CHAPTER IV
THE GERMANS RETIRE

THEI Anzac Corps was in the midst of the sector concerned
with the great German manceuvre of 1917; but the credit
of discovering that the enemy’s forward positions in front
of the Fifth Army were being abandoned does not belong to
it. This was not due to any slackness of the patrols. Every
night each battalion had several small parties crawling about
the mud between their own wire and the enemy’s, and
examining the entanglements in front of The Maze, and
the “ Hook,” ‘‘ Butte,” and “ Gird ” Trenches, which the 1st
and 2nd Divisions were shortly to attack.
The staffs of I Anzac and all other corps of the Fifth
Army’ had on February 22nd received from Fifth Army
Headquarters a remarkable item of information. It was
stated that wireless messages sent out on February 20th and
21st from the rear areas of three of the German divisions
facing that army contained orders for the wireless stations
in those areas “ t o dismantle and be prepared to move with
all material, and not to leave anything behind.” The northern
forward stations were to move back to their rear station. The
message from Fifth Army added:
Since these orders were intercepted, no further messages from the
forward stations in question have been picked up. . . . While no
definite conclusion as to the withdrawal of troops can be drawn from
the intercepted messages, they are undoubtedly significant, and, if
indications from other sources could be obtained of alterations in the
enemy’s dispositions, they might furnish valuable corroborative evidence

That the enemy should withdraw from the lines which
he had held so stoutly throughout the winter, and on the
problems of every yard of which the attention of both sides
had for months been concentrated, was so unbelievable that
army headquarters made no haste to circulate this news, and
the I Anzac intelligence staff, assuming that it was informed
“ j u s t on the chance of there being something in it,” actually
omitted to pass on the information to its four divisions in the
‘These were the I1 and V Corps in the line, and the XI11 Corps in reserve.
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line.* The result was that the reports of their patrols at
work throughout the night, though abundant and excellently
accurate, furnished nothing which, unless illuminated by
knowledge that a withdrawal was suspected, could have
roused the suspicions of the most penetrating commander.
The 4th Australian Division was that night busy with its last
bombing attack in Stormy Trench. The thirty-two prisoners
taken were examined in the normal course, but, though they
answered freely and said they were expecting to be ‘ I relieved ’)
at 3 a.m., none dropped any hint of a withdrawa1.O As for
the patrols, the dense fog following on the thaw was
rendered luminous by the flares constantly thrown by the
enemy, but little could be seen through it. From the sounds
of snipers’ rifles-active except near The Maze-of occasional
machine-guns, and of a number of German working parties,
the patrols inferred that the enemy was holding his line in
strength.
I t is possible to remark, after the events, that in the
recorded reports of the patrols an abnormal amount of noise
is attributed to the German fatigue parties, usually so cautious.
Scouts of the 8th Brigade noticed
talking, splashing, and an unusual amount of noise in Sunray Trench
from 6 p.m. to 8.30 p.m., when normal quiet was resumed.

Scouts of the 48th Battalion (12th Brigade), who in the small
hours of the 23rd reconnoitred Stormy Trench beyond the
point attacked by the 45th, reported :
Enemy strongly holding positions. Much talking.

The early night patrols of the 5th Brigade stated that, near
the old light-railway terminus at Le Sars, then in No-Man’s
Land,

. .

working parties were distinctly heard
. but dense fog obscured
their movements.
In front of the Butte flares and rifle-grenades were frequently
fired . . . considerable talking and coughing could be heard.
An. enemy working party .
. were using shovels behind their
own wire.

.

‘ I t is true that, earlier in the winter. two prisoners had told the I Anzac
intelligence staff that the Germans intended to withdraw to a line at Cambrai.
The statement made some impression at the time and was passed on to the
Fourth Army staff, which, however, was sceptical.
‘With the exception of one man of the i61st Ninenwerfer Company, all the
prisoners belonged tv the I and 111/36z 1.R. of the 4th Ersatz Division. The
statement about “relief” came from the 12th company (111 Bn.).
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Arrow shows 4th D I V . attack.

A late patrol (about 2-3 a.m.) stated:
About M.17.A.5.3 (German front line south of the Butte of
Warlencourt), a machine-gun was seen to fire about zg yards away
(from the patrol). . . . Fifty yards west of this there was much
sniping fire going on. . . . Enemy parties were at work all round
this vicinity, but fog prevented the patrol from distinguishing exactly
what was going on.

A hundred yards to the left the patrol saw “ a number of
snipers’ posts from which flares and rifle-shots were fired.”
The patrols would naturally wonder why there was so much
sniping activity in a fog which hid all targets. Scouts of
the 5th Brigade reported that the German machine-guns were
ready to fire upon the least sound. A party from the 6th
Brigade, north of the road to Bapaume, came suddenly on
some Germans lying out north of Le Sars and was bombed,
a corporal being killed.
On the other hand, the 1st
Division opposite The Maze found the enemy inactive. Its
“ summary ’’ said :
It is probable that a relief took place opposite our left section
(3rd Brigade) last night. Very few flares were fired, and hostile
artillery was inactive.

Brief pr6ci.s of patrol reports reached corps headquarters
in the divisional summaries late in the day, and nothing unusual
was remarked in them. The dawn reports from the 2nd and
4th Divisions had simply recorded “ situation normal,” and
those from the 1st and 5th “ situation quiet.” The I1 Corps
said the same, and the Fifth Army “ front quiet.”‘ Yet, as
‘The Fifth 4rmr, however. excepted the front of the 4th Aust. Division, which
had attacked during the night
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will be related: the sector of each German regiment on
most of the Fifth Army’s front had since I a.m. been
occupied by only about twenty men. Most of these withdrew
at daylight.
The day which followed, February 23rd, appeared to all
troops on the Anzac front to be absolutely normal. Reports
from the left and centre stated that there was no sniping, but
the mist which continued till midday “prevented activity” by
Australian snipers also. The enemy’s machine-guns were
“more quiet than usual,” except in firing overhead on back
areas. His trench-mortars were “very inactive,” but his
artillery “much more active.” Early in the afternoon a fire
was seen in Warlencourt. On the right, German machineguns and snipers fired normally, and artillery was active.e
All the extant evening reports from the Australian divisions’
represent the situation as “normal” or “unchanged.”
The
evening report from the Fifth Army mentioned that the 18th
British Division ( V Corps) had during the day occupied a
position in the salient south of Miraumont without meeting
resistance.
Early in the night of the 23rd, however, the attention
of several battalion commanders was focussed on the German
trenches facing their several sectors by reports very different
from those previously received. From the right leftwards,
in the 5th Division a patrol8 reconnoitring Sunray Trench,
which that division was to attack a few days later, found that
it was empty except for a single enemy post; yet the enemy
was throwing an unusual number of flares. Patrols of the
left brigade (12th) of the 4th Division: found Stormy Trench
full of movement till 8.30, but very quiet from that time
on.
Along the front of the 1st and 2nd Divisions almost
every patrol brought back the news that, in contrast to its
abnormal activity on the past few nights, the German front
appeared to be almost dead. The known points from which
machine-guns usually fired were silent : flares were being

’P . 80.

e The ordinary weekly summary o f operations sent to corps headquarters that
d w hy the “1st Aust. Division contained the information, aftetwardr noted as
significant’
There appears to have been a steady diminution of hostile fire,
which indicates a decrease in guns. This has k e n made up (for) in a certain
measure by a considerable increase in the number of trench-mortars employed
against our front line ”
‘That from the 2nd Division is missing from the records.
OOf the 31st Battalion (8th Brigade)
’The right brigade (13th) of the 4th Division was relieved that night.
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thrown all along the front-but from positions well in rear
of the trenches usually held.1° Moreover, patrols of the 3rd
and 5th Brigades, examining, as previously, the entanglements
a t The Maze and Hook
Trench, found that the enemy
was deliberately shelling those
positions. I n the 3rd Brigade,
at about 11 p.m., a patrol of
the 10th Battalion entered
Hook Sap and found it empty.
The fact was reported to the
brigadier, H. G. Bennett, in
time to allow him to send out
before daylight special patrols of both 9th and 10th “ t o
verify,” as he wrote later, “ t h e suspicion that the enemy was
clearing out.”
The patrols (he wrote afterwards) could not hear any movement
whatever in the enemy lines. They should have endeavoured to enter
the enemy trench. . . . The cause for this omission I put down to
the effects of trench-warfare.

Near Butte Trench patrols of the 5th Brigade entered at
least one small post from which the enemy had just withdrawn. No less than five of the local commanders in their
several small sectors made their own arrangements to act
upon the surprising information received?l
But it is
astonishing that not one of them ensured that the attention
of the divisional staff should be immediately and urgently
drawn to the
As a result, the morning reports from
the four divisions to corps headquarters on February 24th
still ran :-

-

5th
4th
1st
2nd

Division :
Division:
Division :
Division :

Situation
Situation
“ Situation
“ Situation
“

“

quiet.”
normal.”
normal.”
normal.”

~~

‘4111 the 3rd Bri ade the 9th Battalion reported this a t The hfaze and the
loth opposite Gird %rench; in the 5th Brigade, the 18th Battalion rkported to
the same effect south of the Butte, and the l o t h west of it.
“Colonel Leane of the 48th decided t o send a team of bombers after dusk
on the next night into Stormy Trench where it was reported empty
General
Dennett ordered patrols of the 9th and loth, when darkness fell. actually to
enter the German trenches with a view to their immediate occupation if the
Germans were not found there. Colonel Murphy of the 18th had dummy figures
exhibited on the parapet of his front line during the morning. in order to draw
fire, they were not fired on and some of the officers confirmed the test by
walking about fully exposed ’in places where, two da36 before, it would have
mrant -certain death.
“ T h e commander of the 10th (Lieut.-Col. R. B. Jacob) did, however, at once
inform his brigadier.
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The I1 Corps reported “situation quiet,” and Fifth Army
“ situation
normal.”
Yet, except for a few patrols, the
German front line had then lain empty for twenty-four
hours.
It almost appears as if the information would hardly
have reached corps headquarters before the following night1*
had not Colonel Bridges, the chief-of-staff of the 2nd Division,
happened about IO a.m. to visit the headquarters of the 5th
Brigade to discuss preparations for the coming attack. During
the interview Brigadier-General Smith informed him of the
patrol reports. The local opinion was that the Germans were
abandoning a muddy advanced position south of the Butte
and possibly also the Butte itself and a neighbouring quarry.l‘
The brigadier was going to have the matter probed by patrols
after dark. Bridges returned with the news to BrigadierGeneral Gellibrand, who happened to be in temporary
of the division.
The report from the 5th
Brigade’s front was sent on by them at midday to corps
headquarters, which forwarded it a t 3 p.m. to army headquarters and to the 1st Division, together with Gellibrand’s
opinion that the tranquil conditions were due to a relief in
the enemy’s line.”’ Meanwhile, however, at z o’clock General
Smith, ringing up the commander of the 3rd Brigade, ascertained that precisely similar reports had been received from
its patrols, and that it also was going to probe at dusk. The
two brigadiers were convinced that a local retirement at least
from The Maze and posts in front of the Butte had taken
place, and they arranged to co-ordinate their reconnaissances.
The patrols would be sent out at 6.30, and, as soon as these
reported “all clear,” both brigades would advance, the 3rd
(1st Division) up to the far side of The Maze, the 5th (2nd
Division) to Gird Trench. The artillery would lay its fire
no closer than 300 yards from these objectives, until it received
further instructions.
~

The division:! intelligence staffs would sometime during the day have received
the typewritten
intelligence summaries ” of the brigades and would presumably
have noted the reports mentioned in them.
]‘The quarry from whose contents the Butte bad been built.
16 In the absence of its new commander, General Smyth.
“This message sent at 12.40 p.m.. was: “During nrght no enemy machine
guns or trench-&ortars fired from Butte Trench or vicinity of two posts at
M 17.A.34 z (south of the Butte). nor were any flares fired from these ositions,
although on previous night enemy had been active.
Relief is suspectef.” The
telegram was received at corps headquarters at 1 . 1 3 p.m. and war shown to General
White.

.
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These plans were complete by 4 o’clock, but there is no
evidence that the 1st and 2nd Divisions, which made them,
informed corps headquarters, nor did corps headquarters,
for its part, inform those divisions that, on the previous
night, trenches opposite the 4th and 5th Divisions also had
been found silent. Consequently until a few niinutes before
5 p.m., these facts were assumed to have a purely local
significance. At that hour, General White at corps headquarters telephoned to all divisions the news, just received
from Fifth Army, that the V Corps had found the German
positions in Petit Miraumont and south of it empty. This,
he said, combined with the reports of Australian patrols,
suggested that “ a certain withdrawal of the enemy’s forces
has taken place or is about to take place.”l’
It is astonishing evidence of the paralysing effect of the
long tense struggle in the Somme mud that the first general
realisatioi of the truth should have come to the Australian
divisions with this message. The only sphere in which the
intelligence organisation of the corps had functioned usefully
was that of the patrols. Their reports on the nights of the
22nd and 23rd were abundant and accurate in almost every
detail; but patrols had only to rivet their attention on the
narrow sector immediately in front of them. Unfortunately,
almost every department of the staff behind them was doing
the same. The leaders, having for months been matching
their wits against those of the enemy in solving the problems
of their own few acres of muddy front, had lost sight of
wider considerations. With them the vital and absorbing
matters were next week’s raids, the coming offensives, the
cutting of wire. Thus staffs, both higher and lower, which
for forty-eight hours had vital items of intelligence actually
lying on their tables, failed to recognise them and pass them
on.
~~

