C H A P T E R IX
THE FIRST BATTLE O F BULLECOURT

THE tired reserve battalions of the 4th Australian Division
had just plodded back through the mud to their quarters north
of Bapaume ; the exhausted tank-crews, having thrown
tarpaulins over their monsters nestling into the side of the
Noreuil valley, were snatching what rest they could-when
the commanders of I Anzac, V Corps, and 4th Cavah-y
Division received orders to attend at noon with their chiefs-ofstaff for a conference at General Gough’s headquarters.
Proceeding thither they found representatives of the Tank
Battalion, the special company of engineers, and the flying
corps also present, as well as the commander of the Fifth
Army’s artillery. General Gough, who presided, informed
them that the Third Army was about to renew its attempt to
seize the third German line and open the passage through it
for its cavalry. I t was then actually on the move, and to
assist it he intended, unless the Germans first retired, to deliver
at 4 30 next morning, April I Ith, the attack with tanks which
hzd been caiicelled in the early hours of the 10th.
General Birdwood urged several objections. Most of his
arguments had already been overruled, but the late arrival of
the tanks had afforded strong additional evidence of the
danger involved in relying upon them as the main instrument,
and Birdwood, besides stressing his general doubt of their
capacity, contended that it would be difficult for them to take
up correctly aligned positions, and that, if their alignment was
wrong, they might lead the infantry astray. The case for the
tanks, on the other hand, was that the failure that morning
was due solely to special circumstances, and both the tank
commander and General Gough expressed themselves as
confident that at least seventy-five per cent of them would
reach the enemy’s trenches.
Here again both spoke with
previous experience, of which the Anzac Corps, until that
morning, had none.
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Birdwood and White, however, persisted, and were under
the impression that their arguments were meeting with success.
The army commander was evidently trying to make up his
mind as to the proper course of action, when he was called
to the telephone and left the room. A few minutes later he
returned, and in a decisive tone informed the Anzac leaders
that he had been speaking to Haig’s chief-of-staff, who had
given him a decision from the Commander-in-Chief-that
the attack must be made, the project being a very important
and urgent one by which Haig set great store. This messagewhich was taken as Haig’s answer to the Anzac leaders: of
whose general attitude he was aware-put an end to their
opposition. The scheme was interpreted in a formal order
issued by Gough at 11.15 that night, in which, after mentioning
that 11,000prisoners and over 100 guns had already been
taken by the First and Third Armies, he states:
Third Army troops are north
and south-west of Wancourt, and
are holding the front trench of the
Hindenburg Line (in their sector).
Infantry of the VI1 Corps has been
ordered to advance at 6 a.m.
to-morrow to the green line (the
original fourth objective), which
should be reached by g a.m. Infantry
will be followed by cavalry ready
to seize an opportunity to break
through.* It is most important that
the Fifth Army should gain a
footing in the Drocourt-QuCant line
so to act as an advance guard with
Third Army. After carrying out
tasks already ordered, I Anzac Corps
and 4th Cavalry Division will make
every endeavour to do so and will be
vigorously supported by V Corps.

Certain alterations were made in the plan. In particular,
after Bullecourt was cleared, six tanks were to come under
the orders of the 62nd British Division and assist it in
advancing to Hendecourt.
The most important change,
however, was finally made in the afternoon at a conference
Birdwood afterwards referred to it as a message from Haig to himself.
intention ,$ shown by his telegram sent to all corps of the Third Army
at 7 4 0 on April I O :
Third Army pursuing beate: enemy: risks must be taken;
In this, however, he misread
isolated detachments must not delay general progress.
the situation. The enemy had already recovered, and the opportunity for such tactma
had passed.
1

’Allenhy’s
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between the commanders of the 4th Australian and 62nd
Divisions at General Holmes’s headquarters, General Birdwood,
the tank commander, and Brigadier-General Rosenthal of the
4th Australian Division’s artillery also being present. It now
being known, from the patrol reports of the previous night,’
that the wire of the Hindenburg Line was at least partly cut,
the Australian commanders decided that the infantry should
go forward fifteen minutes after the tanks, without waiting
for any signal from them. This meant that the infantry, or
part of it, might have to attack the Hindenburg Line in spite
of a breakdown of some of the tanks, but it carried the
immense advantage that the action of the infantry was no
Imger uncertain through dependence on signals which might
not be given, or might be given in one part and not in another.
Moreover, the attack on this occasion was definitely orderedit was not, in the I Anzac Corps, dependent upon patrols
being sent out early in the night to discover whether the
Germans had retired.’
Other arrangements also were more precise than previously.
Diagrams of the action of each tank at each stage were
circulated. Six would form up in
front of each brigade. Clf these
the four6 in the centre would
attack the otherwise unattacked
portion of the Hindenburg Line
in the depression between
the two brigades, enabling
these forces to join hands
affer seizing their objectives on
either spur. The two outerProposed admnre of tanks.
most tanks on each flank would
turn outwards as they reached
respectively the first and second trenches which, from their
resemblance to the formidable German second line at PoziL.res,
became known as “O.G.I” (the German front line) and

). 276-7.
The orders of the V Corps, on the other hand, provided that strong patrols should
again be sent out, and the operation was made contingent on their reportmg the
German line held.
‘The number was reduced by the tank commander to three, the tank at Achiet not
being repaired in time to participate.
#See
4
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O.G.2 ” (the German support lines). The two tanks on the
right, after assisting the infantry to block each trench, would
pass along the wire of the two lines, crushing it down and
keeping engaged the enemy on that flank, and thence down the
wire of the “Balcony Trench” near Qu6ant and back to
Noreuil. The two on the left would similarly wheel outwards,
and, together with the two next to them, would suppress the
Germans in Bullecourt, enabling the Australians to enter it
and afterwards leading the advance of the 62nd Division 011
Bullecourt and the line west of it. In the second stage these
four tanks with the two next to them would lead the 62nd
Division to Hendecourt, and all the others, except the two
which would have returned to Noreuil, would move with the
Australian infantry to Riencourt.
The artillery programme was arranged to cover these
extensive operations but, to enable the tanks to effect a
surprise, and to operate ahead of the infantry, there would be
nc creeping barrage for the infantry or preliminary bombardment of the objective. On the left flank Bullecourt would
again be drenched with gas at I a.m. and the heavy artillery
would shell it all night, but there would be no special
bombardment at 4.30 when the tanks started. The shelling
of Bullecourt by the “ heavies ” would merely continue steadily
until 4.45, when the tanks would reach the Hindenburg Line.
At that stage down would come the field artillery barrage
on both flanks (with smoke shells on the Qu6ant side). At
j o’clock the barrage on the Bullecourt flank would finally
cease, in order to enable the slotted tanks, followed by one
of the two -4ustralian battalions that had attacked on the left
(the 46th) to enter Bullecourt. At 5.15 the barrage would
be lifted from Riencourt also, in order to let two battalions
(13th and 15th) of the right brigade continue the thrust to,
and around, that village. The barrage must advance beyond
them, far into the German back area; but, in case the later
stages of the operation failed and the Australians were able
to seize only the Hindenburg Line, a barrage around that
position was provisionally arranged, which they could call
down by firing the S.O.S. signal.
“

6 T h e names nere oiiginally g ~ w nto part of the Cernian second-line system on the
Somme after I:! capture by the British in Julj 1916. ” O C ” constantly signified
.‘ Old German timches.
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The plan of co-operation with the 62nd British Division
was set forth in the orders of the 12th Australian Infantry
Rrigade, as follows :
At 5 a.m. four tanks will enter Bullecourt. The 46th Bn. will
follow these and mop up the village.' As soon as the 46th Bn. enters
the village three green flares will be sent up to inform the brigade
on our left (185th, of 62nd Division) so that it may come forward.

In all orders it was made clear that the arrival of the tanks
and Australians in Bullecourt was a necessary preliminary to
the 62nd Division's attack,s since the wire before Bullecourt
was known not to have been cut.
As the decisien to repeat the attempt was not made until
early in the afternoon, the arrangements for it, though better
considered, were almost as hurried as on the
previous day. The warning order, received
by the battalions about 4 ~ . r n .informed
,~
them
that the general plan would be the same. All commanders
issued their provisional orders and instructions accordingly,la
but during the night these instructions were continually
modified by messages embodying the revised arrangements
made by the divisional staff in conferences with the artillery
and tank commaiiders and higher staffs. A time-table was
issued and subsequently amended. It was not until last-minute
conferences held by each of the brigadiers with their battalion
commanders at midnight that the final changes were known.
The reserve battalions again made their five-mile march up
from the Bapaunie area. Snow was falling, and most of the
troops were very tired.ll All felt certain that the enemy had

Lzv=-Z

r By General Holmes's orders, when the 46th moved on to Bullecourt another
battalion was to be held ready to take the place of the 46th in the captured O.G.I.
The 47th Battalion was designated by the brigadier for this purpose.
'The I Anzac orders of April io, for example, state: "The V Corps is not to
take action until I Anzac has seized Bullecourt. . .
When the tanks have
reached Bullecourt, and our troops have entered the village, the 62nd Division will
be informed at once."
e T h e m e s s a g t t h a t the operation would take place next day at the same place
and on the same general lines-was received by the 12th Brigade at 3.42 p.m., and
by the battalions shortly afterwards.
to In the 4th Brigade they were issued verbally at conferences held at brigade
headquarters.
A newly joined recruit, Private Gallwey of the 47th Battalion, has left on record
hls feelingj, as late in the night, worn out, he struggled into Noreuil valley with his
battalion: I carried my rifle in my left band, just holding it by the sling and
trailing the butt through the mud. It was too much energy to carry it any other
way
Knees were giving way, and I was plodding on like in a dream. . . Of
what use,,would I he to fight to-night. MY body was in a wretched state of
weakness.

.

.
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seen their withdrawal on the previous morning and so been
put on the alert. Nevertheless, most were confident that the
attempt would succeed. Airmen of the 15th Squadron12 had
searched the Bullecourt area for signs of any German retirement during the afternoon, but found none. The 62nd Division
noted that the German shelling of its front, especially of the
railway line, became more active at dusk, and broke out at
ir-tervals throughout the night.
The Australian infantry were earlier in position this time,
the front lines forming up before the arrival of the tanks,
which were to be lined out by 3 o’clock. The snow lay
somewhat thicker than on the night before, a thin sheet
covering most of the expanse, except along trodden roads,
where it was churned to mud. The officers detailed to guide
the tanks included some of the most reliable in the force.
They waited at the rendezvous, near a level crossing on the
railway, but it was nearly s-the
time when the tanks’
assembly should have been completed-before
their sound
was heard.
Gough’s order that machine-gun fire must be
arranged for so as to drown the noise of their engines had,
in a vague form, percolated through to the machine-gun
companies, but, through lack of experience with tanks, its full
intention was missed. General Brand of the 4th Brigade had
during the night telephoned to headquarte& of the 4th Division
asking if artillery-fire had been arranged for, and was
informed that precautions had been taken to drown the noise.
Actually, however, by request of the tank commander, the
artillery was not to increase its fire until the tanks reached
the Hindenburg Line, and concealment therefore depended
entirely on machine-guns. Of the machine-guns on the left,
three, of the 12th Company, had been detailed to open fire as
soon as tanks were heard approaching; on the right the 6th
Company afterwards reported that “ starting ut 4.30 a.m.”the hour for the final advance by the tanks-eight of its guns
kept up a barrage at a rate of 1,500 rounds an hour for two
hours. The artillery of both sides was firing only fitfully, and
the result was that, during more than an hour before “zero”
as well as after it, the sound of the engines was-in spite of
a certain amount of disturbance-startlingly
clear. The
-Attached to the V. Corps.
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Australian scouts who were out checking the tapes could hear
it, and among the crews of the tanks when they reached the
rendezvous the chance of the enemy being thus warned was
the chief topic of conversation.
It was hoped and expected that this day, as the tanks had
merely to make the short journey from Noreuil valley, they
would be promptly on the starting line, and that their
movements, upon which Gough’s whole scheme turned, would
be made with precision. But from the first these expectations
were disappointed. I t was 3 o’clock before the first tank
arrived at the rendezvous, and 3.20 before, guided by Captain
Jacka, it had reached its starting line ahead of the 4th Brigade,
already lying out in the snow. Jacka asked the subaltern in
charge whether from this point his tank could, as arranged,
reach the Hindenburg Line in fifteen minutes. The reply
was that it was impossible.
Seeing that this rendered it
probable that the infantry would reach the entanglement
before the tanks, which were to break it down, Jacka on his
return towards the rendezvous took the officer with him to
the commanders of the 14th and 16th Battalions, whose headquarters were in the railway cutting there. O n learning the
position, Colonels Peck and Drake Brockman telephoned
asking that the tanks might commence their attack a quarter
of an hour earlier than had been arranged. It was then,
however, too late to make the alteration, and General Holmes
answered that they “ must stick to the programme.” By this
time two more tanks had arrived. They were led out by
Jacka, the three lying in line, with IOO yards between them,
150 yards ahead of the infantry. A report was received that
a fourth-apparently one of the two that were to act on the
extreme right-had broken down in the back area. The fifth
and sixth, understood to be some of those intended to attack
in the gap between the two brigades-were shown by Jacka
a-level crossing, which had been selected as the best route to
the starting point; but one of the two crossed elsewhere,l3
headed into the sunken road forming the advanced position
of the 4th Brigade, and stuck there with its nose into the
farther bank. T h e other was temporarily stopped by engine
trouble a little short of the sunken road.
~-

I t seems probab!e that the. subaltern in the tank, rcalising that be was laic,
attempted a short cut to save h e .
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Thus, in the sector of the 4th Brigade, at 4.30 only three
of the six t a n k s " 4 n e " male " (with six-pounder guns) and
two " females " (armed with machine-guns only)-were
in
position. At 4.23 German shells had begun to burst about
them, and Jacka realised that the Germans, although they could
not at that hour see the tanks, had heard their approach. The
five tanks for the front of the 12th Brigade were even more
behind time. At 4 a.m. several were still in rear of the railway
embankment, and it is doubtful if any had reached the
actual starting point at the
time laid down for their
advance.
But, although this unp u n c t u a l i t y c a u s e d tense
anxiety to those infantry
commanders who were aware
of it, most of the troops, who
in the dark could make out
little of what was passing,
were in keen spirits. At 4.30
Position of tanks,
far as known,
at tho appointed starting time.
the 4th Brigade's three tanks
moved forward. The sound of their engines was heard intermittently. A scattered shell-fire descended, but few of the
waiting troops were hit except in the 4th Light Trench Mortar
Battery waiting in the sunken road. Here a heavy shell burst,
killing and wounding the crews of several mortars.
Immediately afterwards a tank which had stopped twenty
yards in rear began to fire in the direction of the enemy lines,
killing an N.C.O. and two men who were carrying the trenchmortar bombs. These occurrences robbed the 4th Brigade of
the use of the three trench-mortars allotted to support its right
flank in the attack.
At 4.35 a green flare rising,from Bullecourt gave evidence
that some sentry in that bastion had seen an advancing tank.
At 4.36 a second flare rose in the same place. At 4.40 both
green and golden flares glittered constantly in that direction,
and an increasing fire of machine-guns began without
1' Two of the three central tanks are included in this calculation. the other bemg
counted with the tanka of the 12th Brigade. For the subsequent action of these tanks
)). 314-7. 347.
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disturbing the arder of the waiting infantry. A South
Australian scout,’6 who was assisting in the alignment of
the 12th Brigade, has stated that what impressed him at
that time, when flares or shellbursts afforded a view over
the ground, was the splendid
dressing of the two brigades
extended in long lines as far
as the eye could see, with
supporting
companies
in
denser formation behind.lB
To the front there had
so far been observed no
coloured signal of alarm.
At 4.45, punctual 10 the second, the 4th Brigade, in the
right sector, moved off. Never in its history-at Quinn’s,
The
Courtney’s, or in the Kaiajik Dere in
4th Brigade’e
Gallipoli, or since at Pozieres and Mouquet
attack
Farm-had this magnificent body faced a more
formidable task, and never had it been more capable of the
attempt. It is probable that no other brigade in the A.I.F.
ever possessed quite such a group of regimental leaders. The
foremost battalion--16th, Western Australia-n
the right was
led into action by Major Percy Black, the old prospector,
known from Yilgarn to the Murchison, who as corporal, twice
wounded, had kept his machine-gun in action for a week at the
Landing-a
man who had never failed, and whom some
admirers (without his knowledge) were wont to cite for the
distinction of being ‘‘ the bravest in the A.I.F.” Behind him,
leading a company of the 13th (New South Wales), was
Captain ‘‘ Harry ” Murray-Black’s better known comrade of
“Private Arnold. (Lieut. T. F. Arnold, M C., D.C.M., M.M.: 48th Bn. Sheep
farmer; of Ceduna, S. Aust.; b. St. Francis Island, S . Aust., 5 May, 1897.)
“ T h e same feature was noted by the Germans in Bullecourt as the attack began
to advance (see HM:OTYof 120th I.R.). In the 4th Brigade the two leading
battalions (16th and 14th) each had all four companies in line, each company on a
one platoon f r o n t - h . , with one platoon in each wave. The wavw followed each
other at a5 yards’ distance. The mpporting battalions (13th and 15th) were at first
in artillery formation, as shown in the marginal sketch. The formation of the 13th
was designed for the enclosing of Riencourt. In the lath Brlgade, the 46th advanced
with three companies in line, the fourth heing held in support; the 48th followed, on
a two-company front
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Gallipoli and Mouquet Farm-himself
formerly a timbergetter, to whom a vote of the A.I.F. would probably have
awarded that invidious distinction. The 14th (Victoria),
advancing on the left of the 16th, was led by the four splendid
company commanders already mentioned."
The 15th
(Queensland and Tasmania), which followed the 14th, was
the same which had held the spear-head of Anzac, Quinn's
Post, and was now commanded by McSharry, the former
adjutant of that post.ls
The first waves of the brigade had 700 yards to go before
reaching the German trenches, and the supporting battalions
from the railway embankment1'' over 1,200. The Germans
were already laying down a scattered barrage-partly in direct
enfilade, from Qu6antZo-and whenever a shell burst or a white
flare rose it showed the area as a plane of well-spaced steadily
moving figures with one or two tanks near their head. Halfway across, the first wave came over a gentle crest into sight
of the Hindenburg Line. At this point it overtook two of the
tanks, both stationary, one in front of the 14th, and one in
front of the 16th. The latter was heading to the right flank,
but on the troops shouting, it turned, moved towards the
Hindenburg Line, opened fire with its machine-guns, and
stopped again. The nearest part of the 16th also stopped,
since the tank was firing over the ground which the troops
must cross. At this stage a subaltern of the 16th, Lieutenant
Aarons,*' told the officer that the infantry must proceed
without it, the lines of the 16th swept on, the tank
following behind them.
It was about this moment, at 4.50, that spectators in the
rear area saw the first German coloured flare, a red, fired from
the direction of Riencourt, straight ahead of the advance. It
was followed at 4.52 by a second, and five minutes later red
and green lights and sheaves of white flares rose and fell there
continuously.
At 5 o'clock they almost as suddenly
'7Sre p 281 Captain Jacka, being its intelligence officer, was not leading troopa
in this fight.
IS Sre Vol. X I I , plate 318.
" S r e Vol. I I . p. 201.
%This was not ineffective. One shell from Queant destroyed an entire section
of the 15th Battalion.
n Capt. D S. Aarons M.C . 16th Bn. Business manager; of Prernantle. W. Aust..
and Melbourne; b. Doiald, Vie., I Aug., 1885.
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diminished.** It was undoubtedly h these minutes that the 4th
Brigade's attack was detected by the German garrison of the
Hindenburg Line. As the troops neared the great wire belts,
the fire of rifles and machine-guns had suddenly intensified.
The wire (as one man said) " seemed to swarm with fireflies "
where the bullets glanced from it. Flares began to illuminate
the snow-covered battlefield almost as brightly as daylight. A
German field battery in Bullecourt was firing eastwards
directly across the front, and another westwards from QuBant,
and the oncoming tanks also attracted such a storm of smallarms fire that men watching from close in rear could at times
see their shapes outlined by the sparks of the bullets that
rattled against their sides. They were still short of the wire,
and the contingency deeply feared by the Anzac leaders, and
so confidently rejected by the army commander, had happened.
The 4th Brigade was facing intense machine-gun fire along
insufficiently broken entanglements without a single tank ahead
of it to clear a passage.
At this crisis of the operation, if the troops had not been
prepared to meet almost insuperable difficulty, and had not
specially strained their wills to meet it, the shock must have
broken the attack. Their officers gave a fine lead to their
determination. Major Black, who till then had moved in his
proper place with the rear wave of his company, at this
juncture went straight to his men at the wire, saying " Come
on, boys, L the tanks!"
This battle was to be the
triumph of his life, although he entered it with an all too well
founded belief that he would not survive. After the conference at midnight with Colonels Peck and Drake Brockman,
he had said quietly--"Well, good-bye colonel-I mayn't come
back, but we'll get the Hindenburg Line." Now under a
hurricane fusillade, he led his men through the wire.
They found it, if anything, less difficult than was expected.
One big gap had been made in it opposite the left centre of
the brigade
and in some other parts numerous shells
had so broken or loosened the strands that it was easily
possible to struggle through. At other points again, it was
almost intact, and the only chance was to move along it,
= A n Australian observer, noting this fact in his diary, adds:
Germans run?"
"Where Captain Jacka had examined it on the night of the 9th.

