beaumont-Hamel.  

 It appears that Nelson and Albert died on the same day, though not in the same action (Albert was 

with the 2
nd

 Division fighting 80km south of Fromelles). Albertôs father seems to have not been advised of 

Albert being wounded and missing until December 1916 and of the finding of ókilled in actionô until 

November 1917 [service record, p26].   

 

Frederick Noakes 
Private 837 Frederick C Noakes, originally of Guilford, England, enlisted early, in August 1914. He was a 

married 22 year old architect who had prior military service with the army cadets while attending school in 

the UK. Enlisting in the 6
th
 Battalion AIF, he embarked from Melbourne aboard HMAT Hororata on 19 

October 1914.  

 Frederick was selected for, and commissioned into, the Imperial Army to serve in the Royal 

Engineers on 10 April 1915, therefore possibly missing the Gallipoli campaign. He served the remainder of 

the war in the Middle Eastern area of operations. He must have been a tough man, as he survived a case of 

typhus while in the Middle East. After the war, Frederick returned home to his wife in England.  

 As a consequence of his service in the AIF in 1914-15, he was awarded his 1914/15 Star by the 

Australian Government and the Victory Medal and British War Medal by the British War Office. Frederick 

had some trouble receiving his 1914/15 Star: it was sent from Australia in November 1921; signed for by his 

father in January 1922, but in 1923, Frederick was still writing to Australia requesting his medal be issued. 

 

And so after the war, the three brothers had their names inscribed on a memorial in Victoria. It is never too 

late to say thank you to the Noakes brothers for their service and sacrifice, and to feel sorrow for the parents 

for the loss of their two sons, who must have left for Australia with high hopes of a new life ódown underô. 

 Lest We Forget.  

 

Endnotes: (1) Contemporary poem (extract) was written by a sister (Alisha McCreary, USA) for her brother, 

Scott. Entitled óFor A Soldierô, it is found at http://www.familyfriendpoems.com/poem/for-a-soldier#ixzz2g 

FjTYhAW. (2) The mystery of the ólostô company of the 24
th
 Battalion is addressed on p71. (3) Frederick 

must not have liked his middle name, as it appears as just óCô on all paperwork and the nominal roll. ï Ed.  

 

http://www.familyfriendpoems.com/poem/for-a-soldier#ixzz2gFjTYhAW
http://www.familyfriendpoems.com/poem/for-a-soldier#ixzz2gFjTYhAW
http://www.familyfriendpoems.com/poem/for-a-soldier#ixzz2g FjTYhAW
http://www.familyfriendpoems.com/poem/for-a-soldier#ixzz2g FjTYhAW
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WAR MYSTERY 
24th Battalion, AIF 
Companyôs Fate 
[SMH, 13/5/1929] 

 

LONDON, May 10. 

Some light has been thrown on the mystery disappearance of a whole 

company of the 24
th
 Battalion AIF on July 27, 1916, which went into action 

at Beaumont Hamel, and was not heard of again, by a letter from the 

Burials Commissioner to a Chertsey resident, in which it was stated that the 

remains of two sons serving with the Australian company have just been 

found. The remains were re-buried at Beaumont Hamel Cemetery. 

DEATH AT FOUNE DE MOQUET 
MELBOURNE, Sunday. 

Captain FP Selleck, of Elsternwick, who was adjutant of the 24
th
 Battalion, 

said tonight that the death of Private AT Noakes had occurred, according 

to the battalion records, on July 28, 1916. On that day, however, the 24
th
 

Battalion was in action at Foune de Moquet, 3¼ miles north-west of 

Beaumont Hamel, where English troops were in action. Possibly Noakes 

had in the turmoil that existed in the attack become mixed in an English 

battalion. An entire company of the battalion had never been lost, although 

extremely heavy casualties were suffered in the battle referred to. At one 

time on July 28 the casualties averaged 60 an hour and in the 10 daysô 

fighting in the Pozieres sector 212 men of the battalion were killed. 

 The Official War Historian of the AIF (Mr CEW Bean) stated last 

night that he knew of no lost company at Beaumont Hamel. The action 

referred to was no doubt that of Pozieres on July 27, 1916, when two 

companies of the 22
nd

 Battalion had been subjected to a severe barrage, and 

suffered very heavy casualties. They were holding what was known as óKô 

sap, and he was at a loss to understand how the bodies of the missing men 

came to be discovered at Beaumont Hamel, nearly six miles away, unless 

they had been taken there for burial. 

