2N U
In Freedom's Ganse

What really happened at Fromelles

Missing Soldiers of Fromelles Group

Published in the Argus (Melbourne, Victoria), Saturday, 10th April 1920, page 7.
Located in NLA at http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article1690351 .

FROMELLES, 1916 !
=Fpes

A GLORIOUN FAILURE.
WHAT REALLY HAPPENED.

“The English attack in the region ol Fro-
melles was carried out, s we have ascertained,
by two strong divisions, The bwave Bavarian
Divislon, sgainst whose front the attack wus
made, counted on the ground in front of them
more  Lham 2,000 We have

FDEmMy  COTpees.
brought in ro far 481 prisoners, including 19

oficer-, together with 16 machine -guns. "' —Uer-
man commmmigue, July X1, 196,

“Yesterday cveming, south of Armentieref,
we carried out some important raids on s lroul
of iwo miles, fn whi-i Australian iroops took
part. About 140 (German prison: rs wWere cap-
tured,” —British vcommunique, July 20, 1916,

In this form readers of "“The Argus'’ re
ceived their hrst informatipn of the great
action by Austcaliap troops on the Western
front, which hap gince come 1o be known a8
“the attack st Armentieres,” or “the fight
at Fleurbaix,” byt was really “the battle
of Frumelles,” For a loug time the secrecy
ot war kept 4 veil drawn over the details
of thi¢ sad page in the history of the Aus-
tralian lmperial Force, but closely censored
letters from members of the ¥th, l4th, and
15th Infantry Brigades soop began to indi-
cate that something more serious had bhap-
pened than was at first suggested, Nimce
then more or Jems aveurate accounts of the
battle have been in cireululion, but the most
interesting features had necessarily to be
withheld until after the armistice. The
first consecutive 1ecord, prepared from offi-
cial documents and cluborated by command-
ing officers who actually took part in the
engagement, has beeu prepared by Captamn
A, D. Ellixs, M.C., of the 20th DBattalion,
and it is included in his “Story of the Fifth
Division" ( London : Hodder and Stoughton).
In this the movements of the varous units
from the day the intention to attack at Fro-
melles was lirst announced uuntil the work
of clearing up the battletield bhad been
completed are carefully followed with the
wid of diagrams, and even the most unmili-
tary reader will find much to stir him in
this acconnt of “pur most glorious failure.”

this account of “pur most glorious failure.”
QUICE INTD SERVICE,

On July 13, 1916 (less than a month after
its arrival in France), the 5th Australian
Division (under Major-General Sir James
McCay) was informed that it would par-
ticipate in operations intended to prevent
vent the enemy moving troops to the
Somme frant, Ordors were given that the
artillery preparation was to commence next
day, but it was not until July 16 that all
the batteries could be got into position,
although it had been arranged for the
attacks to be delivered on the 17th. The
objectives werr the enemy fromt and sup-
port lines on a front of about 4,000 yards,
which were to be taken and held. As soon
as definite information was avsilable, all
ranks threw their energies into the work
of making ready. One task was the con-
centration of over 60,000 rounds of 18-

under shell for the artillery, and pre -
ionately heavy stores of ammum Tll

hombs, stores, &r., for the other units.
of thix bad to be “man handled” throt
crowded sape over the fimal stages of the
journey to the fromt lines. The 4th Awus-
&rlh:n 'lilh-irinnlldﬂrtli!lr;y. I‘;l weHl.l th'l'li!
#pounder hatieriea of the [21st (impera)
Artillery Bri ere. .5d to the lrhﬂ
lery of  the 5th  Division for the -
rations (making 132 field guns). Judged by
later standards (305 “heavies'’ alone, rang-
ing_from @ip. to 15in. howitzers, were
at Polygon ), this was a comparatively
weak artillery support for an attacking divi-
sion, but it involved a great amount of pre-
liminary work. When  in position the
guns had to make their registrations on new
targeta and barrage lines all within two
days— during which mists prevailed—and in
such a way that the enemy would not sus-

¢t that routine was being departed from.

isis and fog were not, however, all to the
Australians’ dicadvantage, for at the ap-
|pointrd time on Julyv 17T preparations were
not complete, and to the relief of the ex-
hausted workere it was decided to postpone
‘the attack for two days, in the hope that
lviu'l.ulit_v would improve.

BEVEN HOURS' BOMBARDMENT.