"

Have the
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searching for one of the openings left for patrols or made by
shells. Captain Murray, with the first wave of the supporting
13th, on running into the machine-gun fire, had shouted to his
men to lie down for a moment while this storm swept over,
but as he lay he caught a glimpse of the 16th 300 yards ahead
struggling through the entanglement under fire of machineguns from right and left, which tore great gaps in the line.
“ Come on, men,” he shouted, “ the 16th are getting hell ! ” and
led his company swiftly on.
By the time the 13th reached the wire, the foremost tank
was part of the way through it. Murray tried to squeeze his
way past the tank’s left side, but
was caught between it and the wire.
H e then made round its right, and in
doing so caught sight of an active
enemy machine-gun ten yards away
in a sap which ran out through the
wire. Its three gunners, true to the
magnificent tradition of their corps,
undeterred by the monster beside
them o i by the opposing infantry
far beyond and all round them,
with death certain and imminent,
were maintaining continuous fire on the leading companies of
the advancing 13th. They were at once shot down, but their
bravery had caused the Australians grievous
A great
part of the 16th was left dead or wounded in the wire; and by
the time Murray’s troops got through, his three platoon
commanders and his runner had been wounded, himself hit
but not hurt, and-according to his estimate-all but forty of
his company killed or wounded.
O.G.1 was a very wide, deep trench, with earthen walls,
well cut regular bays, massive traverses, a few deep dugouts
of the ordinary type, and numerous shafts of varying
depth where the entrances for dugouts had just been started.
The 16th had captured this trench before the 13th arrived,
most of the garrison abandoning it.
Nevertheless by
“ I n Murray’s opinion, this machine-gun alone accounted for 30 of his men.
Lance-Corporal P. A. Burge (of Bendigo, Vic.) of the 14th observed that all men
who entered the track of this tank were being mown down by machlne-gun fire, and
led his section through the half-broken wire farther west-to be himself wounded
on the edge of the trench, by a bomb. Murray’a runner war Lance-Corporal C. W
Stewart (of Pelaw Main. N.S.W.).
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bombing the dugouts about sixty prisoners had been taken,
and these were sent back at once.2s Major Black had wasted
no time there, but had almost imniediately led out his second
wave to complete the 16th’~task by seizing the support
line, 0.G.2, which ran roughly parallel 170 yards away. More
than half-way across lay the entanglement protecting it, a
comparatively narrow belt, but entirely uncut. The troops
clustered along this, and the Germans, who were holding
0.G.2 in strength, opened heavy fire. Many of the Western
Australians were hit here ; others sought the nearest shell-hole
and lay waiting for instructions. But Black led those with him
along the entanglement until he found an opening, passed the
survivors through it, and ordered his runner to return to
Colonels Peck and Drake Erockman at the railway, “Tell
them,” he said, “ the first objective is gained and I am pushing
on to the second.”26 As he finished the words, he fell, shot
through the head.
But his men rushed the second trench, bombing and
shooting at the enemy, many of whom broke. Murray,
arriving about this time at O.G.1, could see fighting in progress
in the second trench, and, knowing that in case of such trouble
the 13th had orders to assist the 16th, he immediately took
forward his company to join in the struggle. Other parts of
the 16th were now finding their way to 0.G.2 through the
iiumerous saps which, like the rungs of a ladder, connected
the two trenches of the Hindenburg Line. (There were
thirteen of these cross-trenches between the “ Balcony ”
Trench and Bullecourt, and for convenience they are named
in this narrative by the letters A-M). Other companies of
the 13th, from which much of the fire had been diverted by
the leading companies, were pouring into O.G.1, Captain
Gardiner2’ directing the troops near him through a clear track
in the wire made by the leading tank, which by then was
~~~~

sa Forty-two reached the railway-34
of the 11th company, 124th I.R., 6 of a
minmwerfer detachment, and a machine-gunners. The rest were cut down by

German fire.
”According to the report of the 16th Battalion, this message reached the railway
at 5 16. The runner, Private C. Ellis (of Perth, W. Aust.: died 16 June, I g q ) ,
returned to the front, but did not come back. Several other runners, including
Private F. B. Johnson (of Sydney), 13th Battalion, made the double journey.
“Capt. G . G . Gardiner, 13th Bn. Public servant; of Chatswood, N.S.W.; b.
9 April, 1891.
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approaching the first trench.as These troops at once moved to
O.G.2, those who crossed the open losing heavily, but those
who moved through the cross-trenches reaching it without
difficulty. Germans could be seen fleeing in almost every
direction4own their trenches to the east, across country
towards Kiencourt and Bullecourt ; even from Riencourt to
the back area. Australians knelt on the parados sniping at
them, and Lewis gunners rattled off a drum or two. Murray,
who at once hurried down 0.G.2 to see the right flank
established, overtook some bombers of the 16th far down the
trench, still bombing and told them to stop. " O h ! We're
going a long way yet," they answered cheerily, but he repeated
his order, and an officer of the 16th, who then came up, took
charge of the flank.
The left flank of the 4th Brigade--the 14th Battalion, with
the 15th behind it-had almost precisely the same experience
as the right. Its troops were guided on their right by the
track from Noreuil to Riencourt, and on their left by the bank
of the half-sunken roadZBwhich ran along the depression that
separated the brigades. This road (which in this narrative will
be called the " Central Road ") should have lain well to the
left of the 4th Brigade's advance, but some stray platoons of
the 13th, which should have been far to the right, actually
advanced beside it, finally running into deadly machine-gun
fire, from which few escaped. The
14th Battalion appears to have
kept direction, but, after advancing
through scattered machine-gun and
artillery fire, when near the German
wire suddenly came into the same
withering fusillade as the 16th.
The only tank seen had been left
far behind, and the wire, though
thoroughly destroyed opposite part '
of the right, and elsewhere damaged
4
.
. 4@7Yads
in places, was practically intact on
the left. A large proportion of
S i t ~ t i o nw h n 14th En.
entered O.G.1.
officers and men were shot as they
made for and struggled through the openings and crossed
-The wire lay 50 yards from the trench.
'It

had a bank along its eastern side only.
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the fifty yards space between the wire and the first trench.*O
Some were shot or bombed on its parapet, but O.G.1 was
seized, and before the 15th came up, the 14th was already
advancing to the second trench.
O n the right, where the first trench had been so pounded
by heavy artillery that Captain Wadsworth31 did not recognise
it, 0.G.2 was reached by parts of the 14th and 15th-as by
the 16th and 13th farther to the right-both through communication trenches and over the top. I n the centre and on the
left, however, the advancing parties came against a completely
intact belt of wire, and on the left, in addition, were swept
back by annihilating fire from German rifles and machine-guns
in 0.G.2 and near the bank of the Central Road?z Attempting
to reach the second wire and trench, Lieutenant G o w e P
(14th) and Captain Leslies' (15th) were shot as they
clambered out ; Lieutenant I n g ~ a m( 15th)
~ ~ was driven back
by the loss of most of his platoon before they had gone a
dozen yards ; Captain Stanton 38 (14th) was killed leading a
rush. Many who reached the wire could not get throughsome were shot down, others sheltered in craters and there
-It is probably not far from correct to estimate that at least a quarter, possibly
a third, of the whole attacking force was killed or wounded at or near the first
entanglement. Officers believed to have been hit before reaching the trench a r t
13th Battalion: Lieutenants N. J. Browne and W. U. Clasper the latter mortally;
14th. Captains R W. Orr and P. McCallum and Lieutenanis A . J. hlc uiggin,
A. Mitchell. and L. H. Mullett; 15th: LGqtcnants W. D. Kenyon an9
ryhrough. 16th: Captain V. Tucker, and Lieutenants G. D. McLean
phnson, d. C . Clowrey, and J. P. Courtney. The total would however, 'probably
e twice as great, since particulars are available for only half the casualties.
(Browne, who died of wounds on aa March, 1918, belonged to Albur
N.S.W.;
Clasper to Chptswood N S.W.. Orr to Footscray. Vie: McCallum to Poorak and
Birregurra Vie.; Mcbuiggin td Picton, N.S.W.. Mitchell to Melbourne; Mullett to
East Malvkn, Vie.; Kenyon to Toowoomha. Q'fandi Dryhrough to Townsville and
Hughenden district, Q'land. Tucker to Ballarat. Vie , and Broken Hill. N.S.W.,
McLean to North Norwood,' S. Aust.; Johnson to Harvey, W.
to
Perth, W. Aust.; Courtney to Bruce Rock and Perth, W. Aust.
an died on
16 July, 192.3.)
81 Lieut -Col. W . R. Wadsworth. D.S.O., M.C.; 14th Bn.
Engineer; of Castlemaine. Vic.: h. Castlemaine, 17 July, 1892.
- T h e 16th. now reaching O.C.2, observed to their left a German machine-gun
post firing from 0.G.a on the 14th attem ting to cross. Captain Somerville (16th)
caused a Lewis gun to he mounted to sloot down these Germans, hut the Lewis
gunner was hit. The Germans, however, were shortly afterwards shot down,
apparently from 0 . G I.
"Capt. 0. C. D. Cower, 14th Bn. Clerk; of Sandringham, Vic.; h. Withburg.
S. Aust., 18 Jan., 1881.
Capt. F. A. Leslie, 15th Bn. Stock and station agent, and accountant; of
Brighton and Orbost, Vie.; h. Hawthorn, VIC., ax Dec., 1887. Killed in action,
X I April, 1917.
Capt. J. Ingram, 15th Bn. Clerk; of Cairns, Q'land; h. Croydon, Q'land.
I O Jan., 1890.
WCapt. F. B. Stanton 14th Bn. Bank clerk; of Melbourne; b. Stawell, Vic..
p Sept., 1894. Killed in' action, X I April, 1917.
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awaited iiistructions, or, catching sight of one of the crosstrenches, scrambled towards it.
After several such deadly
repulses, Captain W i l l i a m s ~ n it
, ~ is
~ said, in an effort to give
another lead to those around him, climbed out and went
forward, practically alone, to be killed-the third to fall of
that famous team of company commanders, since Captain
Orr38had been killed in No-Man’s Land.88
Nevertheless a handful of the 14th under Lieutenant
Thompson4osucceeded in capturing this part of O.G.2, entering
it through a cross-trench or by an opening beneath the wire,
and were quickly joined by Captain Dunworth and some of
the 15th.
The whole of the 4th Brigade’s objective in the Hindenburg
Line had thus been captured, but it remained for the 14th
Battalion, on the left of the brigade, to extend its flank westwards to meet the 12th Brigade, which would likewise be
reaching out with its right from the section to be captured by
it, 400 yards farther to the west. None of the three tanks
which were to have seized the intervening gap had reached it,
though one was now in the wire. The junction must therefore
be attempted by bombing, and a mixed party, including many
bombers of the r4th, under Lieutenant Parsonage‘l (13th)
and Company Sergeant-Major Emerson‘* ( 1 5 t h ) ~accordingly
began to bomb westward down O.G.I.‘~ The stage had now
also been reached at which, according to the original orders,
the 13th and 15th Battalions should pass on and seize and
ecclose Riencourt. whose nearest houses, bordered by tall,
“Capt. A. Williamson, !4th Bn. School teacher; of Toongabbie, Vic ; b. Cowwarr,
Vic., 1894. Killed in action, 1 1 April, 1917.
a*Capt. R. W.. Orr, 14th Bn. Accountant, of Footscray, VIC.; b. Footscray.
5 Feb., 1890. Killed in action, I I April, 1917.
“ I t seems probable that at the second obstacle the wire of 0 . C a there were hit
about a auarter of the force then remaining. T h k e were killed or’dounded here in
the 13th Battalion-Captain D. P. Wells; 14th: Captains A. Williamson and F.’ B.
Stanton, and Lieutenants S. B. Thompson and 0. C. D. Cower; 15th: Captain F. A.
Leslie; 16th: Major P. C. H. Black: 4th Machine Gun Company: Lieutenant W . J.
Cox. Many other officers were certainly hit at the same stage. Lieutenant E.
Binnington (15th) records that most of his platoon were killed or wounded in
passing this wire. (Wells belonged to Newcastle, N.S.W.; Black to Beremboke,
Vic.; Cox to Essendon, Vic.; Binnington to Maryborough, Q’land.)
“Lieut. S. B. Thompson 14th Bn. Glazier; of St. Kilda, Vic.; b. Dimboola,
Vic., 5 Oct , 1893. Killed ’in action, 1 1 April, 1917.
UCapt. W. Parsonage, M.C.: 13th Bn. Commercial traveller; of Sydney; b.
Woollahra, N.S.W., 15 Nov., 1892.
u C S M. C T. Emerson M . U . (No. a361; 15th Bn.). Labourer; of Petrie,
Q’land; ‘b. Shbtts, Scotland.’ 6 Jan., 1893. (Captain Dunworth. seeing Lieutenant
Kenyon wounded in No-Man’s Land, had placed Emerson in charge of Kenyon’s
platoon.)
-Captain A. Lanagan (13th) was at an early stage in general charge here. Later
Captain Wadsworth (rqth), after consultathn with Murray, sent fifty men to
reinforce this flank.

11th Apr., 19171

FIRST BULLECOURT

301

dark, leafless trees: stood out 40yards away, slightly higher
than the captured position. A certain number of the 13th
and Igth, without waiting for further instruction, proceeded
with this attempt. From the centre of the 4th Brigade's new
front in 0.G.2 a newly-dug communication trench (the German
" Calwer Graben," afterwards known to the British as " Emu
Alley ") ran towards Riencourt, and just outside its left flank,
in the gap between the brigades, another ( ' I Cannstatter
Graben "Ostrich
"
Avenue "). The latter was to have been
taken by the central tanks, but Captain Dunworth (15th) immediately upon reaching O.G.2 called on the men near him to
follow him and seize it." Charging across the open beyond
O.G.2, they were met by deadly fire from a machine-gun near
the cross-roads. The Germans in Ostrich Avenue ran, and
Dunworth reached it, but most of his men had been killed, and
he himself was wounded. H e crawled back along it to O.G.2,
and the Avenue does not appear to have keen thereafter held
by the Australians. Along Emu Alley, on the other hand, a
party under Captain S ~ m e r v i l l e ' ~(16th) made its way for
150 yards until they came out upon
an open road which crossed it 250
yards from Riencourt. Beyond this
there were Germans. Somerville
therefore established a post at the
crossing with orders to hold the
trench to that point.'O A number of
scattered men appear to have
pushed on across the open until
brought to a stop by a narrow but
continuous belt of barbed-wire
Po&m of 4th Brigade 5.30
erected by the enemy as a a.m. The rectangle && rts
protection for his artillery. Here, o b l ~ t l v e Line.
the Hindmb*rg
as it was now daylight, German
machine-guns firing from Riencourt forced them to
~

Some were men of the 14th. and told him their orders were to hold 0 . G 2-but
they followed him nevertheless.
Capt. R. S Somerville, D.S.O., M.C.; 16th Bn. Station employee; of Kooringa,
S Aust.; b. Parkside, S. Aust, 18 Nov, 1893.
HSomerville then returned to 0 G a of part of which he took charge endeavouring
to organise the bomb-supply. Th; effbrts in Emu Alley a pear to ha& been led at
different times bv Ltcutenants T. R. Gallaaher (ratb) an{ M. Walton (16th). and
Corporal W . F. be C. Pattrn (13th). Licitenant-B. C. J. Rose (13th)' wak'there
for a time, and the trench was visited by Captain H W. Murray (13th). (Gallagher
belonged to Lismoie. N.S.W.; Walton to Moora, W. Aust.; Patten to Sydney. Robe
to Homebush, N.S.W.)
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shelter, some in craters, others along. the bank of a
road leading to the Moulin Sans Souci; some managed
to withdraw, others were killed, and some were afterwards
~aptured.'~
But most of the officers of the 13th and 15th now reaching
0.G.2 at once realised that an attempt to continue the advance
across the open would be futile. After the death of Major
Black, many officers from all parts of the brigade sector, when
they could spare the time from actual fighting, tended naturally
to seek out and consult Captain Murray for direction which
would unite their effort. Murray was not the sole or senior
company commander in O.G.2-many fine leaders, including
Captains Gardiner and Fletcher ( 1 3 t h ) ~Wadsworth ( 14th),
and Somerville and H u m r n e r ~ t o n(16th)
~~
were still actively
directing; but he was the leader best known to all the brigade,
and after an impassioned search for the body of Major Black,
his old comrade, he had made, as was his custom," a swift
survey from flank to flank of the position occupied. So when
Lieutenants Ingram ( ~ g t h ) Stones60
,
(13th), and others asked
him if they should go 011 towards Riencourt, he told them
that, through failure of the tanks, loss of men, and lack of
bombs and ammunition, an attempt to advance farther was, in
his opinion, out of the question-the task was now to hold on.
Both O.G.1 and 0.G.2 were duly blocked on the right, by
pulling down sandbags into the trench and reveting them
with a few sheets of galvanised iron found near by. Several
hundred yards farther along both trenches in that direction,
as daylight increased and the barrage eased, the enemy garrison
could be seen in crowds, and a party was also observed
occupying shell-holes between O.G.1 and 2 just beyond the
Australian flank. They counter-attacked at once, intermittent
showers of small egg-bombs, thrown over two traverses of
the trench, falling around the Australian barricades. But
Captain Gardiner (13th), who now took charge of the right
47 The facts here stated as to the advance bcyond 0 G.a havc been doubted, but
the evidence of men returned from captivity and of German hlstorlans, as well aa a
German photograph showing Australian dead upon this part of the ground, afford
confirmatlon.
Capt. H S Hummerston, M.C.; 16th Bn. Sleeper cutter; of Kalamunda.
W. Aust.; b. Semaphore, S. Aust., 24 June, 1890. Died ao Aug., 1926.
- H e had done the same at Mouquet Farm and Stormy Trench.
@ Lieut.
W: Stones, 13th Bn.
Farmer and grazier; of Inglewwd, Cassilir.
N S.W.; b. PIrron Yalloak, Vic., 3 Sept., 1877.
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flank in 0.G.2, found that the Australians throwing Mills
grenades-much more deadly missiles, though of less rangeeasily suppressed these outbursts without undue expenditure
of the supply which, as was soon recognised, it was vitally
important to conserve.
The right flank was thus securely held against two
successive attempts. Meanwhile along the front, looking out
on Riencourt and the more distant snowfield towards Cagnicourt, the surviving officers supervised the cutting of firesteps
in the rear walls, covering the process by placing a number of
men and several Lewis guns well out in front of the position
in ~ h e l l - h o l e s . ~Only
~
half of the 4th Machine Gun Company
(Vickers)-four of whose guns followed each battalion with
the special duty of protecting the right flank beyond the
Hindenburg Line- reached the captured position, these troops
suffering very severe loss in No-Man's Land; several of the
guns were at once set up in advance of 0.G.2,Eaothers in that
line, and a few in 0.G.z. Of the Stokes mortars, which had
suffered so heavily at the outset, only two appear to have got
through, and these were taken to the left.6a A party of
signallers of the 16th under Lance-Corporal RichardsE4 had
managed to follow the advance, laying a telephone wire, and
at 5.16 a message was sent through, reporting the first objective taken. The wire was immediately cut, and was
thenceforth useless. Murray soon afterwards sent three
separate runners with a message that both objectives had been
taken, and all units were " in."EE
The narrative must now turn to the attack by the 12th
Erigade along the rise west of the depression. It will be
remembered that the advance of this brigade
The
12thBrigade'e
was not to proceed beyond the Hindenburg
attack
Line, and it was consequently attacking with
'1The trench was very deep and was difficult to defend until the firestep was
made. The covering line was, in one part, under Sergeant J. C. C. Whitbread (of
Annandale, N.S.W.), 13th Battalion.
Lewis guns had already been posted on the right flank by Sergeant C. H. Turner
(of South Creenbushes W. Aust.), 16th Battalion. H e had been specially charged
by Major Black with tbat duty, and was badly wounded in carrying it out.
"Another precious commodity which somehow reached O.G.2 was a very small
quantity of rum I t was ap ortioned by C.S.M. A. R. Compton (of Leicbhardt.
N.S.W ). 12th Battalion. to t!ose who. he thounht.
_ . deserved it.
H L/Cpl. G . Richard.; M.M. (No. 136. 16th Bo.).
Mechanic; of Subiaco, W
Aust.. b. Honiton, Devon, Eng.. 1889.
= T h e message arrived at 6.34,
~
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only two battalions, the 46th (Victoria) to seize O.G.1, and
the 48th (S. and W. Australia) to take 0.G.2. When this
was done the 46th would follow the two flanking tanks into
Bullecourt (which two other tanks would at the same time
encircle), while the 47th Battalion (Queensland, Tasmania,
etc.) stood ready to take up, if necessary, the 46th’~place
in O.G.I. The brigade’s machine-guns and trench-mortars
were not to accompany the first attack, but several of each
were to be held in readiness to come up later, if required. This
brigade, during its advance of from 700 to 1,000 yards, would
have the Bullecourt salient only 300 yards from its left, a
danger which had been pointed out to the army commander;
but it would be protected slightly by the slope of the ground,
2nd to a greater extent by the bombardment which was to
mume this village until 5 o’clock. By that hour, it was
expected, the Hindenburg Line would be gained, and
accordingly the bombardment would then cease, so as to allow
the tanks and the 46th to enter Bullecourt.
By the hour when the infantry was to start, however, only
one tank was in front of the 46th, whose officers and men had
been in their “ jumping-off ” trench since 3.30. This battalion
was the least happy in the attacking force in that its
commander, despite long experience and militia training and
fine qualities of brain and character, was not apt in handling
men. I t also happened that by a deplorable and fatal mistake,
apparently due to some ambiguity in the directions given at
brigade headquarters,58 the orders issued by him for the attack
