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THIS BATTLEFIELD TRAIL & TOURING GUIDE FOLLOWS IN THE TYRE TREADS OF CPL O H 

DAVIS MM R.E. AND THE ANZACS USING HIS FIRST WORLD WAR DIARY FOR NAVIGATION.  

IT NOW MAKES IT EASY FOR YOU OR ANYONE ELSE TO GO ON A PILGRIMAGE ANYTIME TO 

THE WESTERN FRONT AT MINIMAL COST. SIMPLY MAKE YOUR OWN TRIP ARRANGEMENTS 

THEN DOWNLOAD THIS GUIDE AND GO! 

 

ALTERNATIVELY, YOU ARE MOST WELCOME TO JOIN ME FOR THE ANNUAL FOUR DAY TOUR 

AND I CAN ACT AS YOUR GUIDE - A NOVICE AMATEUR ONE! 

 

COPYRIGHT NOTICES 

I have done my best to comply with copyright law in accordance with incidental, 

educational, public domain or government use, however if something has slipped through 

that I am not aware of, I will be pleased to remove it, amend it or give due recognition.   

 

This Battlefield Guide is FREE to download in this pdf version for your personal use only. It 

must not be reproduced in any form or manner.  

 

DANGER WARNING 
IT IS DANGEROUS TO DRIVE AROUND FRANCE AND BELGIUM ESPECIALLY IF 

YOU ARE NOT USED TO DRIVING ON THE RIGHT HAND-SIDE OF THE ROAD. 

 

WATCH OUT! UNEXPLODED BOMBS & SHELLS ABOUT! 
 

PHILIP HOLDWAY-DAVIS AND/OR INSURANCE PROFESSIONAL LIMITED TAKE 

NO RESPONSIBILITY FOR ANY HARM OR INJURY THAT MIGHT ARISE FROM 

FOLLOWING THIS BATTLEFIELD GUIDE. ALL PARTICIPANTS DO SO AT THEIR 

OWN RISK. 
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Introduction 
Around the eleventh hour on the eleventh day of the eleventh month 1915, Oswald 

Harcourt Davis walked into the Town Hall recruiting office at Smethwick (Birmingham) and 

passed the medical to enlist as a motorcyclist in the Royal Engineers.  

 

“The sergeant passed us our papers. ‘There you are. Go and knock everybody down in the 

streets with your motorcycles, and run the bloody Germans off their feet with ‘em.’ We 

walked off chuckling.” 

 

Thus begins Oswald’s adrenalin-fuelled, petrol-headed “Boys-Own” escapades around the 

Home Front of Britain and the Battlefields of the Western Front in Northern France and 

Flanders (Belgium). 

 

Whilst Cpl O H Davis served as a First World War British Army Despatch Rider in the Royal 

Engineer’s Signal Company, most of his time in 1916 and 1917 was spent in the Carrier 

Pigeon Service. His task was to take pigeons up-the-line for the Anzacs (Australian & New 

Zealand Army Corps) but he went the extra mile by using his life skills and experience to 

improve the service and make the system more efficient. There were times in between 

battles that he reverted to despatch rider work as opposed to being a pigeon wallah. Cpl O 

H Davis certainly did his bit in the First World War both for the ANZAC and British armies, 

but now 100 years on, he rides again through his War Diary.  

 

This FREE Battlefield Tour Guide follows in Cpl O H Davis’s tyre treads around the Somme 

and up to Flanders. It also follows the ANZACs in the battles that Oswald supported. It 

provides the reader with a unique opportunity to tour the battlefields whilst at the same 

time read the events from the War Diary as they actually unfolded. 

 

In 2017 it is the Centenary of the Battle of Passchendaele which is the focus of this 

Battlefield Guide. 2017 brings the Centenaries of the Battle of Messines and the Battle of 

Third Ypres (Passchendaele).  



8 
 

 
The Front Line 30 June 1916.  

Map Care of “The Long, Long Trail: The British Army in the Great War” 
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About Cpl O H Davis 
(Oswald Harcourt Davis) 

Published Poet, Published Author, Journalist, Drapery Retailer & Adventure Traveller. 

Oswald’s attention to detail and descriptive writing places the reader in the seat of his  

motorcycle as he traverses the battlefields of the Somme, Flanders and on the Home Front 

in England.  

 

Oswald did not want his diary published until he had died. He talks candidly about his family 

and holds back no punches when criticising his fellow man for not pulling their weight. 

Conversely he is quick to praise those who do their bit. Oswald died in 1962 and in the 

1960’s my father and uncle’s attempted to get his diary published. They were unsuccessful. 

The Imperial War Museum had run out of funding and Oswald’s publishers were then only 

interested in WW2. The baton was dropped and remained so until 2005 when I managed to 

get my hands on a copy of the diary. Now, after 55 years of my family’s efforts, Oswald’s 

War Diary was finally published. Oswald rides again to “do his bit” but this time for the 

historical record. 

 

Oswald was born on 26th December 1882 and died on 31 August 1962. He was educated at 

Camp Hill School, Birmingham. His first book of poems was published when he was 

eighteen. His four Ardencester novels were based on Birmingham and the Black Country. He 

wrote twelve published books in all including three being published posthumously. Six 

books of poetry, four novels and two biographies: 

 

VERSE 

Poems – 1900  

The Phoenix Lyre – 1903 

Town Moods – 1907  

Home Heroics – 1908 

The Nite Ride – 1913 

London Pastels – 1920 

 

PROSE 

Soft Goods – 1923  

Smite The Rock! – 1924 

Home Brewed – 1932  

This Great City – 1966 
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MONOGRAPHS 

The Master: A Study of Arnold Bennett – 1965 

George Gissing: A Study in Literary Leanings – 1965 

 

In addition to the above his Great War Diary was published in 2015 with an updated 

version in 2016 that included part of this battlefield guide. 