 The action is thus described in the official war history:-  

óThe companies of the 22
nd

 Battalion around the orchard and cemetery 

suffered less, but its company and those of the 24
th
 in óKô trench were murderously hit. Except at its northern 

end, near the cemetery, this trench had no deep dugouts, and the troops where sheltered only in small 

recesses ï some of them dug by the Germans ï in the trench side. They had no duty but to remain there hour 

after hour. The position being considered unnecessarily overcrowded, 100 men were eventually withdrawn; 

the remainder could do nothing, except sit in the trench waiting to be killed, or buried by the collapsing 

banks, and then to be dug out and buried again. Some tried to occupy their minds by playing cards. The 

company of the 22
nd

 in this trench lost all its officers and a great part of its men through this bombardment; 

and so great was the carnage in the 24
th
 that for months afterwards, even when óKô sap had been almost 

obliterated, its course could easily be traced by half-buried bodies with the red and white colours of that 

battalion still showing on their arms.ô  

 

Endnotes cont. (4) There is one reference in Albert Noakesô file to him being óevacuated woundedô, while 

another entry states óevacuated to hospitalô. It is therefore possible that the stretcher-bearers carried him 

towards Beaumont-Hamel, where his body was found and buried, to be exhumed in later years for burial at 

Serre Road Cemetery No. 2. However, the Red Cross files cast doubt on Noakes being moved from Pozieres. 

L/Cpl 1708 WH Marshall stated that: é one of the shells which burst in the trench badly wounded Noakes 

and others ... he was so badly hurt that he could not move. They were doing all they could for the wounded 

but the stretcher-bearers were so very badly knocked about themselves that but little could be done for them 

then. I did not see Noakes again é   (5) The other soldier found buried with Noakes was possibly Sergeant 

3781 AF Bath, 22
nd

 Battalion. A third soldier, Sergeant 1533 RM Inwood, 10
th
 Battalion, was also 

óexhumed in the vicinity of Pozieresô, sheet location AA/LS/5/12850, but none of the three were buried in 

the same row, so they may have been found at different times.   
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Some thoughts on a wet evening in London, July 2013 
Geoff Lewis, Raglan, reports on two aspects of his recent travels. 

 

The Commonwealth of Australia War Memorial at Hyde Park Corner, Knightsbridge, is easy to find; even 

though it has a much lower physical profile than the adjacent memorials. It was officially unveiled on 

Remembrance (Armistice) Day 2003 by the Queen in the presence of Prime Ministers John Howard and 

Tony Blair and ñcontingents of veteransò. 

 The Memorial [right ] is a long, tapering 

semi-circular wall of grey Western Australian 

granite. The stones at its base, seemingly, have been 

laid haphazardly. The structure, as a whole, is 

reminiscent of the Vietnam Memorial in 

Washington DC. Consequently, I was a little 

disappointed that it was so derivative. However, it 

is the wall behind the seeming jumble of carved 

stones that gives it focus. It honours those 

Australians who fought in both World Wars. The 

background is composed of the names of 23 844 

towns from where the Diggers came. Each is a 

reminder of the impact of war on families and 

communities.  

 These names are etched into the wall to form a context upon which are engraved, in capital letters, 

battles which are ñrepresentative of the many places where Australians together with their comrades, fought 

and diedò. The Great War Battles that have been chosen are: 

Krithia, Beersheba, Gallipoli, Bullecourt [where rests a 

direct descendant who has no known grave], Damascus, 

Villers-Bretonneux, Amiens, Polygon Wood, Lone Pine, 

Mont St Quentin, Gaza, Messines and Fromelles. Altogether, 

there are the names of twenty-seven battles engraved on the 

wall. During the day, water runs down the face of the wall; 

but the evening I was there, drizzling rain more than 

compensated for the water being turned off. In fact, the 

drizzle in the early evening gloom gave the Memorial a 

poignant atmosphere. [Left : Names of battles from both 

WWI and WWII are in large letters. The finer inscriptions 

are all the towns from which the men and women enlisted.]  