did not follow the final instructions from the higher staffs
by which the infantry was to advance at 4.45, irrespective of
whether or not the tanks had reached the Hindenburg Line.
Lieutenant-Colonel Denham’s6‘ order ran :
The infantry will not advance until fifteen minutes after the tanks
pass the jumping-off trench, and will move right forward into their
objective following behind the tanks.

I n the confusion of instructions and counter-instructions due
to the necessarily hurried transmission of Gough’s new plan,
the error was not detected by the brigade staff, or it was
~

‘#At the 12th Brigade’s conference possible failure of the tanks was considered,
but was regarded as improbable, a tank officer having informed General Robertson
that only a direct hit by a heavy shell would be llkely to stop a tank.
87 Lieut.-Col.. . H. K. Denham, D S.O., V.D.
Commanded 46th Ba,, 1926/17.
Medical practltloner; of Sydney, b. Sydney, I 4 Feb., 1883.
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assumed that the first order would, as in other battalions, be
verbally modified. Pressed by a company commander as to
how they should act if none of the tanks arrived, Denham had
answered that in such a case the infantry must go forward
without them; but nothing was said as to the hour.
Consequently at 4.45 the companies of the 46th, which for an
hour had been in their “ jumping-off ” trench listening to the
racket of the tanks’ engines gradually approaching from the
rear, continued to wait for them as directed.
Thus, when the German barrage fell, soon after the advance
of the 4th Brigade’s tanks, the 12th Brigade remained lying
beneath it, and stayed there long after the 4th Brigade had
gone. The 46th, in front, had its three leading companies
sheltered in its jumping-off trench, and the fourth, which
formed a supporting wave, in the sunken road;68 but behind it
the 48th lay in the open on lines taped across the snow.
German shells burst constantly about it and splashed their
black soot across the white mantle. At this stage a tank was
observed heading to pass the right of the line. On passing
the flank it turned so as to move along close in front of the
tsench, and then, to the amazement of the nearest troops of
the 46th, opened machine-gun fire on their trench. A chorus
of shouts went up from the Victorians. The fire ceased, and
the tank stopped; at one of its openings appeared the head
of an officer who asked what troops these were. On learning
that they were friends, he came out of the tank, apologised for
having fired on them, and, after inquiring as to the direction
of the German line, re-entered the tank, which then made off
in the dark towards the distant enemy, appearing, however, to
swerve too much into the depression on the right. A few
minutes later one of its crew came back with news that it had
been hit by a shell and that he believed himself to be the only
survivor.
The light was still only sufficient to show objects fifty yards
away when at 5 o’clock another tank came up, this time at the
centre of the 4 6 t h ’ ~line. It crossed the jumping-off trench
and then apparently broke down. Much more serious was the
fact that at 5 o’clock the bombardment of Bullecourt ceased,
Of the fourth company, however, half had heen attached to the left company, and
the Lewis gun sections distributed, leaving few to act as a carrying wave.
Ib
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and from now onwards the Germans there were free to observe
and fire with complete impunity. Flares had already been
rising from that village, and rifles and
machine-guns now opened from it.
With day just
breaking, delay
must be disastrous to the attack
and accordingly, at 5.10, Captain
Davis,60 commanding the centre company of the 46th, telephoned to Colonel
Denham: “Only one tank has passed
over our jumping-off trench, and we
can’t see any of the others. Are we
to advance?” Denham at once ordered
him to move. Ten minutes earlier Colonel Leane of the 48th,
anxious at receiving no word of the start, had telegraphed to
his company coinnianders: ‘‘ You do not wait for signal from
tanks. When the first objective is taken, you go on and take
the second.” A few minutes later he asked brigade headquarters, as the attack was late, to have the barrage on
Bullecourt continued ; but the possibility that the tanks might
be entering the village made this course impossible.
Thus, dependence on the tanks had first fatally delayed the
start, and then prevented the protection of the naked flank.
It was not until 5.15, when the first streaks of dawn were
showing in the sky, that the 12th Brigade advanced, moving
at a quick pace, “ almost a run.” During the whole advance
men were falling through fire from Bul1ecourt;O but, as in the
4th Brigade, it was on reaching the wire that the heaviest loss
occurred. In their haste and eagerness, the men on the
extreme right had veered too far into the central depression
across which the German entanglement lay completely
undamaged. Slightly to the left front, however, was a “ live ”
tank which had reached the third belt of wire about 200 yards
west of the Central Road, and into its broad track through
the entanglement the Victorians headed. As they moved up
it, German machine-guns, suddenly turned on, mowed the
party down. The tank was still firing, but when Lieutenant
Capt. H. S. Davis, 46th Bn. Woolclasser and engineering student; of Drysdale,
Vie.; b. Drysdale, as May, 1889. Killed in action. 1 1 April, 1917.
“For an account of this fire, see the narrative of the German regiment which
was firing, quoted on 9. 348.
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Peiitland,E1 struggling through broken wire more to the left,
sbouted for all unwounded infantrymen to follow him, the
only ones who answered or who could be seen alive were
Lance-Corporal Tobin,sz badly wounded, and one private.
Pentland, with the unwounded man, succeeded in returning to
battalion headquarters, apparently the sole survivors of the
right of the 46th. The centre and left, however, passed, as
the 4th Brigade had done, through half-broken wire.e8 By
the time they reached the trench, most of its garrison had run
back to 0.G.2. Few Germans were killed in O.G.1, and a
dugout on the right was easily seized; but on the flanks the
rnemy was thicker, and counter-attacked immediately.
A
sharp bombing struggle was raging when the first waves of
the 48th arrived.
The 4Sth, a chiefly Western Australian unit, “ daughter ’’
of the original IGth, had been camped for its six weeks
training near corps headquarters, and one experienced
spectator there, after watching it march through HBnencourt,
had been moved to write to Colonel Leane his opinion of its
appearance-that
of the finest battalion of infantry he had
seen. Its commander, since the Gaba Tepe raid the foremost
fighting leader in the A.I.F., knew how to pick his officers.
Among them had been three splendid members of his own
family. One, perhaps the most widely loved of the brothers,
B B. Leane, had been killed on the railway embankment on
April 10th; but two-Captain
A. E. Leane,e4 nephew, a
company commander, and Captain Fairley,6e a connection,
were with the battalion in this attack.Ea Seeing that when
specially dangerous work was in hand, one of these relatives
a* Licut. W. C. Pentland, 46th Bn. Coachbuilder; of Elsternwick. Vic.; b. Port
Melbourne, 4 Nov., 1878.
“L/Cpl. F. E. Tpbin (No. !8g1; 46th Bn.). Clerk; of Albert Park, Vic.; b.
Melbourne, 1880. Killed in action, X I April, 19x7.
“Ca tain H. S . Davis of the 46th and Captain A. G. Moyes and Lieutenant W.
Caldwefi of the 48th. were among the officers hit before reaching O.G.I. Lance.
Corporal A . R. Williams of the 46th, who carried a flare pistol, was badly wounded
in tbe arm before the wire; but he bandaged his wound and carried the pistol on to
the trench, where it might be urgently needed. (Davis belonged to Drysdale, Vie.;
hloyes to North Adelaide and Sydney; Caldnell to Fremantle, W. Aust.; Williams
to Carlton. Vie.)
“Capt. A. E. Leane. 48th Bn. Insurance inspector. of Sydney and Adelaide;
h East Adelaide, I O May. 1894. Died of wounds whiie prisoner of war, a May,
1917.
M Lieut.-Col. T. C. Fairley, M.C.; 48th Bn.
W. Aust.; b. Northcote, Vic., 3 Aug.. 1894.

ea The soiibriqwcf of the 48th was the

All-Leanes).

Electrical engineer. of Kalgoorlie,

Joan of Arc Battalion ” (Made of
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was always (in the soldiers’ slang) “ for it,” no jealousy was
aroused, nor was there room for it. During its rest thc 48th
had trained hard in the mornings, and played organised games
in the afternoon; “ Colonel Leane’s afternoon sports did it, so
we all said,” was the explanation given by an N.C.O. of the
battalion’s steadiness under the shelling that preceded this
advance.
Under those shells and amid scattered bullets the battalion
had lain without movement or sign of strain. Rising, it
quickly overtook a tank which, after stopping to fire near the
jumping oil position, had moved on again. Captain Motta7
and his company on the left were abreast of one when it
was put out of action by shells. “ Captain Mott laughed,”
says an orderly, “ and carried on through the machine-gun
fire.”
On reaching 0.G.r the 48th found itself mixed with the
46tl1, and, on the flanks, temporarily involved in the fighting
in that trench. As in the 4th Brigade, however, after a swift
reorganisation, the company commanders led their men on
towards O.G.2, but, here also, they faced intense fire and found
the narrow entanglement almost completely uncut.
We were being raked by machine-gun fire (said a Lewis gunner,
Private Rose,e* afterwards) and shelled with shrapnel. Wounded and
dead men were hanging in the wires all around me, and I noticed that
the shell-holes were full of wounded.

Captain Mott, going back to O.G.1 for more men, was badly
wounded through the neck. Lieutenant Morris,e0 his junior,
went on with fifty men, but only ten (according to his
estimate) reached O.G.2, and he himself was twice
Some
of the German machine-gunners continued to fire until the
48th were in the trench beside them, but on the right the
enemy ran.
A large part of the 48th reached O.G.2 here,
and seized it. According to a message sent at the time by
Lieutenant MasterT1 of the 46th, this had occurred by 5.56.
a Lwut .Col J E Mott, M.C : 48th Bn. Mming engineer; of Apollo Bay, Vic.;
b. Byaduk, V i c , 27 Nor., 1876, died 27 July, 1933.
S P t e . J A. Rose (No. 2481; 48th Bn.). Farm hand; of Pinery, S Aust.; b.
Adelaide, 28 July, 1897.
a Capt. R. Morris, 45th Bn. Accountant; of Perth, W. Aust.; b Sydney, 18 June,
1889.
70
48th apparently lost about half its strength in reaching 0 6 . 2 .
n Major W. F. H. Master, M C ; 46th Bn
Farmer, of Melbourne and Lake
Boga, Vic ; b. London, 8 Dec., 1895
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An effort was at once made to clear the flanks. Captain
Moyes,'* having been hit in No-Man's Land, A. E. Leane, the
mly company commander in the 48th left, told Lieutenant
Jones73to organise a party and bomb towards the 4th Brigade,
while Lieutenant Dennis" attacked on the left. For about
an hour the 48th in O.G.2 was fighting strongly at close
range.76 At the end of that time it had extended its
Bank right to the Central Road, on
whose bank it established a post.
This was half-way to the 4th
Brigade's objective, but, as has been
seen, the 4th Brigade had been
ucable to reach the left of that
objective in 0.G.2, despite the
leaders that had thrown themselves
g, ,
.., ~
~
away in the attempt.
The 4 8 t h ' ~left was less successful than its right. Here a
sunken r o a d - o n e of six that radiated like star-beams from
a road-junction near Riencourt-passed
diagonally through
O.G.2, which was broken by it but continued for some distance
along its farther bank and then recrossed it again. The break
made by this road (which in this narrative will be referred to
as the " Diagonal Road ") was fatal to the westward progress
of the 48th, which, notwithstanding continuous efforts, could
not dislodge the enemy from the road-cutting close beyond its
left or seize the continuation of the trench on the farther
side. The break, however, in some degree hampered the
Germans also ; for, although they could accumulate beneath
the road bank and shoot any Australian who tried to fire into
the road, they must expose themselves to climb back into
the 4 8 t h ' ~ position, which was thus difficult to attack.
Although the qSth could not fire into the road on its left,
l e w i s guns were so placed as to sweep it on the right as far as
the outskirts of Riencourt. Other Lewis gunners, posted in
shell-holes in advance of O.G.2, fired on those Germans who
,

n Major A. G . Moyes, h1.C.; 48th Bn. Medical student; of North Adelaide and
Sydnej, b. Gladstone, S . Aust., z J a n , 1893.
"Lieut S. E Jones, 48th Bn. Police constable; of Adelaide; b Dinapore, India,
a8 J a n , 1892. Killed in action. I I April. 1 9 1 7 .
7' Lieut E. J. Dennis, M C , hI M.; 48th Bn.
Carpenter; of Ridleyton. S Aust.;
b. Port Broughton. S. Aust.. 1894.
"For example, as the riaht party bomhed along the trench, a German seized the
bayonet of the leading Australian and endeavoured to wrench it from him, only to
be shot by the officer following behind.

M a p No. 2
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hac1 retired across the snow to a sugar factory and some outbuildings 600 yards distant, and to the German “artillery
protection line ” half-a-mile farther, in the direction of
Jlendecourt. Others again enfiladed 0.G.2 on the left of the
4th Brigade.
By a curious chance, while the 48th in 0.G.2 was
obstinately held on its left, but managed to extend its right,
the case of the 46th, behind it in O.G.1, was precisely the
reverse. The right of the 46th had never reached the trench,
and all that could be done by the officers and men at hand was
to barricade that flank near the centre of the objective, and
hold on. But while the commander of the right company,
Major Waine,76 who had reached the trench, supervised the
defence of this flank and of the centre, Captain Boddington”
of the left company organised and led with great success a
bombing party towards Bullecourt. The heavy bombing on
that flank could constantly be heard by other parts of the
force, and at one time Boddington, who in attack and counterattack is said to have himself killed eleven Germans, succeeded
in approaching the north-east corner of the Bullecourt
defences.
Thus by 7 o’clock the Western Australians held 500 yards
of O.G.2, and the Victorians behind them, but more to the
left, 500 yards of O.G.1, the two sectors overlapping for only
250 yards in the centre. In that overlap, however, was found
a communication trench between their positions, giving
excellent cover. The signallers of the 48th had brought
forward a telephone line. It was cut before reaching the
trench, but Lance-Corporal Dowd7* remained in the open and
discovered the fault. H e was hit, but the line was repaired
and communication thus established between Captain Leane
in 0.G.2 and battalion headquarters. The situation seemed
fairly secure, the chief danger being the extreme weakness
or’ the 46th in O.G.I. A c m n t ordered by Major Waine soon
after the trench had been taken showed only 6 5 officers and
men present, including at least 1 2 wounded.
hiajor V. J. Waine. 46th Bn.

Surveyor; of Sydney; b. Redfern, N.S.W.,

1 3 June, 1882

“Capt. F. E. Boddington. 46th Bn.

Architeet; of Brisbane and Mackay. Q’land.

b. hiaryborough, Q’land, 5 Feb , 1688. Killed in action, 1 1 April. 1917.
“L/Cpl E. H. Dowd (No. 1656; 48th Bn.). Railway porter. of Terowie. S
Aust.. b. Whyte-Yarcowie. S. Aust., 1889
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By 7 o’clock the 4th Australian Division had seized
practically its whole objective in the Hindenburg Line, and the
leaders on the spot, having given up the
The fate of
the tanks
intention of continuing the thrust to Bullecourt and Riencourt, had made hurried
dispositions for holding and consolidating their present
position. News of the early success reached the headquarters
in rear much sooner than in most heavily fought actions, the
barrage flung by the German artillery, though heavy on the
railway and sunken roads, being elsewhere scattered and
penetrable, and the German machine-guns not being able
before full daylight to prevent messengers and the wounded
from making their way back to battalion headquarters at the
railway. Thus, news of the capture of O.G.1 by the 4th
Brigade arrived at 5.16, and the capture of 0.G.z was known
at 6.4. The 12th Brigade received about 6 a message
from Major Waine, that part of each of the brigade’s
objectives had been captured ; “48th want reinforcements,”
he added, “also ourselves.” A few minutes later a message,
timed 5.56, from Lieutenant Master, stated that the Germans
were counter-attacking, but the 46th was holding them. H e
asked for rifle-grenades and a m m ~ n i t i o n . ~ ~
As to the progress of the tanks, the staffs up to those of
brigade had the information which the eyes of various
spectators gave them. It was obvious that some had broken
down before the start, or arrived too late, but a few had gone
on before the infantry, and others followed. About 6 o’clock,
with sunrise, the whole battlefield suddenly came into view of
those watching from the railway banks and from observation
posts scattered over the country for a mile behind them. The
ground being snow-covered, and few shells falling, there was
a complete absence of dust-haze. The same few minutes
allowed the tank officers to see plainly for the first time all
their distant objectives, and also exhibited the tanks to the
German artillery observers, and during the next half-hour
most of the tank crews experienced their final spasm of
activity.
To Australian observers, looking over the wide expanse as
the light increased, Riencourt to the right front was the first
Shortly afterwards the news of the capture of 0 G z in that sector was confirmed

in a message. timed 6 18. from Captain L a n e .
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iecognisable landmark; next, the trees of Hendecourt, more
distant to the left front; after these one or two small dark
blotches, nearer and stationary on the snow. It was not until

The Bulleconrt battlefield (from a sketch by the Oficial W a r Corresfimdent on
May 3. The Hmdrnbwrg Line ran where " bombmg " IS noted.)

one of these began to crawl like a slug across the surface that
some observers recognised them as tanks. Whether they were
beyond the Hindenburg Line or short of it, few spectators in
rear could judge, since that line was only in parts observable.
The moving tank, which was accompanied by a dozen
infantrymen, appeared to be not far from Reincourt,So and
could be seen firing towards the village with its six-pounder
gun. Some time later it moved back and another was seen
crawling forward. Amid the trees on the eastern edge of
Riencourt a German gun flashed, and flashed again. The shellbursts spurted from the snow close to the tank. It stopped
like a frightened snail, and then began slowly to slide in
another direction. Again the German gun flashed, and a shell
burst near. The tank for the second time changed course,
reminding onlookers of some slow helpless monster attacked
without chance of escape. After a few more shots it was
evidently hit, for the survivors of the crew tumbled out of it
and ran to a bank some 200 yards away, where they stood for
a moment in conference and then took shelter. Beside the
tank there still lay several khaki figures. Two stretcherbearers went out to them, picked up one man, and slowly
carried him in.
""Ihis tank would be either the one assed by Captain Murray or. more probably
the tenth-commanded hy Lieutenant
E. Birkett (see p. 315; The official wa;
correspondent with the A.I.F., who, like other distant observers, wrongly thought
that this tank was beyond the Hindenburg Line, wrote: "It (the tank) shifts
gradually up through the wire and then stands there hesitating . . . A party
of a dozen infantrymen . . . started to go forward, and then hesitated as if
uncertain about its direction, and then came hack towards this point. One or two
of them go back to meet the tank and step up to the side of it, as though whispering
something in its ear.
Someone comes round the side of the tank-apparently
someone from inside of it-joins
them for a moment, and then goes hack to the
tank again; the infantry start to walk forward. extending as they go to intervals
of a few paces, and in a most perfect line The tank edges on again, and thenflash. . .
She has fired her gun.
Flash, flash
. . it is firing obliquely
across the iront of the infantry as they go forward So they must see a German
machine-gun or strong-post in that dimple to the left of them The infantry go on
quite confideztly into the depression, and we lose sight of them The tank move"
on. too . . .
The infantry was a reinforcing party of the 46th

8.
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The story of the tanks, as far as is known in Australia,
may here be shortly told. T o take them from the right leftwards. Nos. I and 2 , which were to reach O.G.1 and 2
respectively on the right flank of the 4th Brigade, assist the
infantry to block the trenches, and then cruise round the
Hindenburg wire " home," entirely failed. One was late for
the start. The other had trouble with its clutch. Neither
reached the wire, nor is there any identifiable mention of them
in the records either of the attacking infantry or of the enemy
who was holding this flank. Both tanks eventually retired and
were disabled, one near Noreuil and the other, apparently,
near the railway.81 Of the next two ( 3 and 4)-apparently
those commanded by Lieutenants Davies8* and C l a r k s ~ n ~ ~ - one lost direction, and-unseen and unrecorded by the infantry
or by the tank corps-fought far to the east the brave deathstruggle
-- whose description is deferred until the German part
of the narrative is g i ~ e n . ~The
'
other
(No. 4)-past
which Murray had
squeezed his way in the wire-was
held up until 5.30 close to O.G.1, but
then managed to cross it and move
towards 0.G.2, firing. On being
met by direct shelling from field-guns
on either side of Riencourt,8s it turned
and recrossed O.G.1, but was put out
of action on the edge of that trench, Positions of destroyed tanks
on April 11. No. 9, after
in which the survivors of the crew being
hit, urns brought out.
but upas destroyed by a
took shelter. For a time the storm of shrll
near l'raucourt Co sc
rear of Norauil.
h e
shell bursting around this tank made in
positign of
No
z
3s
uncertain,
that
of
No.
3
that part of O.G.1 untenable.
was
unk~iown tn
the
Brttrsh
until
after
the
The fifth tank
probably the
uiar.
easternmost of the three which were
to move in the gap between the brigades-did not reach the