The artillery mme was not
|phutad. It comprised néfi.ltutinn and o
vertain amount of wire-cutting on the days
before the attack. At zero hour oh
‘the 10th, an artillery bombardment of

com-

FREY W Ll i




. the
weven

10th, an artillery bombardment of |

hours’ duration was to pre
- . the infan attack. It was
considered that this would be sufficient
to flatten the enemy front and support lines
to such an extent vhat t offer @0
perions obstieleta the iffantry, At stated

times throughout the seven hours humtd-‘
ment a Mufjunrhrhf lifts to ba:-
|n'ﬁ.lmﬂ was arrunged. These lifta were
to be of a few minutes’ duration, and were
designed to induce the enemy to believe that
the intantry assault was about to commence,
Illuml thus to cause him to come out of his un-
(derground ehelterm and man his parapets.
At the eonclusion of each lift the barrage
| wax to fall suddenly again on to the enemy
front line, where it was hoped it would
| cause heavy casunlties to his_exposed in-
fantry and machine-gunners. For this res-
won shrapnel was to be used for the first
'two minutes after each lift, instead of high
|explosive. During each lift the men in the
front line were instructed to show their
'naked bayonets and dummy figures over the
parapet, in order to encournge the delusion
‘that they were about to assault. At 6 p.m.
the artillery was to lift finally to certain
harrage areas behind the objectives, where
it was hoped that it would afford the in-
fantry securitv during ite consolidation of
'the new positions. e medium and heavy
trench mortar programme wax arranged on
similar lines, except that their special mis-
#ion was the destruction of the enemy wire
that skirted in thick., impenetrable waves
the entire enemy front line, The arrange
ments for the infantry assauit were some-

what simple. The three brigades were to
attack each on a two-battalion frontage:

the third battalion was to be employed in
carrying stores to the attacking troops and
in garrisoning the front line after the others
htrmm'ni out of 1t. The fourth battalion
of each brigade was to be held in reserve.
CThe arsanlting troops were 16 go over in
iour waves at distances of about 100 yards.
The ordera provided for the commencement
lof the deployment of the leading wave
No Man's Land 18 minutes hefore the final
lift of the artillery, and as near to the
enemy f[ront as our own barrage [per

mitted.

GERMAANS ALERT,

The morning of the 18th war calm and
misty, with the promise of a clear, hne day
later. Keports from patrols in No Mun's
land during the night indicated that the
damage done'to the enemy's wire was as vet
incongiderahle, but no f‘rnlhimmrtanm- was

e T AR A ial naet of tha

inconsiderable, but no grea! importance was
attached to that, as the chief part of the
artillery preparation had still to come. The
| patrol reports disclosed aleo that the encmy
| waw very vigiant, and that cluse inapection
|ni' parts of his wire was impossible owing
to the presence of strong rnnm{- posts in No
‘Man'a I.:\:I At u quarter past 2 p.m,, how
‘ever, there was a4 marked increase in eneny
counter preparation, and by 3 pm. a heavy
'and continuous volume of fire was falling
aver the front and support line aud the saps
leading to them, now filled with the
swembling infantry. The assembly was re-
|ported complete on the 8th Brigade front
at 2% minutes past 3 p.m., on the ldth at
| a quarter to 4 p.m., and on the I5th at 4
., The men had received specially fnon]
Igmkfuu and dinpery, and were in high
spirits. The enemy fire continued to in-
\creasé in volume on the front trenches,
‘where already tliree of the four company
 commanders of the 533rd Battalion bad be-
come casuallies. _
. Punctually at 545 p.m. deployment into
'No Man's nd commenced, and it was
hugd that the artillery barrage would be
|l|.l ciently intense to keep ememy heads
down until the deployment was completed,
On the extreme right of the 5th Divisional
frontege the 359th Battalion was senrcely
over the parapet before a little desultory
musketry lire was opened on B::f coming
chiefly Irom the Sugar Loaf. fore the
' men le gone 30 yards this fire had grown |
in sntenuity, and & machine gun added itz
mgnificant voice to the rapidly increasing
fusillade. The wuves r forwand '
steadily. but just as steadily the enemy fire |
w ﬂatter. and the enemy front lines
ere seen to be thickly manned with troops.
losmses mou rapidly as the mm|

The
Encd{pthnth on into the withering fire.
ieut.-Colonel is was disabled by a
#hell, and Major Layh took charge of the
dwindling line. which, finding a slight de-
ahowt 100 yards from the enemy
fmr:‘rat, halted in the seanty cover it - |
;and commenced to reorganise their
broken and depleted umnits.
THE THINNING LINES, |
The deployment of the 60th Battalion was|
attended by similar circumstances, JHeavy
fire was encountered slmost from the mo-
ment of ils appearance over the parapet.
Into the pressed with the same
as that displayed by the H8th,
"with the same result. The ranks, es-
the right, where they were most
Loaf, thinned rapidly;

followed om without
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mi his llnl.th fell. Hin adjutant fell
im, here, , the greater
of the G0th ﬂhﬂoh ted away. (';:Ei
on the extreme were the enemy

tranches entered by eﬁmnu ol the 60th.
They l.||rur to have | some temporary |
success, for they sent baek a few prisoners;

but, as the offi report iicantly
states, “Touch with them was subsequently
lost.”! Thus on the eptire fromt ol
the 15th igade, within  bhalfl  an
hour from he time of assanit, W
was apparent that the 6lst Imperial