 

GREAT WAR DIARY 

Triumph on the Western Front – 2015 + 2016  

 

Oswald also had written two other novels, as yet unpublished, called Holiday Island and 

Gold In Bethel. Holiday Island will be published as a finished work, however Gold in Bethel 

has the last chapter yet to be written – I hope to complete it myself. 

 

I also have a copy of his post war diary which provides the reader with an insight into a 

society and a nation recovering from the Great War. 

 

Oswald was an occasional contributor to the literary columns of the Birmingham Post and 

Mail, and of articles to The Times, Daily Mail, Daily News, Country Life, Academy, Everyman 

and Punch.  

 

His War Diary covers both the Home Front years and the Western Front. The Home Front 

portion spans the period 9th July 1915 – 2nd March 1916. It addresses life in (Small Heath) 

Birmingham and England during the war, Oswald’s thoughts concerning the war and his 

recruitment and initial training as a Despatch Rider for the Royal Engineers. 

 

It appears that the writing of diaries was prohibited in advance of the big push at the Battle 

of the Somme. So we discover him again at Abbeville, France on the 18th July 1916. He is 

dished out a 1915 Trusty Triumph H motorcycle and despatched to join 1 ANZAC at Contay 

then Senlis as the ANZAC pigeon DR. After the battles of Pozieres and Mouquet Farm, he is 

sent onwards to Ypres in September 1916 to support the ANZACs again for the forthcoming 

battles of Messines and Passchendaele in 1917. The diary continues until March 1919 when 

he is de-mobbed. 

 

Thankfully Oswald recorded the Great War as he experienced and understood it in his War 

Diary which was published and launched in New Zealand in 2015. In 2016 it was updated to 

include portions of this battlefield guide: 
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The Paperback & Kindle e-book 
 

Triumph on the Western Front (Somme 1916 Centenary Edition with Battlefield Guide) 

Diary of a Despatch Rider with the ANZACs 1915 to 1919 

148768 Corporal O H Davis MM R.E. 

Compiled by Philip Holdway-Davis   

ISBN 978-0-473-31463-7 

 

This Latest Edition Is Only Currently Available From New Zealand Bookshops or Signed 

Copies Available From Me:  philipholdway@hotmail.com – I will post one out to anywhere in 

the world. 

 

You can buy the original 2015 version (no battlefield guide) on-line from Amazon and 

elsewhere but make sure you purchase the official book which has the cover showing a 

real person on a motorcycle (see the cover below) and not the unofficial book showing a 

toy:  

 

Paperback & E-book: 

https://www.amazon.com/Triumph-Western-Front-Despatch-1915-1919/dp/0473314630  

 

ONLY $3.43 as Kindle e-book 
 

 

 

 

 

mailto:philipholdway@hotmail.com


12 
 

 



13 
 

 

 
 

 

 



14 
 

USEFUL NOTES 
 

(1) Cpl O H Davis wanted to capture the language of the time and in that spirit some of 

the language and phrases used has been copied from Cpl OH Davis’s WW1 War Diary 

and from other sources of that era. There is no intent to offend any individual, group 

or race (especially German...who are now our friends and allies). 

 

(2) You can have the 8 Objectives of the Passchendaele Centenary Certificate officially 

stamped by taking a photo (selfie) as proof and emailing it to me. I will stamp the 

certificate and email it back. Voila! Simply download from the website and away you 

go. 

 

(3) Why not plan to join me on the 2018 Circuit of 10 Objectives from 6-10 August 2018? 

This starts and ends at Calais via the Somme and Flanders. It commemorates the end 

of the German push and the start of the “Advance to Victory”. 

 

(4) Extracts are from the original diary of Cpl O H Davis. They are not necessarily in date 

order but are useful in ensuring we follow a logical route.  

 

(5) CWGC stands for Commonwealth & War Graves Commission. Much of the 

information on cemeteries and memorials is courtesy of them. 

 

(6) PoP = Place of Pilgrimage. Time may be spent at these sites. 

 

(7) The route follows in Cpl O H Davis’s tyre treads as accurately as possible (excuse the 

double-ups and double-backs). 

 

(8) I found the use of a TomTom car navigation set on my second reconnaissance most 

useful. It certainly helped me not to crash this time because it shows a line down the 

side of the road you are to drive. 

 

(9) You don’t have to join me on this trip or follow me around. Just download this 

battlefield guide and away you go in your own time. Easy to incorporate into your 

own holiday plans as its flexible and simple. 

 

(10)   All car drivers, motorcyclists, cyclists and hikers are welcome. I found the Michelin Pas-De-  

  Calais, Somme Map 301 very helpful. It can be purchased from most French motorway  

  services. It even covers the route up to Ypres and Messines (Ieper and Mesen). 
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Somme Battlefield Ale 

Collectors Item: Limited Edition 
 

The Limited Edition of 60 only bottles worldwide are available for purchase. There are only 

20 left. Contact me at philipholdway@hotmail.com and I will arrange for a New Zealand off-

license to send you a bottle (proof of age required) along with the war diary. The beer is past 

its “use-by date” 

 

 

 
Somme Battlefield Ale – Beer Good, from the Lands of the ANZACs 

 

The story on the bottle reads: 

 

After a day dodging death on the Somme, what better way to wash the shell fumes, 

brick dust, mud and gas residue away than with a good refreshing beer! How 

disappointed Oswald would have been to write in his diary “beer bad, wine and 

grenadine dear, and the estaminets universally foul”. 100 years on Triumph on the 

Western Front is marking the Somme Centenary with a beer good, fitting for the 

occasion. Triumph on the Western Front Somme Battlefield Ale – from the Lands of the 

ANZACs. 

 

Current price NZ$150 plus postage. 

 

mailto:philipholdway@hotmail.com
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First Objective 
Abbeville Communal Cemetery Extension 

Allee du Souvenir Francais 

Grande Rue de Thuison 

Abbeville, 

Somme, 

France. 