 The Western Front Battles are not subsumed into the major sectors such as the Somme or Flanders; 

as some people believe they should be. There may be an argument that other óturning pointô battles such as 

the Lys and Hamel could have been included; but it must be remembered that the battles are representative. 

Also, the names of the battles are randomly engraved on the wall. Some are commemorated elsewhere, but 

on this Australian Memorial, all are equal. There is no indication that one battle or one Diggerôs sacrifice 

was any more important than others. It is just and honourable that this has been recognised. 

 Fromelles has been given official recognition as a representative battle of the Flanders Sector, along 

with Messines and Polygon Wood, rather than relegated into the Somme which is equally represented by 

other battles on the sector. Likewise, the Desert War includes three battles. Thinking about these battles, I 

came to understand that each also represents Australian progress across the three sectors or fronts in which 

units fought. 

 The quote above is taken from the Commemoration Plaque. The raison dôetre for the memorial is 

also noted that: ñThis memorial honours the commitment of Australians who served alongside Britain and 

her [sic] Allies in defence of freedom in the First and Second World Wars.ò 

 

Commemorations at Fromelles, 19th July 2013 
Earlier in the week my wife and fellow FFFAIF member, Robyn, and I were privileged to represent FFFAIF 

at the annual Battle of Fromelles Commemorations. We attended three ceremonies. The first was held at 

óCobbersô in the Australian Memorial Park , familiar to us all.  

 A short while later we attended the ceremony at VC Corner CWG Cemetery. M Hubert Huchette, 

Mayor of Fromelles, gave the Welcoming Address, while Ric Wells, Australian Ambassador to France and 



DIGGER 73      Issue 45 

M Marc-Etienne Pinauldt, Secretary-General of the Prefecture of 

the North, Sub-Prefect of Lille, gave the Occasional Addresses on 

behalf of their relative governments.  Fromelles resident and 

FFFAIF member, Carole Laignel, laid a wreath. However, it is the 

ceremony that is held in the early evening ï at 7:00pm ï at the 

Fromelles (Pheasant Wood) CWG Cemetery that has become the 

central event in this important day. [Right: Carole laying a wreath.] 

 Arriving from Ieper early in the morning, we thought that 

we would be able to put in some personal quiet time in the 

cemetery, town and on the battlefield. This was not to be, for almost 

as soon as we entered the cemetery we were interviewed by a television crew from BBC/French television. 

Not only were they reporting the day but they were also compiling an archive of film footage that will be 

used, where needed, in the forthcoming commemorations of the Great War which begin next year. We had to 

óre-enactô our studying the headstones, taking notes and the like, as well as giving our thoughts on the Battle 

of Fromelles, especially why we, as Australians, have come so far on this significant day. 

 Already, some footage has been shown on SBS as part of a news report on July 19
th
. As we left our 

television crew, we were approached by a journalist from the French newspaper La Monde who had lived in 

Australia, and who asked us similar questions the television crew had done. This was no real difficulty. In 

both interviews, we pushed the work of FFFAIF and emphasised our special and deep links with the Battle of 

Fromelles. They were especially impressed that Robynôs grandfather, a gunner in the 5
th
 Division, had 

survived the battle. 

 Particularly remembered were the five most recently identified Diggers interred in the cemetery. 

Headstones were dedicated to: 

Private 151 John Gordon McKenzie, 32
nd

 Battalion [Orroroo, SA]; Private 319 William 

OôDonnell, 29
th
 Battalion [Prahran, Vic]; Private 346 William Barber, 32

nd
 Battalion [Goolwa, 

SA]; Private 605 Thomas Henry Bills, 31
st
 Battalion [Yarraville, Vic]; and Private 2584 Thomas 

William Francis , 29
th
 Battalion [Bendigo, Vic]. 

Families represented the men except for Private Bills. So 

members of another family group and ourselves became his 

de facto family for the occasion. The Diggers and their 

families were treated with honour and dignity. Following 

the laying of wreaths by military officers and government 

officials, we placed a wreath at the foot of the Cross of 

Sacrifice on behalf of FFFAIF. It was a privilege and a 

humbling experience. [Left: Private Billsô headstone. Right: The FFFAIF wreath.] 