~

17The words are from the order issued at 8 p m. confirniing the instructions
It was then known that the Germans had withdrawn from the point of their
salient near Serre. At 6 a m . on the 24th three patrols of the 7th (British)
Division had penetrated as far into Serre as the fire of their own artillery
would allow.
At 9.45 a.m. Colonel W. W. Norman (of Stdniouth. Devon,
E n g ) of the arst Manchester Regiment saw them returning over the crest
They said that not a shot ,,had been fired at them, and no Germans had been
seen.
‘‘ The above report. wrote Colonel Norman, “ seems almost incredible,
but I am of opinion that it is reliable.
If so, it points to the evacution of
Serre by the enemy” (Colonel Norman died on ra Feb.. 1935 )
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The orders of the 3rd and 5th Brigades were altered to
conform with the general instructions telephoned by White
from corps headquarters. These directed the
muepected
German *lap
three Australian divisions-for the 4th was
this night withdrawn-to
occupy “ without
hesitation ” all ground discovered to be unoccupied by
the enemy up to the several objectives shown below. This
advance-1,m
to 1,200 yards on the right and centre,

and 500 on the left-would
bring them almost to the
bottom of the valley which the Germans had held all
the winter and, on the right, to the enemy’s intermediate
line. While the patrols pushed out into the fog, which was
less thick than on the 23rd, the whole corps was raised
to a high pitch of excitement by the gradual spreading of
fresh news from Fifth Army. At 8 o’clock it was heard
that Serre,ls north of the Ancre, had been found abandoned,
and that the 2nd British Division (I1 Corps), on the left of
the 2nd Australian, was that night endeavouring to occupy
Pys.19 A few minutes later came another message laying
down as the objective of the Fifth Army that night the
ruined villages of Warlencourt, Pys, Irles, Miraumont,
and Serre. At 11.15 the I1 Corps telegraphed that its
“ T h e objective of several dreadful attacks in July and November 1916.
‘OIn this message Gough instructed I Anzac also to “push forward north
to-night and gain touch along whole corps front.’’ But orders to that effect
had already been given by Bltdwood.
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patrols, pushing through the
abandoned trenches, had
come upon a German, left
behind with trench-feet by
an enemy rear-guard. H e
said that Miraumont had
been vacated on the night
of February 22nd, and that
the Germans were withdrawing to a line of
trenches at
twentyFrost line during wister, 1916.17.
two miles back,
It was this statement which transformed the entire outlook of the Fifth Army; indeed, if true, it would obviously
affect the plans of the Allies on the whole Western Front.
Once or twice during the winter captured Germans had
spoken of an extensive trench-line in preparation near
Cambrai. They attributed it to the prudence of their new
commander-in-chief, and it was referred to in British
intelligence summaries as the “ Cambrai ” or “ Hindenburg ”
line.20 During the past week prisoners had frequently
spoken of i t ; it had been sighted from the air,*l and since
February 15th several descriptions of it, coinpiled from
this evidence, had appeared among other items in G.H.Q.
Several thousand men were known
intelligence
to be working in its area, including, besides German troops
and French and Russian prisoners, a very large number of
French or Belgian civilians brought thither from their homes
in other provinces.2s Broad belts of wire were known to
be one of its chief features;a4 exaggerated accounts described
them as many hundred metres wide. It had been conjectured
SOA document of the Fifth Army on Feb. Z I describing the line says’ “ I t
is known to $e enemy as the Hindenburg Line.”
Actually it was kiiown to
them as the
Siegfried Line.”
According to the British Official History (The W a r sn the Air Vol. I 1 p. 317)
observers of the 3rd Dngade. R.FC.. first sighted it during ’the last’ days oi
the Somme battle, especially north of QuCant
On Nov. 9 part of the 11th
Squadron, specially sent out. sighted the northern part of it.
” F o r example, in the G.H.Q. summary on Feb 1 5 . 10, and ax. A description
also appeared in the summary of Fifth Army on the arst.
Y Five of the French prisoners of war who escaped and reached the Fourth
Army’s liiie on Feb. 1 8 added some particulars to the knowledge concerning it.
It was said that the line was to be ready by Feb. 28, but that was unlikely to
be achieved.
It was, however (according to a statement of the Fifth Army,
Feb. a i ) , already “ v e r y strongly wired and contains a great number of dugouts.”
See Vol. X I I , plats 311.
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that the line was intended to ‘(blunt off” the German salient
created by the Battle of the Somme, and it was also noted
that it ‘( would provide a strong line of resistance ” on which
the Germans could “fall back, if forced to evacuate the
salient between Arras and the Ancre.”
German officers
taken near Pys on February 17th stated that their higher
staff had already decided to retire from Pys and Miraumont,
in order to avoid the fire coilcentrated on those places.g’
The Fifth Army had already observed certain indications that
the enemy did not intend to resist its coming offensive at
his existing front line, but at his much stronger position
around Loupart Wood on the
Bapaume heights. T o the staff,
therefore, a slight retirement was
not wholly unexpected.
But the mention of withdrawal to Cambrai fell like a
thunderclap both on leaders and
on troops. The southern part of
the “ Hindenburg Line ” had
not yet been located by British
aeroplanes; but a retirement to
it would probably mean a withdrawal of the whole German front
between Arras and Soissons+g
A-Immrdiotr rgti,rmmt.
miles-or even as far as VailIyB-Es+rct,d
lsMI ,gti,smrrt.
107 miles. The re-trenched line
would be only 70 miles long, and the enemy’s motive was
instantly guessed by many on the British staff. If the
prisoner’s statement was true, the enemy would not merely
straighten his line and save troops. H e would dislocate an
important part of the great British offensive, which most
British staff officers knew to be impending at Arras. “ I
am afraid it is a very clever thing the Germans have done,”
was General White’s comment. But even he was unaware
that the secondary offensive by the French Northern Group
might be similarly affected.
~

-These officers were then under the impression that Pys and Mwaumont had
been seized by the British. They would in that case have been betraying no
useful information.
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Needless to say, the front-line troops were cognisant of
no such considerations. They were aware only of one almost
incredible fact-the German Army was with
The advance
drawing! "Going for a walk in Bapaume
begins
to-morrow?" said an officer of the I Anzac
intelligence staff to his astonished mess-fellows as they
gathered for the evening meal. Among the reserve companies
of battalions in the front line as they buckled on their kit
in response to the sudden order to take the places of their
advancing f ront-line companies, and among the reserve
battalions ordered to furnish carrying parties and to be
prepared for an immediate advance, the excitement was
intense. The depression of the long winter's struggle began
to vanish like mists breaking beneath the sun. But the
excitement was probably nowhere so great as in the billets
of the 13th Light Horse Regiment, when, shortly before midnight, it was ordered to prepare to carry out for the first
time its proper function-" special patrol duty " ahead of the
corps.2e One squadron was to be collected and to be held
ready at dawn, on the old Bapaume road at PoziBres, a
couple of miles behind the front. In spite of the excitemeiri
and even without the suggestion which came at once front
army headquarters-all
troops were determined to look out
for mines and other traps.
Owing to the fog there was a long wait before the first
reports came back from patrols. Those of the 3rd and 5th
' in the
Brigades were to have gone out at 6.30 ~ . m . , ~but
sector of the 3rd Brigade special shelter was afforded by
several old saps running from the Australian trenches into
The Maze; and, without waiting for dark, the 9th (Queensland) Battalion, which held that sector and was in particularly
fine fettle,** sent a patrol up one of these trenches. Led by
Sergeant hlalin,2e the party crawled to the German wire, and,
I n accordance with instructions sent from General Cough's headquarters.
The 1st Division, however, ordered its artillery-fire tc be advanced a t 5.30
p m., so as to allow patrols to issue safely.
a~ It was shortly to have raided The Maze, and its raiding party w a s thet
training in a back area under Malor Wilder-Neligan
19 Sgt. W. \V.
Malin, M.M. (No. 2 7 5 9 ~ ; 9th Bn.).
Electric power sawman'
of Rrishane h Stretton, Staffs, Eng., 2 2 Oct , 1886. (\Vlth him were L/Cpl. W:
Griffiths an6 Privates B. G. King and H. Charlton.
I t was a patrol consisting
of the same three, under Cpl. J. T. biolloy that had reported the trenches quiet
on the previous night. Criffiths, who died 'of illness on 30 Jan., 1919. belonged
to Red 1111l. Q'land, King, died of wounds on 23 Aug.. 1918. to Gympie, Q'land:
Charlton, killed in action on 8 Oct., 1917. to West Wallsend, N S.W.; and Molloj.
killed in action on ~j April. 1917. to Carrieton. S . Aust.)
I)
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hearing no sound, leapt into the trench. There dividing, it
worked along the sides of the triangle listening and looking
down at every dugout entrance, and presently met again at
the farther side, having found nothing more dangerous than
a black cat which bolted from one deserted entrance. By
7 o’clock this patrol had returned and telephoned that no
Germans had been found.30
The sister battalion ( ~ o t h ,South Australia) and the two
front-line battalions of the 5th (New South Wales) Brigade
near the Butte were faced by the wide mud-field of No-Man’s
Land, and were much slower in obtaining the news, as were
the other five brigades,” which had not received the orders
till about 5.30. The 3rd and 5th Brigades, however, arranged
that, if the front was reported clear, their front-line companies should advance together at 8.30 p.m. The 6th Brigade,
farther left, would if possible act similarly. But at 8.28 no
word had arrived from any other patrol. General Bennett
of the 3rd Brigade therefore sent on his 9th Battalion to
occupy The Maze. I t was not until g that the 5th Brigade,
on his left, received any word from the silent white blanket
of fog through which the patrols were groping. Then news
arrived that, except for an occasional shot, the patrols of
the 5th Brigade had met with no resistance. At 10.20 the
front-line battalions of that brigade and the 10th Battalion
on their right were ordered to move steadily forward, taking
every precaution against
mines and traps. By 1.30
these troops were in or
beyond the old support
line of the enemy on their
front, except at the inner
flank of their two brigades
(3rd and 5th), where fire
from some party of the
enemy temporarily prevented their junction.8’
Yet these advanced troops
had not so far found touch with any solid enemy, and on their
The message was in simple code: “ Bon, bon, tres bon! ”
The forward briaades were (left to right). 6th. 5 t h 3rd, znd, 12th (belng
relieved by Igth), 8th. 14th.
"This held up the right of the 5th Brigade (18th Bn.). The advance of the
left battalion (20th) also had been delayed through the drlving back of one of its
patrols by some German trench-mortar stationed beyond.
10
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left the situation was still more vague. The patrols of the
6th (Victoria) Brigade had simply vanished into the dark.
Despite the impatience of the acting-brigadier, Colonel
Forbes,88 it was not until 11.40 that definite word came back
from “Gallwitz Trench” that a patrol of the 21st Battalion
had met some Germans who were throwing flares, and, after
an exchange of bombs, had returned.
To General Gellibrand, the acting-commander of the 2nd
Division, the apparent slowness of that division, and especially
of his own brigade, to obtain urgently needed information was
almost intolerable. The truth was that no force could pass
in an instant from the ingrained habits of trench-warfare to
the skilled practice of semi-open warfare. Throughout this
stage almost every superior was fretting at what appeared to
be the slowness and lack of enterprise of his subordinates.
Army headquarters was urging speed upon corps, corps upon
division, division upon brigade, brigade upon battalion, and
battalion upon its companies. Early in the night Gellibrand
personally took forward to both his brigade commanders the
order from corps laying down the objectives, and insisted
that, even if some opposition was encountered, those objectives
must be occupied. The report from Gallwitz Trench arriving
at this juncture gave evidence that it was held only by a
handful of men placed there to make a show. Orders were
at once given that at I a.m. the 21st and 22nd Battalions must
each send forward two companies to enter it.34 The companies advanced in extended order; the right of the 22nd
found itself unable to cross the thick uncut wire-entanglement
protecting the old German position, and sent back for duckboards to lay across i t ; but, by 4.26, both battalions reported
that they were in Gallwitz Trench. No enemy was in contact
with them, and they were ordered to complete their night’s
task by reconnoitring and encircling with posts the ruined
village of Warlencourt beyond the bottom of the valley.as
Thus on the left half of the Anzac front the Germans had
withdrawn almost entirely out of touch: but on the right
11

Forbes was commanding the 6th Brigade in the absence of General Gellibrand;

his own battalion. the z1s.t. was at different times temporanly under command ot
Major B. 0. C. Duggan, Captain I?. Sale, and Major H. A. Crowther
“ T h e support companies of these battalions had both arrived at the front half.
nn.hour before. The support battalion (24th) was ordered to send two companies
to bring up bombs.
= T h e z1st lost two junior officers killed during the patrol operations, Lieut. T.
E. Cozens (of Wangaratta. Vic.) and Lieut. T. L. Murray (nf Trafalqar, Yic.1.
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there was at first a fairly general show of resistance. In the
1st Division’s right brigade (and, Victoria), both front-line
battalionsa6 reported that German flares were being thrown
and machine-guns firing as usual. Their patrols, rather late
in going out, brought word at IO p.m. that the Germans were
holding Bayonet Trench One patrol, however, made its way
past the German front line, and along the road to the ruins
of Luisenhof Farm, far beyond. Moreover news arrived that
the enemy had abandoned his trenches for a mile and a half
in front ‘of the 4th and 5th Divisions, farther to the right.
At 8.15 the 48th Battalion (Western Australia) had thrust
westward along Stormy Trench and now occupied half-a-mile
of the old German front. Still farther right the 30th (New
South Wales) had by 11.30 occupied most of Sunray Trench.
As the 2nd Brigade alone in that area was held up, Colonel
Jess of the 7th Battalion ordered his company commanders
to go into No-Man’s Land and take control of the patrols,
which must either enter the German line or draw fire.
Flares continually rose from Bayonet Trench and its wireentanglement was a serious obstacle. Captain Bowtell-Harris
had reported : “ A cat couldn’t get through.” Nevertheless,
after some bombing Bayonet Trench was entered. At 1.40
Captain HopkinsS7reportedI am writing this in the dark. I have not the slightest notion where
I am, but will hold on. . . . When getting through the wire we saw
the enemy retiring. I should say they were isolated posts. We are

guarding a dugout with Huns inside.