 

 
 

General Directions: The town of Abbeville is on the main road from Paris to Boulogne (N1), 

about 80 kilometres south of Boulogne. The communal cemetery and communal cemetery 

extension are located on the left hand side of the road when leaving the town in a north-

east direction for Drucat. CWGC direction signs will be found within the cemetery. Enter the 

Communal Cemetery by the left hand side main gate and follow CWGC signs within the 

Cemetery. 

Ample parking along the Allee du Souvenire Francais which runs alongside the cemetery. 
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Briefing - Abbeville 

For much of the First World War, Abbeville was headquarters of the Commonwealth lines of 

communication and No.3 BRCS, No.5 and No.2 Stationary Hospitals were stationed there 

variously from October 1914 to January 1920. The communal cemetery was used for burials 

from November 1914 to September 1916, the earliest being made among the French 

military graves. The extension was begun in September 1916. The Army Printing and 

Stationery Services also had a printing press at Abbeville, one of three located in France, the 

others being Boulogne and Le Havre.  

Oswald’s War Diary departs us on 02 March 1916 in England and arrives us on 18 July 1916 

in the Abbeville R.E. (Royal Engineers) Depot at the Somme. His diary was probably 

surrendered or suspended because of secrecy surrounding the forthcoming great push at 

the Somme which had been planned in late 1915. Cpl. Davis actually arrived in Calais, France 

on 5 July 1916 – 5 days after the opening battle of the Somme which was to last until 18 

November 1916.  

 

As a D.R. (Despatch Rider) in the Carrier Pigeon Service, Signals Company, Royal Engineers, 

British Army, he was appointed a “pigeon wallah” for the Anzacs and dutifully took pigeons 

up-the-line for them. The Diggers (New Zealanders) were based in Abbeville mid-August 

1916 to prepare for the Somme battle of Flers which began on 15 September 1916. 

Naturally the “Ubiques” (Engineers and Artillery) were the first to be sent to the front and 

Oswald would have noticed the Digger’s “lemon squeezers” alongside the Cobber’s 

(Australian) slouch hats at the beginning of September. 

 

 
 

Inside this Memorial the plaque reads: 
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ABBEVILLE COMMUNAL CEMETERY AND EXTENSION 
 

The cemetery was used by the three large hospitals stationed at Abbeville, which was a 

principal base of the BEF. It contains the First World War graves of 2112 British, 118 

Canadian, 240 Australian, 34 New Zealand, 18 South African, 4 Indian and 3 British West 

Indian. 

 

 
An Aussie Cobber rests and will not grow old here. 

 

 
A Kiwi Digger rests and will not grow old here. 
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Another plaque reads: 

 

THE WAR ON THE WESTERN FRONT 1914-1918 

 

In the First World War The Western Front – a battle line extended from the Channel coast 

to Switzerland along which, for four years, millions of men fought and died, - was the 

principal and vital theatre. Against the German Army were arrayed the armies of the British 

Commonwealth, France, Belgium and latterly, the United States. The first two months, a 

war of movement, saw the containment and partial repulse of the initial German threat. 

There then followed three and half years of static trench fighting – was of attrition – during 

which defensive power was paramount. Neither side could effect a breakthrough and great 

battles were fought for small territorial gains. The last seven months were again a war of 

movement culminating in the Allied offensive, starting in August which finally achieved the 

breakthrough leading to the armistice of 11 November 1918.  

 

The six divisions of the British Expeditionary Force which went to France at the outset of 

1914 were deployed amongst the French armies and played their full part from 23 August 

in the Battles of Mons, Le Cateau, the Marne and the Aisne. The next three weeks during 

which the battle line moved every day, were a highly critical period in which the German 

plan for ending the war in a stroke was failed and the issue deferred.  

 

In the first two weeks of October the BEF was moved from the central sector of the front to 

Flanders. This shortened its lines of communication, which ran through Dunkirk, Calais and 

Boulogne, and enabled it to protect these ports which were vital both to its own supply and 

reinforcement and to the Royal Navy’s command of the Channel. Over the next four years, 

during which its strength rose to fifty British and twelve overseas Commonwealth divisions 

– Canadian, Australian, New Zealand, South African, Indian and troops from Newfoundland, 

the British West Indies and other territories – the BEF progressively took over more of the 

northern sector of the Allied line and fought a series of battles of attrition of which the 

greatest was the First Battle of the Somme in 1916.  

 

After the German offensive of late March to mid-July 1918 had been contained the advance 

to victory began on 8 August with the Battle of Amiens, continued on a broadening front 

with the Second Battles of the Somme and of Arras and, in September, extended to the Ypres 

Salient. The advance swiftly gathered momentum and by the day of the armistice the front 

line ran fifty miles or more eastward of the starting points. 

 

Nearly 750,000 Commonwealth soldiers, sailors and airmen died on the Western Front – 

200,000 in Belgium and over 500,000 in France. They are commemorated upon headstones 

marking graves in over 1,000 war cemeteries and 2,000 civil cemeteries, or on one of the six 
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memorials in Belgium and twenty in France which carry the names of more than 300,000 

who have no known grave. 

 

THIS CEMETERY  

WAS CONSTRUCTED AND IS MAINTAINED BY  

THE COMMONWEALTH WAR GRAVES COMMISSION 

 

Cpl O H Davis – War Diary 
Scheme in great style to Estreboeuf near St. Valery. Lovely sunny landscapes. At Pendee 

Moses’ spill among crowd. Walk around streets  - river pictorial. Rode from Estreboeuf to 

Abbeville by canal. Scheme to Arrest. Lovely riding home by Franlieu. Evening, Somme canal 

stroll.  