 Following the ceremony, the crowd of about 2 000 moved up towards the 

Fromelles church where a circular walking/cycling track around the village and battlefield was officially 

unveiled by the Australian Ambassador to France, Ric Wells. This forms part of the Australian 

Remembrance Trail, an Australian Government initiative which encourages visitors to explore the Western 

Front from Ieper to Bellenglise. We later retired to an official reception at the óCobbers Schoolô in the 

village. 

 Regular visitors to Fromelles would notice that the adjacent museum is progressing slowly. There 

are some problems regarding the final finish of the building, as well as the detail of the interior fittings. 

 Robyn and I were both delighted to receive an official 

invitation to the ceremonies and to represent our fellow members 

at Fromelles on July 19
th
 2013. Again, it was a memorable 

experience for us, not only for the solemnity of the ceremonies 

but also for the respect shown towards our Diggers. In addition it 

is always wonderful to catch up with our Flandersô friends, 

Carole, Anny, Marie-Claire, Johann and Pierre. 

 

[Right: FFFAIF members at the Menin Gate. From left: Barbara 

Scicluna and Peter Nelson, Marie-Claire Sinnaeve-Leroy, Geoff 

Lewis, Anny de Decker and Robyn Lewis. To place yourself in 

this location, all you have to do is go on the 2014 FFFAIF tour! 

Contact Chris at secretary@fffaif.org.au.] 
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EETTCCHHEEDD  IINN  SSTTOONNEE  
((Edited by Russell Curley with additional detail sourced from CWGC by Jim Corkery.) 

 

This is the forty-fourth in a series of extracts, from John Laffinôs ñWe Will Remember Them ï AIF Epitaphs 

of World War 1ò, which will appear in successive issues of óDIGGERô. 
 

 

Place names in bold type are cemetery names 
 

Lieutenant Albert R Retchford was in charge of a patrol which set out to examine enemy wire on the Hill 60 

sector of the Ypres front line on 21/22 March 1918. In the bright moonlight, Retchford and his sergeant 

pushed forward alone and reached the wire, where the enemy saw them and opened fire. The sergeantôs leg 

was broken and Retchford started to return, carrying the NCO. He himself was hit in the thigh but he 

succeeded in bringing the sergeant to safety. He was awarded the MC but did not live long enough to wear it. 

 

Lieutenant Retchford MC of the 11
th
 Battalion died on 3 June 1918 and is buried at Borre British Cemetery 

in France and his epitaph simply states: 

ADMIRED BY ALL  

OUR BOY 

Continued next issue.  

TOO DEARLY LOVED  

TO BE FORGOTTEN 

BY HIS LOVING PARENTS AND BROTHERS  

 

Pte E. B. Budgon, 20
th
 Bn, 26-7-16 (22) 

Serre Road No. 2, France 

NEVER FORGOTTEN  

BY HIS LOVING AUNTIE FLORRIE  

R.I.P. 

 

Driver J. Kirby, 2
nd

 Bn, 25-9-18 (21) 

La Chapellette, France 

OUR BERT 

LIVING AND LOVING US  

AS OF YORE 

Pte A. E. Evans, 36
th
 Bn, 1-10-17 (24)  

Lijssenthoek, Belgium 

HE STANDS BY MY SIDE 

AND WHISPERS 

óDEAR MOTHER 

DEATH CANNOT DIVIDEô 

 

L/Cpl C. Quarrell, 28
th
 Bn, 17-11-16 (23) 

Heilly Station, France 

THANK GOD FOR OUR SON 

HIS HEART IS BOUND TO OURS 

ôTIL WE MEET AGAIN 

 

L/Sgt H. R. W. Anderson MM, 14
th
 Bn, 16-6-18 (24) 

Crouy British Cemetery, France 

IN LOVING MEMORY  

OF THE DEAR SON 

OF MRS TOMBLIN  

OF GOONDIWINDI  

 

Pte C. Phillips, 2
nd

 Bn, 27-10-17 (26) 

Belgian Battery Corner, Belgium 

 

THE MEMORY OF OUR SON  

UNSPOILED, LOVING,  

GENEROUS AND HUMANE 

 

Gnr R. C. Smith, Field Arty, 21-10-17 (27) 