The 8th Battalion also had entered the trench with
little or no opposition.
By daybreak the 2nd
Brigade was in touch
with the 3rd, 300 yards
beyond The Maze. Some
Germans with a machinegun-possibly those who
had previously prevented
the junctionof the 3rdand
5th Brigades-had
been
located beside the “Blue
Cut ” road to Le Barque.
“ T h e 7th a n d t h .
‘7 hfajor J. W. Hopkins M.C.: 7th Bn. Warehouseman, of Moonee Ponds and
Birdwoodton, Vic.: b. Fit;roy, Vic., I March, 1890.
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They were rushed by a party of bombers and riflebombers of the 10th Battalion under Lieutenant Whiteford.S8 Whiteford was killed, but the Germans ran off
into the fog, and at 6 a.m. the two brigades joined on
their objective. The previous No-Man’s Land, scattered
thickly over with the bodies of English, Scots, and Australians killed in the autumn and
now lay behind
them. The old German support trenches, which the Australians occupied, afforded good shelter, although the dugout
entrances had been systematically blown in. The troops
quickly discovered the few deep chambers which could be
used. Traps set by the Germans were usually obviousa bayonet sticking in the wall, with a hidden bomb attached,
or a loose board in the floor designed to explode a mine on
contact-and
were permanently avoided by all troops ever1
without warning.‘O
On the extreme right of the I Anzac front patrols of the
14th Brigade (5th Division) found that the Germans had
not receded an inch, their trenches around Le Transloy being
fully garrisoned. The enemy’s retirement was therefore
evidently pivoting on that point, his line to the south of it
being unaltered, but that to the north swinging back like a
door on its hinge. The Australian troops following him were
not yet clear of the area of muddy shell-craters, but the change
and relief of advancing into more open ground were great,
and close ahead lay the comparatively green valley and upslope
on which the villages and their surrounding trees were not
wholly destroyed. Except on the right, the resistance so far
encountered had obviously come only from some rear party
with a machine-gun or from flare-throwers strung out along
trenches to keep up the appearance of occupation. There was
evidence. however, that strong rear parties of the enemy lay
not far ahead of the Anzac centre. Two captured Germans“
belonging to the party of flare-throwers, which had been sent
out to make a show in Bayonet Trench, said that the rear
~~

‘8Lieut C. G Whiteford 10th Bn. Crane driver: of Peterborough, S. Aust.;
b. Mile End, S.’Aust., IS&.
Killed in action, a s F e b , 1917.
.B Especially of the 7th Australian Infantry Brigade.
The bodies were buried
during the next few days by partles of Australian infantry.
I o A few Australians were caught: later, in “Barley Trench” several were
killed hy a mine apparently operated by a loose wire on the Roo; of the trench,
A pencil, picked up by another man, exploded under his eyes.
Of the I/5 Foot Guard.
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party was stationed a t Luisenhof Farm, but that, like their
own, it had instructions in case of attack to fall back on the
111 Battalion, which was holding Le Barque.
On the Anzac left, however, although the infantry had
reached the objective set by Birdwood, there was no word
or sign of the enemy. At 5.15, therefore, Gellibrand set his
brigades two further urgent tasks-to
find if the Germans
were, first, in the bottom of the valley, either at Warlencourt
or in the Le Barque switch ; or, second, on the upslope beyond,
in “Malt Trench,” which climbed from Le Barque to a
promontory of the plateau, close in front of Loupart Wood.4a
At 7.50, suspecting that the enemy might have withdrawn
too f a r for the infantry to obtain touch, Gellibrand directed
Colonel Forbes of the 6th Brigade to send out Major
M ~ I n t y r e ’ ssquadron
~~
of the 13th Light Horse Regiment,”
which had been ordered to brigade headquarters at Martinpuich. At 9.50, when the squadron reached him, Forbes
decided to wait for the reports of his own infantry patrols,
which were then out in the required direction. By noon he
knew that his infantry had found Warlencourt empty and
had established posts all round it, and that a patrol which
attempted to climb the hill to Malt Trench had been fired on
by a machine-gun from that trench. This enemy, however,
tnight be merely a rear party left behind to harass the
pursuers. The cavalry was therefore ordered to hold itself
ready for a reconnaissance at dawn next morning. I n the
meanwhile, the question whether the enemy was really holding
Malt Trench, both on the right, down near Le Barque, and
on the left, on this bastion of the plateau, would be thoroughly
probed.
On the morning of February 25th the country was again
shrouded in thick fog. To attempt to ascertain by air patrols
how far the Germans had withdrawn was
R
e
m
useless, but fairly definite news had at last
touch mth
the enemy
been obtained-its source being the two men
of the 5th Foot Guard captured in Bayonet
Trench. One of these said that the Germans were still
U S r e Vol. X I I . plate 290.
“Major H. McIntyre. I Anzac L.H. Regt. Farmer; of Murrumbrena, Vic.;
b. Port Campbell, Vic., J J Jan., 1877. Killed in action, I Oct., 1917.
UThe squadron had been placed under the and Division.
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holding, as their front line, the position that had served as
their second line during the winter-the
strongly wired
double-trench running from Le Transloy along the slope before
Bapaume and thence round the edge of the plateau in front
of Loupart Wood. This was known to the British as the
“ Loupart-Le
Transloy Line,”46 and to the Germans as the
“ R.1
position. Behind it, across the plateau in rear of
Loupart Wood, skirting Bapaume, and thence south-eastward
along the summit of the ridge, ran the old second reserve
position, “R.11,” which the enemy was said to be now
holding as his second li11e.4~ According to one of the
prisoners, the Germans intended to reach the Hindenburg
Line on March 25th, the retirement being carried out in a
number of stages. Rear parties were said to be still situated
between the Australian troops and the enemy’s main front.
The positions of these parties in one regimental sector were
definitely indicated-in Luisenhof Farm, and the ruins of Le
Barque; the general line of them would obviously lie in the
cluster of three ruined villages-Le
Barque, Ligny-Thilloy,
and Thilloy-and along the intermediate trench system (two
switch lines traversing the low-lying re-entrant in the
R.1 line and
c r o s s i n g one
another like
the shafts of
a capital X on
the nearer side
of Le Barque).
At IO a.m.,
about the time
when this information was
obtained, the
orders from I
Anzac Corps
to its three
It wa: also n y d va,i,ously if: different sectors: near Le Transloy it Included
“ Sun,”
Meteor
At?
Trench:#.
Soutb of the Bapaume road it
became “Till T~{nch’pdd “Tdl Support.
West of the
the front trrnc;
was known as
Wylencourt Trench, and the support a3
GrCrillas Line
f “ CrCvillers Trench was a different work running towards Pys).
a Possibly the “ First Reserve ” linr.
“This line included the defmeen of Brpume.

rea$

15th Feb., 19171

THE GERMANS RETIRE

77

divisions in the line were issued.C8 The right division-sthwas ordered to push out patrols to feel the intermediate trench
(in that sector, " Barley Trench ") ahead of it. The centre
division-1st-was
to occupy the trenches which crossed one
another near Le Barque and thence send patrols into the
village. The left division-2nd-was
to occupy Warlencourt
and thence to probe the intermediate trench (in that sector,
Malt Trench), I n forwarding the 1st Division's order,
Colonel Blamey added that advantage should be taken of the
fog to screen this mo~ement.'~
The first brigade to carry out the order was again the
3rd, which had established itself on the flat foot-hi11 beyond
The Maze.
General Bennett ordered the 9th and 10th
Battalions to advance a t I o'clock, under cover of the mist,
and seize the crossed trenches. A company of the 9th which
throughout the drizzly night had been digging a communication trench to The Maze was hurriedly brought up and lined
out from the battalion's most advanced post,lo and two companies of the 10th came up on its flank. But a t 12.20, while
this movement was in progress, the fog cleared. The German
artillery, observing the assembly, brought down its fire upon
the area, and, when the line rose and advanced,51 four or five
machine-guns from different parts of the landscape ahead
rattled out. A number of officers and men were hit. With
shell-bursts spouting constantly from all parts of the muddy
slope down which they advanced, the Queenslanders and
South Australians moved at a quick marching pace and, as
they did so, caught sight of a few small groups of German
machine-gunners and snipers holding the nearest trench, " Oat
Lane." When the Australians were about 5 0 yards away these
ran.52 A few were shot, but the majority fled into the wood
fringing Le Barque, the men of the 10th streaming after them.
"The 4tb Division had by then gone out into rest. It 1s probable that the
full information from the captured Germans had not been received when the
order was issued: their statement. were telegraphed to the divisions In instalments
between noon and z p.m.
e P a r t i e s of the 2nd Brigade had attacked Luisenhof Farm under cover of the
fog but found it empty: a German post had heen there, but had already
witbdrawn.
.D Near " Bank Trench," 300 yards beyond The Maze.
The other company of
the 9th was not up in time to take part in the first advance, but arrived shortly
after to support It.
6 1 ~ 10th
e
Battalion was in two waves, the 9th in one.
8
' Lieut. R
M. White, himself a small man, chased and took prisoner two men
of the 5th Guard Grenadier Regiment, who. when he was within ten yards,
dropped on their knees and held up their hands.

.
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This advance was the
nearest approach to open warfare that most of those who
took part had yet experienced.68
A German battery commander6'
has since written that it was
obvious on these days that
" Tommy was entirely strange
to the war of movement; the
result was heavy losses for
him."
It is certain that both
sides were hampered by inexperience.''6
But in the new
freedom of their conditions the spirits of the men were
steadily rising in spite of losses. The 10th actually crossed
the south-eastern end of Malt Trench and entered the outskirts of Le Barque. Here the men gradually recognised
that they had gone too far, and for three-quarters of an hour
streamed back up the road to " Oat " and " Wheat " Trenches.
The German artillery bombarded these positions with real
severity, its fire continuing throughout the afternoon on both
rst and 2nd Divisions. The heavy artillery, which was asked
to suppress the German batteries, fired a few shots, but ceased
upon finding that the enemy batteries were out of range. As
a result of the German bombardment, a second company of
the gth, which came up late under Captain Knightley, was for
a time held up. Eventually, it reached Oat Lane, as did a
company of the 7th on its right, and at 5 o'clock patrols
were sent out, as ordered, towards Le Barque. German
snipers, shooting from the village, hampered their movrment, but they crossed " Rye Trench " and worked round a
sunken road east of that village to a point half-way to
Ligny-Thilloy.
Farther to the left the commander of the 5th Australian
Brigade (2nd Division), whose patrols had been fired on
by machine-guns from the westward continuation of the
6' Only a small proportion could remember the fighting of as April
1915, at Anzac.
"Captain Georg von Kutrleben historian of the 1st Guard Res.' F.A. Regt.
'6Coloncl C. H. Elliott. in the history of the 12th Battalion (p. 286) records that
he found one of his Lewis-gun posts allowing Germans Ao walk about i i t h impunity
only 600 yards distant, in the belief that they were
too far away
to fire a t
The German battery commander remarks that the German infantry, also had to
accustom itself to use its rifles (History of tL# Zrt Guard Rrr. F d d A h . R##t.,
9. 1 4 9 ) .
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same trench,6e had intended that his f ront-line companies
should advance simultaneously with the 3rd Brigade. Finding,
however, that the 3rd Brigade had already acted, he sent
his own line forward at 2.30. The 18th and 20th Battalions,
moving in artillery formation under fairly heavy shell-fire,
reached Le Barque Switch. At that stage they were faced
with the fire of several machine-guns; further advance over
the open would obviously entail many casualties.
But
along the bottom of the valley ran a dry watercourse, the
“Thames Ditch,” which could be reached by men dribbled
in twos and threes beside the bank of the Bapaume road. In
this creek-bed the 18th Battalion established a firing-line,
400 to 500
yards
from Malt Trench. The 20th Battalion,
.
advancing on either side of the
road, managed on the left to
reach the bank of the Warlencourt-Le Barque road, where
it gained touch with the line
of posts already established
by the 6th Brigade around
Warlencourt. All the nearer
intermediate trenches had thus
been gained, except towards
the right of the corps front,
where patrols of the 15th
Brigade, pushing forward from Stormy and Sunray Trenches,
were stopped by a machine-gun 400 yards short of their
objective.”
German records make it clear that, yielding to the vehemence of the
3rd Brigade’s attack, the German rear-yard parties in front of Le
Barque actually fell back on a line beyond that
Germfill
village, which thus for the time being lay open to
account of the occupation.
withdrawal
It is convenient at this point to describe the
German movements during the first few days of the
withdrawal, leaving, however, certain vital particulars, then hidden from
the British, to be explained in Chapter V . As prisoners stated, preparations for a withdrawal had long been in progress, but had as far
as possible been kept secret from the troops. On the walls of their
rest-billets, however, there had appeared mysterious crosses and circles
in yellow paint. Deep diggings were observed at cross-roads and wells;
it gradually became known to the resting units that all these places,
-Here known as the I‘ Le ;prque Switch.”
“Known. in that sector, as
Barley Trench.”
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including the buildings in which they slept, had been mined ready for
blowing UP. The French inhabitants were being cleared from a 1a:ge
area, leave stopped, letters censored, and, between the Hindenburg Line
and the front, three long lines of trench and barbed-wire hurried
towards completion-the R.1 line on the BapauFe slope, R.11 ffinging
(in that sector) the crest, and R.111 (or the Beugny-Ytres
Line)
across the country three miles behind Bapaume.
The present retirement, which the British assumed to be a
preordained part of the great plan of withdrawal, was (as will IK
explained in Chapter V ) actually not so. It was to end at the R.1
line. On February 19 the officers of the 1st Guard Reserve Division's
artillery had been informed that their batteries were to be moved
behind this line, and the movement was carried out the same night.68
At I a.m. on the 23rd the infantry garrison left its front line, after
first attempting to blow up all deep dugouts in the area forward of
that which would be held by the rear-guard. About twenty men were
left in each regimental sector to make a show of occupation until
daylight. In rear, earlier in the night, the support battalion of each

regiment had occupied the R.1 line with a full garrison. Farther back,
in Bapaume for example, were the reserve battalions which now
became the close supports. The troops from the old front line simply
passed through these and continued on to the rest area. Nearest to
the British lay the rear-guard parties, usually a section or two of
troops and a machine-gun, with orders to check the British pursuit
and to inflict loss, but to withdraw when seriously attacked. The
German front was thus for the moment more strongly and alertly held
than at normal times.
~