 

Plan of Advance (Route) 
Abbeville Communal Cemetery Extension has been designated as the Jumping Off Line for 

the big push towards the Somme battlefields.  
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Battlefield Pilgrims are encouraged to go on a “scheme” or “continental” to visit the villages 

mentioned by Oswald in his original diary which is about twice the size of Triumph on the 

Western Front. A typical scheme for a DR is to be given a route over the roughest roads and 

tracks over hills to improve riding and map-reading ability. Alternatively it might be to 

practice keeping communication between HQ and signal offices where telegraph wires had 

been laid out cross-country between outlying villages. 

 

My proposed route, one-way systems and road closures etc. permitting will be as follows: 

 

Allee du Souvenir Francais 

Right onto Grande Rue de Thuison 

Second right onto Grande Rue de Thuison (again) 

Roundabout left onto D1001 

 
Big Roundabout (place de Verdun) right 

Small Roundabout left onto D928 
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Bends round over River Somme  

Right onto D925 

 
Right onto D80 (circa 10kms) 

Through Franleu 
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Right onto D48 (circa 10kms) 

Through Arrest 

 
Left at Estraboeuf onto Rue de Petit Pende 

Right onto Rue de Pende – Petite Pende 

Right at Pende onto D2  
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Right at D940 

 
Over River Somme (Canal) 

Right at D40 
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Left at Rue de Haut (circa 12 kms) 

 
Through the D1001 Roundabout back onto Rue de Thuison 

Second left Allee du Souvenir Francais 
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SECOND OBJECTIVE 
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Second Objective 
“The (Aussie) Cobber” 

Place d’Armes 

Basilica of Notre-Dame de Brebièr 

Albert 

Somme 

France. 
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Briefing - ANZAC 

In his book ANZAC, Australian Journalist and Author, John Vader provides us with some 

valuable insights into the background of the ANZACs:  

Convicts were not sent to New Zealand because the Maoris were too warlike – and none  

would have been sent the long distance to Australia if King George III had not lost the  

closer American colonies. Thus the people to arrive from those first convoys were petty  

thieves, forgers, embezzlers, unionists, radicals, soldiers, officials and sailors. There were  

no murderers, traitors or hardened criminals – they were hanged in England......By 1851,  

when other Australian colonies had formed, thirty percent of Australians were Irish or of  

Irish descent while in New Zealand the greater percentage was Scots....the administration  

was harsh and floggings were common...in 1837, an average year, there were 5,916  

floggings. 

 

*************************************************************************** 

 

Sgt A Barwick – Flanders 12 May 1916 

Our platoon has to do a week’s punishment, on account of the many crimes we have to 

our credit – no less than 22 during the week. The boys have been having a right royal time 

alright, nearly all drunks and stopping away from roll calls. There’s not much trouble 

about getting drink for nearly every other house is an estaminet or drinking place.  

 

Sgt A Simpkin – 4 September 1917 

Yesterday morning there was a great hullabaloo at the Division HQ. The general’s 

‘charger’ had disappeared during the night, right from under the nose of the stable guard. 

To get the animal away, it had been taken down an almost perpendicular bank not less 

than 8ft high within 20 yd of the sentry. It was an old hunter, a showy animal but long 

past its best. Today it was found standing in the vacated lines of the Australians who left 

yesterday. They had left it tied up with several worthless mules which is adding insult to 

injury. 

 

Sgt A Simpkin – Flanders, 30 December 1917 

Kemmel Chateau is totally destroyed, only a shell of walls left standing. It was occupied by 

the Australians at the time which no doubts accounts for the fire – and the festive season. 

 

Sgt A Simpkin – Fonquevillers, France, 13 April 1918 

There is an epidemic of motorcycle stealing. No doubt it is our ‘Botany Bay’ friends next 

door. 
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Sgt A Simpkin – Fonquevillers, France, 1 September 1918 

Last night, we had a grand firework display in the southern sector. Rockets of all colours 

were soaring into the air and we wondered what it was all about. This morning we hear 

that it was the Australians celebrating. They had found a German rocket store or 

something similar and had proceeded to set them off. 

 

Sgt A Simpkin – Achiet-le-Grand, France, 21 September 1918 

Today we were relieved by the 42nd Division and moved back to Achiet-le-Grand for rest. 

We looked forward to occupying the little dugout so kindly left for us by Brigadier Beob, 

but found it had been smashed down by the Australians. 

 

*************************************************************************** 

 

Cpl O H Davis – Flanders, 15 September 1917 

AT EV37 West Indian troops, thick lipped, loquacious, brawny and black were now 

encamped around the lofts. They had an unpopular SM and several nights in succession 

had thrown hand grenades into his tent – of which many lay about in the field. I saw one 

of the offenders being punished. In a barbed-wire enclosure he was stood against a 

cruciform piece of wood and bound loosely to it, his arms out. Civilisation! Is not the 

aristocratic caste which rules our army damned forever by this fact? And likewise the 

aristocracy behind it? What about field punishment Number 1, when a man is strapped to 

a wheel and exposed to the gauze of all? Can the aristocracy be justified when this is the 

method it has to adopt in extremes to buttress and display its power? Just fancy, we 

hadn’t one democratic leader strong enough in parliament to protest against this, or to try 

to see that rough justice was meted out for our men. I cannot acquit Lloyd George and the 

other rulers of blame for not taking steps to see that the common soldier had justice. 

 

Sgt A Barwick – 3 August 1916 

There has been a bit of fun down in the south of France with our chaps in the lead. It 

started this way: the Tommies have charge of the camp, & they crucified 2 of our boys, 

that is to say they were stretched out both hands & feet & kept off the ground (that is part 

of 1st field punishment). When our chaps saw this they got together, & gave the officer in 

charge of the camp 10 minutes to cut them down or take the consequences. They refused 

to do it, so the Australians about 300 strong rushed the joint, cut their mates free, & 

smashed things to pieces. They then started to muck up and smash everything they came 

in contact with. They nearly killed the 2 Tommy Sgt Majors who were responsible for it, & 

the officers came in for a rough handling – one General had his eyes knocked out, All the 

Tommies cleared for their lives. They reckon our boys are demons but I reckon they are 

quite right. I’ll guarantee they will crucify no one while the Australians are about. 