-

~~~

'1 Major Watson (A Company of Tanks, p. 61) states that both reached the
entanglement and, being met by tremendous machine-gun fire, glided along in front
of It sweeping the parapet with their fire The Germans, however, in their full
narratives make no mention of this. and the Australians in a position to see are
positive that nothing even distantly corresponding to it occurred. The only tanks
that closely approached the 123rd I.R. were those of Lieutenants Daries and

-

riartCon
..

"Lieut. H. P Davies. Clerk; of Swansea, S. Wales; b. Ammanford, S. Wales.
a5 Dec.. 1892. Killed in action. 1 1 April. 1917.
"Lieut. H. Clarkson. Insurance clerk; of Bolton, Lancs., Eng.; b. Bolton.
aa May. 1891. Killed in action, 1 1 April, 1917.
p. 347.
- O n e gun fired from the trees on each side of the villa-

.
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trench, being hit by a shell which broke its caterpillar “track.”
It eventually burst into flames. No. 6, Lieutenant Money’s,sa
was the one which, in the central depression, reached the wire,
but appeared to become enmeshed in the third belt. The
Germans in the neighbouring strong-point bombed and fired
into it as it moved backwards and forwards in the endeavour
to get clear. Shortly after 6 o’clock it was hit by a shell or
trench-mortar bomb and broke into flames. A number of the
crew tumbled out of its door, only to lie there still, evidently
killed either by enemy bullets or by b u ~ n i n g . ~ ’ No. 7 ,
Lieutenant Beirnstein*s,88was abandoned after being twice hit
when near the starting point, its driver having been decapitated,
and the whole crew more or less stunned. The four tanks
forming the 12th Brigade’s section were all late. Nos. 8 and 9,
which had reached the brigade before it started, were quickly
hit by shells. No. I O came up about 6.30 to the Headquarters
of the 48th on the railway. Its officer,88upon asking Colonel
Leane what he should do, was requested to move to the left
flank of the 48tl1, and clear the Germans from the sunken road
there. Leane also pointed out the position of a German
machine-gun firing from Bullecourt and asked for it to be
suppressed. “ Easily done !” said the tank officer, and moved
forward, but, after going 400 yards towards the machine-gun,
firing its six-pounders and effectively suppressing the machinegunners, the tank returned and was hit as it regained the
railway. It was not yet out of action, and, as its position
brought a storm of fire upon that important centre,OO Leane
endeavoured to secure its removal; but its officer had been
wounded, the crew would not make the attempt, and the tank
continued to be shelled and half-an-hour later burst into
flames, a landmark for miles around.
The eleventh, Lieutenant Skinner’s,B1 had at first been
ditched, but about 9 o’clock, after being towed over the
“Lieut. E. W. Money. Of Elm Croft, Buckhurst Hill, Essex, Eng. Killed in
nction. 1 1 April. 1917.
“According to Major Watson, a sergeant and two men escaped.
“ N o w Capt. A. E. Burnett. Of Goldsithney, Marazion, Cornwall. Ens.
Io Probably Lieut. C. E. Birkett (of Bassaleg. Mon., Eng ).
“ S e e Val. XZI, plate 318. Leane’s headquarters was a wretched niche in a
four-foot bank. Here his signalling officer (Captain Fairlej) was shot through the
eye. a liaison officer and two men wounded, and the clothes on Leane’s own back
ripped by a shell
‘I Capt. H.
Skinner, M.C.; Royal Tank Corps Bank clerk: of Edinburgh,
Scotland: b. Fdinburgh. 1 7 Jan., 1893.
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embankment by a tank that had returned from the right, came
up to some guns of the 12th Machine Gun Company on the
railway line on the extreme left. These Australians pointed
out to the tank commander the position of some German
machine-guns in Bullecourt which had been sweeping the
flank, and the tank at once headed for the village. It made
its way through the wire and, according to some accounts,
entered a corner of the village. The German machine-guns
concentrated upon it, and some of its crew were wounded by
the splinters of metal which were sent flying about its interior.
Finally, when in the wire south-west of the village, the tank
lurched into a very large crater from which it could not climb
back. The Germans brought up a trench-mortar,82 and the
tank commander, being unable to find any of the AustraliaQs
whom he had believed to be in Bullecourt, withdrew his crew.
By some miracle they returned to the railway without another
casualty. About the same time the commander of the left
section of tanks, an experienced officer, Lieutenant Swears,83
walked from the railway into Bullecourt to look for this tank
and its crew. H e never came back.”’ The visit of the tank
was effective, the German machine-gun fire on the railway not
being renewed.
So far as was known on the spot, all the tanks-with thc
exception of that which entered Bullecourt-had fought their
short fight in the area in rear of the Australian front line
before 7 o’clock; their carcasses could be seen motionless, and
in most cases burning, all over the battlefield.“6 Of their crews
-103
officers and men-52 were killed, wounded, or missing.
General Brandee (4th Brigade) was at 7.21 informed by Jacka
of their complete failure, but the clearest and fullest description of the situation arrived at 8.45 in the form of a message
from Captain Murray sent at 7.15 by a runner8’ after his survey
W e hold first objective and part of second. Have established block
on right of both objectives In touch with 14th on left. Expect heavy
bomb fighting in evening. There are six tanks at a standstill, apparently
~~

~

This is stated by the history of the 120th I R., which held Bullecourt.
Lieut. H. hl. Swears University student, of Totnes, Devon, Eng.; b London,
2 0 F e b , 1894
Killed in action, 11 April, 1 9 1 7
See Vol. X I I . plate 313.
“ A Compony of Tanks. p . 64.
”At that hour Colonel Drake Brockman (16th) rang him up and gave him a
report from Captain Jacka. who was observing.
“ T h r e e runners were sent at 60 yards’ interval. and all three came through.
0’

0’
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damaged-just
behind first objective there are ‘ p r , and two near
A ” Company 13th
second.98 Quite impossible to attack village.
badly cut about by machine-gun fire in wire, some of all other 13th
companies here O.K. W e will require a s many rifle and hand grenades
as you can possibly send, also small arms ammunition. Most of Lewis
machine-guns are O K . Have four Vickers guns. Fear Major Black
killed. Several officers killed and wounded. . . . Have plenty men.
Have about 30 prisoners of 124 Regt. Will send them over at dusk.
Look out for S.O.S. signals. Send white flares (as many as possible).
With artillery support we can keep the position till the cows come home.
H. Murray. A Coy.99

The situation of the 12th Brigade was known by its
.battalion commanders at the railway line to be dmost precisely
the same-the tanks were finished, but the Hindenburg Line
could be held i f bombs and ammunition-and,
in the case of
the 12th Brigade, reinforcements-could
be sent forward. The
bomb-supply was especially urgent, for, although the 12th
Brigade had taken a small supply of bombs in addition to the
two carried by each riflenian,loOthe troops of the 4th Brigade
had been equipped for open fighting beyond the Hindenburg
Line in accordance with Gough’s plan, and about a third of
the supply had disappeared with the casualties at the first
wire.

The obvious course, when the position thus became known
to headquarters, would be to lay down the barrage already
arranged for against the event which had
Conflict
01 reports
happened-failure
to advance beyond the
Hindenburg Line. A curtain of shell-fire
placed in front and on the flanks of the captured position, and
on Bullecourt, Riencourt, and Hendecourt, would keep down
0 C z in this sector
09To this message Lieutenant Aarons of the 16th, in charge of part of that
battalion in 0 C . I . whom Murray asked to forward the message, appended a
similar request for ammunition and supplies. and added. ‘‘ W e are being shelled
on both objectives by 4 5 and 5 0’s. Shells well ranged coming from S E. direction
(that of Queant) . . . Cannot estimate numbers of our casualties They are
heavy-should
think half of
who started off” This estimate was probahly
correct
Aarons also reported
Only officers (of 16th) left that I can see are
Hummerston. Somerville. Kerr, hIcLean (slightly wounded). Burrows, and myself,
May be a few others. but have not seen them. Major Black, I think, is gone,
certainly wounded. .
. Captain Murray wishes to add the following (officers
of 13th) are 0.K.-Fletcher,
Cardiner, Cooney, Morgan, Smith, Rose, 5tones.D. Aarons. D Coy
i3tb
looColonel Leane of the 48th had ordered that each rifleman in his battalion should
carry four bombs
ea Actually only one was near

tho:.
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the enemy tllere, hamper hiis arrangements for counter-attack,
and give carrying parties
a chance of making
their journey. As early
ab 7.20 Captain Murray,
seeing German troops in
motion at Riencourt, fired
the S.O.S. signallol for
bringing down that barThe barrage provssionally plarned.
rage, and in that sector
alone the signal was repeated seventeen times during the
morning. But no answering barrage fell.
The reason was that the news reaching all headquarters,
from that of division upwards, was diametrically opposed to
that now arriving at the railway from the infantry. Early
messages from the infantry had indeed stated that both objectives had been gained and the troops were pushing on to
Riencourt ;lo* and at 6.30 Corporal Wilkinsonlo3 of the 46th
brought to headquarters of that battalion a verbal report from
Captain Boddington that he “ had reached the south-west
corner of Eullecourt.” Some hours later it became evident
that this must be a mistake for “ north-west,” but at the time
both this statement and that concerning Riencourt were
supported by messages from Australian artillery officers
observing for their batteries. The light, that morning, was
peculiar. The official war correspondent with the A.I.F., who
watched the hattle, wrote that in the “ faint moonlight and
growing dawn ” all objects on the thin white mantle of snow
stood straight out so black that it was difficult as the light grew to tell
the difference between the grey (German) uniforms and those of the
Australians at any great distance.

This fact, and the difficulty of judging the distance with the
Snow screening the slopes and landmarks, probably account
for the unusual inaccuracy of reports. At 5.35 a forward
&serving officer reported that both Bullecourt and Riencourt
101 Three successive flares-green,
red, green.
1mThls was stated accurately enough by Lieutenant Drybrough of the 15th
Battalion, who req:hed the embankment. wounded, before 7 a m . A report wa:
accordingly sent
Both objectives taken. Troops 400 yards north still going.
It was not realised that these were comparatively few and that the kovement was
not general.
1aCpl. .T. W. Wilkinson (No. 4948; 46th Bn.). Farmer; of Gisborne, Vic.:
b Green Hills, Caramut, V i c , I Oct., 1887. Killed in action, 3 April, 1918.

11th Apr., 19171

FIRST BULLECOURT

319

had been “ captured by tanks; ” at 5.39 Headquarters of the
4th Artillery Brigade notes-“ our infantry seen in Bullecourt
and Riencourt.” At 6.20 Headquarters of the 4th Divisional
Artillery noted : “ F.O.O. reports Bullecourt ours, but not
cleaned up. Men seen leaving Bullecourt in extended order
towards Reincourt. Our infantry seen at u.22.C.5.3 (northeast of Bullecourt) at 6.30 a.m.” A forward observing officer
of the 62nd British Division reported seeing these troops, and
“ believed ” them to be Australian.
At 6.50 Headquarters of
the 4th Division’s artillery again noted : “ F.O.O. reports our
men seen beyond Reincourt.” At 7.30 half-a-company of
infantry was observed moving westward along the 12th
Brigade’s sector of the captured line “ as if making for Bullec o ~ r t . ’ ’ ~At~ ~7.45 a tank was reported in the same sector
moving towards Bullecourt. A little later Germans were
stated to be massing north-east of Bullecourt, and at 8.15 two
forward observing officers of the 1st Australian Division’s
artillery reported that they had seen two tanks followed by a
company of Australian infantry moving down the slopes south
of Hendecourt-a
mile beyond the Hindenburg Line-and
that after temporarily passing from
sight they came into view again until
hidden in the trees round Hendecourt.
The contact airmen of the 4th
Squadron,lo6who were over the line at
6.30 calling for flares, could see in
the 4th Brigade’s neighbourhood none
except German flares which rose
densely just beyond the right flank, and
in the 12th Brigade’s sector a single
flare on the edge of the wire on the The
show= the re.
right, evidently lit by that flank of the
a
~
~
46;h, which failed to “ get in.” Airmen
of another squadron, however, reported “ several of our men ”
in the Hindenburg Line on the western edge of Bullecourt
(that is, opposite the 62nd Division).

--

1MUndoubtedly part of the reinforcing company of the 47th (see pfi 321.2).
IMLieutenants E P Charles and E W Monk Many Australians in the heat of
fighting did not observe this machine, but it was so much in evidence that some
Germans afterwards believed the attack to have been an experiment in combined
action by aeroplanes. tanks and infantry. A second aeroplane, at 7 30. drew intenqr
machine-gun fire from Germans on the QuCant flank

~

&
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This information, coming from the normal sources of
reliable news, was naturally accepted as accurate. The earliest
reports from the infantry, to the effect that the 4th Brigade
was attacking Riencourt and the 12th Bullecourt, were by
7 o’clock reaching General Gough, the reported movement
against Bullecourt being confirmed by a message from the
6znd Division. If they were correct, the time for attempting
the passage of the 4th Cavalry Division through the German
line was obviously approaching. At 2 a.m. the division had
marched from the old Sonime battlefield to a position of
readiness at Mory; and at 7.30, on receipt of news from
I Anzac that Bullecourt and Riencourt were believed to have
been taken, the 17th Lancers and four machine-guns were
detached from its leading brigade and sent up to Ecoust. A
detachment, partly of Indians but including some Royal
Engineers, moved to the railway embankment in readiness to
advance to the entanglement and clear a passage for cavalry.loE
Reports from the Hindenburg Line describing the failure of the
tanks and curtailnient of the attack had not yet been received.
It is needless to state that in these circumstances-with
everything apparently going well, tanks and inf aiitry moving
in Bullecourt and beyond Riencourt, and cavalry preparing to
follow them-the staffs of the division and corps did not dream
of putting down the barrage immediately beyond the Hindenburg Line. The artillery, acting on the information of its
observers, was throwing its shells beyond Riencourt, covering
the reported advance of its infantry. The Qu6ant flank was
still screened with smoke, but Bullecourt, Riencourt, Hendecourt, and the snowfield beyond the Hindenburg Line lay
undisturbed by a single shell.

Meanwhile, all unconscious of the exaggerated reports of
their success which were flying round the higher staffs, the two
~ o i d i n gonbrigades were consolidating their position,
12th Brigade
which Murray, in his survey, had found to
contain none of the expected surprises-no concrete dugouts,
~

100 The official war correspondent notes (bctween 6 5 and 6 zo a m )
‘‘ There are
actually three horsemen up by the wlre
They have come back at hlgh speed. so
they must be under fire too.” ( H e had noted that the AustralIan wounded leaving
the Hindenburg Line tried to run part of the way-which indicated that they were
under heavy fire )
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or labyrinth of underground passages.'"' The left brigade
(12th) had about 7 o'clock been heavily counter-attacked in
the rear line (O.G.I), held by the 46th Battalion. This line
was continuous with the German front trench round Bullecourt, and the attempt was evidently being made by the
Bullecourt garrison. With a trench-mortar emplaced near the
north-eastern corner of the village, the Germans enfiladed
the 4 6 t h ' ~position, and they strongly attacked its left with
bombs. As its right also was being bombed, the expenditure
of grenades was considerable. A call now came from Captain
Boddingon on the left for men and bombs. There were few
men to send, but the slender supply of grenades, already
collected at convenient points was hurried to him. They were
quickly used, and it was suddenly
realised that the position was serious.
The left flank was bombed back along
the trench.lo8 Colonel Denham, however, had already received word from
Lieutenant Master and Major Waine
that men and ammunition were
needed, and at 6.10 a carrying party,
thirty strong, had been sent with
bombs and rifle-grenades. At 6.30 the
leading company of the 47th, under Captain North,logfollowed,
picking up at the railway line Goo bombs in addition to the two
carried by each man. At 6.40 upon another urgent call*l0from
Major Waine, Colonel Denhani sent forward with bombs all
men of the 46th available at the railway, and some time later
he obtained from the brigadier another party from the 47th.
Of these reinforcements, the 4 6 t h ' ~ carrying parties
suffered heavy loss and only fragments got through, but most
of the company of the 47th duly reached its destination. As
the parties reached O.G.I. waiting men seized the bombs and
ran with them to the left where the new supply immediately
107 H e did indeed come on one bay which appeared to finish a t the shaft of a
Descending this and passing through the dugout to another stairway, one
dugout
came up again into a continuation of the trench, which a t this point must either
have heen unfinished or blocked by shell-fire Possibly some passages existed leading
to the intended concrete dugouts (ser fi 345)
108There is evidence that a fraction of the 46th may have retired about this time
If so, it may have been bombed out of the trench, or may have been previously
held up short of it and have retired from there.
Articled law clerk. of Indooroopilly,
Nnrth. h1.C , 47th Bn
109 Brigadier F. R
Q'land, b Fairney Lawn, Ipswich, Q'land, 13 April, 1894
One
of
these
parties
went
forward,
covered by a tank which i t met
110 Timed 6 2 5
on the way (see footnote on p 3 1 3 ) .