~~

The batteries wlthdrew from advanced positions about Loupart Wood an&
GrCvillers to less exposed ositions near the same places, or farther back, in the
neighbourhood of the R.11 me north-east of Bapaume. The observation-posts were
thenceforth in trees In Looupart Wood and in the houses of CrCvillers.
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The order for this withdrawal had been issued before the last two
advances by the 45th Battalion in Stormy Trench-indeed, the 45th’~
second assault had been launched only an hour and a half before the
German garrison was due to retire.
The silence of the prisoners
then captured is evidence of a steadfastness more than once exhibited
by men of the 4th Ersatz Division in spite of the reputed lowness
of its morale; and the failure to counter-attack was also deliberatethe trench was due to be abandoned, and its loss an hour earlier did
not then endanger any adjoining position. One precaution was takenthe battalion holding the trenches next to the lost section stayed on
a little longer to deceive their opponents, and then retired unnoticed.
In this the fog was of great assistance. “Through the rain and
mist,” says the regimental historian of the,‘ 5th Guard Grenadier
Regiment, which withdrew from The Maze, the evacuation of the
The destruction
front line went off smoothly and without loss.”
of dugouts had not been quite so thorough as the German staff
probably believed or intende~l,~Q
but the removal or destruction of
papers was remarkably thorough: it was not until March 13 that
any document of value was found on this part of the front.*O
At 2.30 a.m. on the 23rd large craters were blown in the road
leading through Le Barque and Thilloy, and 011 the main Bapaume
road, rendering them impassable by wheeled vehicles. The forward
area was now occupied only by the few men with orders to “throw
flares ” and “ make sounds of activity on the wire-entanglements ”and even these troops were in some cases from a quarter to half-amile behind the old front line. The German artillery was ordered
to keep its barrage line in front of the old position as long as it was
possible to do so. A t day-break the flare-throwers were withdrawn,
but an observing party remained throughout the 23rd in “Bank
Trench ” (on the knuckle east of The Maze) and between 8 and 10.20
there were sent back several mistaken reports that Australian patrols
had penetrated The Maze and the adjoining part of Bayonet Trench.
It was for this reason that the German artillery laid its fire on parts
o i its old front line.
Scouting parties sent out by the Germans on February 24 found to
their surprise that these trenches were empty, the supposed intruders
having apparently evacuated them. On the suggestion of the commander of its rear-guard, the 4th Guard Division sent out again
patrols of 15-20 men under an officer, one in each regimental sector,
to reoccupy the front line, and, if possible, ascertain the position.
It was these which, going out a t 5 p.m. on the 24th, found the
Australians beginning to flow into the old German lines, and were
responsible for the occasional resistance offered on the 1st Australiqi
Division’s front that night.61
The thrust of the 3rd and 5th Australian Brigades on February
25 had pressed chiefly upon the 5th Guard Grenadier (4th Guard
Division), whose rear parties held the Bapaume road to (and
including) Le Barque. They amounted to seven sections of infantry
~~

‘OIn many dugouts only the entrances were blown in, in a few the charges failed
to explode.
“ S C C 9. 120.
9 Their orders were to throw flares from the old front line, but to retire i f
attacked. The patrol of the 5th Foot Guard Regiment in Bayonet Trench gradually
retired before the 2nd Australian Brigade, untll 4 a m , when it was entirely
withdrawn.
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and three machine-guns, in all,
disposed as shown in the
marginal sketch.
East and
west of them respectively were
similar parties of the 5th Foot
Guard and 1st Guard Reserve
Regiments.eZ
This day. the
German artillery was delighted
with the targets offered t o it,
not only In the shape of
advancing infantry, but of guns
and their crews coming forward
into positions in which-although
obviously they only realised it
when fire was opened on .
them-they
were open to view of the German observers.
The
German artillery, pounding these targets and expecting every minute
the hated counter-battery fire of the British artillery, was surprised to
find that on this day no such fire came.63 It was not until this stage,
much later than they themselves had expected, that the Germans began
to feel the pressure of the pursuit. Their rear parties, as has been
mentioned, were driven from Le Barque, and the Guard Reserve Corps
accordingly decided to strengthen its rear-guard in that sector. The
5th Guard Grenadier sent thither an additional forty men with a
machine-gun, and it was mported that by 4.15 p.ni. these had reoccupied
(German accounts say
re-taken ”) the abandoned village. The
neighbouring 5th Foot Guard re-entered Barley Trench, retired again
on the advance of an Australian patrol, but reoccupied the trench when
the patrol was shelled out.

The slight nature of the resistance thus far encountered
was evident to the Australian leaders, but patrols found great
difficulty in making h e a d ~ a y , 8especially
~
on
Germ=
the left, which was overlooked by the enemy
resistance in
Mait Trench
from his bastion in front of Loupart Wood.
Gellibrand, therefore, again pressed by Corps
Headquarters, decided to test, by a determined advance. his
a The 5th Foot Guard belonged to the 4th Guard Division, the 1st G R.R. to tho
1st Guard Res Division.
Ea The Germans presently guessed-probably
through statements by prisonersthat the Rritish believed that the Germans were retiring beyond Bapaume, in which
case the German artillery would have withdrawn from all known battery positions.
This did not really account for the silence of the British artillery. The batteries
which the British believed to have withdrawn had withdrawn. The British silence
was probably due rather to uncertainty concerning the action to be taken, and the
need f o r advancing batteries. The uncertainty soon ended.
T h e I Anzac
“heavies” (now the 14th and 23rd Heavy Artillery Groups) fired on Feb. 23
725 rounds; Feb 24, 486; Feb. as. 680; Feb. 26, 1,789; Feb. 27, 2,786; Feb 2 8 ,
2,207.
On the 26th many guns were being moved up, mostly on the Decauville
railways, and on the 27th (a fine day) they were registering, with aeroplane
observation, the new German front line.
Apparently in consequence of this slowness, Gellibrand ordered the relief of
the 6th Brigade by the 7th to he postponed 24 hours. H e afterwards cancelled this
order.
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belief that Malt Trench, the last, and niost important, of
the enemy’s intermediate defences on his front, was held
only by similar rear parties.
Such action could not be
materially assisted by the artillery, some of whose batteries
were engaged in moving up on the Decauville railway or
in registering from their new positions. Outright attack
was not strictly in conformity with the orders from the
corps commander, which enjoined the sending out of
patrols;sr but the suspicion that the troops were really being
held up by a mere handful of scattered machine-gunners
strained the patience of most commanders, and Gellibrand’s
determined methods throughout this stage received warm
approval from his superiors. It was in this spirit that he
sent to the 5th and 6th Brigades at 2.30 the following order:
The divisional commander desires the line of Malt and Gamp
Trenches to be occupied by dusk unless proved to be strongly held
by the enemy. H e hopes to hear of the occupation of this line bj
5.30 p.m.

This amounted to an order to both brigades to test Malt
Trench by some form of attack promptly and with energy.
Nevertheless darkness fell and
the hours passed without bringing
Gellibrand the news he desired.
About g o’clock he heard that at
6.10 the men of the 5th Brigade,
attacking Malt Trench on the flats
near the Bapaume road, were in
front of the German entanglement trying to find a way through,
and that the 6th Brigade, attacking the same trench on the height Position of 5th and 6th Brifladra
brforr Malt Trench.
in front of Loupart Wood, were
held up on the left, and, on the right were coming
back disorganised after an attempt to penetrate the enemy’s
wire.
What had happened in the 5th Brigade was that, as soon
as the two advanced companies of the 18th Battalion left
a The order from I Anzac to the zn!,
to send forward strong patrols and

Division on the previous e y n i n g
been
occupy wlthout hesitation
any
ground
found unocfFpied by the enemy.’’ At I O a.m. on the 25th Gellibrand had been
ordered to
send patrols forward to clear up situation at Malt Trench.”
In the
afternoon General White tele honed to him asking if the light horse had been
sent forward.
Gellibrand re l e d that the 5th and 6th Brigades had been ordered
forthwith to occupy Malt a n 8 C a m p Trenches as a basis for operations aeainst thr
R.I. line at Loupart Wood.
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Thames Ditch to cross the 500 yards to Malt Trench,
slightly up the farther slope, several machine-guns broke
out and, grazing the slope with well-directed fire, quickly
drove the line to shelter in craters. The troops tried to
advance from one crater to another, but the casualties
were heavy. In the left company, only ninety-eight strong,
a third of the mer? were hit. The snipers in the enemy's
rear posts were
.-,..r k . ,
C.W.Urn
-%-+
*;?$A
taking no chances;
- ,>77
i i a wounded man ~ ~ - z * .9>.%y
b
e
~
.&&." .
74-moved, h e w a s
*Old
5 k - L . J ~ . . ' ~ - a rs-, I ; )
fired on. Of eight
stretcher-bearers in one company, seven were hit and four
killed. The troops had therefore lain in shell-holes until dusk,
when it became possible to trickle them forward to the
embankment of the Warlencourt-Le Barque road, which ran
diagonally close in front of the enemy's chief strong-point, at
the crossing of Malt Trench and the Bapaume road. Here
they lay, seventy yards from their objective and close to the
German wire.
The 6th Brigade had arranged to attack with two companies of each of its front-line battalions-the 21st (left) and
22nd (right). To reach Malt Trench on the Loupart height,
these troops must climb for half-a-mile the slope above
Warlencourt. U p this ran two communication trenches and
three sunken roads which crossed one
another as shown in the marginal
.
sketch. The greater part of the slope
was sheltered from rifle-fire. The two
companies of the right battalion
(aznd) were to be led by Captain
CuII,B'J who, during the afternoon, had
made a most gnllant reconnaissance
of the German wire in front of Malt
Trench by the simple method of
walking straight up the hill to it, ,;,.
trusting that the Germans would
imagine that he had lost his way, and
that in the hope of securing a prisoner
L

--.A

--

-.1.-5.-
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~

WCapt W. A. Cull. zznd Bn
Coachbuilder; of St. Kilda, VIC., b. Sandford,
VIC.,31 July, 1894. Died, zg July, 1939.

v
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they would let hitn come near.a7 H e had found the German
entanglenient uncut, and, when given the task of attacking,
asked if there was to be artillery support. The answer was:
“ N o t a shell.” Cull protested that he considered the wire
impassable until cut by artillery-fire, but an instruction was
telephoned from brigade headquarters “ that the attack must
be launched at all costs at once.” H e therefore led his
company to the jumping-off point. The Germans, doubtless
stirred by the attack of the 5th Brigade lower down, were
now sweeping the $00 yards of No-Man’s Land with niachineguns, while their artillery barrage was falling behind Cull’s
troops. No sign was seen of the other companies which were
to co-operate, and in these circumstances Cull again asked if
the attack should not at least be assisted by artillery. The
answer again was : “ Attack at all costs.’’e8 H e accordingly
told his scouts to move ahead of the advancing troops and
endeavour to discover any passages through the entanglement. The rest of the company followed in line of sections,
each section in file so that it might slip through any such
opening.
The fusillade had fortunately subsided before the advance,
but flares were rising in sheaves. As the line topped the
hill, the Germans were seen in their trench and evidently
detected the Victorians, who, at fifty yards from the entanglement, were met with fire from machine-guns and rifles. Cull
ordered them to lie in shell-holes and wait for the report of
the scouts. No report, however, came, and Cull, in the belief
that what was required by his commanders was a sacrifice of
himself and his troops to secure some advantage elsewhere,
gave the order to charge the trench over the enemy wire.
The impetus of his own rush carried him over the first row
of stakes, but he became entangled in the second. H e had
time to see his men struggling in the first, when his hip was
shattered by a bomb. Lieutenant Corneas and a private
named MartinT0gallantly crawled under the wire and tried
to extricate him, but Corne was at once hit. Most of the
remnant of the company fell back. The second company of
“\Yith him was Private S. Shearn, officers’ cook for Cull’s company.
e.* The account here given is that of Captain Cull himself.
aLieut. W. Corne. 22nd Bn. Baker: of Melbourne; b. Norwich, Eng., 1893
killed in action, a6 Feb., 1917.
loL/Cpl. C. Martin, h1.11. (No. 1109, rand Bn ). Blacksmith; of South
Melbourne; h. Footscray. Vic., 1892. Killed in action, 3 May, 1917.
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the 2md, though not in touch with Cull, had also attacked,
and twenty of its men, under a sergeant, finding themselves opposite an opening in the entanglement, entered an
unoccupied section of Malt Trench, but were shortly
afterwards driven out by machine-gun fire.’l
The left battalion ( ~ 1 s t ) had attempted to work up
“ Gamp Trench,” a muddy avenue of communication, but had
been stopped at an open road-crossing by machine-gun fire.
Both battalions were exhausted and were forthwith relieved
by a sister unit, the 24th.7’ The operation threw no light on
the enemy’s strength or position, for the reason that the loss
of leaders and the shock to the troops rendered it inipossible
to obtain a coherent account of the action.
It was, however, evident that the I Anzac Corps was in
holts with German covering-posts capable of offering stiff

resistance. This had also been ascertained
by air-observers, who, early in the afternoon,
had at last been able to take advantage of a
break in the fog to locate the enemy’s true line. By flying
low and attracting fire, they observed fair numbers of
Gernians in the R.1 line and also the rear-guard parties in
front of the 5th Brigade where Malt Trench crossed the
Bapaume road, and, on the right, near the pivot of the
enemy’s movement. They drew no fire from the ruins and
woods of Le Barque, Ligny-Thilloy, and Thilloy, and therefore reported them empty,73 but, as patrols of Australian
mfantry were afterwards fired on from these places, it was
known that the report did not represent the position at
dusk. I n front of the I1 Corps a strong German outpost
was seen in “ Gr6villers Trench.”
The airmen’s reports
and order6
Further

l 1 Three of Cull’s men entered the trench at another point and captured several
Germans. but were, in their turn, surrounded and captured.
Cull himself.
wounded a second time and entangled in the wire, was also made prisoner. as
were qeveral of his men.
7’ Gellibrand believed that the positions facing the Australians
were held by
wattered posts only with wide intervals between
He expressed the belief
that, i f a line of bid infantry advanced up to the enemy’s wire on a wide front,
and those men who found themselves opposite gaps in the wire held up their
hands the rest of the line should he able to turn right or left and file in through
those ‘gaps-provided that the enem ’s machine-guns had first been silenced This
condition honever was not attainex in any of the operations here described, and
was not likely to h i so; the haste of the preparation added other difficulties.
“ I t is probable that Le Barque was rmpty at the moment, in consequence of
the 10th Battalion’s attack.
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confirmed the opinion already formed by the staff of the
Fifth Army from prisoners’ statements-that
the Germans
had fallen back “ f o r the present” on a line from Goniniecourt
to Le Transloy, with a number of covering outposts. “ The
same information,” it was
noted, “ h a s
been obtained
glibly f r o m
almost every
prisoner.”
Evidence
that
the
enemy would
retreat a t an
early date to
the H i n d e n burg Line now
appeared to most British oficers to be overwhelming. It
was manifest that the prisoners of the 5th Foot Guard were
theniselves convinced of this. One of them said that he had
heard his officers speak of the plans. The Germans, he said,
intended to withdraw from trench-line to trench-line, but
only after systematic destruction not merely of dugouts and
cellars which might give shelter to their opponents, but of all
houses that could be used for billets. Trees, he said, were
being cut down to block the roads, and mine-craters blown
at crossways, both before Bapaume and beyond it. The
tower of its town-hall had been blown up7’-1ie himself had
been a member of the working party that laid the mines;
most of the guns had withdrawn a week before, and the
remainder had been firing continuously ever since. Part of
his regiment had been set to dig trenches south of Bapaume,
but had been specially told by their regiiiiental commander to
make the position just strong enough to hold for a few days.
Although the chief of the intelligence staffT5was not yet
fully convinced that the enemy would withdraw farther than
the Bapaume heights, Sir Douglas Haig seems to have been
~