 

*************************************************************************** 
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John Vader: 

In assessing the qualities of those ANZAC soldiers, the crucial attribute was, strange as it  

may seem, discipline – not the parade ground show and the strict, regular army pecking  

order of officers and NCO’s, but discipline based on the national habit of facing facts and  

going straight for the object. Dr Bean, the historian who wrote the Digger’s story so  

accurately, said it was that kind of discipline ‘which was responsible for the astonishing  

success which first gave to other nations confidence in Australia, and to the Australian  

nation confidence in itself.’ The same thing applied to New Zealanders.  

 

The New Zealand Expeditionary Force (NZEF) combined with the Australian Imperial Force 

(AIF) to become the Australian & New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC). ANZAC was sent to 

fight at Gallipoli in Turkey in April 1915.  

 

Sgt A Barwick – Gallipoli 26 April 1915 

That night we took up our positions & started to dig little shallow trenches. All that night 

they attacked us, but we drove them back time after time. We used to get all sorts of 

orders, such as “cease fire”, “English on your right”, the French are closing in on the left”, 

“you are firing on your own men”. They came from German officers who dressed in our 

fellows’ clothes, & got in our lines. They found a few of them out at once, & they were shot 

immediately, but we never took no notice of those orders – we could see the Turks too 

plain for that.  

 

Gallipoli was seen as a failure but there were some positives. First of all it restricted Turkey’s 

ability to pressurise Russia and probably helped to shelve the Russian Revolution for a time. 

When the Russian Revolution happened, German soldiers were subsequently released from 

the Eastern Front to fight on the Western Front. Secondly and most importantly, the 

ANZACs had won notoriety for their fighting ability against Johnny. They honed their skills 

and earned their reputation at Gallipoli.  
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From the exhibition “The Belgians have not forgotten” 

 

Sgt A Barwick – Egypt 5 March 1916 

We were fed up with Egypt & everything connected with it, & were longing to get to 

France & have a go at the sausage eaters, our real enemy. 

 

John Vader: 

In battles before the Somme they proved their mettle, and thousands died. At Fromelles,  

the newly arrived 5th Division AIF lost 5,500 men killed and wounded in a fruitless attack  

made during one afternoon and night…..The New Zealanders were also introduced to the  

German war at Armentieres, patrolling and raiding and getting the feel of the ghastly  

place.   

 

The word ANZAC struck terror in the hearts and minds of the Hun on the battlefields of 

France and Flanders. The Boche soon learned to place their best Jerry troops to try and stop 
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the ANZACs. They had became a battering ram against Fritz. Willey soon was sorry for the 

derogatory signs he hung on the barbed wire as this incensed and angered the ANZACs. The 

Kraut newspapers regretted writing articles about their soldiers having to lose their lives at 

the hands of “refuse”. The Sausage-Eaters and Squareheads (not Cpl Davis’s terms) wished 

they had never heard the name ANZAC. 

 

Sgt A Barwick – Flanders 12 May 1916 

Saw an extract from a German paper this morning – not very flattering for they describe 

us as the refuse of humanity, & they reckon we are a band of murderers, robbers in fact, 

everything that is bad, & they conclude by saying it is a crying shame that good & precious 

German blood should be shed fighting the like of us. Old Fritz had better keep his eye on 

the refuse for they have a score or two to settle with him between now and & the grand 

finale. 

 

Sgt A Barwick – Flanders 13 May 1916 

Last night the Germans hung a board out on their barb wire: “Advance Australia Fair” & in 

brackets “if you can”. They will see us all in good time. 

 

In his book ANZACS on the Western Front, Australian First World War historian and author 

Dr Peter Pedersen writes:  

“A German sergeant-major captured at Dermancourt maintained that the Germans 

’generally considered that the Australian troops were the finest in the world‘. Generally, 

however, they thought the Australians and Canadians about equal. The New Zealanders 

were no less highly regarded but they always tended to be lumped in with the 

Australians”.  

 

It was the New Zealanders (Kiwis) who first called themselves “Diggers”. This was mainly 

due to the entrenching skills of the New Zealand Pioneer Battalion which was made up from 

the Galipoli remnants of the Native (Maori) Contingent and the Otago Mounted Rifles. The 

British called them “The Digging Battalion”. Maori had for centuries dug Pa fortifications 

throughout New Zealand. Due in part to the fact that the ANZACs had earned a separate 

identification from the British, the name Digger spread to all ANZACs and finally rested with 

the Australians (Aussies) because there were more of them and most people lumped both 

Kiwis and Aussies together (as many still do today).  For clarification:  Kiwis are Diggers and 

Aussies are Cobbers. It would be fitting if Cobbers and Diggers were to educate the Tommies 

(and the rest of the world) about this point of difference. 

John Vader writes: 

“The Kiwis in France first began to call themselves ‘diggers’ and the word caught on, to  

remain forever the name of ANZAC soldiers.” 
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Dr Peter Pedersen: 

 

 “Recognising that the term ‘Digger’, by which British troops had praised the New Zealand 

pioneers and engineers for their entrenching exploits on the Somme, richly met their own 

conception of their job, the Australians now commandeered it.”  