322

THE A.I.F. I N FRANCE

[rxth Apr., 1917

turned the scale in that trench.lll Part of the lost ground
was regaincd, but Captain Boddington, while trying to see the
effect of the bombs thrown, was killed, and Lieutenant Stanton,
who succeeded him, found that neither bombs nor men suffice6
to carry the flank farther. The 48th, which also had asked for
men and ammunition, was strengthened by half the reinforcing
company of the 47th, and was also reinforced by a carrying
party of its own under Lieutenant Imlay,ll* who reached it
about 7.30 without loss, bringing bombs, and animunition for
the Lewis guns. The arrival of Captain North's men enabled
a new attempt to be made to drive the enemy from the sunken
Diagonal Road on the left of the 48th. Lieutenant I<ellylla of
the 47th"' was killed there. The Germans were for a time
suppressed, but were always difficult to reach from the trench,
which lay on the road-bank somewhat above them. In order
to oust them Lance-Corporal
(48th) scrambled out on
to the bank and made his back the platform for a Lewis Gun
fired by Sergeant Cooper.'"
Cooper was quickly killed, but
Carr was uninjured.
The Germans on this flank, though often within thirty
yards, were, shortly after 8, fought to quiesence, and except
on the left of the 46th, where bombing was continuous, the
position of the 12th Brigade became fairly quiet and remained
so for over an hour. Two machine-guns of the 12th Company
under Lieutenant Upton"' were sent up and emplaced on the
left of the 4 6 t h ' ~position in O.G.I. These, as well as the
Lewis guns of the 48tl1, found ample occupation in firing at
Germans coming out of Riencourt or hurriedly digging the
incomplete sections of their " artillery defence line " towards
"1 When Captain Leanc of the 48th in 0 . C . o . hearing of the danger in 0 G.I.
sent Lieutenant S . N McKenzie (of Marchagee. W. Aust.) to inquire, the latter
was informed by an officer of the 40th that, having more bombs. the battalion could
now hold. Lieutenant L G. R. Challen (of Perth. W. Aust.), 48th Battalion. who
visited the trench about the same time, observed for himself that the 46th was
now secure.
119 Capt N. G . Imlay, M C . . 48th Bn.
Customs officer, of Samarai. Papua; b.
Croydon, N S.W., 1 1 Jan., 1887.
il' Licut C B Kelly. 47th Bn.
Public servant; of Maclean, N.S W.; b. Maclean.
4 F e b , 1894. Killed in action, 1 1 April, 1917
"'From 7.38 to 8 Lieutenant Dennis (48th) was still keeping up the attempt to
bomb to the left.
Lieut. W. B. Carr, M.C., D.C.M.; 48th En. Farmer; of Port Lincoln, S
Aust , b Port Lincoln. 19 A u g , 1886.
"aL/Sgt. J. C Cooper (No. 3063; 48th Bn.). Stone mason. of Leichhardt,
N.S.W.. b. Fitzroy. V i c , 1892. Killed in action, 1 1 April. IQIP.'
n' Lieut E P C Upton, 12th M.G. Coy. Clerk: of Lithgow, N S W.; h. Mudga,
N.S.W.. 1 1 Sept.. 1891
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EIendecourt. A count ordered by Captain Leane at 9.30
showed that there were 9 officers and 218 men of the 48th in
O.G.2 holding, with perhaps 40 of the 4/”th, 600 yards of
trench. The garrison of O.G.1, including part of the 47th
and the machine-gunners, was now over 100. Many of the
wounded, who had previously been collected in a bay of the
trench, had been killed by a iizirwizwerfer bomb falling among
them during the counter-attack, and the remainder had
consequently been carried into the dugout on the right. The
small garrison could do no more than hold its own; progress
eastwards to join the 4th Brigade was out of the question.
The flanks of the 4th Brigade, for an hour or more after
the capture of the trenches, were engaged in beating off sharp
bombing attacks by the neighbouring German
k t h Brigade
post.;. On the left the party under Parsonage
and Emerson thrusting down O.G.1 towards the 46th
Battalion 400 yards away was stubbornly opposed by the
intervening Wiirttembergers. The resistance of the Germans in
that narrow sector was one of the most remarkable episodes of
the day. The 48th in 0.G.2 had practically cut them off from
their rear. Yet, besides resisting on both their flanks, they
could be seen bombing the
tank which was struggling
backwards and forwards
in the wire on their front.
?he
Mills bombs of
Parsonage’s and Emerson’s
party were far more
effective than the Wiirttembergers’ egg - bombs,
and, while they lasted,
.=
the Australians advanced
about 100 yards, capturing
a few of
G
~ The ~arrow skows
~ Lwut., Parsonage’s
~
attack.
~
~