74
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~~

~

This statement was inaccurate. but the prisoner evidently believed 11.
Brig.-Gen. J. Charteris, an officer of outstanding abillty and intelligence
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coiiviiiced of it.’e Notwithstanding that the press of the
Allies was o6cially encouraged to proclaim the retirement as
due to the pressure of their armiesi7-a truer claim than its
authors then realised-he himself regarded it as a clever and
soldierly nianeuvre, provided that, as he expected, it was
to be “ followed by a counter-attack or combined with a great
offensive elsewhere.” The trick of tempting your enemy to
follow and then striking him hard as he does so is older
than even the Battles of Cannae and Hastings, and was
consonant with tactics employed by the Germans themselves
in the first weeks of the war. Consequently, from the early
hours of the retreat the British Army was ordered to follow
with caution. At conferences at Fifth Army Headquarters
on February 25th and 26th, General Gough laid down for
his corps commanders the principle that they must follow the
enemy with mobile advanced guards working ahead of their
main body-the advanced guards having the duty of driving
back or capturing any isolated rear parties by manewring
round their flanks. If, however, the enemy was met with in
force, and well posted, he must not be seriously attacked
until his position had been thoroughly reconnoitred and guns,
ammunition, and a sufficient force of infantry brought up.
The army as a whole must not go forward in a straggling manner
and lay itself open to well-prepared and heavy attacks by superior
forces.

The main body with its artillery must, however, follow the
advanced bodies as quickly as the necessary roads and railways
had been pushed forward.
Although, therefore, the Fifth Army’s part in the
impending British offensive had been dislocated by the
German withdrawal, Gough might have an opportunity of
striking a blow somewhat similar to that previously intended,
provided that the Germans stood fast long enough at any
stage of their retirement. Thus, on the I Anzac front,
although the Germans had abandoned all the first objectives
of the intended offensive, they still held the Loupart bastion,
at which the main blow of the Fifth Army’s offensive was to
have been delivered by the I Anzac and I1 Corps; and this
“ H e affirmed it on Feh. a6 at Calais. Two days later strong confirmation was
obtained in the statement of prisoners that hutments beyond Pironne were being
evacuated, aerodromes near Le Cateau and elsewhere shifted the inhabitants of
villaaes west of Cambrai and from part of that town itself r;moved.
‘7 It was also dlrectcd that this should be incidentally ernphasised in orders to
the troops.
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was the objective at which, at a conference held on the
evening of the 25th,?8 it was now decided to strike.
The whole R.1 line was, however, protected with strong
belts of wire and could only be attacked after long bombardment and the digging of jumping-off trenches, and, as a first
measure, the German outpost-positions in Grevillers and Malt
Trenches must be taken. The latter task would fall to the
2nd Australian Division, the former to the right division of
the I1 Corps. These two
divisions would subsequently
dig the jumping-off trench
and attack the Loupart position from two sides. The
tasks of the other two Australian divisions in the line
would for the present be
comparatively minor onesthat of the 5th, to make
certain that the Germans
were pivoting on Le Transloy,
and to secure the intermediate
trench
(Barley
Trench) on their front; and that of the Ist, to seize the three
villages intervening between itself and the presumed enemy
front line (R.1-in that part, " Till Trench
I t also might
be called on to take a minor part on the right of the 2nd
Australian Division in the Loupart offensive. As preliminary
steps, the artillery was to be brought forward, and a plan of
bombardment by the siege artillery at once initiated ; the
Bapaume road was to be repaired, and also, if possible, that
through Flers, the light railways extended, and arrangements
made for supplying the troops. But the first preliminary
remained the seizure of Malt Trench.
'I).

No prisoners had yet been secured by the 2nd Australian
Division. Its leaders had consequently little definite knowledge as to the position of the German posts
Capture of
Lower Malt
until their troops were at grips with them.
Trench
The 5th Brigade, however, was in holts
~

4 t Fifth Army Headquarters.
representing the I Anzac Corps.
7A

~

Generals Whlte and Carruthers were present
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with a centre of resistance where Malt Trench crossed
the Bapaume road.7u During the night of the 25th several
unsuccessful attempts were made by bombing parties of the
18th Battalion to get through or under the entanglement
which was holding them up.
Finally, as the bank of the
Warlencourt-Le Barque road )
would in daylight be enfiladed,
the companies lining it were
withdrawn to the Thames
Ditch. On this day the artillery
could give some assistance.
Trench-mortars were brought
up and, after certain delays,
Australian posts:
Warlencourt-Le Barque.
opened fire at 6.40 a.m. on
February 26th, the artillery covering them with salvoes on
Malt Trench. Some of the batteries, hoivever, were still
in process of being moved forward, and the weak fire from
the remainder merely caused the German machine-guns to
open.80 The attack was therefore postponed until 1.30 p.m.,
when the 3rd Brigade would be attacking Le Barque. Both
assaults were to be prepared for by two hours' bombardment.
The guns (says the diary of an Australian attat-hed to the corps
staff) were fairly busy from 11.30 onwards-but
it was a scattered
ineffective sort of bombardment at best.81 About 1.30 it seemed to
get heavier and then abruptly cease. . . . Some of the guns
afterwards opened out again on some other target nearby, I believe.
There was no sign of infantry attack until atout four or five
minutes later several machine-guns began to chatter-I
should say
there were two ahead and two on the left of the attack, which was on
Malt Trench between Le Barque and the Bapaume road. Then three
flares went up. .

. .

What had happened was that the 18th Battalion, in trying
to get its men in twos and threes across the open to an
assembly line 100 yards from Malt Trench, had a number hit,
and'the attack could not be delivered at 1.30. An effort was
then made to launch it five minutes later. This attempt also
'0 See p . 84.
WThe 18th Battalion reported that there appeared to be three machine-guns
on its front, and the 20th reported that the uire in front of the German positions
was twenty feet thick.
" A report from the 5th Brigade neverthelesn said t h a t the artillery-fire war
good.
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was postponed, officers on the spot being aware that the
German wire had not been cut, most of the shells having
overshot it. I t was next arranged to attack at 3.40, if the
entanglement had by then been cut, but, this not having been
done, the attempt was again put off until after dark.
The intended attack by the 12th Battalion8* (3rd Brigade)
in the Le Barque sector was postponed for the same reason.#'
Instead, thirty-three men of the 12th Battalion, bombers and
Lewis gunners, were sent forward under Lielitenant Harta4
at 4.30 p.m. Their task was much easier than that of the
18th, inasmuch as a sunken road, Blue Cut, running from the
battalion's position into the village, afforded shelter for their
advance. They entered Malt Trench without opposition. A
German detachment there
fled, part into Le Barque,
others
into
" Battery
Copse."
In spite of
machine-gun fire from this
copse, part of the 12th
now
advanced
and
occupied this section of
Malt Trench.
But the
-ruins of Le Barque were
still held by the enemy,
though in no great force.*3 The 9th Battalion established
posts on its south-eastern outskirts. Farther east the 7th
and 8th (2nd Brigade) occupied part of Barley Trench; but
to their right again a strong body of Germans in that trench
still held up, as it had done for two days, the patrols and
bombing parties of the 15th Brigade. On the extreme right,
at the actual pivot, the enemy had strengthened his position
by digging a new trench,8* and bombing parties of the 8th
Brigade could make no headway.
"The 12th (Tasmania) had been put in by General Bennett in order to
relieve the lotb (South Australia) and to quicken the advance.
Between 1 1 . 3 0 a.m. and 1.30 p m . on Feb. a6 the i o i s t Howitzer Battery,
A F A fired 100 shells into the village, and the field-guns of the 3rd Battery
of them h i g h - e x p l o s i v t a t the adJoining end of Malt
bad fried z j o shells-half
Trench.
"Lieut. G. H. C. Hart, 12th Rn. Pearler; of Broome, \V. Aust.; b. Glasgow.
Scotland, I O March, 1881. Died of wounds, a5 April, 1918.
= T w o small patrols of the 12th went into the village after dark.
It ruled off the angle between the
04 First shown in air-photographs of Feb. 2 5 .
German en!' of Sunray Trench and Atom T r e n d . and was named, by reason of
its shape.
Boomerang Trench."
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The 5th Brigade now adopted the tactics of its neighbour,
the Srd, and at dusk, when it became comparatively safe to
creep along the road-banks, four bombing parties were sent
out to attack Malt Trench
as shown in the marginal
sketch.
Those under
Lieutenants Daviese7 and
Irvine** met no serious
opposition, the Germans
running from Battery
Copse into the village.
Lieutenant Hickey:" however, soon after entering
Malt Trench came against a barricade defended by enemy
bombers.m These outranged the Australians : Hickey was
wounded, and Irvine, who then took charge, could h a k e no
headway. Lieutenant Hill'se1 party, advancing along the ditch
on the southern side of the Bapaume road, was checked by
barbed-wire. Some of the party were crawling under the
entanglement when thirty Germans, in a trench just north
of the road, observed them, and crawled out to cut them off.
These in their turn were seen by a Lewis gunner, LanceCorporal A l l s ~ p pwho,
~ ~ though the rest of the gun's crew
were shot beside him and he himself was wounded in the
eye, kept the Germans under fire while his mates
Progress was thus checked for the night. At dawn, 5.30
a.m., the German position south-west of the Bapaunie road
was again bombarded by trench-mortars, and the German
machine-guns on either side of the road were kept under fire
8TCapt. E. L. Davies, M.C.; 18th Bn.
Fat-stock buyer, of Essendon, Vic.;
b. South Carlton., VIC... I O -Jan.. . 1888.
*"Lieut. A. W. Irvine M.C.; 18th Rn.
Station overscer, of Sydney and
Wanaaring. N.S.W., b. Lbanaaring, a9 N o v , 1894.
3aLieut. P. F, Hickey, 18 Bn.
School teacher; of Largs, N.S.\V.; b. East
Maitland, N.S.W.. a8 Nov., 1886.
W It IS recorded that Lieut. Irvine, who was then with Hickey, thought the bombs
might be,;hrown by Hill's party, wbiFh. was to meet Hickey. H e shouted: " Steady
on, Jack, but then saw a German aiming at him. Both fired, and missed.
91 Capt. J;. P. Hill, M.C.;
18th Bn.
Auctioneer; of Homebush, N.S.\\' ; b.
Stratford, \ I C , 14 June, 1879
Sgt. E A Allsop
M.M. (No. 3621; 18th Bn )
Labourer; of Auburn,
N S.\V ; b. Fo;bes, N.J:W., 7 Nov., 1893. Died of wounds, 8 O c t , 1917.
S'Tlirce wounded and two dead men had been left under the wire, but a corporal
1917)
named Nipperess (of Boggabri, N.S W.: killed in action on 20 Sept
returned and carried out first the wounded and then the dead, so that the &mans
might not discover. by badges o r papera taken from the dead, what unit was opposed
to them.
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from Lewis guns, but an attempt to force the barricade was
resisted as strongly as ever. About 6 o’clock, however, it was
observed that the Germans were silent. The 17th Battalion,
which had just relieved the ISth, found the barricade
undefended, and, on hurrying to the Bapaume road, caught
sight of the enemy withdrawing through a distant communication trench. A Lewis gun was turned on them, and many
~
beside the main
were hit. A sergeant of the 1 8 t h ~crept
road to “Malt Support Trench,” 250 yards beyond Malt
Trench, and found it empty save for a notice-“If
we not
will that you here, you was not here.”
This sudden fading of opposition in front of the 5th
Brigade was due to the driving back by the 3rd Brigade of
the neighbouring posts in Le Barque. Acting
Le Barque
on an order from General Bennett that that
village must be taken before dawn, the 12th Battalion had sent
three companies into the village, without artillery barrage,
just as the day was breaking. Those on the centre and right,
moving in an extended line through the ruins and over ihe
open to the east, were presently seen and fired on by three
or four small machine-gun posts stationed at wide intervals
about half-way through the
village and its o ~ t s k i r t s . ~The
~
flash of the guns could be seen,
but the men of the centre company, moving largely under shelter
of ruined walls, continued io
advance; very few were hit,
as the excited Germans were
firing high.
When the Tasmanians were within 200 yards
of them, they ran off through the village and the trees
east of it, opened again from the houses along the road
through Ligny-Thilloy, and finally fell back on Thilloy, high
up the slope, and on some isolated outworks north of
Le Barque. The Tasmanians, shooting and bombing, routed
a few snipers from Ligny-Thilloy-this task being completed
bv parties of the 11th Battalion which came up to relieve.
“Sat. A. F. van den Berg (No. 667: 18th Bn.).

Clerk; of Middelburg, Cape.