The New Zealand Division was the largest ANZAC Division. It departed for France in April 

1916 as part of General Birdwood’s (whom Oswald met and mentions in his diary) 1 Anzac 

Corps. 1 ANZAC included the 1st and 2nd Australian Divisions. The New Zealand Division went 

into the front line around Armentieres (the Nursery – known so because it was a place to 

get bloodied for the major fighting elsewhere) in May 1916 after organising themselves in 

Hazebrouck in April 1916. Bailleul was an important staging point and in the cemetery are 

buried 252 Diggers including two Brigadier-Generals, All Black James Baird, some Chinese 

Coolies (labourers) and a number of Indian soldiers amongst others. In July 1916 the New 

Zealand Division became part of II Anzac Corps and in mid-August was sent to Abbeville in 

the Somme for two weeks preparatory training before moving forward to prepare for action 

at Longueval and Flers on 15th September. As usual, the Sappers & Gunners (Royal Engineers 

& Royal Artillery) were the first to move forward in early September. A few days later the 

infantry moved forward ready to hop the bags between High Wood and Delville Wood near 

Longueval. This was the first time that tanks were used in battle...even though they failed to 

arrive in time for the initial Anzac attack. The New Zealanders also attacked behind a 

creeping barrage (storm of shells) that proved highly successful and became the tactical 

norm for the rest of the war (at Messines the barrage crept forward at a rate of 50 yards a 

minute allowing the Diggers to smoke a fag as they advanced across no-mans-land). The 

New Zealand Division returned to Armentieres in October 1916. At Messines they attacked 

as part of II Anzac Corps between the Australian 3rd Division and the British 25th Division. 

When the objective had been taken, the 4th Australian Division leapfrogged over for another 

1.5km behind the line. The New Zealand Division held the village. It was the first time that 

the Australians and New Zealanders had fought side by side in a major Western Front battle. 

I and II ANZAC did not fight side by side until the Battle of Third Ypres (Passchendaele). After 

Passchendaele, the losses were so great that II ANZAC became XII Corps which included the 

New Zealand Division. 

 

The Diggers only failed to take one objective in the entire war: Passchendaele. Five times 

more Diggers lost their lives on the Western Front (13,000+) than at Gallipoli (2,700+). Just 

under 100,000 (approx 11% of the population) fought in WW1 which produced 59,000 

casualties (59%) of which there were 18,000 deaths (18%). The death rate per head of 

population was exceeded only by Scotland. The Kiwi Diggers casualty rate was less than the 

Aussie Cobbers casualty rate of 65%. Australia voluntarily enlisted 416,809 (10% of the 

population). Of the 331,781 that took the field nearly 20% were killed and 45% wounded. 

Part of the reason for the higher casualty rate might have been that the Diggers could be 
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executed by the British whereas the Cobbers could not. An Aussie could abandon all fear of 

the British guns whereas the New Zealanders did not have that freedom. The Aussies had a 

riot (or 10) whereas the Kiwis had to keep rank. Diggers could have been shot for following 

their Aussie mates into their riots. The intensity of the Australian Division battles were more 

ferocious than those the New Zealand Division faced but the Diggers spent twice the 

amount of time in the front line than their Cobber counterparts. The Kiwis also faced 

conscription which replenished the ranks, whereas the Aussies voted this down thus 

keeping recruitment voluntary.  

 

Adolf Hitler was wounded at both Fromelles and Messines. Even though these were places 

of major ANZAC battles, he was not there when the ANZACs were. A witty Englishman (John 

Hawthorne) once remarked “The Second World War was the ANZAC’s fault – they failed to 

finish him off”. Fromelles was the initial significant Australian Imperial Force (Cobber) battle 

on 19 July 1916. The 5th Australian Division were, due to bad planning not soldiering, 

devastated and resulted in the worst military casualty record of Australians in any single day 

in recorded history.  

 

The British and ANZAC line of operation spanned approximately 140km from Ypres in 

Belgium to just south of the Somme in France. There were far more ANZAC casualties, both 

Australians and New Zealanders, in WWI than WW2. 
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From the exhibition “The Belgians have not forgotten” 

 

Cpl O H Davis – War Diary 
 

Serg’t Moir: “1st Anzac Corps by road”. Rode up the long straight hill towards Amiens. 

Amiens, thriving and full and bright, quested from Town Hall to Signal office, where told 

me to go to Querrieux. Querrieux  signal office, a long dark hut in a small forest of trees – 

4th Army HQ.  

 

Contay, home of 1st Anzac Corps, a nasty unbeautiful village, a square and a long road 

splitting out on the hill at end. Sleeping quarters, a dark ugly loft over stinking stable, 

where horse kicked and the electric lighting set outside “tuf-tuffed” all night long.  
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Morning, Lieut. Larking came towards me, and stepping to Bruce, the Sergt., he said: 

(jocular and debonair) “They’ve sent this man for pigeons apparently.” Told by Bruce to 

pack again, get 2 days’ rations and report to 2nd Corps at Senlis. As I turned right at end of 

village my bike smoked from over-oiling. Liked Senlis better than Contay. A gate of roads 

on hill with usual snuffer-steepled church. Major sat at table in courtyard outbuildings of 

manor-farm nigh (high) road, Senlis. Nick (Nicholson) found me a room to sleep in just 

being evacuated by the (old) tenth corps troops. At the corner of tie-road, where you 

turned to Senlis. 

 

Our corps signal office was a brick domestic annexe attached to the Big chateau in whose 

grounds waived the Australian Flag.    

 

Had message to report to Sergt. Hiscocks at Warloy at once. To get to this loft you 

wandered around the usual Somme village – a sextet of streets with church, rotting 

square, ruinous houses and farms until you struck a road with a deep ditch between side-

walk and road. You rode precariously over this ditch at a point where was a plank, and 

pushed open a gate into yard of cottage farm. 

 

Afternoon Hiscocks and I collared 12 birds each at Warloy and made off. Past Bouzincourt 

(ill-omened place of cross-roads with square of trees and ambulance station) and worming 

our way past columns of Division going in and out to Albert. To Australian Div. H.Q. Just as 

you get into Albert after going under Railway Bridge, turn second right, where M.P. 

stands, and in front of about 5th house an ordinary medium-big street house, stands a tin-

hatted sentry. Go into the passage and through to a conservatory at end. Here sit a 

number of Anzacs in careless lounging attitudes as if at after dinner siesta. This was the 

Signal Office of the Division in action. 