~

bombers; but the supply was soon exhausted, and when only
German grenades, found i n the trench, remained, a barricade
was built. At the same time some of the 46th were seen
apparently withdrawing, and the attempt to join hands with
it for the moment ceased.lI8
118 If this effort had succeeded, the half-sheltered I‘ Central Road ” would have
been available for communication with the railway. and the whole result might have
been different.
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I n 0.G.2 the left of the 4th Brigade had been fiercely
attacked by Wiirttembergers who, when day had only halfbroken, entered it from their western communication trench
(Ostrich Avenue) and with bombs drove the flank of the 14th
and 15th Battalions for 150 yards along 0.G.2. These
Germans also advanced across the open towards O.G.1, where
the flanking troops under Lieutenant Parsonage at first mistook
them for Australians withdrawing
and allowed them to approach. The
strangers, however, began to fire,
acd were quickly driven back by
Vickers machine-guns and Lewis
guns.
The two Stokes mortars
under Lieutenant Sanders,llg which
had been emplaced in cross-trench "G," were turned upon
these Germans, but the range was too short. Thereafter the
extreme left of the brigade's objective in O.G.2, and Ostrich
Avenue leading to it, remained in German hands; but the
Australians guarded the flank, one small party under Conipany
Sergeant-Major O'Sullivan Powerl*O ( I 5th) holding crosstrench " G,"lZ1 and another barricading 0.G.2 a little short of
its junction with this sap. The barricade was held through
heavy fighting by men of the 14th and 15th led by Lieutenant
Eibel'?* ( 15th). The trench-mortars were nest eniplaced so
as to fire down 0.G.r towards the qGth, but their ammunition
was soon
The attempt to join hands was finally
given up, and thenceforward, as grenades were short, only
sufficient were thrown to keep the Gernians in check.
A counter-attack was also made by the enemy on the troops
holding the other long communication trench, Emu Alley, near
Riencourt. The Australians were bombed out of it, but a
party was quickly organised and with rifle-grenades fought its
"OCapt. R E. Sanders, 4th L T.M. Bty Farm hand: of Tallandowring, Vic.;
h. New Southgate, London. Eng.. I Sept., 1895.
"OC.S.M. W. 0's. Power, hI.M. (No. 1788; 15th Bn.). Clerk; of Brishane.
b Richmond, Qland, ao Nov., 1894.
lP Power
(15th) bad eight men.
Near by. Privates W. Leslie (of Lithgow.
N.S W.) and P. C. Dwyer (of Thirroul. N.S.W ) of the 13th sniped a t a German
trench-mortar battery in the central depression.
IPLieut H. A. Eibel. 15th Bn. Farmer: of Yangan. Q'land: b. Jandowae.
Q'land, 1589
Killed in action. 11 April, 1917.
(Captain Dunworth, after his
wounds had h e n temporarily dressed. returned to the left flank.)
-According to one account, they had only 20 rounds
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way back and barricaded the trench, Lewis gunners and
machine-gunners in 0.G.2 playing on any Germans who
attempted to bolt from it. There now occurred in the sector
of the 4th Brigade a marked lull, in which the distant bombing
on the flank of the 46th near Bullecourt was the only hard
fighting that could be seen or heard. The opportunity was
taken to reorganise. O.G.1, at first much cumbered by
w-o~nded,'~'was cleared, the serious cases being carried into
dugouts where they were carefully tended by two captured
German medical orderlies. Except for shortage of supplies
and the weakness of the 46th (known only to itself), the
whole position seemed secure, with barricades and bombing
parties on the flanks, and Lewis and machine-guns so well
posted along the front that organised movement over the open
within 400 yards was impossible for the enemy. Even some
of the sunken roads were enfiladed-a South Australian Lewis
gunner of the 12th Brigade caught a body of Germans coming
down the Diagonal Road from Riencourt and sent their
helmets flying.
On the other hand the German machine-guns also were
sweeping the open, not only in front but in rear of the
Australian position, especially in the 4th
Dimcultiee
Brigade's sector. When Lieutenant Aarons
(16th) directed the more lightly wounded to make their way
back to the railway, they came under fire so severe that it was
useless attempting to pass through it, and returning to the
trench they were sent into the dugouts to wait for a better
opportunity.126 A party of thirty prisoners sent to the rear
under escort was also shot down. Three successive runners
of the 15th Battalion attempting to carry messages to the
railway line were killed. Only at long intervals did messengers
reach headquarters, now of one battalion, now of another.
Early in the morning Colonel McSharry (rgth), anxious for
news of his troops, sent forward near the Central Road
Lieutenant Rae,lZe but both he and an officer of the 17th
Lancers who went with him were wounded by machine-gun
They had dragged themselves thither from both the entanglements. Captain
D. P. Wells of the 13th. himself badly wounded, ordered the clearance.
= T h e stetcher-bearers had started to work as soon as the advance began, but
a number were shot down.
111 Lieut. J. hI. Rae, M C., M.M.; 15th Bn.
Labourer, of Cabramatta, N S.W.;
b. Sydney. z g June, 1889.
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fire, and returned with the belief that it was impossible to
reach the line. McSharrv next sent his intelligence officer,
Lieutenant Barnes,127 to attempt to reach the battalion by any
route. Barnes got through to the centre of the brigade, but
was mortally wounded before he could return..'28 In the
sector of the 12th Brigade, although communication was
easier,120 few men carrying ammunition now reached the line.
One small party of the 48th under Corporal Marshall,'30
heading for a sally-port on the right of the 46th, found it
garrisoned by Germans who were firing at close range across
the rear of the 4 6 t h ' ~ position. Marshall was mortally
wounded, and the whole party shot down. The 48th
Eattalion's telephone line to 0.G.2 was interrupted, despite
the efforts of the linesmen,'31 and at 9.30 Colonel Leane sent
forward his intelligence officer, Lieutenant
to
ascertain the situation. Watson, who reached the trench and,
finding the 48th short of officers, decided to stay there,
reported that a battalion of German infantry was advancing
from H e i i d e ~ o i i r t . Colonel
~~~
Leane at once asked for artillery
fire to protect his troops.
Both brigadiers, Brand and Robertson, were now fully
alive to the true position-that
only the Hindenburg Line
was held, and ammunition was needed, but that, as Murray
had said, " with artillery support we can keep the position till
the cows come home." They now endeavoured to have a
protective barrage laid zoo yards in front of their troops, and
on both flanks. The artillery-group commander responsible
(Lieutenant-Colonel Rabett), however, in view of the information from artillery observers that tanks and troops were
Lieut F. E. Barnes, M M ; 15th Bn
Carpenter; of Brisbane; b. Nanango.
Q'land, 1893. Died of wounds, I I April, 1917
= T h e only messages received by Colonel McSharry were a pigeon message sent
a t 7 i o by Captain Dunworth, then a t the barricade on the left in 0 C 2, asking for
more supplies, and
verbal y s s a g c from Lieutenant Eibel (at the same place)
saying that he was done for and returning to the battalion commander his map
and other papers.
I n addition to those mentioned. Lieutenant D. Menzies (of Clare district,
S. Aust ) , 48th Battalron. took two parties to the wire
m C p l . F S. Marshall (No. 3727; 48th Bn ). Farmer; of Bordertown. S. Aust.;
b. Bordertown, i o Oct , 1889. Died of wounds while prisoner of war, 13 April, 1917
iJ1 Especially Lance-Corporal W. Woods (of Subiaco, W . Aust.). who, though hrt
by two shell fragments which pierced his steel helmet, continued to mend the wire
until the fighting finished.
1" Lieut. W. G. Watson, M C : 48th Bn.
Dairy produce merchant: of Fremantle.
W Aust.: b. North Fitzroy. V i c . 2 7 April. 1891. Died of wounds. a8 April, 1917.
"'This
intelligence was possibly sent by Watson before he arrived a t the
Hindenburg Line
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far beyond the Hindenburg Line, did not dare to give an order
which-if
those reports were true-would
mean shattering
these with his fire. After referring the report back to the
observers, who confirmed it, he resolutely refused to order
the barrage. To the infantry commanders, who felt certain
that the report was a myth and the barrage an absolutely
vital need, the refusal was exasperating in the extreme. “ A
most aggravating telephonic communication took place,” notes
the diarist of Brand’s headquarters, but the artillery staff
could not be shaken, and Geneal Birdwood, on the matter
being referred to him, supported its refusal.
About the same time, at 9.35, and on the strength of the
same reports, General Gough ordered the 4th Cavalry Division
to pass through the Hindenburg Line in the direction of
Fontaine. I t had already acted. At 8.50, on receipt of a
message that Bullecourt and Riencourt were definitely
reported to have been taken, the Sialkot Brigade had been
ordered to push through and seize the high ground about
Hendecourt.
The dismounted wire-cutting party at the
railway embankment was sent forward on foot to cut the
entanglement behind the 12th Brigade ; Captain par bury'^'^'
squadron of the 17th Lancers galloped to the embankment, and
the main body of the regiment with “ Q ” Battery, Royal
Horse Artillery, followed it across the Noreuil-Longatte road.
These movements arrested the attention of most observers on
the battlefield, including those of the German artillery and
probably others in a German aeroplane which flew over at that
juncture. The enemy’s guns shelled the cavalry behind the
embankment, killing some horses, scattering others.
The
regiment massed farther back, “ i n a huge square,” as an
Australian ~ p e c t a t o r ’ described
~~
it, was heavily shelled by
s.9-inch howitzers, the explosions causing confusion among
the horses, and at 10.30 the force was withdrawn. As for
the wire cutters, they had barely reached the entanglement
before machine-guns were turned upon them, several being
killed and the officer and a number of others wounded.lSB
Major H. F. Parbury. M.C.; ~ 7 t hLancers.
Private T. F. Arnold. The cavalry was in
“ T h e 17th Lancers had one man killed and
lost about 2 0 , including a number of Indians.
trmps” referred to in German accounts of the
ly

Of London; b. 30 April. 1886.
close formation.
1 5 wounded, the wire-cutting party
These apparently are the “coloured
battle-no others were present.

328

THE A.I.F. IN FRANCE

[IIth Apr., 1917

The same untruc reports caused the commander of the
In
accordance with plan, patrols of the right brigade (185th)
of this division had since 7 o'clock been out watching for the
approach of the four tanks from the left of the Australian
attack, since the arrival of these tanks in Bullecourt (followed
by a battalion of Australian infantry) was to be the signal
for the British infantry to advance.ls7 A British artillery
observer at 6 . 3 0 ~thought-perhaps
~~
correctly-that
he saw
Australian troops on the north-eastern outskirts of Bullecourt.
The 12th Australian Brigade believed that its troops were
in the village, and at 8.10 a statement to this effect
from I Anzac must have reached V Corps, which informed
the division :

V Corps at 8.10 to order action by the 62nd Division.

Anzacs report no opposition in Bullecourt.

There is no doubt that the wish-whether expressed or notbehind the Anzac message was that the 62nd Division should
attack, since Birdwood was most anxious for support on that
flank. On the strength of this message, the V Corps now
ordered the 62nd not to await the appearance of the tanks,
Gf which there was still no sign.laa The commander of the
62nd Division140 accordingly ordered his patrols to push into
Bullecourt, followed by a battalion.
The news concerning Bullecourt, however, was conflicting
and puzzling. The 12th Australian Brigade complained of fire
from that direction and wanted the village shelled, and at
10.15 the 4th Australian Division informed the 62nd that " it
was not at all certain" that the Australians held the place.
The patrols of the 62nd Division eventually reported that
they had found only one narrow lane in the Bullecourt wire,
and were uncertain whether this lane penetrated right through
the entanglement. Long before this news had arrived, the
battle had ended without further action by the 62nd Division.
~~

1"The Australian battalion (the 46th) was to fire three green flares on reaching
Bullecourt, as a signal to the 62nd Division.
'=This was precisely the time when the verbal message from Captain Boddington
was received (see ). 3 1 8 ) .
"At this juncture. indeed (8.10 a.m.), word arrived from the 4th Australian
Division that the tanks for ,;he 6znd Division were apparently derelict, but that
Bullecourt was fairly quiet.
General Holmes had heard the report that two tanks
followed by infantry had gone to Hendecourt, and he referred to it in this message.
"0 Major-General W. P. Braithwaite. the same who had been Hamilton's chid-ofstaff in Gallipoli.
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Meanwhile, Australian battalion commanders at the
railway, and the two brigade headquarters in Noreuil, realised
that the position of their troops in the Hindenburg Line must
be one of great difficulty. Shortly before IO there arrived a
pigeon message sent at 7.10 by Captain Dunworth (15th)
asking for bombs, rifle-grenades, and ammunition. But since
two carrying parties had been shattered, Colonel McSharry
recognised that the attempt was impossible before dusk. In
the other brigade a message was received at IO from Major
Waine (46th) :
Must have more ammunition. Vickers (machine-gun) requires four
gallons water and at least 6,000 rounds S.A.A.
Enemy massing
Riencourt. Rifle grenades most important.

Colonel Denham at once sent four petrol tins of water for
the guns, employing as carriers the last men whom he had.
Colonel Leane (48th) had endeavoured to send up two trenchmortars, but these were not to be found at the rendezvous
arranged with him by the brigade staff, and remained, therefore, unavailable. From g o'clock onwards some of the
observers in rear as well as in the line had seen German
reinforcements moving to Riencourt and Hendecourtl'l and
thence moving in open order, or by twos and threes, into the
sunken roads beyond the captured position. The heavy
artillery, it is true, reported them as Australians retiring from
those villages. The commander of the IoIst Howitzer
Battery:'* however, immediately laid the fire of his howitzers
between these Germans and the captured position, and kept
it there in defiance of the opinion of his group-commander.
By 1 1 o'clock the truth had been grasped as far back as 4th
Divisional Headquarters, and General Holmes telegraphed to
corps headquarters :
Situation appears t o be that we a r e in Hindenburg Line within
our proper limits, but no more. Not in Bullecourt or Riencourt. . . .
Apparently no tank actually reached Hindenburg Line.

The divisional staff now set itself to secure three
urgent measures -the reinforcing of the troops, the
laying down of a protective barrage, and the bombardment
of Bullecourt.
141 Motor lorries were reported entering Hendecourt. and a battallon marching to
Riencourt from the direction of Quiant
1- Major J.
C. Selmes (of Sydney)
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But by that time the problem had moved swiftly to another
solution. The troops in the Hindenburg Line had at first fired
on the enemy reinforcements, but eventually,
The Main
Counter-attack through shortage of ammunition, their officers
stopped them from shooting at any Germans
except at close range. About I O
the enemy began
a heavy counter-attack from all directions against the
captured position--up both trenches against both flanks of
both brigades; and, from the front, both over the open and
down Emu Alley. The frontal attempt was, indeed, hardly
observable to the Australians, the enemy being unable to cross
the open any more freely than themselves, and only trickling
forward in twos and threes. But down the westerly communication trench (Ostrich Avenue), he thrust reinforcements into
the gap between the two brigades.
The attack was
preceded by a bombardment especially severe in the
trenches of the 12th Brigade, where, from about 9 o’clock,
the trench mortar
north-east of Bulle- 2 ~ 3
c o u r t vigorously
I
enfiladed the rear
.’
trench, bursting its ’
bombs among the
46th, while a field
battery, also north
of
Bullecou rt,
swept the parapet
of the 48th.
It was probably 011 the 46th that the attack first fell,
but the right of the other brigade almost at once became
involved in what Captain Murray afterwards
Against
described as “ a bomb fight of the first order.”
Qth Brigade
In support of Captain Gardiner’s bombers
there were sitting, behiid the next traverse, men ready to take
the throwers’ places as they became exhausted. The grenades
carried by the garrison had already been collected and
“dumped” near the flanks, and Murray and other officers
now ordered a search for all bombs that remained on the
wounded or the accessible dead. So long as these held out,
the German attack made no headway.

-

‘“German

records show that the counter-attack was ordered to begin at 9 a.m.
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Not long after the din had begun, however, the troops
holding the front line of the 4th Brigade could tell from the
messages passed along that the men bombing on the right were
running short of grenades. The frontal posts had already
been required to transmit their bombs to the flanks, and now
the men on the left in O.G.2, against whom the attack did not
at first develop heavily, were ordered to send theirs. In spite
of this, on the right of 0.G.2 the supply soon became so short
that Gardiner's men could only reply with an occasional bomb
to continuous missiles of the Germans. Above the trench it
was almost impossible to lift a hand, the enemy machine-guns
from three sides sweeping the parapet with a hurricane of fire.
A fixed machine-gun in the Hindenburg Line farther west was
particularly effective, but a great part of the fire came from the
houses of Riencourt, in whose windows the Germans could be
seen crowded. A few dozen shells could have brought the walls
down upon them-as Murray afterwards said, " It was crying
for guns, but there were none on them." In spite of repeated
S.O.S. signals, the shells continued to burst only on the distant
horizon. The Lewis gunners, however, were still able to
prevent the Germans from using the open, and the fighting was
thus entirely confined to the trenches.
It was now evident that, without more bombs, the
Australians could hardly hope to hold out until dusk. Captain
Gardiner, the senior forward officer of the 13th, after a hurried
conference with Captains Murray (13th), Somerville, and
Kummerston ( 1 6 t h ) ~and Lieutenants Aaroiis and Kerrl"
(16th), decided that, if necessary, the brigade should fall
back into shell-holes just out of bomb range and endeavour
to dig in there under cover of its artillery.146 Signalling by
flags being prevented by the hurricane of machine-gun fire,
and messages by power-buzzer having been jamnied by the
enemy, Lieutenant Aarons volunteered to carry a message
warning headquarters of this decision, and asking for the
barrage. Rushing from shell-hole to shell-hole, and later
crawling beside the nine-inch bank of a road towards Noreuil,
Aarons and a companion146started off.
"Capt.

J. S. Kerr h1.C

.

16th Bn.

ivlechanical engineer; of Wellington Mdls

W. Aust.; b. Moonce 'Ponds;' Vic.. a6 Ju!y,

1892.

la It was Captain Gardiner's first fight in France.
Murray whose experience was
greater, entertained no hope of this brave decision being car&
into effect
"Cpl. (later Sa.) R. E. Sullivan, M.M. (No. 784: 13th Bn.). Labourer, of
Nagambie. Vic.; b. Tahilk. Vie.. 1895.
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It was then 10.20. The struggle on the right of 0.G.z
quickly became desperate. A Lewis gun under Lance-Corporal
Barker147(16th), so far successful in keeping the enemy down,
had to stop for its drums to be refilled with cartridges. When
next it opened, Germans were within forty yards, and a bullet
smashed the gun and another the jaw of the gunner.*48 In
vain Murray stationed men with rifles along a bank148 across
the open close behind the right-flank
posts. The superiority of the enemy's
bomb-supply was overwhelming. The
Australians, with the bombs flying over
and bursting behind them, were steadily
cleared by the Germans from one bay
after another: some from O.G.1 leapt
out into craters near by, others herded
along the bays. German bombs presently
falling among them again after each
withdrawal. Murray, in O.G.2, saw a white signal flag raised
a bay or two back, evidently by men at the tail of the retreat.
" Shoot that flag down! " he ordered, and the men with him
brought it down in three shots. As a desperate venture he
organised an attempt to charge over the open and shoot down
the German bombers; but the men who climbed out to make
the rush were immediately shot. From parts of the 4th
Brigade's trenches it could be seen that the same thing was
happening to the 12th Brigade, part of which now began to
withdraw.
At this stage it becaiiie evident that, if the troops were to
avoid destruction or capture, only one course remained-to
order the withdrawal as foreshadowed in the message carried
by Aarons. Accordingly, after Lieutenant DoddlSo of the
machine-guns, had been warned to destroy his guns-a
task
which he at once commenced-Murray passed along the line a
message to the troops to withdraw.161 To give time for them
1'7 Cpl. W. Barker, M.M.. (No. 750' 16th Bn ).
Labourer; of Midland Junction,
W. Aust.; b Midland Junction, I Oct'. 1896
Labourer; of Mount Magnet,
la Pte. J. J. T . H. Osmond (No. 2302; 16th Bn.).
W. Aust.; b. Cairns. Q'land, 1890.
That of a road which diagonally crossed 0 G . I and a
1 W Lieut. G . C Dodd, 4th M G . Coy.
Locomotive fireman; of Cairns, Q'land.

b Cooktown, Q'land, 2 1 A u g , 1894.
Some men had first been sent out to see if a line of shell-holes suitable for
occupation existed, but only two returned
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to get clear, Captain Gardiner ordered the officers on the flanks
to hold back the enemy to the last. Going to O.G.1, he
stationed Lieutenant SmithI5* at the nearest exit-a German
sally-port near cross-trench " C "-with
orders to turn the
troops through it and so out of the trenches. Then, with
Lieutenants C o ~ n e y ' (~13th)
~
and C u l ~ e r w e l l(~1 6~ t~h ) ~and
one other, he took position in cross-trench " B," from which
they could bomb the advancing Germans. They had forty
bombs which they began to
throw slowly.
In O.G.1
Lieutenant Stones ( 13th)'53
with Private Leon Jean
Briand16s and one or two
others, having received from
Lieutenant Ingrani (15th)
two boxes
of
German
bombs, made a similar stand.
Gardiner had taken his
message to the left flank
in O.G.2, now being strongly attacked, and it also reached the
men holding Emu Alley leading towards Riencourt. The post
in this trench16' was duly withdrawn by its commander,
Sergeant Cross168 ( 13th), but Corporal Wheeler,16e in charge
of a small party out in advance of the centre, being uncertain
as to the source of the order and in no position to clear his
doubts, told his men to hold on and "fight it out like
Australians."1Co
'"Lieut. G. C. Smith, 13th Bn. Grocer; of Bathurst, N.S.W.; b. Bathurst,
A u g , 1891.
Farmer; of Condobolin, N.S.W.; b. Wellington,
18: Capt. J. hf. Cooney, 13th Bn.
N.S W., 1 7 A u g , 1891.
"'Lieut. F. M. Culverwell, 16th Bn Timber worker: of Collie, W. Aust.; b.
Dalwood, Devonshire, Eng., 25 May, 1889.
iuLieutenant Stones had previously been sent by Murray to search with Captain
Lanagan a dugout that had been used by German signallers, and to send back any
papers found. H e went through the papers, left the dugout, and sent off the packet,
when he found the German attack almost upon him. Lanagan, who stayed to finish
his task in the dugout, came out shortly afterwards to find the Germans all round
him. and was captured.
Is0A Breton. ( a 4 1 , Pte. L. J. L. Briand, M.M.: 16th Bn. Labourer; of East
Guildford, W. Aust.; b. St Malo France, 1883.)
"'Then situated, according to one., of its me,ybers, Private A. T Lord (of
Petersham, N.S W.), 13th Battalion, four bays
from 0 C z
(Lord dled on g
14

Dec,

1940 )

ME Sgt. G. P. Cross (No. 1504; 13th Bn.)
Clerk; of Kogarah, N.S.W.; b.
Lambeth, London, E n g , 16 Aug., 1888. Killed in action. 1 1 April, 1917.
" D C ~ l J.
. C. Wheeler (No. ~ O I I : 15th Bn.). Grazier: of Cloncurry, Q'land; b.
Manly, N S.W., 14 Aug., 1890.
iOOAccordingto Private W . E. Ramsden (of Brisbane; died 5 Jan., 1929). who
was present. Elsewhere the authenticity of the message was also questioned-for
example, by Lieutenant A. V. Watkinson (of Warwick, Q'land), 15th Battalion,
fighting on the right.
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Meanwhile on the right in O.G.1 when only eight bombs
were left, Lieutenant Stones was wounded.
Company
Sergeant-Major ComptonlG1and a few inen continued to hold
after the last bomb was thrown, but the Germans, flowing into
a communication trench on their flank, enfiladed and captured
them. Lieutenant Smith, twice wounded but still where
Gardiner had placed him to direct the men, was taken prisoner,
as was Gardiner himself when all other members of his party
had been wounded, and their last bomb thrown, and the
enemy had suddenly appeared behind them. The posts on the
left in O.G.1 received no order to withdraw, and, after their
bombs ran out, the Germans apparently crept along outside the
parados of the trench and entered it through a sally-port in
rear of the Australians. After firing two drums from their
Lewis guns and destroying as far as possible their machineguns, the flank posts, being entirely cut off, surrendered.
The attack on the left of the 4th Brigade in 0.G.2 had
begun shortly after that on the right. It cut off and captured
the remnant which to the last held on there-Lieutenant Dodd,
still engaged with the destruction of the machine-guns ;le*
Corporal Wheeler’s post which, out in the open, had been
firing on Germans now advancing there ; Lieutenants
M i s s i n g h a n ~B
, ~i ~
n n~ j n g t ~ n , ’and
~ ~ Ingram (15th) and a few
men from the centre, who had managed to gather several
bombs and had spent them in carrying out Gardiner’s order
to hold on while others escaped.
A considerable number were enabled to reach O.G.I. Just
ahead of the enemy bombers, with an occasional grenade
flying over him, Murray had been heard shepherding the men
towards the exit and urging them to run the gauntlet back
through the wire. “There’s two things now,” he said, again
and again. “Either capture, or go into that!”
“ T h a t ” (says a diarist who records the episode) was the frightful
German machine-gun fire on the open stretch behind the trenches.
~

1a’C.S.M. A. R. Compton (No. 1838; 13th Bn.). Coachsmith; of Leichhardt,
N.S.W.; b. Leichhardt, IO Sept., 1894.
16’ Concerning one sector, a survivor
states: “ After the death of Lieutenant
O’Donnell (14th), it was saww qwr prwt.” The activity of thls officer is mentioned
by several. (O’Donnell belonged to Gisborne, Vic.)
‘“Capt. W. S. Misstngham, 15th Bn. Farmer: of Rumbia, Q’land; b. Albion
Park, N.S.W.. I Sept.. 1891.
‘UCapt. E. Binnington, 15th Bn. School teacher; of Maryborough, Q’land; b.
Goodwood. Q’land. 14 June, 1895.

11th Apr., 19x71

FIRST BULLECOURT

335

Lieutenant Watson165 (16th), with his arm hanging broken
at his side, moved among the troops giving the same
advice.
In other parts the order came in the form
“Every man for himself,” and “Suuve qui Pcut,’’ and
practically all troops who received it made the attempt. A
number jumped over the parados of O.G.1 and made
across the open. Others left the trench through sallyports.*a6 But German machine-gunners, laying their guns
on the exit of one of these saps, killed man after man
endeavouring to escape. The general fire sweeping the open
cut down a large number, including many leaders in the
fight such as Captains Fletcher (rgth), and Hummerston and
Somerville (16th) ; it was far too deadly to allow a line to be
formed in the shell-holes, nor. indeed, did many shell-holes
exist. But of the four battalions nine officer^,'^' including
Captains Murray (13th) and Wadsworth (rqth), and a
remnant of other ranks succeeded in reaching the old
Australian front.
As the Germans moved along O.G.1 they rolled bombs
into the dugouts. In these were only the wounded, mainly
serious cases, since Captain Dunworth, now lying there weak
with loss of blood, had, on the first news of danger, ordered