S. Africa, and Sydney; b. Sterkstroom. Cape, S . Africa, 18 Aug., 1895. Killed
in action. 3 May, 1 9 1 7 .
~8 The first machinegun to open in this sector fired from an old German battalion

headquarters in a ruined house.
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By 7 o’clock posts had been placed along the northern edge
of Le Barque and Ligny, and touch was presently gained
with a post of the neighbouring unit (5th Battalion, 2nd
Brigade) at the eastern end of Ligny.Be
On the western side of the village fighting was sharper.
This side being thickly fringed with trees, Captain Newland
advanced with his four platoons abreast but each threading
its way through the undergrowth in single file. They were
not seen by the enemy until one or two men ran into a wire
which had been stretched through a stunted hedge. A flare
was immediately fired from the bank of the Warlencourt
road close ahead, and a machine-gun opened from the same
position. The troops flung themselves on the ground and,
upon the enemy starting to throw bombs, Captain Newland
and Lieutenant Butler,’” with the right platoon, threw a few
bombs in return and then charged. Newland was wounded.
Butler and Sergeant Whittle,B8 reaching the bank, bombed
the Germans, who ran up a track (the “ Misty Way”)
towards the BaDaume
road ; eight or ten were
shot by a Lewis gun as
they went, but they
succeeded in saving their
machine-gun from capture.
Newland’s company occupied the trench enclosing
Le Barque on this side and
joined the others at the
/
northern exit of the
village. The 11th Battalion
-shwn fius@
at once continued the
advance through Thilloy. A few small parties of the 5th
Prussian Foot Guard were bombed back, and posts were put
out in shell-holes beyond the villages. After digging themselves in, these were relieved on the night of February 27th
hy the 1st Brigade. That night the relieving battalions-3rd

,

O*At the position known as “Buchanan‘s Cross,” from which a road (“Black
Street ”) ran northwards into Thilloy.
erLieut. L T. Butler, 12th Bn.
University student; of Sandy Bay, Tas.; b
HOLdrt. 18 Jan., 1894.
Sqt 5 W Whlttle, V C D C.M (No 2902, 12th Bn ). Member of A u t .
Permanent Forces; of Launccdton and Hobart, ’las., C. Huon Island, ‘las., 3 Aur..
I883
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and 4th-increased the number of forward posts, and the
2nd Brigade linked up with them by a chain of posts across
the open from Barley Trench.
Thus by the morning of February 28th all three villages
were within the 1st Division’s line, which now lay in comparatively green country and, at a distance of from 500 to
800 .yards, faced the enemy’s main position in the R.1 line
(Till Trench). On its right the 15th Brigade (5th Division),
by difficult patrol fighting, in which it was hampered by wire
and machine-guns, at last cleared the posts of the 93rd R.I.R.
from Barley Trench.@O At his pivoting point on the right
of the corps he still gave no ground.
On the German side it had been noted that, on February 26, with
the return of bright weather and aeroplane activity, the British artillery,
from which the Germans had for a short space ceased to suffer, shelled
the R.1 line. The attacks by the 3rd and 5th Brigades that afternoon
and the following night are accurately described in the German records.
On the 26th the 5th Guard Grenadier Regiment had relieved its
rear-guard by fresh troops-seven sections with machine-guns under
three officers-and it was one of these sections (under Lieutenant of
Reserves Dierks) which faced Captain Newland’s attack. Accordinrr
to the German account, Dierks eventually ordered his troops to withdraw,
and during the retirement suffered loss. As Newland‘s position now
threatened from the rear the post of the 5th Guard Grenadier at the
crossing of hlalt Trench and the Bapaume road, the rear-guard commander ordered this also to withdraw westwards through the territory
of the neighbouring 1st Guard Reserve Division.
The Australians were now approaching the main front line, R.1,
and the rear-guards of the 4th Guard Division were entirely withdrawn.
The historian of the 5th Guard Grenadier therefore claims with
fairness that it had held back its opponents longer than was expected ;
yet the casualties for the whole regiment from February 21 to 28 were
only thirty.

I t was thus the breaking of the dam in front of the 3rd
Brigade that allowed t5e Australian advance to flow westward across the Bapaume road, up “ Layton Alley,”loOand
around the eastern foot of the natural bastion protecting
Loupart Wood. That bastion, on whose edge lay the higher
part of Malt Trench, now became the centre of the struggle
on the I Anzac front.
- A well-sited machine-gun post, first in ‘ I Bread Trench ” (an advanced tnbutary
of Barley Trench), and later at a road-cutting and in Barley Trench itself. waa
the main obstacle.
1mNamed after Lieut. L. Layton-Smith (of Sydney) of tbe 19th Bn.
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It will be remembered that the 6th Brigade had unsuccess.
fully attacked that position on February asth. The 24th
Battalion, which had taken over the front
The Loupart
after
that attempt, had waited for the
Bastion
co-operation of the 5th Brigade before again
attacking. At 9.30 p.m. on the 26th, however, the staff of
the 2nd Division was electrified by a report, telephoned
from the 24th Battalion to 6th Brigade Headquarters, that a
scouting party,lo1 finding the entanglement of Malt Trench,
near its junction with Gamp Trench,
smashed and passable, had entered
the trench and moved eastward
along it for two or three hundred
yards without meeting Germans.
The report might indicate that
the further withdrawal, constantly
expected, had occurred. I n any
case, seeing that possession of the
bastion was a vital preliminary to
Gough’s intended major attack,
strong action was taken by
Gellibrand both to ascertain why the trench had not
immediately been occupied and to ensure that this should
now, if possible, be done. As the 6th Brigade was then in
course of relief by the 7th, the commander of the 24th (then
Lieutenant-Colonel Fitz-Gerald) handed over the task to the
incoming battalions. A second patrol, however, had already
found the Germans in strength at the junction of Gamp and
Malt Trenches. Several strong parties of the 7th Brigade
were now sent out. One, from the 28th Battalion, on the
western half of the hill got within thirty yards of the trench,
when it was fired on and a sergeant, Munro,’O* was killed.
Another, from the 27th farther right, found German flares
being thrown as usual, the trench well garrisoned, and the
wire-entanglement, though not thick, a strong obstacle.
Subsequent inquiry showed that the 24th Battalion’s patrol
had undoubtedly entered Malt Trench at a point between two
German outDosts.
‘01 Under S g t . H. W. Clough (of Eaglehawk, Vic.) of the aqth.
“Sgt. R. C. Munro (No. 1876; 28th Bn.). Draughtsman; of Claremont. W.
Aust.: b. Canterbury, Vic.. 8 Feb.. 1895. Killed in action, 16 Feb.. 1917.
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Early reports of the incident caused General Smith of
the neighbouring 5th Brigade to order his left battalion to
push up from the lower part of Malt Trench towards the
higher. Communication with his front line was, however,
slow and difficult, and it was not until the afternoon that the
19th Battalion, which had just relieved the zoth, penetrated
to Layton Alley, a communication trench on the eastern flank
of the bastion. The insistence of the commanders was
increased by an incorrect report from an airman that the
lower part of Malt Trench was empty, and the higher part
held by only a few men. But the progress of the 19th
Battalion, already difficult in that boggy avenue, was held
up by a strong enemy post which for two more days continued
to resist its constant attacks.
German recor,Ps state that " strong attacks " accompanied by " heavy
grenade fighting were made by the Australians in this area at 4.30
and 5.30 p.m. on the 27th and again on the 28th. The German command
recognised that, if the south-east corner of the Warlencourt " Bastion "
was taken, the whole position on this promontory would be endangered.

Meanwhile, in response to the urgency of General
Gellibrand, and assuming that it was possible to penetrate
between the separate posts holding the high sector of Malt
Trench, General Wisdom of the 7th Brigade endeavoured to
effect this by sending strong bombing parties up Gamp
Trench on the left and the sunken roads on the right. After
many changes in orders, the attempt was made shortly before
midnight of February 27th by five parties of the 28th
organised by Captain A. Brown. But Gamp Trench, up which
one party worked, was found to be blocked near the hilltop
with impassable wire. Lieutenant AhnalP08 therefore led
this party over the open towards the supposed junction of
Gamp and Malt, where the chief enemy strong-post lay.
Here, faced by dense wire, he was mortally wounded by a
machine-gun, and, after a bomb-fight, the attack was driven
back. On the right, parties of the 27th1°' found the sunken
roads blocked with wire, and held by parties with bombs and
machine-guns, of which Captain Devonshire located six firing
from the sector attacked by the brigade.
Still under pressure
*Lieut. K. A. B. Ahnall. D C.M.; a8th Bn. Pearler; of Broome, W. Aust.:
b. Stodrholrn, Sweden, 1888. Died of wounds while prisoner of war, a March,
1917.

'"Under Lieuts. D. W. Caldwell and W. L. Daviea and Sergeant J. Lockwood.
(Caldwell belonged to Semaphore, S. Aust.; Davres to Kent Town, S. Aust ;
Lockwood to Norwood. S. Aust.)
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from Gellibrand, Brigadier-General Wisdom brought up his
26th Battalion to attack before daylight. As it arrived late,
and both the 27th and 28th reported the German wire
impassable,lo5 the order was can- celled. Nevertheless, at 2.30 on
February 28th a party of the
27thlo8 made still another attempt
to work up one of the sunken
roads, but after a sharp bombfight was driven back by machineguns firing from both sides of
it.lo7 That night one of Captain
Brown's officers,lo*who had all day Uccupied lmches
lain out in a shell-hole close to the N2-e
.
xxxx x
German strong-point, confirmed
1v/;e in unoccup/ed rmches
the opinion already sent to headquarters by Brown: " W e shall not Map (sent in by 28th Bn.) of
of Malt, Gamp, and
do any good till the wire is cut junctionEmma
Trencher.
by artillery."

f

-

-

German records state that heavy fighting was necessary in order
On February 28 no less
than seven attacks were made on the Bastion-that is, up Layton Alley
and on Malt Trench-but all were bombed back with heavy loss, not
only to the Australians but to the parts of the 1st Guard Reserve
Division engaged.100 The division was given freedom to decide how
long it should hold Malt Trench.
to stop the Australian thrust northwards.

On the British side at midday on the 28th the commander
of the Fifth Army, Sir Hubert Gough, visited the forward
area of I Anzac and explained his plan of attacking Loupart
Wood. The 2nd Australian Division must first swing almost
at right angles to the front of the I1 Corps, so as to attack
north-west, while the I1 Corps struck north-east. Nothing,
however, could be done till Malt Trench was captured.
Brigadier-General Wisdom at once undertook that the 7th
Brigade would take that trench, but only if the wire was
first cut by artillery bombardment, which would require two
~~

lMLieut.-Col. R. J. A. Travers (of Bondi, N.S.W.) of the a6th represented
that the attack without artillery preparation would be reckless.
'-Sixty strong. under Lieut. L. V. Parkes (of Waikerre, S. Aust.).
'mThe crew of one war driven away with bombs, but, as the Australian bombers
tired and the bomb supply ran ahort. the gun war remanned. The Australians lost
3 killed. zo wounded.
1" Lieut. C. H. Pugh (of Subiaco, W. Aust.).
IaThe 7th company of the 64th R.I.R., and the 5th and 7th companies of the
1st Gd. Res. Rea.
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days. Gough agreed to this and the bombardment began at
once. Through shortage both of time and of guns, it was
decided merely to cut “ lanes ” through the wire. At the time
of Pozieres this used to be clone by field artillery battering
down the entanglements with low-burst shrapnel, but highexplosive shells had recently been fitted with the new “ 106 ”
percussion fuse, a device so sensitive that their burst occurred
immediately on striking any surface and was not smothered
by several feet of earth. Such shells made no crater, but
their fragments scarred the ground for yards around the
point of impactl10 and could kill a man 800 yards away.
Heavy shells fitted with this fuse were now used against the
Malt Trench entanglement, but its situation on a height
rendered it difficult to see, and, although artillery observers
stationed themselves in the sunken roads near by, as well
as on the Butte, and high on the British side of the valley, the
fire was inaccurate. If the wire was sufficiently cut, the
place was to be attacked before daybreak on March 2nd, but
at midday on the 1st the infantry reported that the entanglement was unbroken on the left. By 7 p.m., however, 4,000
shells had been fired by the field-guns and 40 “ plum-pudding
bombs ” by two medium trench-mortars, taken up one of the
sunken roads by Lieutenant Ralph;” and at midnight patrols,
in spite of the thickness, were able to report that sufficient
openings had been made?l’ Not without a lingering doubt,
General Wisdom decided that the attack should go forward.
Portions of three infantry battalions-the 27th, 26th, and
28th-were to take part, assembling on the hill above Warlencourt. Assembly tapes were hurriedly laid
The Assault
250 yards from the trench to be attacked; the
troops, as they climbed the slope, were covered by the bend of
the hill and by the mist. A few minutes before 3 a.m. they
were in position-three
companies of the 26th between
the sunken roads and “Emma Alley,” a company and a
“raiding party”l’* of the 28th west of Gamp Trench, and
a company of the 27th in the sunken road ( “ Loos Cut ”)
I’d. X!!, plate 352. The infantry called them “dalsy-cutters” 01
shrapnel.
Lieut C. G . Ralph. and Medium T.M. Bty. Clerk; of Adelaide; b. Hawthorne.
S. Aust., a0 Oct.. 1890.
‘-The patrols of the 27th
the measurements of the “lanes.” One man had
paced the distance while anot er wrote down the notei.
11’The party which had been practising for a raid on the Butte of Warlencwrt.
under Lieut. L. G. Allen.
UOSFr