Division had failed to take the Sugar Loaf |
strong post, which was its allotted task, and |
that it was beyond muman power to cioss |
w0 wide n No Man's Land in the ti ¢ of the
machine-gun fire that streamed continueus y |
from . By 60 p.m. the remnants ol
the two battalions were doggediy digging in
ax near to the enemy pavapet as they could,
harty -tive out M of the assanlt-
ing oltficers werg atready killed o wounde,
and with them most of the N.C.OVs  In
these circumstances the mirvivers could ony
hold on determinedly to what they bad
won. and await sach further action as thew
trusted brigade vommander might devise to
meet the mtuation.

The truops of the centre and leir brigades,
alt bough ' d sutiered heavily wdet
the relimimlrly bardment, expericncel
in ir asauit a vastly dilferent tortune.
Immune from the {atal enfilade of the Sugur
Loaf, the 5ird and Hth hattalions com.
pleted their deployment with comparatively
slight additional casualties, and as the bar-
ruge lifted the leading wave dashed into
the ememy front line. ‘The cueny was
caught in the act of manmng lis parapets,
Im lIal"nrl'w bitter hand-to-hand fighting tol-
owed.

CAS IT ALWAYS i~
1t terminated, us all such hand-to-hand
ﬁllh““l terminated throughout the war, 1n
the absolute triumph of the \ustralians And
the extinetion orf capitulation of the Ger-
mans. The front line thux secured, the
later waves over it und made for

| found was an old ditch

later waves streamed over 1t und made for
the enemy su trench, which, acvcord-
ing to their mformation. lay about 13
yards behind his frout line. ‘The interven-
ing country, torp with shell holes, and in-
tersected Ly commupication trenches, was
difficult to crobs, and it wax swept by a cer

tain amount  of machine-gun and
musketry fire. A careful search of
{ be terrain failed ta disclose

anything in the nature ol an organisel
enemy support line at the place indicated on
the aerop maps, and both 53rd and 54th
Battalions spent eommiderable time In
searching for one, KExcept for certain frag-
mentary trench sections, all that m
containing &

of feet of water, 'i!'ﬁut-w_rr the purpose
of its original construction, it was now used
88 & dmain to qnnval away the water

umped b m nts from the dee
5u|uul.n J tp:e Mt ine. 'The nunar:intq
ence of an

f a ised support line at the
place indica in_the orders was an im-
mediate and fruitful source of compliea-

tions, aggravated particularly in the 53rd
Battalion by the dearth of senior officers.
Instead of stepping into a definite and well-
constructed line, the men me dispersed
in the search for one, and with night cloa-
ing in and the enemy counter-attacks im-
pending the » ity to consolidate mome-
where became This was done,

but the line taken up lacked the continuity
and lateral communications that a good
trench would have afforded. In the cirenm.
stancen, the 53rd Battalion's touch with
the 54th on its left beeame intermittent,
and finallv ceased, while even between the
elements of the S3rd itself, communication
was irregular. The rmt.um of the HMth
Battalion was materially better. Although
three of ita four company commanders and
three of its four seconds in command were
casunlties prior to the assanit, Lieut.-
Colonel Cass had happily escaped injury,
and was thus able to direct the comsolidn-
tion of his position. By strenuous efforts
the line of the drain was improved, and a
moderately good fire ition along the
whole of the 54th lion frontage was
soon in course of comstruction.
BUCCERR AND A HANDICAP.