all lightly wounded men to leave the trench and attempt to
escape. On the German bombs exploding at the foot of the
stairs, the two German orderlies explained to their countrynien
that only wounded men were present. The bombing ceased,
and the wounded were captured and afterwards taken to the
rear.168 By 11.45 the whole of the 4th Brigade’s position
had been re-won by the Germans, who forthwith issued
into No-Man’s Land, advanced along the front of their
trenches, and made prisoners all who were sheltering there in
the sallyports and craters.
~~

‘“Lieut. J. H. Watson, 16th Bn. Farmer; of Yornaning, W. Aust.; b. Mount
Gambier, S. Aust., I Oct.. 1889.
“‘Two openings were used, one near the right, another near the Noreuil road.
’mThese were. 13th Battalion-Captain H. W. Murray and Lieutenants B. C. J.
Rose and W. Parsonage: 14th-Captain W. R. Wadsworth and Lieutenants R. E.
Hayes and G . H. Clarendon-Hyde; 15th-none;
16th-Lieutenants J. S. Kerr. W
Burrows, and D. S. Aarons.
’“The work ot Lieutenant W. J. G . Lyon (of Surrey Hills. Vic.), 14th Battalion.
himself a prisoner among the wounded in the trench at this anxious moment ic
gratefully spoken of by several of them.
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In the 12th Brigade's sector 0.G.2 had not been immediately
attacked, though as a precaution, on the outbreak of the
bombardment officers of the 48th at once
A g a hBrigade
6t
patrolled their trench from end to end. In
O.G.1 the warning was less obvious, but Major
Waine was rendered most anxious by the apparent inattention
of headquarters to messages in which both he and Lieutenant
Master had endeavoured to impress upon it the dangerous
weakness of the 46th and the threatening movement of the
enemy. It turned out that most of these missives had failed
to arrive, and a message just received from Colonel Denham
made it appear that headquarters believed the situation to be
much more secure than it was. Actually the 46th was not only
weak but desperately tired, having held the front line for three
days before the attack.
Intending to word a message so as to seize headquarters
with the full truth, Major Waine and Captain North went to
the dugout entrance and, sitting near the top of the stair, began
its composition. They were in the midst of this when several
bombs crashed about the entrance, and some men who had
been standing there were sent tumbling down the stairs,
carrying the two officers with them. Several other officers
were in the dugout, resting-too
many, perhaps, for the
security of the trench. It had two exits, and Captain North
and several others, who at once rushed up that nearest to the
Germans, succeeded in escaping capture, although the enemy's
bombs were falling over and around them. Those who, like
Waine, made for the second exit found their way blocked by
the wounded crowding the dark passage, and on returning to
the first, found themselves trapped by German sentries and
were made prisoners.
\Vhat had happened was that the right flank of the 46th
had given way. The post there was held by a few men under
Lieutenants Walker*Eg
and Pentland, the latter of whom, though
badly shaken in the first attack,l'O had pluckily returned to
the front with a carrying party. At 1 1 . 1 5 a shower of some
twcnty stick-grenades suddenly exploded in and around this
post, wounding some of its members, including Pentland.

-

lea Lieut F Walker, 461h Bn.
Clerk, of Benalla, Vic.: b. Benalla, a7 Mar.,
1890. Killed in action, 1 1 April, 1917.
noSee p 307.
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The Victorians replied with half-a-dozen bombs, all that the
post then possessed. As the enemy
continued to attack, the two officers
and three surviving men scrambled
out of the trench into shell-holes.'"
Bombing along the trench the
W urt tenibergers were next faced
by Lieutenants S t a n t ~ n ' ~and
~
Master and a corporal who, with a
few bombs and rifles, tried to hold
them, but were driven back along
thc empty trench.
They eventually escaped, Master being
seriously wounded as he withdrew, Stanton knocked unconscious by a bomb but recovering in time to scramble from
the trench before the Germans caught him.
The 46th had
been completely driven out.
The Germans occupied the
trench, and the wounded Australians in the dugouts and a
few unwounded were captured.lTs I n the front trench the
48th, utterly unconscious of these occurrences 150 yards in
its rear, by which it had been completely cut off, continued
to snipe at Germans advancing in twos and threes from
Hendecourt.
Situation quiet (wrote Captain Leane at 11.20 in a message of
which a copy was found later in his message book). T w o Vickers
guns have not reported yet. These would be invaluable in staving off
a counter-attack, as at present, owing to being held up on both flanks,
we are in the air. These are very securely held and blocks established.
and my position is as strong as it could be made. Trench-mortars
would be invaluable, and I would very much like to get a t Fritz with
them.

Spectators in rear had seen with growing anxiety the
white puffs from the German bombs gradually advancing
171 Private G. R. Arndell (of Apsley, Vic.)
resting his left hand on the parapet
in the effort to get more range, had it bldwn off by a n enemy bomb. I n the
retirement Lieutenant Walker was killed and Lieutenant Pentland badly wounded.
Lieut. J. A. Stanton h1.C . 46th Bn.
Clerk. of Stawell, Vic.; b. Stawell,
ag Sept., 1892. (Cousin Af C a p h n F. B. Stanton, '14th Bn.)
William Evans (of Penshurst, Vie.)-batman of Major J, hf. Edgley, of
Dorrigo, N S.W., 46th Battalion, who was left out of this fight-had
begged to be
allowed to take part, and, obtaining leave, had fought throughout with Captain
Boddington I n the final stage of the fight, Evans found himself isolated, and
was captured. H i s captor took him along the trench and met another German, who
apparently urged that it was better sport to mount the fire-step and shoot down the
retiring Australians. The two became 60 intent on their firing that they forgot
Evans. Seeing a dead Australian at his feet Evans stooped down under pretence
of tying a bootlace, felt the dead man's pocket; for a bomb, and, finding one, placed
It quietly, with the pin drawn. between the feet of the Germans. H e then slipped
round the next traverse. and a second later, healing the bomb explode, leapt ovel
the parados. He succeeded in reaching the Australian lines.
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along the parapets of the 4th Brigade's sector, and the
rare tawny burst of an Australian bomb in reply. Figures
had next been observed calmly undertaking some business
in the open-probably
Germans now bombing from the
parapet, or the last Australian charge in reply. Presently
a string of others was seen leaping over some barrier
in the trench with their hands above their heads, and many
onlookers with a cold shock realised that they were
watching for the first time the surrender of a number
of Australian soldiers. Then, at 11.30, the parados became
dotted with men who clinibed over it and began to
move like a scattered crowd across the open. All observers
knew that they were looking on at the loss of the
trenches. At 11.15 Colonel Leane of the 48th telegraphed
to the 12th Brigade Headquarters that both brigades were
retiring and asked for an artillery barrage. Five minutes
later Lieutenant Aarons reached the Headquarters of the
14th and 16tl1, bringing-but
too late-his
warning of
the intended withdrawal.''*
The struggle with the artillery
commanders over the question of the barrage had fortunately
been ended.'T5 Shortly after I I a barrage was laid by
the field artillery on the south-eastern face of Bullecourt,
and about 11.45 the artillery a t last opened on the
Hindenburg Line opposite the whole of the 4th Australian
Division's front. This barrage was not, indeed, in time to
prevent grievous loss in the first stage of withdrawal, but
greatly assisted its subsequent stages.
An hour later, while the field artillery was still playing on
the Hindenburg parapets and the " heavies " on Bullecourt
and Riencourt; after a remnant of the brigades had straggled
in, the machine-gunners of the 4th by a brave effort bringing
with them two of their sixteen guns; while the line of
wounded, followed by shells from some German battery, was
"'At 11.30 Sergeant W. P. Boland (of Lancefield, Vie.) of the 14th brought
in a message sent just before the decision to retire, saying that the 46th could be
men falling back, but that the 14th. though without bombs, hoped to hold till dusk.
'"The 4th Division having definitely concluded about X I that its troops were not
in the village, a bombardment of Bullecourt by heavy artillery and a barrage of
that flank by field-guns had been arranged by 1 1 IO. At that hour, however, there
arrived a message dropped from an aeroplane to the effect that troops, apparently
British. had been seen in the south-west corner of the vlllage. The geiieral bombard
ment of the village was therefore postponed, but, as the flank of the 12th Brigade
was known to be in great difficulty, a barrage was laid down to protect it
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trailing like a string of ants across the open to the rearthere suddenly appeared, slowly returning from the sector
of the Hindenburg Line captured that morning by the 12th
Brigade, about 150 men.
About 1230 (notes an observer in his diary) I saw some men quietly
moving through the end of the wire, some of them looking back and
talking to the others, it seemed. You would have said they were a party
of our men out planning to put down a strong-post, so quietly did they
take it.

They were the 48th Battalion. No word of the retirement
had reached it from the 46th, but a man of the 47th, Private
D ~ n n e t t , on
l ~ ~his own initiative, came to 0.G.2 and reported
the event to Captain Leane. About the same time some of
the 48th had observed Germans in the trench in rear, and
had opened on them with rifles and Lewis guns. The retirement of the 4th Brigade also was observed. Captain b a n e
had at once held a hurried conference with Lieutenants
M ~ K e n z i e , l Dennis,
~~
Jones, and Watson, and decided to
form two small parties to bomb
down two communication trenches
and retake O.G.I. Entrusting one
party to Jones, and leading the
other himself, he at once made the
attack. The fighting (says Sergeant
D o w n e ~ , 'who
~ ~ was present) was
" very
~illing."~"' the Germans
coming at the bombing parties
several times. As these reached
0.G.r. Leane was wounded and Jones killed, but part of the
4 6 t h ' ~trench was retaken, and for a time the 48th held this
as well as its own.18o The Australian barrage, however, was
now falling on the trenches and causing loss, and, although
ground flares were lit to attract the attention of a patrolling
174Lieut. H. L. Dunnett, h1.N ; 47th Bn. Locomotive fireman; of Rockhampton,
Q'!and; b Rockhampton, I Sept.. 1898.
Farmer; of Marchagee, W. Aust.; b.
1nCapt. S. N. McIienzie. 48th Bn.
Birmingham. E n g , 5 J a n , 1895
1~ Lieut.-Col
H. Downes M.C , M.M.; 48th Bn. Sharebroker's authorised clerk,
of Adelaide. b. Eaglehawk,'Vic., 14 May, 189a. Died 1 1 Nov., 1931.
Australian for '' keen '' or *' vehement."
I s o I n the 4 6 t h ' ~trench were found a few unexpended bombs, and officers of the
48th afterwards expiessed some natural indignation a t what they considered the
premature withdrawal of the Victorians without warning them. One officer had
even told his men to fire on some of that battalion who were seen to surrender, in
his opinion, too easily. The situation of the 46th. however, and its extreme weakness
in numbers, were quite unknown to the 48th. who were therefore not in a position
to judge fairly.
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aeroplane and S.O.S. signals were fired for the artillery, the
shells continued to fall there.
Captain Leane decided that
his force was not strong enough to hold both lines, and, after
sending an orderlylsl to burn all military papers at his headquarters in 0.G.2,1sn withdrew the garrison of that trench to
O.G.1 and blocked the avenue by which they retired. Then,
as the bombardment continued, at 12.5 he sent a runner with
the message:
Our artillery is making trench untenable.

At 12.25 bombs ran short on the right, and it was evident
that under this shell-fire, combined with the attack by the
Germans on both flanks and down the communication trench,
the position could not be held.
Captain Leane accordingly
decided to withdraw.
All the wounded were first attended
to and placed in the entrances of the dugouts. Leane directed
the officers and some N.C.O's to watch the barricade till the
men were clear, and then gave the word for withdrawal.
So, a full hour after every other battalion had left the
trenches, the 48th came out-under heavy rifle and machinegun fire, but with proud deliberation and studied nonchalance,
at walking pace, picking their way through the broken wire,
carrying a proportion of their Lewis
carefully helping
the walking wounded, and with their officers bringing up the
rear. Wherever Australians fought, that characteristic gait
was noted by friend and enemy,18' but never did it furnish
such a spectacle as here.
For ten minutes the attention of
half the battlefield was held while, leisurely as a crowd leaving
its daily work, the 48th drew clear.
Many were killed in
withdrawing, many were wounded and lay about the wire
until captured or put to death by a merciful enemy.ls6
Lieutenant Watson (the 4 8 t h ' ~intelligence officer), who left
the trench with Captain Leane, was shot through the spine
but dragged himself to shelter, was brought in, and died
Electrician; of Sydney; b. Stornoway,
181 Pte. N. hIcLeod (No. 1305; 48th Bn.).
Scotland, 1 5 March, 1880.
'"Corporal A. F. Franke (of Adelaide). in charge of the telephone apparatus,
also destroyed it with a Mills bomb before leaving.
1a'Flve Lewis uns were brought out. Several had been destroyed by German
fire or bombs, a n t parts of some of these had been used in reparring others.
18' Particiilarly by German officers in the Third Battle of Ypres.
'=The Germans later working among the wounded in the wire shot some of those
who were evidently hurt too badly for recovery. They did the same at Noreurl
oil March 20.

11th Apr.,

19171

FIRST BULLECOURT

341

afterwards in hospital.18e Captain Leane himself was observed
wounded, hopping towards the entanglement. Long afterwards it was heard that he died on May 2nd in a German
hospital.
The artillery kept its fire on the German trenches from
which some of the enemy were seen to advance; and the 51st
and 52nd Battalions (13th Brigade) holding the railway,
together with the remnant of the two brigades, prepared to
meet the attack which, however unlikely, men always expected
after such a repulse. O n its being remarked, however, that
some of the Germans in No-Man's Land were medical
orderlies carrying white bandages to the wounded, messages
were hurriedly sent to the machine-guns and artillery, and
about 2 o'clock their fire ceased.
A number of men from
the railway line, exhausted though they were, had voluntarily
gone out with stretchers, and, by direction of General Glasgow
(13th Brigade), Lieutenant Julinle7 and fifty of the 52nd
assisted. The Germans at first fired on the stretcher-bearers,
but about 4 p.m., upon Julin's taking his party boldly towards
the wire with Red Cross flags flying, this sniping ceased, and
for two hours the wounded were collected without impediment, the Germans carrying to their own trenches most of
those from the wire, but in a few cases placing badly wounded
men beyond its outer edge to be picked up by their opponents.
Although they also took full advantage of this informal truce
to repair gaps in their wire, the concession was welcomed
by every Australian. It lasted till 6 o'clock, when snow began
to fall, and the Germans, probably fearing an attack under this
screen, shouted " finish hospital !", and both sides withdrew.
Nevertheless, throughout the night, which was still and frosty,
not a shot was fired, and for several days afterwards odd
survivors crawled, or were helped, back to the railway.lBB
So ended the First Battle of Bullecourt. Thrown between
two pylons of the enemy's line, despite failure of the tanks
'"His brother, Lieut. H. H. Watson, also an officer in the 48th, was killed in
O.G.2
"'L~eu'. J. H. Julin, M.C.; Snnd Bn. Surveyor and civil engineer; of Ayr,
Q'land ; b Rimdaberg, Q'land, I I March 1892.
=Thus Lieut. W. F. H. Master (46th) was brought in from the German wire
by Sergeant R. S. Rafferty (48th) who, seeing him there, bad stayed with him till
dark. As late as the night of the 15th there came back Privates H . H. Carne and
I.M F. Ryan (47th) who had been in a shell-hole beyond the German wire. (Master
belonged to Melbdurne and Lake Boga. Vic.; Rafferty to Victoria Park and
Bencubbin. W. Aust., Carne to Einasleigh, Q'land; Ryan to Bundaberu. W a n d . )
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which were tc, cut the wire and replace the barrage, the 4th
Australian Division had achieved what most soldiers then it^
France would previcusly have believed impossible-broken,
without artillery barrage, the Hindenburg Line.
But when
after this, misled by reports of mythical success, the artillery
had continued to withhold its support, the German machinegunners had with impunity closed a gate behind the Australian
infantry, and forced it to withstand attack until its supplies
ran out, when most of the unwounded survivors made the
brave effort to run the gauntlet and escape. The six and
a half battalions and accompanying units of the 4th Division
engaged lost over 3,000 officers and men, of whom 28 officers
and 1,142 men were captured,189much the largest number of
"OThis is the number given in the German Official History. The regimental
histories and other authorities give numbers varying from 1,125 to 1,168. The
Germans also claimed to have captured two tanks within their lines, while seven
more lay destroyed within sight of them. They further claimed 5 3 Lewis guns,
4 Vickers machine-guns. and I trench-mortars.
The prisoners were, as already stated, on the whole well treated by their actual
captors. Some on the way to the rear were killed or wounded by the Australian
barrage, through which sonic of the wounded were pluckily carried by German
stretcher-bearers.
For a larpr batch of the unwounded prisoners, however, this
humane treatment ended with their arrival at Lille.
Here they were marched
through the streets-the
French people who tried to make them small gifts being
roughly handled-to Fort Macdonald. where they were split into several parties each
of about 100. Each party Wac t l y s t into,: room of the fort to which it is no
exaggeiation to apply the word
dungeon,
These chambers, large enough for
perhaps a s men, were floored H u h stone or concrete, with little light or air. For all
purposes of sanitation. there wh. Dlaced in the corner a single tub, which quickly
overflowed. The men were allowed neither straw nor blankets, but must sleep on
the bare d:,mp floor, and were fed with one slice of bread daily, and coffee
" substitute.
This treatment continued for eight days, and at one stage an official
entered the room and explained to the prisoners the reason for it. I t was an act of
retaliation, he said. The German Government, having ascertained that the British.
in defiance of conventions. were rniploying German prisoners within range of the
German guns, had protested to the British Government demanding their withdrawal
30 kilometres from the front line, bct no answer had been received from the
British Government. " You will be kept," he said. quoting from a printed notice.
" very short of food. given had lodgings, no beds, and hard work beside the German
guns under heavy shell-fire. No pay, no soap for washing or shaving, no towels.
or boots, etc., etc." H e then told them to write to their relations or to persons of
influence in England, informing them of their plight and of the reason for it.
Parties were then drafted off and sent to work in the artillery zone on and near
the battlefield. They were purposely underfed and overworked, under fire. A
certain number, including several Austrdians died of hardship, and others from
shell wounds. Several escaped, including the three men of the 5th Dorset who
reached the Australian lines near Bullecourt on Aliril 8, and four AustraliansCorporal P. St. J. Job (of Perth, W. Aust ) , Lance-Corporals E. G. Smith (of
Dunbury, W Aust.) and H . Parsons (of Narrogin, W . Aust ), and Private G.
whom two, Parsons
Stewart (of Harrowsmith, W. Aust.), of the 16th Battalion-f
and Stewart, on May a a reached the Australian front at the very point at which
they had oeen captured, but the other two were recaptared in trying to make the
last few hundred yards. Job died on 25 Nov., 1929.
The complaint against the British command was true enough-through
a
recklessness that later brought grievous trouble and much suffering to others. German
Drisoners had, like the Egyptian labourers in Gallipoli, been employed in areas
lubject to fire. The characteristically brutal methods of the German commanders
in retaliation had little effect, except to win for their whole people a reputation
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Australians taken by the enemy in a single battle. As few
men who were wounded beyond the first wire escaped, the
number of prisoners includes a great part of the woundedfor example, of nine captured officers of the 16th Battalion,
seven were wounded, of whom one afterwards died.leO Much
the heaviest loss fell on the 4th Brigade, whose casualties
amounted to 2,339”’ out of some 3,000 engaged.
The
particulars are13th Battalion
14th Battalion
15th Battalion
16th Battalion
4th M.G. Company
4th L.T.M. Bty.

..

..

..

..
..
..

..
..

..
..
..
* *

Officers.
21

19
20

15
5

Other Ranks.
* *

..
..
..
..

..
The loss of the 12th Brigade was 9 5 0 ~ ~ ~ 46th
47th
48th
12th

Battalion
..
Battalion
..
Battalion
..
M.G. Company

-.
*.

..

..

I

OfbclYS.

9
4
I5

-

546
582
380
62 I
99
30
Other Ranks.

* *

..

..
..

364
123

42 1
14

Only some 750 of each battalion were actually engaged, the
remainder being with headquarters or held in reserve with
the “nucleus ”183 (which now included a proportion of
N . c . 0 ’ ~and men as well as officers), and the average loss
which in this generation at least, will continue to do great harm to their country.
These‘ measures ended in July, when an arrangement was arrived at for the
withdrawal of prisoners to an agreed distance.
Except for such “prisoners of respite,” the Australian prisoners on the whole
received moderate treatment
There were, of course, cases of brutality by
subordinates, and some commandants, like the notorious Niemeyer, succeeded in
winning for their countrymen a reputation for the ill-treatment of prisoners. But
this was due rather to the stupidity or vindictiveness of certain ‘‘ dugout ” martinets,
than to deliherate brutality. and other commanders were fair enough. One
Australian-Private
A. J. hloore (of North Rockhampton, Q’land)--gratefully
acknowledges that his life was saved in hospital “ b y the kindness and gentle
treatment of Princess Marie of Bavaria (Sister Marie Ilka von Wrede).”
In addition to those already mentioned. a fair number of Australians captured
at Bullecourt escaped. Among these, Privates J. Lee (14th) and F. A . W. C
Peachey (15th) reached Holland from Lille in November 1917, and Private T . E.
Taylor (14th) escaped into Russia. The most famous adventure was that of Captain
J. E. hlott (48th), who returned to his battalion and finally became its commander.
(Lee belonged to Warrnambool. Vic.: Peachey to South Crafton. N.S W.; Taylor
to Neerim, Vic.; hlott to Apollo Bay, Vic.) Several others, including Captain
Gardiner, temporarily escaped, but were caught before crossing the German border.
‘SoLieut. S. B. Smith, 16th Bn. Bank clerk: of Perth, W. Aust.: b. Buninyong,
Vic., I I Aug , 1887. Died of wounds while prisoner of war, 18 April, 1917.
la1The figures for the casualties of this brigade vary greatly in different records,
but those here shown appear to be generally accepted.
1’The figures for 46th and 47th Battalions are the result of an early check. At
the same date the figure for the 4th Brigade was given as 2,058. Allowing for the
same ratio of error. the correct figure for the 12th Brigade would he about 1,050,
and the total for the division slightly under 3.500.
‘01 See I‘ol
I I I . b 493.
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was therefore almost exactly two-thirds of those who entered
the fig11t.l~~ The survivors, worn out with two nights and
days of strain and labour, were withdrawn, marching on the
third night through the snow to the neighbourhood of
Bapaume, where, after much waiting, they entrained for the
Albert area and forthwith marched to hutted camps on the
old Somme field. The 48th Battalion marched into “Crucifix
Camp” with brave show, singing.
It remains to give the German side of the narrative, which
is fully ascertainable, the history of every regiment present,
as well as those of the artillery and of the
German
division,
the corps commander’s diary and the
narrative6
official account of the Battle of Arras being
available, besides a record courteously furnished through the
Reiclisarcliiv.
Five days before the battle the 26th Reserve (Wurttemberg)
Division, which since March 18 had been opposing the left of I Anzac,
began to be relieved by another Wurttemberg division, the 27th. The
three incoming regiments-the
124th I.R. holding precisely the sector
attacked by both Australian brigades, the 123rd190 to the east (near
Queant), and the 120th to the
west (in Bul1ecourt)-were
fresh
from their training ground south
of Valenciennes, where they had
been stationed since withdrawal
from St. Pierre Vaast Wood on
March 16. Their morale was
high; the besetting conviction of
leaders that armies can only maintain their high spirits when acting
on the offensive and that a
defensive attitude tends to demoralise them, however great the
benefits accruing from ~ t , had
been entirely belied in the German
withdrawal. T h e intelligence staff of Gough’s army had noted that
the enemy’s morale showed no deterioration. Both the Crown Prince
Rupprecht, commanding the group of armies, and Lieutenant-General
Otto von Moser, commanding the X I V Reserve Corps (Qukant
Groun)
which was opposed to I Anzac, observed that the sDirit
-4 In the 4th Machine Gun Company, of 5 officers, i i o men, and 1 6 guns that
went forward, only I officer, 1 5 men (3 of them wounded). and a guns returned.
The two gunners who brought out these guns were, according to one account, killed
by a shell after reaching the Australian line.
-6 This regiment bore its traditional title of the “ Ulm Grenadier Regiment,” but
was in no other respect different from other infantry regiments, and IS generally
referred to in this text as the iz3rd I.R.
”OSer. note 38 on 9 . 161.
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of their men was actually improved by the withdrawal.
Several
Australians-not only of the 4th Division-have recorded their opinion
that these Wurttembergers were the stubbornest opponents they ever
encountered.
I t will, however, surprise most Australians to know that the
Wirttemberg units, on coming into the Hindenburg Line, were painfully disillusioned by finding these famous defences to be incomplete
and ill-equipped. T h e corps commander, on his first visit to them, on
March 2 1 , had been shocked by their condition, and had ordered drastic
steps for their improvement.
The shallow concrete dugouts that
were to have replaced the deep chambers in which so many troops had
been captured on the Somme, had been begun, but left unfinished
through the effect of frost on the concrete, and were represented
merely by large rectangular excavations in front of the trenches, with
the steel bars of the reinforcement sticking up fr:m
the bottom like
the spines of a hedgehog.19‘ The 26th Reserve, a famous building
division,” had met the emergency by setting its unoccupied battalions
to dig, day and night, deep dugouts of the ordinary type,lg8 but many
of these, as has been seen, were barely begun, and in others the exit
was still by ladder.
The numerous short communication trenches
between 0.G.r and 2 had also been hastily dug, but few existed beyond
those lines,lsQ and none beyond Riencourt, to which point battalions
must move over the open.
On the othe;‘ hand Riencourt itself
contained deep, safe dugouts. Above all, the wire-entanglements
were deep and good.”*OO
When the troops came in, the bombardment a t Arras was in full
blast, and the corps commander had, from its commencement, felt
that his front also would be attacked. He ordered his divisions t o
draw their enemy’s teeth by themselves attacking on a small scale,