‘‘ ground
111

gave
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behind the right flank of the 26th
This company was to
enter Malt Trench on the right
of the road, and bomb down it 7
towards the 17th Battalion (5th
Brigade), which held the trench
lower down as far as its
junction with Layton Alley.
At 3 a.m. the allotted field
a r t i 11e r y-s i x b a t t e r ie s o f
eighteen-pounders and two of
field-howitzers -laid down a
barrage which for three minutes, ,
while the infantry was moving
forward from its tapes, fell fifty yards short of the German
trenc1i.l" From 3.3 to 3.10 the barrage lay on Malt Trench,
and was then thrown 300 yards farther back, and for ten
more minutes continued gradually to advance, but with
diminishing intensity. The Stokes mortars of the 7th
Brigade115 joined in from 3 to 3.10. At 3.10 the infantry,
which had crept very close to the barrage, attacked.
On the left, the 28th, which had assembled on the western
slope of the prominence and attacked the sector west of Gamp
Trench, found itself faced by a completely unbroken entanglement,'le down which were playing two machine-guns from
right and left respectively, making a band of sparks along the
wire. After six or seven men were killed and hung caught
in the meshes, Lieutenant Allen1" first ordered his troops to
take cover in shell-holes, of which there were plenty, and
subsequently, as the Germans were throwing flares and
bombing them with a trench-mortar,118 withdrew them down
the hill to shelter. On the main front of attack, between
Emma Alley and the Loupart road, the left company of the
26th found a gap and entered the trench. The centre
company could find no break, and its commander, Captain
"'The rate for each field-gun was three rounds per minute and for the howitzers
two rounds.
11BTwo emplaced in Emma Alley and one in Lnos Cut.
118 Only one small passa e was found, evidently left for the exit of patrols.
The
scouts who bad reported t%e wire cut bad probably by
e:amined
the wire
between the heads of Emma and Camp Trenches, where a lane hod been cut.
U'Capt. L. G. Allen. M C . ; 25th Bn. Ironmonger; of Albany, W. Aust.; b
Albury. N.S.W., 1 7 March. 1889
=This mortar was afterwards captured

mls..ake
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Cherry, after having moved along the wire searching for one
while the barrage was on the trench, led his men in single
file through a gap in the right company's sector. H e was
here wounded, but continued to lead the fight for his
company's objective. H e personally captured one German
machine-gun and his men captured another.l'@ Finally, the
opposing Germans, finding themselves pressed between his
company and that on the left, broke from the trench and fled
to their rear, and the two companies joined.'20 On the front
of the right company the wire, being within easy range of
the trench-mortars, had been well cut, and the company
commander, Captain Woods,121 led his men through it with
the last shell-so impetuously, indeed, that he was hit in the
thigh by a shell from the Australian guns. Lieutenant
on his heels, took his place. In spite of the speed of the attack
the Germans stood their ground, but gave in after ten minutes
of fierce b ~ m b - f i g h t i n g . ~The
~ ~ trench from Loupart road to
near the head of Emma Alley was thus captured.
Meanwhile the company of the 27th had forced its way
into the sector of Malt Trench east of the Loupart road,
Lieutenant Botten,12' who led the bombers, being wounded
but continuing to lead until he was killed. The company
commander, Captain Julge, also was seriously hit, but
Lieutenant Co0mbe,1~~on whom the command devolved,
speedily worked with his bombers down 130 yards of trench.
Here the 27th was to stop and look out for the 5th Brigade.
U g C h e r r y turned these two guns on the enemy.
"OThe pass-word and countersign of,:he 5tf: and 7th Brigades this day were tha
and
Wisdom."
It was reported that, as
names of the two hrigadtera-"Smith
CherrJ's company and tne left c o m p y y homhed towards one another, the Germans
between them were heard c r p n g
\\'isdom! " Any sceptically-minded outsider
woiuld naturally suspect that what the men of each company really heard was the
men of the other shouting the pass-word a s they approached Some of those present
hourever, were definite in their report that the shouts n e r e in a strong German(
accent-" Visdenl Visden!"
It is possible that the Germans heard the pass-word
shouted. and repeated it in order to stop the Australian bombers. From that time
forward the 7th Brigade. in choosing passwords, exercised a prefirence for those
which the average German could not pronounce, such a s
Through" and
" Thorough."
Major A 0. Woods, M C.; 26th Bn. Ironmonger; of Hobart, Tas.; b. Oatlands,
T a s , 34 Sept., 1886. Killed in action, I Sept., 1918.
'mLieut. C C Ward. M.C ; 26th Bn. Sugar farmer; of I swich and Ayr,
Q'land, h \\'arwick. Q'land. 4 Dec.. 188j. Died of wounds, 8 Larch. 19x7
In this, two other unior officers of the company, Lieuts. P. C Hall and J.
Glasenw (a lirother of b a i o r General Glasgow), were woundpd. (Hall belonged
to Enuggera, Q'land; Glasgow. who died on 4 April, 1ga5. to Cympie, Q'land )
n' Lieut. R H. Bntten 27th Bn.
Bank clerk. of Prospect, S. Aust , h
Prospect, 2 5 Sept , 1888 killed in action, a March, ;9i;.
'YLieut. \V S. Coomhe a i t h Bn. School teacher; of Eden Hills and Prospect,
S Aust.; b Brompton. S . ' A u s t . r a Sept.. 1888
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which would be bombing from the other direction. As,
however, it did not appear, leave was obtained to send a
bombing squad farther. This presently found itself faced by
a barrier behind which were Germans who resisted stoutly.
Meanwhile a party of reinforcing Germans had filed in
behind the bombing squad, through a side alley which had
been overlooked. The bombers were thus cut off, and it was
with difficulty that two survivors, leaving the trench and
creeping past the intruders, returned to their mates. These
had been surprised by the appearance of the Germans, who
counter-attacked and drove the
27th back to the Loupart road.
The reverse seriously threatened the right flank of the 26th,
whose nearest company commander, Lieutenant Ward, was
then placing his posts, as ordered,
far in advance of Malt Trench
in front of the Grhvillers line.
H e now sent back to say that
he was meeting the danger by :4
throwing back his right. At the
same time, at Captain Devonshire’s headquarters down near
Warlencourt, where the news had just arrived, there was
heard “ a hoarse cheer” which obviously came from no
British throats. All men of the 27th in Warlencourt were
at once sent forward under Lieutenant Davies,’26 loaded with
bombs and boxes of ammunition, Lieutenant C a l d ~ e l l ’ ~ ~
taking command of the fighting. The Germans were now
shelling the Loupart road, and Caldwell, while restoring order
among the scattered troops there and organising along the
road-bank a defence by the 26th and 27th, was killed.lZb
Lieutenant Lampard,lZe however, held the road-bank while
Davies, with a couple of N.C.O’siS0 and a “ scratch ” bombing
party, seized 300 yards of the trench, including three German
~

Lieut W. L. Davies, M.C ; 27th BU. School teacher; of Kent Town, S.
.4ust , b St Peters, S. Aust.. a8 Sept , ISSS.
“‘Lieut. D. \V. Caldwell. 27th Dn.
Carpenter; of Semaphore, S. Aust.; b.
Exetcr. S Aust., 1893. Killed in action, z March, 1917.
“‘The same shell killed Lieutenant A 0 Lucas (of Malvern. S. Aust.).
mLieut. V \V. Lampxd, M.C.; 27th Bn.
Grocer. of Thebarton, S. Aust.; b
Bon.den. S. Aust.. I J Aug., 1806 Killed in action, z! Sept., 191%
“OOne was Sergeant . Lockwood. the other “ a firrce lookinz N C.O.” whn.
with a revolver in each land. Id the bonibmg party.
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posts and, at the intersection of Loos Cut, waited for daylight
to make plain the position of the 5th Brigade.
That brigade earlier in the night had, by a well-planned
stroke, captured 500 yards of Layton Alley,lsl and dug its
advanced posts in line with those of the 7th Brigade and with
its own new barricade in Layton Alley. Thus before daylight the whole objective had been captured, except for a
short section on each flank of the 7th Brigade. The fog lay
thick, and a counter-attack was every moment expected. At
5.30, just before dawn, a remarkably heavy barrage fell on
the ‘extreme right and drove in two of the new posts of the
5th Brigade beside Layton Alley. Down the alley itself the
shells burst in enfilade, and the whole area immediately behind
the front was included in the bombardment. After the shells
had been flying over for half-an-hour, the posts of the 7th
Brigade on the summit of the prominence observed close in
front a long file of Germans issuing from Grkvillers Trench
and descending into the valley in which Layton Alley lay.
Believing that they were the defeated enemy coming back
to surrender, the troops signalled to them and ceased fire,
until the Germans began to advance in line with some
extraordinary step.lsP Lewis gunners and riflemen at once
opened fire, and the Germans vanished; the 26th believed
they had been “wiped out.” At 6.25, however, a body of
S.O.S.
the enemy appeared bombing down Layton Alley.
rockets were sent up, and the Australian guns responded
heavily,lS3 but the alley was lost. Two hours later the 5th
Brigade learned that the neighbouring posts of the 1st
Division also had been attacked and driven in.
A double task therefore confronted the 2nd Division-to
capture the left of the objective and to recapture Layton
Alley. On the left the attacking force of the 28th was
At g 48 p.m while the enemy’s position in the alley was being bombarded by
trench-mortars and frontally attacked by bombers of the 17th under Sergeant H.
I. Pearson (of Coburg, Vic.), another party of that battalion was quietly led by
Lieutenant Lyons across the open from the Bapaume road under cover of mist
and entered the alley 1 5 0 yards farther north in rear of its garrison
The
Germans who heard this party approachinu hut‘ imagined that it was their own
relief. whre quickly bomhed into surrender. The enemy fartber up Malt Trench made
two attempts to regain the lost sector, but were driven off by Lewis gun fire and
were presently suppressed by the 7th Brigade’s attack.
Probably the Prussian ‘‘ parade stride ” or ‘* goose step.” The Australians who
had never seen it before were wonderstruck.
Captain Cherry afterwards said that
the e n e y y advanced “like a m;h of blacks at a corroboree.” Others described the
drill as a sort of haka dance.
”‘They also answered a call for a “light barrage” on the front of the 7tb
Rripade.
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withdrawn and put in again through the sector captured by the
~ 6 t h . ' ~ ' A number of bombers picked from the party by
Lieutenant L e a v e F were then led to the left flank of the
26th, held by Lieutenant Lloyd,"6 and began to bomb to the
west. They had barely started when they found that a
section of the trench ahead of them had not been completely
dug; it dwindled into a channel less than two feet in depth.
Along this Leaver and a famous bomber of the 26th, by
name Forte,lS7 attempted to thrust,
but were met with bombs both from
Gamp Trench and from the continuation of Malt, where a machine-gun 5
post beside a low mound had for
f % .
some days been a principal centre of
German resistance.
Leaver was
*** ?*
wounded and Forte killed.
About
f$8++y$*%,
noon the remainder of the 2 8 t h ' ~
party, under Lieutenants King and
Allen, arrived and rushed the re-Gfl
doubt, but found most of its garrison
with their machine-gun in course of
retirement to the west along Malt Trench.lS8 Lieutenant
Allen with a bombing party cleared the trench and blocked
it at the limit of the objective. Another bombing party seized
Gamp Trench, finding, under the dense wire'3e which blocked
it, three dugouts, whose garrison surrendered. On the other
flank the 27th presently joined UT, with the 17th after an

*Vrn
/$\
. +

'8

~~

~

"'Lieut. Allen had already been ordered by Lieut.-Colonel G. A. Read (of
Fremantle, W. Aust ) to renew the attempt, and, after re-examining the entanglement and finding it intact was about to attempt an entrance by Gamp Trench when
he received the order to bo through the 26th. This order was due to the discovery
that the maps were wrong the heads of Camp Trench and Emma Alley being not
as depicted, contiguous, dut thirty yards apart and connected only by half-dui
trench.
131 Lieut. W. A. Leaver, M.C., M.M ; 28th Bn.
School teacher; of Victoria Park,
W. Aust.; b. Cobar, N.S.W., IO S e p t , 1897.
Capt F. C. Lloyd, K C . , D.C.M.; 26th Bn. Bank clerk; of Brisbane; b. Koma,
Q'land. 1892.
la' Known as '' Darkie Forte."
On the Callipoli Peninsula Forte had, by himself,
raided in daylight a Turkish bombing position at The Nek. H e was said to have
~ a l k e dover the parapet on a windy day at A r m c n t i h s to recover his hat, wbich
had blown into No-Man's Land. (610 Pte. E. Forte, h1.M.: 26th Bn. Labourer; of
Avoca. \'IC.; b. Mount Lonarch, \'IC., 1884. Killed in action, 2 March, 1917.)
'=As the retiring Germans seemed to be hesitating whether to surrender or to
shoot, King took the risk, often fatal, of walking forward to beckon them in. As
they still hesitated, King sent Allen's party to seize the trench.
lao This wire was on '' knife rests " securely embedded In both walls of the trench,
and extended for sixty yards down its course.
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unfortunate exchange of bombs before the mutually
approaching parties had recognised each other. At I p.ni.
the 17th Battalion, under cover of a barrage, bombed up
Layton Alley and retook it.
The available German records haw, little :t say concerning the
capture of Malt Trench.140 As the Bastion was important, the
garrison had been strengthened and was said by prisoners to consist of
two companies of the 64th R.I.R. (on the left and centre of the
Australian attack), one and a half companies of the 1st Guard Reserve
Regiment (on the Australian right), and seven machine-guns.*41 It
seems probable that, affyr most of the t r y c h had been lost and the
counter-attacks of the storm companies (which, according to the
History of the 64th R.I.R., were thrown in) and of the 1st Guard
Reserve Regiment on the eastern flank had been beaten, either the
divisional or the local commander exercised his option and withdrew the
last troops from the strong-point at the mound.

The 2nd Division had thus established itself on the Loupart
bastion close in front of the main German position in the
R.1 line. To obtain a “ jumping-off ” position for Gough’s
intended assault on that line, the posts were advanced on
subsequent nights. Many posts of the 1st Division also had
been similarly advanced on the night of the Malt Trench
attack. Their garrisons had barely dug themselves in when
the whole front of that division and the inner flanks of its
neighbours were subjected to a sharp elaborately planned
counter-stroke, which was obviously unconnected with the
attack at Malt Trench but was the reason for the German
bombardment laid on the forward area at 5.30 a.m.
Late in the previous evening information had been
obtained from a German prisoner that an attempt was to
be made by three or four patrols, each of
Enemy raid
o9 Le Barque
30-40 men, to obtain information of the
British dispositions on that part of the front.
The intelligence staff succeeded in getting this warning
through before midnight to a few of the nearer Australian
outposts on the right of Le Barque, but the remainder
~4 The chief reference occurs ,in the history of the 1st Guard Res. F A Regiment,
which was covering the sector, there followed stubborn fighting around the bastion,
like slope lying south of Loupart Wood, shut in between the ‘ Warlencourt Switch
(Malt Trench) and Leipzig Way (Layton Alley),.and it was only on March 3. after
By
nine days’ resistance, that it was ahandoned in accordance with orders.”
‘‘ abandonment ” must be meant either the withdrawal of the last remnant of troops
after the rest had been driven out, or the decision not to counter-attack when once
the trench had been lost.
“‘The prisoners included 57 of the 64th R.I.R., 8 of the 1st Gd. R.R., and 6
machine-gunners and pioneers.
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appear to have been unwarned when the bombardment began.
At 6 o'clock it eased. The fog was much too thick to allow
the detection of any general movement by the enemy, but.
several hours later, reports of isolated attacks by strong
p a r t i e s began
to arrive at
c o r p s headquarters from
nearly all parts
of the I Anzac
front.
From these
it was evident
that the operation had been
more important
than was at first
supposed.
To
the right of the
three villages two parties of the 93rd R.I.R., advancing in the
morning mist, had each unknowingly penetrated between the
advanced Australian posts, had captured a few men who
happened to be moving across country on some duty, and
then, with their prisoners, had stumbled on some Australian
post.
The easternmost party ran into the support line of
the 6th Battalion in Pork Trench 600 yards behind the
front line, and, being fired on, vanished into the fog,
the captured Australians escaping. Captain Taylor and
Lieutenant F o r b e ~ l 'of
~ the 6th, with only 14 men, at once
followed, found the Germans, and, working round them,
captured the whole
The second German party came
from the rear upon one of the 6th Battalion's forward posts,
which, in consequence of the warning from corps headquarters, had been increased to a strength of ten men with a
Lewis g11n.l~~To a summons to surrender, Lance-Corporal
Lindhelc5 replied with a bomb whose explosion pave Private
~

.