Belgian Battery Corner, Belgium 

GIVEN BY A LOVING  

FATHER AND MOTHER  

WITH PROUD BUT ACHING HEARTS  

 

Gnr F. J. Gell, Heavy Arty, 4-10-17 (23) 

Ypres Reservoir, Belgium 

OUR FAITHFUL SON  

TRUE AND KIND  

NO ONE ON EARTH 

LIKE YOU WEôLL FIND 

Pte G. H. Heron, M-G Corps, 12-10-17 (19) 

Ypres Reservoir, Belgium 
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Brendan and Yves at Bullecourt 
Yves Fohlen, France. 

FFFAIF members, Yves Fohlen and 

Brendan Nelson (Director, Australian War 

Memorial), recently met up at Bullecourt. 

Brendan was visiting the French village to 

see parts of a Mark IV tank found years ago 

by Jean Letaille in the fields of Bullecourt. 

These are miscellaneous items of the Jean 

Letaille collection which were not put on 

display inside the Bullecourt Museum. The 

French Bullecourt Association Jean and 

Denise Letaille has agreed to donate these 

tank parts to the AWM to assist in the 

creation of a new Bullecourt display in the 

WWI galleries, presently undergoing 

refurbishment. An Australian television crew 

was there to film the moment. 

 

Walking the Fromelles battlefield 
Geoff and Robyn Lewis, Raglan. 

Members travelling independently to the Western Front may wish to avail themselves of a new walking or 

cycling trail: La Circuit de la Bataille de Fromelles. The trail was officially opened on 19 July 2013, 

following the Annual Commemorations at the Fromelles (Pheasant Wood) CWG Cemetery. It forms a loop 

around the battlefield and is part of the Australian Remembrance Trail. 

 The trail was established by the Department de Nord Pas-de Calais and supported by the Australian 

Government. It is 8.5 kilometres in length, beginning at the Fromelles Church, and takes about two and a 

half hours to complete. It has been designed to be an integral section of the Australian Remembrance Trail 

which covers most of the Western Front relevant to the AIF.  

 Visitors are advised to walk or cycle in an anti-clockwise direction to visit: the Abbiette [or Hitler] 

Bunker; the Kennedy Memorial; óCobbersô and the Australian Memorial Park; VC Corner CWG Cemetery 

and Memorial; Le Trou Post Cemetery (and óPompeyô Elliottôs HQ across the road); Rue Petillon CWG 

Cemetery; and returning via Pheasant Wood, site of the burial pits and concluding at the Fromelles (Pheasant 

Wood) CWG Cemetery. Hopefully, the ónewô Fromelles Museum adjacent to the cemetery will be open. 

 The trail is well sign-posted and the visitor, with some homework beforehand, should acquire a solid 

appreciation of the battlefield that saw the AIFôs first battle on the Western Front. Certainly, the hundreds of 

people who undertook the walk on 19 July would agree.   
 
 

Vale ï Jacqueline Todd (1923-2013) 
Friends of the 15

th
 Brigade lost its second founding executive member on 31 October with the passing of 

Jacqueline Todd. Jacquie, as Lambis Englezos put it, ówas our heartbeatô and will be sadly missed by all who 

knew her. She did extraordinary work with the óFriendsô until she óretiredô in 2010. [In 1992, the other 

founding executive members were Robin Corfield OAM (dec) & Lambis Englezos AM.]  

FFFAIF  sends its sincere condolences to her husband Andy and to the óFriendsô on their loss. 
 

WAR BOOK SHOP 
13 Veronica Place, Loftus NSW 2232 

Phone: 02 9542 6771     Fax: 02 9542 6787     Web: www.warbooks.com.au 
* 

  

 

Many WWI titles: 
new & second-

hand 
 

Contact Clive Baker 
to receive our regular 

and free mailed 

catalogue, with 
ówhatôs newô and pre-

read books. 
  

Mention your FFFAIF membership to receive a 10 per cent discount 



DIGGER 76      Issue 45 

óDedicated to Digger Heritageô 

The purpose of the FFFAIF is to commemorate the service, sacrifice, courage and 

suffering of the First Australian Imperial Force of the Great War 1914-1918 and of their 

families and friends.  
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