On the left sector, Major-Genernl Tivey
was faced from the outset with the heavy
responsibility of securing the extreme left
flank of the emtire battle fromtage. At 6

.m. the battalions ] over what was
eft of the enemy wire, and were soon mas-
ters of the enemy front trench. "IHLG'EI'-

s s mears  be I'I!.J i -"-'-'I T | 4 nf




ters of Lthe enemy [romt trehch. MANY uer-

mans were and a number of
prisonera taken. ing on Lo their next
ohjective, they met with an experience pre-

i im i ttaliona of

cisely simijar to that of the _

the r-lth ! . An open ditch, contain-
ing about 3ft. of water, 150 yards behind
the enemy front line, was the only trace of
enemy works in the vieipity, and thnui

h
Lient.-Colonel Toll il‘ld'l’l‘dl.'r ex hrtl:n:
h !mﬂ her,

gt i part I

e found no trace of an enemy sup ne.
The search Iurthlmﬁuflntm took
many of the officers snd men of both bat-
talions into the area of our own protective
barmage, and not & few casu “were suf-
Condtini

Jm'oﬂh* . Colonel i orden 'l:':#
[talion %o songolidate B vt Thw

1 The general posikion of Mhe ith Divisional
front at 759 p on the lpth was that
the attack was definitely h

aip from the
right brigade sector, and | on the

- ;mtrnl and left pectors. The 50th and 80th

ions had miffered terribly, and in the
5rd, 54th, 3let, and 32nd Battalions, the
percentuge of loases. eapecially amongst the
ofticers, was very high. and still mounting
steadily. The line held was an indifferent
one. (onsolidation was difficnlt; the line
was not continuous, and later communica-
tion: along it waa irregular and uncertain,

ral Elliott received official news of
the failnre of the Olst Imperial Division
(on the right) at sbout 7.30 p.m., by which
time he was also aware that the th and
#0th Battaliona were badly cut up, and
quite umable to advance withont aswist-
ance, On receipt of information at 7.52
that he could use two companies of the
fth to sapport his attack, in conjunction
with the attack of the 184th Imperial Bri-
gade on the Bugar Loal, he took immediate
stepn to make the necesmary arrangement.
Command of the attack was entrusted to
Major Hutchinson. Few more gallant epi-
sodes tham this dashing, hopeless nnssult
exist in the anmals of any army in the
world. The sttack of the 6lst Tmnerial
Division had been abapdoned (without
the battalion knowine it), and the Bugar
loal defences wers thus enabled to con-,
ventrate the whole of their organised
machine-gun fire on the ane thin Austra-
lian line which now endeavoured to pene-
trate it. With wonderful dash the eom-
panica pressed on, losing at every step, but
undaunted to the end, They reached the
remnants of the 5th and 80th Battalions,
where they lay lm'mlyrﬂiti%l in their
shiallow. improvised powitions, They eanght
tham un and carried them on towards the

ANANOW, IMPTOVIST THSTLINNE, IOy Mg
them up and carried them on towards the
enemy by the impetus of their own heroie
charge, Tmpeded by broken ground and
shell holex, the thinning line searched }
hrokenly forward. reeling under the enfi-{
lade, enduring evervthing but the thought
of failing. It was in vain. At the enemy
wire the fire became hellish, irresistible,
Mujor Hutchinson perished gloriously close
to the Cerman parapet. The attack melted
into nothingness.
A BTAUNCH REARGUARD.

The information that the 8th Bruede
coilld no longer mamntain the left flank
againet thg inereasng enemy nDyessure wik |
receivedd at Divisional Headquarters at
about 5 a.m. on the 20th. At this moment
General Munro, eommanding the 1et Army.
waus, with Major-General MeCay and other
ofticers, at Sailly, in conference on the
situation, and it war immediately decided
that the 14th Brigade should be withdrawn
forthwith. from ita precarious position.
Communication waa difficult at this time,
and none of the first seven runners des-|
patched succeeded in reaching Lieutenant-
Colonel Cass. The eighth runner had better
sucreas, and Lil‘"t.—f'ﬂ]t‘ml"! riljlﬂ acknow-
lrdeed the receipt of retirine instructions
at 730 am. He instructed Lient.-Colonel
MeConaghy, who was still in the enemy
front line, 10 provide from his rommand a
rearguard to hold back the enemy during
the withdrawal. and Cantain Gibbone and
several other officers, with about 5) men of
the 55th Battalion, were detailed for this
desperate duly. Long before the movement
wus completed. Captain Gibbon's small |
rearguard found itself fichting bitterly |
sgninat overwhelming numbers of the nl'-[
torions enemy. No one thonght of himself |
—no one thoueht of vieldine. No one
thonght of anything save holding on with |
his Inst ounce of strength till the brigade |
contld be extricated. So one by one they
fell at their posts, and of this gallant band
wonrce n man was left alive when the last
file of their comrades hnd passed 1hrnupfh_|
the trench to safety. Thus it was at about
# am. on Suly 20, 1016, the survivors of
the 14th PBr.gade reczmined their old frent
line. aned the battle of Fromelles onded.

The total casualties among the Austra-
lians from neom on July 10 to noon on
.'h:l'ﬂ 20 were 178 officers and 5,335 of other
ranks.