~~

~

W. Forbes, 6th Bn.
Bank accountant; of Melbourne and North
S y ~ ~ ~ Jairns,
~ b t Q'land.
:
20 Dec , 1890.
Killed in action. ao Sept , 1917.
I t then numbered twenty of the 93rd R.1.R , including its leader, the commander
of the 11th Company, wounded, and an under-officer.
"This had been done at the request of Lieut. R. A Hall, the officer-in-charge of
three advanced posts connecting Barley Trench with Thilloy.
'"Cpl. N. F. Lindhe, D.C.M. (No 2199. 6th Bn.). Labourer; of Swan Hill.
Vic.; b. Hay, N.S.W.. 1896. Killed in actio;, 30 Oct.. 1917.
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T ~ e e d i e ' *time
~
to switch round the Lewis gun. There
followed a bomb-fight in which the commander of the post,
Lance-Corporal Pattin~on,'~' and more than half the men,
including Tweedie, were wounded, but the Germans were
driven off. Feeling their way through the fog towards the
east of the three villages they soon afterwards ran into the
rear of a 5th Battalion post, which shot some of them down.
Here their Australian prisoners e ~ c a p e d ? ' ~ The surviving
Germans were followed by patrols,'4g which shot 5 and
captured 1 1 .
North and north-west of Thilloy other German parties had
attacked. Some had been driven off, but several Australian
posts were surprised and captured.
These particular
positions could not be visited by day, but at dusk patrols
found two small garrisons of the 5th Battalion missing, and
also two of the 3rd, and the positions empty except for two
or three Germans who surrendered at
Another German party, advancing beside the Bapaume
road, had slipped past the posts there, after a brush with one
of them, and suddenly appeared at a company headquarters
of the 4th Battalion, 200 yards in rear. The sentry at the
dugout entrance at once gave the alarm, and was shot; the
Lewis gun was bombed, and other bombs were roIled down
the stairs. After inflicting a number of casualties,161 the
Germans captured a dozen Australians and the Lewis gun,
but did not seize the dugout. They were making off with
their prisoners when they were intercepted by a neighbouring
post of the 3rd Battalion. Supports of the 4th and survivors
from the dugout also attacked them, and in the n d 6 e most
of the prisoners escaped, although unfortunately four were
killed.lSa The Lewis gun was recaptured. On the other side
'"Pte F. A. Tweedie, M M. (NO. 3966; 6th Bn.). Softgocdsman; of Ballarat,
Vic.; b. Ballarat, 13 June. 1897.
'"Sgt. A. Pattinson, M.hl (No. 3898; 6th Bn.). Farmer; of Lancefield, Vic.;
b. hlount Blackwood. Vic.. z z Oct., 1895.
"'The officer leading the German party, wbo was wounded at this juncture, had
kept them close by him and had treated them to hot coffee carried by his stretcherbearers. On approaching the Australian post, the prisoners had managed to get
somewhat ahead of their guard.
- 7 lYUnder Lieuts. E. A. Hay (of
Bendigo, Vic.) and R. G. Samson (of Footscray,
V1C.I.
laoTn a post of the 5th Battalion the Victorian soldier In charge, Lance-Corporal
E XlcK Farrell (of Colac, Vic.) lay dead. This post was sited between several
sunken roads into which it could not fire. In these tlie Germans obtained a lodanient
and bombed the post
Lieutenant L hl. Lane was kiIled, and two other officers and five men were
wounded.
A German medical officer and five other ranks were captured.
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of the Bapaume road two posts of the 4th Battalion,I5j after
half their members had been killed or wounded, were captured
by part of the same German company. But the left-flank
post of the 4th Battalion held on. Its commander, Lieutenant
Brown,l*' had been rendered anxious by the fog, and had
retained the old garrison as well as the relief. With his 18
men, although the posts on either flank had been driven in or
captured, lie beat off an attack, the enemy leaving 8 killed.
German accounts of these raids show that they were suggested by
the staff of the 4th Guard Division166 on February 27, when the Australians, by flowing through the three villages, formed an almost
egg-shaped salient. The division proposed that four companies-ne
from the neighbouring 64th R.I.R. (1st Guard Reserve Division) and
oiie from each of its own regiments-should
raid this salient simultaneously from west, north-west, north, and east. Employing methods
of surprise, they were to capture the Australian posts, which would
meanwhile have been engaged from the front by other supporting companies, and to return with the prisoners. The bombardment was to be
heavy but short, since ammunition was limited. An object of the
stroke was to make the other side more cautious, and delay its advance
to the R.1 line.
The thrust of the Australians to Layton Alley caused a modification
of the plan-the 1st Guard Reserve Division could now merely support
the flank of the attack; and, at the last moment, even this was rendered
impossible by the progress of the 5th Australian Brigade up Layton
Alley early in the night. This drove back the company of the 64th
R.I.R. responsible for supporting the flank, and endangered the whole
operation. Part of the 1st Guard Reserve Regimeiit was immediately
ordered to retake the lost ground. This counter-attacking force
ran into the Australian attack upon Malt Trench, but nevertheless
carried out its duty, and Layton Alley throughout the time of the raid
was in German possession. The 64th R.I.R. was, however, unable to
perform its part by seizing Lower Malt Trench near the Bapaume road,
and so safeguarding the flank.
The artillery of the 4th Guard and neighbouring divisions opened
on the villages at 5.30. The two central regiments (5th Guard
Grenadier and 5th Foot Guard) each attacked with strong detachments
from two companies, having apparently been permitted to throw in their
supporting companies. The leading waves went forward at 5.45. It
was the 5th company of the 5th Guard Grenadier, under Lieutenant
Preuss, previously one of the commanders of the rear-guard, that slipped
through the Australian line at the Bapaume road and stumbled on a
company headquarters of the 4th Battalion. Preuss succeeded in
returning to the German lines about 9 am., bringing a Lewis gun and
a number of prisoners of the 1st Australian Division.
The 11th c0mpan.y after engaging by rifle-fire the attention of
the Australian posts. itself advanced, but. after passing on its left one
The 4th Battalion had just relieved the 17th.
Lieut. V. V. Brown, hI C.; Australian Flying Corps. Salesman; h. Petersham,
3 S.W.. 1892.
WThe general staff officer of the division was Captain Franz von Papen,
afterwards Chancellor of Germany. He was with the division in 1916 at Mouquet
Farm, and served later in Palestine (see Val. V I I , fip. 195-6, 636-7). At Nazareth
he was nearly captured.
13'
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of the Australian posts, it found itself enfiladed from both flanks.
Discovering no sign of the 5th company, it withdrew.
Of the 5th Foot Guard, strong detachments from two companies,
brought up from rest, were to attack Thilloy and Ligny-Thilloy, the
8th from the north and the 5th from the north-east. Each advanced in
three parties. The right party of the 8th was fired on by a Lewis
gun and failed. The centre and left parties, helped by the mist, passed
between the outpost;; The centre party completely surprised the 3rd
Battalion's post in Trip Trench"-the
New South Welshmen were
cutting up their rations when bombs fell among them.156 The left patrol
captured the post of the 5th Battalion at the forked road north of
Thilloy. Of the 5th company, the right patrol slipped into Thilloy, but
the other two failed, the left patrol becoming involved with posts of the
5th Battalion in a melee from which only one wounded German escaped.
The fate of the company of the 93rd R.I.R., which was allotted to
protect the left flank, but which wandered far behind the line of the
2nd Australian Brigade, has already been described.

The German corps and divisional staffs, though disappointed with these results, considered that the western half
of the operation had been successful. " About 50 " prisoners
were reported to have been taken. Australian records show
only 30 men captured out of a total loss of about go. The
Germans lost some I I O killed, wounded, and captured, of
whom 45 became prisoners. The advantage was therefore
well on the Australian side, although not to such a degree as
the Anzac leaders at the time believed. These recognised
that the loss of several outposts was due to the omission
to put out wire entanglements] a precaution unpopular,
apparently, with most British troops, and certainly so with
the A ~ s t r a l i a n s . ~ ~Orders
'
were now given to wire them
at once; the empty positions, as soon as they could be
reached, were reoccupied, additional posts stationed, and their
connection into a trench line hastened.
The same night which saw the capture of Malt Trench
and the confused affair of the German raids saw also a
sharp minor action north-east of Le Transloy
Sunray Trench
at the estreme right of the I Anzac Corps,
where the Germans still had a strong outpost in Sunray
Trench and the newly-dug Boomerang Trench158 500 yards
16aAccording to a statement of one of them after the war.
"'The reason was not merely the danger to the party erecting the entanglement
but the fact that t,he wire, when erected, afforded a sign to. the enemy of th;
positions occupied by the posts, and an excellent mark for shooting on them.
SC8 ). 91.
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in front of the R.1 line.’5B Farther south, near SaillySaillisel, on the morning of February 28th the British 29th
Division had thrown two battalions against the German line
south of the pivot and had captured part of the front line
and more than 70 prisoners.lao The 5th Australian Division
now launched a bombing attack along Sunray Trench, north
of the pivot. That trench was first slowly bombarded during
the night of March 1st by two medium trench-mortars.lal
At 4 a.m. four Stokes mortars opened for two minutes at
their fastest rate on different sectors of the objective, while
the covering artillery and 8th Machine Gun Company threw
a “ b o x barrage” on the trenches surrounding it. At 4.2
the mortars ceased fire, and thirty men of the 29th Battalion,
under Lieutenants LaceylBZand J l r h i t e l a ~ ,attacked,
~~~
still
covered by the barrage, which continued for twenty minutes.
Trusting to the mist to screen them, on reaching the German
barricade they seized it, clambering out of the trench in order
the better to throw their bombs. But they were at once
seen by the Germans in Boomerang Trench, who, with bombs,
forced them back into Sunray. The squad which was to
block Boomerang Trench
now discovered that the
end of it which had been
believed to afford access to
Sunray had been dug only a
foot deep. As the Germans
in Boomerang would therefore be unable to bomb up
it, there was little risk in
ignoring them, and the
order was given to press on
up Sunray. The German garrison resisted stoutly, and the
leading Victorians were wounded, but, with a sergeant’”’ at
‘-In thls nelghbourhood the R.1 line was known as “ A t o m ” and “Meteor”
Trenches.
100 An attempt by the loth British Division of the same corps ( X I V ) to assist
by the capture of a sunken road at Le Transloy failed.
101 Their rate of fire was too slow for the bombardment preceding an attack
It was therefore arranged that they should throw, durlng the. nlght. forty bombs.
11, order that the trencb m:$ht not be desAro ed by the creatlon of large craters,
the bomb* were fitted Hnth lnstantaneous
Lses.
1 s Lieur. C. L. Lacey. M.C.;
zpth Bn. Clerk; of North Fitzroy, Vic.; b.
Northcote. VIC., a8 Fe5, 1895.
1- Lieut. F. F. Whitelaw, M.C.; agth Bn.
Accountant; of Kerang, Vir.; b.
Murtoa. Vic., a5 Aug., 1888. Dred of wounds, I O Aug., 1918.
Sgt. C A. Taylor (No. 638; agth Bn.). Motor 4river: of Warracknabeal,
Vic.; b. Warracknabeal. 31 July, 1894.
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its head, the party bombed and captured a machine-gun, rolled
grenades into the shelters, and erected a barricade 250 yards
down the captured trench. T o safeguard this work, a party
advanced another eighty yards down the trench, of which the
garrison was chased back across the open by the fire of rifles
and a Lewis gun.
It was then 5 a.m. As day whitened the mist, the troops,
peering through it in constant expectation of counter-attack,
at 6 o’clock caught sight of an approaching line of dim figures,
about IOO yards to the north of Sunray Trench. This movement had not been prefaced by bombardment, and for a few
seconds the Germans advanced with impunity. Then six Lewis
guns and every rifle in the sector opened, and no part of the
line came within fifty yards of the Australian trench. Another
party, however, appeared south of it, but seemed bewildered,
some of the men holding up their hands in token of surrender.
Others, however, fired on Lieutenant Whitelaw, who went
forward to call them in, and the indignant Victorians shot
down the party.
After the failure of this attempt, the
German artillery turned its fire upon the area. I t was
quickly silenced by the British counter-batteries, but the
enemy’s trench-mortars continued to shoot all day, and
about 7.45 p.m. greatly intensified their bombardment, the
German artillery again joining in. This night was clear, and
at 8.10 a single wave of men was seen to leave the R.1 line
( “ Atom Trench ”) and advance from the north towards the
newly-won position.
Its garrison, however, had been
strengthened with some Lewis guns of the 32nd Battalion;
nine of these weapons were now in readiness. But almost
before they opened, the artillery of the 5th Division responded
to an S.O.S. signal with a barrage so prompt and accurate
that the !advancing line stopped and no other appeared.‘O’
The 29th’ Battalion seized the opportunity to capture another
thirty yards of trench. The Germans shelled the position all
next day, but the total loss of the 29th Battalion was only sixty.
The captured Germans were of the 8th Bavarian Regiment, part
of the 14th Bavarian Division, which was then discovered to have
replaced on February 28 the much over-strained 4th Ersatz Division.
The available German records do not mention the fighting at Sunray
Trench.
‘”According to on:
than twenty aecondr

offixr of the zpth, the artillery “cannnt have taken mare
answering the signal.
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