whenever possible, and t o prevent, by artillery-fire, a close approach
to the Hindenburg Line. The artillery, however, ‘could not stop the
approach. I n case of atta:k
he arranged for artillery support from
the neighbouring corps.
The question of tanks and the a;x.iety
concerning them are grave,” he wrote in his diary qn April 8, since
they constitute a new means of warfare-unknown, exercising a strong
moral effect on our infantry, and we have as yet no experience in
effectively dealing with them. I order, therefore, that they must . . .
be fired on, not only by the special anti-tank guns built in near the
firing line, but generally by every field or heavy battery that perceives
one approaching; and in addition, when they come closer, by the
machine-guns provided with the new steel bullets.”*ol
H e also on
April 4 urged that his artillery should be strengthened, the barrage
for his front-with a battery for each 600 metres-being too weak.
The sulmrtlinnte staffs and the troops were thoroughly alive to thc
lD’Some Australians who saw them during the attack thought these holes were
traps for tanks nr for cavalry
A few of thew hnrl been begun but the History of the 119th R I R . (26th Res.
Division) says that their entrances Cere cramped, and the head cover as shallow as
feet. There were also no buried cables for communication. The II/rrgth put
?n 5 , 0 0 0 diigoiit frames
For example, between the Cannstatter Graben and Bullecourt-nearly a milethere was no commnnicntioii trench from the real, and all troops had to move over
the open.
200 Illstones of the 123rd and 124th I R.
”‘~eldzuqs-auf.-eicIrnungen,by General Otto v. Moser, 9. 2 6 4 . At this time the
Geriiion anti-tank artillery consisted of SIX special guns per army corps, and certain
w i n 4 of the firlil artillery specially told off to fire on tanks over open sights.
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special difficulty and importance of their position, if attacked while
the British were thrusting from Arras. The afternoon of the gth, indeed,
when the German line at Arras had been broken on a wider front than
ever before and the gap not yet sealed, was a time of keen anxiety,
and a machine-gun company of the 123rd I.R. was sent off to
1’Esperance farm in case the British cavalry broke through.202 But
on the 10th (according to the historian of that regiment) this danger
had ended. The systematic cutting of the wire in front of Riencourt
strongly confirmed the corps commander’s notion that his front would
be attacked. “ Yet,” says the historian of the 1 ~ 0 t hI.R., “ t h e fact that
iii front of the trenches of the regiment and of its neighbours up to
April 9 not a single hostile infantryman, much less an enemy trench,
was to be seen, caused the danger of a n extension of the offensive
to appear somewhat incredible.”
Australians will also be surprised to learn that the presence of the
two Australian brigades crowded on the snow in front of the 124th
Regiment in the dawn of April IO, and their withdrawal in the snowstorm, were not detected by that regiment or by the 123rd near QuPaiit,
though they were apparently seen by the 120th holding Bullecourt.
Eut this regiment (which a few hours earlier had suffered casualties
by the gas attack) found itself assaulted at dawn on the 10th by the
62iid British Division,*o3 and its staff evidently connected with that
assault whatever glimpse was obtained of the Australians.
The
historian of the 1 ~ 0 t hconch$
that an attack had been defeated by
the “prompt and well placed barrage of the German artillery, F t he
is obviously puzzled, and adds that the operation of April 10th may
be looked on as a powerful reconnai~sance.”*0~It is doubtful if it
gave any warning beyond eniphasisiiig the general probability of
attack.205
But late in the afternoon of the Ioth, German observers, both on
the ground and in‘the air, detected large bodies of troops south o f
Bullecourt, and these signs, in addition to the unusually heavy shelling
of Hendecourt, Riencourt, and Cagnicourt during the night, caused
the local German command to warn the garrison and reserves and
order the artillery to increase its fire. The I1 Battalion of the
124th I.R. was sent up from reserve to the “artillery defence line”
and sunken roads in front of Riencourt. The bombardment of
‘mGeneral yon Moser also lent the IX Reserve Corps three battalions of the
16th Reserve Division and a battery.
p a The attack
strong detachm:nta of the \Vest Yorks-see pp 283-4
Seven
British soldiers
mostly wounded, were captured in the German wire; 5 45 is the
hour given for ’this attack in the regimental history of the 120th I.R. (At this time
the hours of the day on both sides of the line were*:he same. Th,s Germans were
usually an hour ahead, but they did not change to summer time until midnight
on April 19, whereas the British watches bad been advanced on midnight, March 24.)
f D L Hsstory of tlie 120th I . R , fi. 65.
The historians of the 124th and 1 2 rd I.R., against, which the attack Waf
ultimately delivered though aware that Bulfecourt bad been energetically attacked
at dawn on the loth, have obviously never beard of any movement in front of their
own regiments on that day, and prisoners of the 1a4th taken next day said they
had known nothing of any attack until 4 a.m. on the 11th. The diary of General von
Moser, the corps commander, makes no mention of the Australian assault.
Statements made by German intelligence officers to captured officers and men of the
4th Brigade are worthless a5 evidence. since it was the normal practice of intelligence
officers to pretend that they knew by observation. or through their secret service,
facts which they had learned a few minutes before from other prisoners
At
Fromelles, for example, German officers nretendrd to prisoners that they had known
heforehand all particulars of the coming attack. when their knowledge was really
derived from an order found oi the body ot an officer during the attack ( S E I
Vol. I l l . p 4 4 2 ) .
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Bullecourt by artillery and gas projectors did not this night catch the
garrison unawares ; the German artillery and trench-mortars were
rrady and, in reply, searched the area around Ecoust through which
any attack on Bullecourt was expected to coFe. A t 4;$5 the reserves
of the XIV Reserve Corps were ordered to stand to.
T h e Wiirttembergers were thus prepared for a n attack, but “ t h e
method of its execution came as a surprise.”ZOe A t z a.m. the posts of
the 124th, and at 3 those of the 123rd, detected the sound of petrol
eiigines. It was only faintly heard through the artillery-fire, but tanks
were at once suspected, and, seeing that, on the right, Bullecourt was
being heavily shelled, the companies were alarmed. At 4 30 hostile
troops were seen working at the wire-entanglement~,~~‘
and at 4.45
the motor engines sounded louder, evidently approaching.
Shortly
afterwards the central :egiment (124th) made out several tanks,
followed by “five lines of infantry and denser columns in rear,
approaching its sector, while, on the QuCant flank, the advanced posts
of the 123rd (beyond the eastern edge of the Australian objective)
descried a single tank 500 yards from the centre of their front. “ A t
a speed of about 4 miles an hour it approached the entanglement,
firing. After a short halt it moved along, crossed it easily . . . and
then enfiladed with its fire our front line. Here for the first time our
grenadiers208 encountered one of these famous monsters. . . . It
would be untrue t o attempt to deny that the slowly advancing tank,
which there was apparently no means of stopping, had a strong nioral
effect and s:cceeded
in crippling the resistance. But the first fright
soon passed.
The tank had crossed the wire a t the northern end of the Balkon
:tellung ;Fd about half-a-mile from QuCant. It now crossed the first
Balcony trench, but a s it moved towards the second it became the
target for concentrated fire by artillery, trench-mortars, and from
battalion headquarters there was hurried
forward a machine-gun,zOg which from
150 yards poured into it 1.200 armourpiercing bullets. The Germans afterwards
ascertained that seventy of these bullets
passed through the t a n k - o n e of the
,
sharp shocks of this fight for the tank
:
crews was to find steel bullets passing
through the tank walls.
In this case
Ithey tried to manceuvre, but the tank
burst into flames. The survivors, with
burns and bullet wounds, attempted to escape, but were captured.210
The sector of the 123rd I.R. lay outside that of the Australian
attack, and its commander at once ordered its two westernmost
companies to support the shattered left of the 124th on which the
assault by the 4th Australian Brigade fell.
T h e 124th had two battalions in the Hindenburg Line and the
other in the “artillery defence line.” Each of the forward battalions
Htstory of the l l f r d 1 K . p. 93.
lrnThis IS probably a mis-report; possibly a patrol was wen or some sign of the
assembly of the tanks.
That is to say, the men of this “grenadier” regiment.
‘OsIt was brought forward and fired by the machine-gun company commander
himself, Lieutenant of Reserve Schabel
‘aThis tank, far away to the right, can be identified on a British as well as on a
German air-photograph.

348

THE A.I.F. I N F R A N C E

[rIth Apr., 1917

had three companies in the Hindenburg Line and one in reserve,
the forward companies having two platoons in O.G.1 and the
third in 0.G.z.
I t was against the I11 Battalion that the attack
of the 4th Australian Brigade fell. The garrison was obviously
scared by the tanks,211 and quickly driven from nearly its whole
line.
I t was part of the reserve company which retook the
Calwer Graben (Emu ,blley) and lost it again; the German history
attI;jbutes this loss to a false report that the troops in it were cut
Off.

The troops in Bullecourt, past whom the 12th Brigade brushed in
its advance, were t h o y of the left battalion of the 120th I.R., who,
Efter waiting ready until th: bombardment lifted,” observed the
well drawn-up, serried waves accompanied by tanks ‘‘ approaching
at a quick pace. A few seconds later (says their historian) our
machine-guns took terrible toll of the assaulting masses.” The
12th Brigade’s attack fell on the right of the I/124th, whose
right company is said to have fired seventy cartridges per man
before being driven out.
Its reserve platoon at once counterattacked, but the company commander was killed bombing a t the
head of his men, who were forced back into the sunken road.
The gap between the Australian brigades was held by the 2nd
and 3rd companies of this battalion.
The tank which became
tangled in the wire in front of them was four times hit by trenchmortar bombs, and a machine-gun fired through it with steel
ammunition.
To prevent further penetration the Germans, as well as the
Australians, barricaded their trenches. T h e main counter-attack was
ordered at 7 o’clock by the commander of the 27th Division. The
artillery of the 2nd Guard Reserve Division :n the left, as well as
that of the 220th Division on the right, fired with all pieces”212 on
to the front of the 27th Division, and the corps commander ordered
the 8-inch howitzers under his command to join in.213 According
to the German Official History, before receiving the order the
commander of the III/124th planned and launched the infantry
attack against the 4th Australian Brigade and the right of the
Izth, assuming command for that purpose of $1 companies of
the I1 Battalion, which had been sent up to the Artillery Protection Line.” H e threw in two of its companies through Ostrich
Avenue, and two across the open east of Emu Alley, down which
his own 9th company attacked. T h e 123rd and remnants of the
III/124th attacked up the trenches from the east.
On the
western flank the 120th could not so actively assist, but movement
was begun by all three regiments at about g o’clock.
When
eventually, taken on all sides, the Australians began to surrender, the
storm detachments, elated by the sight of prisoners being sent off in
troops to the rear, swarmed over the open and completed the work.
All the German narratives proudly claim that the counter-attack was
carried out as if on the practice ground near Valenciennes, and drew
praise from the captured Australian officers who, “ li!ce real sportsmen,”
were full of admiration for the Wiirttemberg
stosstrupps,” and
n’The regimental historian says that several tanks combed the parapet with their
fire and ?hot down the garrison-evidently a report from frightened men, since the
position of the tanks is known beyond doubt, and their distant fire in this sector
was harmless.
-According to General von Moser’s diary
= T h e big black bursts of the %inch shell on the sunken road in front of the
railway were remarked by the Australians.
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The loss of the
described the counter-attack as a splendid action.”
Germans was 749,214 which was reasonably regarded as light in
relation to the casualties of their enemy and the brilliance of their own
success. The 27th Division bracketed this day with one other as, the
The corps commander notes that this
most glorious in its annals.
victory was especially pleasing to the Army, and indeed to the High
Command for three reasons: first, a break-through would have been
extremely grave, for the enemy would have turned the whole Arras
front; second, it restored morale after the disasters of the 9th and
10th April east of Arras; third, it to a great extent removed the
nightmare concerning tanks and increased the confidence in our means
of defence.” There was intense relief at the discovery that tanks
were so vulnerable. Seven derelicts were visible in front of the
line, and two lay behind the first trench. Parties came from afar
to inspect them ; their mechanism was studied, the bullet-holes
counted, and staff monographs written suggesting improvemTnts in
defence against them.

Gough’s message to the 4th Australian Division at the
close of the day-that he was “ satisfied that the effect upon
the whole situation by the Anzac attack has
The remllt.
been of great assistance ”-was
perhaps
justifiable encouragement ; but, throughout the circumscribed
region in which the truth was known, everyone was aware
that the 4th Australian Division had been employed in an
experiment of extreme rashness, persisted in by the army
commander after repeated warnings, and that the experiment
had failed with shocking loss. The plans of the Anzac staff
and commanders had not, it is true, been free from mistakes.P16
It was probably an error to separate the objectives of the two
brigades.
Though the intention was simply to avoid loss
and the gap was to be covered by no less than four tanks, yet
these tanks dwindled to the one which was caught in the
wire, and throughout the fight the enemy was enabled to draw
reinforcements and supplies through Ostrich Avenue, which
ran into this gap. Again, the allotting of only three machineguns to cover the sound of the tanks before ‘‘ zero ” was a
serious error, due to the fact that the staffs were inexperienced
Including 41 prisoners. The iojrd lost in all 49 the 1 2 th 434. the 120th 257,
and the artillery 9 ; the casualties of the 120th prodably inJude those in5icted by
the gas attack on April I O , when its I Battalion suffered meatly.
= T h e staff of the tank corps blamed the I Anzac Corps for not having sufficiently
guarded its right against counter-attack, and Cough probably held this view, for he
ordered that this flank should be strengthened. especially by machine-guns, in the
next attempt. Actually there were ample machine-guns in position, the gunners
eagerly waiting to protect the right, but the guns could not be employed against
Germans in trenches.
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in tank-warfare.216 Had the tanks not been heard, more
might have reached the wire, not, indeed, before the infantry,
but in time to be of use. Again, the error in battalion orders,
which caused the 46th to wait for the tanks instead of
advancing at 4.45, caused loss and confusion which might
have been avoideu had the 12th Brigade advanced in the dark
and while the barrage was still on Bullecourt. Yet this error
would have been immaterial had the main plan not broken
down. As for the artillery, its counter-battery fire was practically ineffective (as the loss of only nine men in the German
artillery shows). This was probably due partly to uncertainty
as to the German battery positions. The reports of some
artillery observers throughout the day were strangely unreliable, and had the deplorable effect of robbing the infantry
of protection by barrage.g17
But, despite their results, all these were errors in detail
which faded in importance before the gross blunders of the
general plan. Any attempt by the immediate commanders of
the troops to conceal their realisation of these would have been
worse than useless, and Generals Birdwood and Brand took
the wisest course when, in addressing the 4th Brigade in its
bitter depression some days after the action, they disclosed
to the men “with tears in their eyes”218 their unsuccessful
effort to have the plans altered. Gough’s tactics at Bullecourt have, indeed, never found a defender. Even Dewar
and Boraston, authors not prone to criticise a British general.
admit that “the scheme of the attack . . . perhaps asked
too much both of men and machines at this stage of their
training and development.’’ It was indeed employed by
British instructors afterwards as an example of how an attack
should not be undertaken.
I have heard a lecturer say (writes Major Watson) that to attack
the Hindenburg Line on a front of fifteen hundred yards without
support on either flank was rash.
neTn the I Anzac Cor s records ir a note written after the battle by Major R. H
Osborne (of Bangaroo, !i S.W.), G.S.O.2, to the effect that the commander of the
tank company had told him that experiments showed tanks to be inaudible at mnic
than 450 yards. Osborne added that he had felt sure that this was incorrect.
“‘The great difficulty of distinguishin the colour of uniforms and other objects
against the snow has been referred to. k v e n Major Selmes, who insisted on laying
ihr fire of his battery In front of the captured posit!on (scc 9. 329),. thou ht that he
saw at one time a captured tank and Australian prisoners escorted into fiendecourt.
The object must have been some German lorry-one waggon came by error out of
Riencourt, and was hastily turned back by the German infantry.
Diary of Lieutenant E. J. Rule, 14th Bn.
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And those who commented thus were far from knowing
the full facts-the wild haste of the undertaking, the repeated
warnings against it, the extent of the failure of the tanks.
Gough’s general conception of assisting the Third Army by
a stroke at the enemy’s exposed flank and rear was indeed
scund, provided a practicable means of delivering that stroke
could be discovered.
But, with almost boyish eagerness to
aeliver a death blow, the army commander broke at every
stage through rules recognised even by platoon commanders.
H e attempted a deep penetration on a narrow front, and
that at the head of a deep re-entrant. When, despite impetuous efforts, he was unable to bring forward his artillery
and ammunition in time to cut the wire, he adopted, on the
spur of the moment, a scheme devised by an inexperienced
officer of an experimental arm, and called the attack on again
for the following morning.
Finally, after the tanks, on the
first trial, had confirmed the worst fears of his subordinates,
he insisted on repeating the identical operation next day.
Within two hours of the attack being delivered every one
of his impetuous predictions was being paid for by the
crushing of the magnificent force which had been given him
to handle.
How far Haig must share with Gough moral responsibility
for this disaster-for such it was-the available evidence does
not suffice to determine.
In later times Generals Birdwood
and White sometimes regretted that, on receiving the
Commander-in-Chief’s order to go on with the attack, they
had not insisted upon ascertaining whether Haig was aware of
tiough’s tactical plan.
It is possible that he was not, since
the task of a supreme commander could only be discharged
by leaving the details to skilled subordinates.
For the fact,
however, that no inquiry was called for afterwards, that the
true story of the operation and the opinions of Birdwood,
White, Holmes, and Brand had no chance of reaching his
ears, and that, in consequence, he and his staff remained
utterly ignorant of the conduct of an important operation for
which they were responsible, Haig must bear the
n s The reference to this action in Haig’s despatches (re-edited and annotated after
tlle war hy his private secretary. Lieutenant-Colonel J. H. Boraston) is almost
ludicrouslv inaccurate. The attack is,,said to have been delivered at 4.30 by the
4th Australian and 6 m d Divisions.
The Australian and West Riding battalicnr
engaged showed great gallantry in executing a very dihcult attack across a wldc
extent of open countrv- Considerable progress was made, and parties of Australian
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With his many qualities of real greatness, his judgment of
men was far from infallible, and, once his confidence had been
gained, his trust was blind, not to say obstinate.
T o an old
friend on his staff who, in a moment of confidence, at dinner,
ventured to ask whether he was aware of the opinions concerning Gough that were widespread in the army, he curtly
intimated that he wished to hear nothing on that subject.
This trait had its element of nobility, but it resulted in his
continuing to maintain with absolute confidence in high
position a leader whose judgment, at least in this battle, had
shown itself the plaything of an almost childish impetuosity.22o
Throughout the 4th Australian Division the chief blame
for the miscarriage was naturally laid on the tanks, and the
bitterness against them was intense. The whole experiment
had been based on a gross overestimate by their staff of their
capabilities at the time.
Not only were the machines slow
and excessively liable to break down, but, according to Major
Watson’s admission, all his officers except two lacked both
experience and skill, and most of their crews were inexperienced.221 But, even if the staff of the tanks fully
believed its plan justifiable, its preliminary arrangements were
extraordinarily inefficient. After the total non-appearance
of the tanks had caused the fiasco of April 10th and given
ample warning of the risk of unpunctuality, the tanks were
hopelessly late again on the IIth, not only at the starting
point but at the rendezvous farther back. T o crown all, the
three which were on their proper alignment at “ zero ” were
not-according to the statement of their own officer on the
spot-capable of reaching the objective before the infantry,
troops, preceded by tanks, penetrated the German positions as far as Riencourt-lez,
Cagnicourt. The obstinacy of the enemy’s resistance (to the Third Army), however,
in Heninel and Wancourt
. prevented the troops of the two Armies from
joining hands, and the attacking troops of the Fifth Army were obliged to withdraw
to their original line.”
I t can almost be inferred that Haig believed Cough’s
operation to have been successfull
Ludendorff’s criticism of British leadera-that they pursued strategical aim3
witbout regard for the tactical difficulties-was
never better illustrated than by
Gougli’s leadership at Bullecourt. The criticism. however, would apply equally to
his tactics at hlouquet Farm (see Vol. I I I . p. 876).
Reports from Colonel Leane, Captain Jacka, the 62nd Division, and other
iources aftei wards indicated so plainly the defects of :he tanks that General Gough’s
subsequent report to G H . 8 dated April 30, stated: Too great an emphasls cannot
lie placed on the fact that yanks are only an auxiliary arm, and the infantry must
i i i no way rely upon them.
“ I n the attack on the 11th April, the tanks on this army front were not used
with as much resolution as might have been possible, and, as the infantry had relied
somewhat on the action of the tanks to help them throunn, the latter were
consequently aomewhat let down.”

.
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and none, In fact, did so reach it.
The performance of
several of the crews-in spite of the unnerving discovery that
German machine-gun bullets were passing through the steel
sides, and the extreme risk of conflagration-reached
the
highest standard of British devotion. That of others varied,
naturally, in accordance with the grit or pluck of their
members.
The action of those who stopped and remained
firing on their way to the wire was much criticised; but
obviously all had much difficulty in seeing their way in the
dark. A proportion were quite unfit for the task, became
badly shaken, and undoubtedly failed to rise to the exacting
expectations of the Australian infantry.
Nevertheless, the tanks did help the infantry in two ways.
The panic which sent part of the German garrison fleeing
across the countryside as the 4th Brigade entered O.G.1 was
caused by their presence; and there is no question that the
tanks attracted much of the attention which would otherwise
have been concentrated on the infantry. They formed the
chief target of the German artillery throughout the fight.
When once, however, the infantry was “ in,” it was the supposed movement of the tanks towards the inflated objectives
that prevented the infantry from being protected by its own
artillery, and delivered it helpless to the machine-guns and
artillery of the enemy. It is therefore hardly to be wondered
at that officers and men of the 4th Division vowed never again
to rely upon tanks, an attitude which was generally maintained
in the A.I.F. until 1918.
But the widespread criticism of the G2nd Division for not
coming to the 4th Division’s assistance has no fair ground.
It is true that the 62nd Division had shortly after 8 o’clock
been ordered to send battle patrols to the Hindenburg Line,
and that at 10.30 General Birdwood, realising the desperate
plight of his troops, appealed to the V Corps to attack. But
the order at 8 o’clock was based on the definite assurance
from I Anzac that no opposition had been met with in
Bullecourt. The officers of the 62nd Division on the spot knew
this to be untrue-except
in the sense that no Australian
soldier had been there.
T o have sent their unprotected
infantry, without tanks, in broad daylight, over an approach
as flat as a billiard table, against half-cut wire defended by
a well warned enemy, in order to attempt a task which the
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4th Australian Division had barely achieved by surprise in
the breaking dawn would have been madness: three weeks
later the commanderZZZof an Australian brigade refused to
undertake practically the same operation in support of some
of his own troops. The plight of the 4th Division, however
desperate, would not have been in any degree alleviated by
the useless sacrifice of British soldiers.
There remains for the 4th Australian Division that honour
which comes to a magnificent instrument recklessly shattered
in the performance of an impracticable task-to an incomparable weapon, which, woefully mishandled and thrown at
an inipossible target, nevertheless by its sheer clean strength
and elasticity cleaves its way deep into the apparently invulnerable side, and stays there until wrenched off by a power
too strong for it. The action of the 4th Division at Bullecourt, if it served as a striking illustration of an attack that
should never have been made, furnished also a classic example
cjf success by determined infantry against insufficiently cut
wire.
The entanglement which faced both brigades was as
intact and many times as deep as that confronting the 7th
Erigade on the night of 29th July, 1916, at Pozi6res;'z3 but
leadership-superb
by reason not merely of bravery and
devotion, but of capacity-and the individual determination of
the men carried the force through two such barriers, despite
the heavy loss at each. Importance cannot always be attached
to the phraseology of congratulatory messages, but the simple
words of Birdwood, in forwarding Gough's appreciation of
the " splendid effort " of the division, were true:
We have no cause to be disheartened at having failed to retain
our footing. . .
Rather we can feel proud of the magnificent
bravery displayed.

.

What might not these troops have achieved if prudently
employed? One gain they secured, not without valuerespect for themselves and their countrymen among all who
knew the true story.

1' Brigadier General Gellibrand.
( S e e Pp. 453-4.3
= T h e 7th Brigade, however, was under the great disadvantage of attacking in
the dark.