 

Then the drop over the featureless road into Albert, coming down the fork at bottom 

under Railway Bridge and into Albert. Run on, turn left ,past burnt out factories right and 

left, turn right by the church and square, giving a look at the sandbags, boarded up rents 

in church, and toppling virgin at steeple.  

 

Halted by the Church, from which toppled the Virgin, which I had seen afar like a tortured 

skeleton going to take a plunge. No, that was nearer. Afar, the figure looked like a candle-

snuffer’s top melting and bending at top with heat.  
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Plan of Advance (Route) 

 
Jump off from Abbeville Communal Cemetery Extension 

Allee du Souvenir Francais 

Right onto Grande Rue de Thuison which becomes Avenue de la Chapelle 

Left at large roundabout (Place de Verdun) onto D1001 

 
Run on for circa 35km when turn onto N1 

After circa 3km turn right onto D933 Rue Franklin Roosevelt 
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Amiens 

 Amiens PoP  

Run to end of Rue Frankin Roosevelt 

Right at roundabout onto Avenue du General de Gaulle 

 
Left at large roundabout onto D929 Chaussee Sainte-Pierre 
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Circa 10 kms leave D929 by going straight ahead over roundabout onto 

D929a Route nationale  

 
Left at Rue Croizette (after circa 1.5km) 

Quick right to Chateau de Querrieu 

 Querrieu PoP  
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Back the way we came onto Route nacionale 

Right onto D30 

Through Saint-Gratien then right onto D919 

 
Contay – home of 1st Anzac Corps 

 Contay PoP  
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Run D919 

Warloy-Baillon 

 Warloy-Baillon PoP  

 
Just outside Warloy right onto Senlis-Le-Sec road   

Senlis-Le-Sec 

 Senlis-Le-Sec PoP  
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Left onto Ruelle Jalot 

Left onto D119 Rue de Montaigu 

Run on the D119 to the D938  

Right at the D938 Rue de Doullens 

 
Past Bouzincourt 
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Under Railway Bridge 

Albert 

 Albert PoP  

1st Left Rue Emile Zola 

2nd Right Rue Chandenier 

 
Left onto D4929 Rue Anatole France 
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2nd Right still on D4929 

100 metres Second Objective  

Scheme Ends. Fall Out. 

 

 

Note: suggest you familiarise yourself with the one-way systems. I have found the large car 

park in front of Hotel de Ville most useful. If you were to carry on the D429 past the Basilica, 

you would turn right at the roundabout and find the car park 100 metres on your left. 

 

 Places of Pilgrimage (PoP) 

 

 Amiens  

Amiens Town Hall  

#174 Rue Franklin Roosevelt. Cpl O H Davis asked for directions here. 

 

Cathedrale, Notre-Dame d’Amiens  

30 Place Notra Dame, Amiens, France 

 

  
Amiens Cathedral. An alcove adorned with stained glass windows honours British, Australian & USA 

flags (right) and New Zealand & Canadian Flags (left) 
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Amiens Cathedral alcove also hosts the above Brass ANZAC plaques: 

New Zealand Flag presented to the City of Amiens by the Government of New 
Zealand, 1920 

This Australian Flag is a Gift to the City of Amiens from the Government of Australia 

and Commemorates the Brotherhood in Arms of the Sons of Australia with those of 

France in the Defence of the City in the Year 1918 

 

   
Amiens Cathedral also hosts two Stone ANZAC Tablets: 

 

To the Glory of God and to the Memory of the Soldiers of the Australian 

Imperial Force who Valiantly Participated in the Victorious Defence of Amiens 

from March to August 1918 and Gave Their Lives for the Cause of Justice, Liberty 

and Humanity. This Tablet is Consecrated by the Government of the 

Commonwealth of Australia. 

 

To The Glory of God and in Memory of those of the New Zealand Division who 
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Fell in the Battles of the Somme and in the Final Deliverance of this City 

 

 Querrieu   

Le Chateau was 4th Army HQ. The Signals Office was located in a small forest of trees 

(probably the clump directly in front of the Chateau within the circular road) 

 

 

 Contay  

 

CONTAY BRITISH CEMETERY, CONTAY 

 
 
 

http://www.cwgc.org/dbImage.ashx?id=17623
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Location Information 
Contay is a village on the main road, Amiens to Arras. The Cemetery lies on the left (north 
east) side of the road to Franvillers. There is a CWGC road sign next to the church and 
square of the village and next to the D23, Franvillers - Corbie, sign. The distance from the 
CWGC sign to the Cemetery is approximately 650 metres. 

 
Historical Information 
The site was chosen in August 1916 for burials from the 49th Casualty Clearing Station, 
which arrived at Contay at the end of August. It was joined by the 9th CCS in September. All 
the burials in Plots I to IV and the majority of those in Plots VII and VIII (the plot numbers V 
and VI were not used) cover the period August 1916 to March 1917. Most of them were 
made from these two clearing stations.  
 
The German withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line in the spring of 1917 brought the medical 
units further east and it was not until April 1918, when the Germans advanced to Albert, 
that the 38th and other Divisions used the cemetery again, completing Plots VII and VIII and 
forming the two rows in Plot IX. The last burial took place in August 1918. 
 
The cemetery was designed by Sir Reginald Blomfield. 

British Casualties: 690 

Australian Casualties: 29 

Canadian Casualties: 414 

South African Casualties: 1 

 

 

javascript:
javascript:
http://www.cwgc.org/dbImage.ashx?id=17621
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 Warloy-Baillon   

 

WARLOY-BAILLON COMMUNAL CEMETERY EXTENSION 

 

 

 

Location Information 
Warloy-Baillon is a village about 21 kilometres north-east of Amiens along the D919 to 
Arras. The Communal Cemetery is on the east side of the village and the extension is on the 
eastern side of the cemetery. 

Historical Information 
The first Commonwealth burial took place in the communal cemetery in October 1915 and 
the last on 1 July 1916. By that date, field ambulances had come to the village in readiness 
for the attack on the German front line eight kilometres away, and the extension was begun 
on the eastern side of the cemetery. 
 
The fighting from July to November 1916 on the northern part of the Somme front accounts 
for the majority of the burials in the extension, but some are from the German attack in the 
spring of 1918. 
 
The extension contains 1,331 First World War Commonwealth burials and two from the 
Second World War. There are also 18 German war graves in the extension. 
 
The communal cemetery contains 46 Commonwealth burials of the First World War and 158 
French war graves.  
 
The extension was designed by Sir Reginald Blomfield. 

http://www.cwgc.org/dbImage.ashx?id=17364
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Communal Cemetery 

British Casualties: 46 

Communal Cemetery Extension 

British Casualties: 867 

Australian Casualties: 321 

Canadian Casualties: 152 

 

 Senlis-Le-Sec  

 

Le Chateau & St Martin’s Church are both worth seeing or passing by. 

 

SENLIS COMMUNAL CEMETERY EXTENSION 

 
1 

Location Information 
Senilis-le-Sec is a village approximately 5 kilometres north-west of Albert. The Communal 
Cemetery is on the north-west side of the village, on a minor road which links the village 
with the Warloy-Baillon-Hedauville road. The Extension is on the south-east side the 
Communal Cemetery. 

Historical Information 
The extension to the communal cemetery was begun in April 1918, after the fall of Albert, 
by the 12th (Eastern) and 38th (Welsh) Divisions. It was used until the following August but 
was enlarged after the Armistice when graves were brought in from the battlefields of the 
Somme and from the communal cemetery, where 23 Commonwealth soldiers who died 5-9 
April 1918 had been buried. 
 
Senlis Communal Cemetery Extension now contains 104 First World War burials. 

javascript:
http://www.cwgc.org/dbImage.ashx?id=18018
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The extension was designed by W H Cowlishaw. 

British Casualties: 78 

Australian Casualties: 19 

 

 Albert  

Australian Div HQ Signals Office 

Cpl O H Davis writes: “To Australian Div. H.Q. Just as you get into Albert after going 

under Railway Bridge, turn second right, where M.P. stands, and in front of about 

5th house an ordinary medium-big street house, stands a tin-hatted sentry. Go into 

the passage and through to a conservatory at end. Here sit a number of Anzacs in 

careless lounging attitudes as if at after dinner siesta. This was the Signal Office of 

the Division in action.”- could be where the D4929 meets the Rue de Corbie. 

 

Notre Dame de Brebieres Basilica 

Cpl O H Davis writes: “Halted by the Church, from which toppled the Virgin, which I 

had seen afar like a tortured skeleton going to take a plunge. No, that was nearer. 

Afar, the figure looked like a candle-snuffer’s top melting and bending at top with 

heat.” 

 

 
Photos of postcards. What Cpl O H Davis saw (left) and the Basilica rebuilt post war (right) 

 

The toppling Virgin had been hit by a shell in 1915 and many thought she looked like 

a diver. Cobbers named her Fanny after Fanny Durack, the Australian Olympic 

swimmer. Legend goes that soldiers believed the side to actually make it topple 

completely would lose the war. A British shell did just that in March 1918 by 
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destroying the spire. Albert was then occupied by the Hun and the British assumed 

the Boche would be using it as an observation post. 

 

 
From left: Mural of the diving Virgin with the modern day Basilica behind: The Golden Virgin in all 

her glory: Soldiers saw it as though the Virgin was reaching down to bless them as they passed by, 

just like this Cobber.  

 

The Musee de Arbris Somme 1916 

The entrance is under the Basilica on the Rue Anicet Godin. Well worth a visit. 

 

 
From left: Museum entrance: ANZAC display: ANZAC Somme battles 
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THIRD OBJECTIVE 
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Third Objective 
Australian Memorial 

The Windmill 

Bapaume Road 

Pozieres 

Somme 

France. 

 

 
 

 

Briefing: San Fairy Ann 
(Motorcycles and British Victory 1914-1918) 

 

There are many components as to why we won, or did not lose, the war. Some point out the 

contribution of the ANZACs, or the Canadians or the Indians and other Colonials or the 

Americans, but Michael Carragher, author and historian, highlights the actions of the British 

Expeditionary Force (BEF) and the Despatch Riders in 1914 that saved us from losing the war 

in the first instance. Without their contribution there would have been no ANZAC, Canadian, 

Indian, Colonial or American contribution. The war would have been lost in Europe and 

much of the world would probably have become dominated by the German (+ Central 

Powers) Empire and not the British-American-European Empire that exists today. Michael 

Carragher also provides us with some interesting facts and challenging ideas about the war 

and motorcyclist despatch riders in particular. Here are some extracts: 

 



55 
 

At the very outbreak of the Great War, despite the tiny size of its Expeditionary Force, Britain 

played a crucial role. ‘Our first battle is a heavy, an unheard of heavy defeat’, one battalion 

commander lamented after Mons, ‘and against the English, the English we laughed at’. 

Though the defeat he bewails is of his own battalion, his tone reflects overall German 

dismay. Without the BEF’s rearguard actions along the lines of the August retreat, notably 

at Mons and Le Cateau, von Kluck and von Bulow might well have been able to fulfil von 

Schlieffen’s plan......If Schlieffen’s  - or Moltke’s – Plan had been terminally upset at the 

Battle of the Marne, the German armies had not been defeated. Though the BEF played a 

modest and rather belated role at the Marne, that battle might never have been fought 

without the BEF’s previous delaying actions. In 1914 the BEF was regarded as ‘certainly the 

most inadequate (but) possibly the most excellent army in Europe’ in the words of an 

American, but even a German general is alleged to have admitted: ‘The English infantry is 

the most magnificent in the world, happily there is but little of it’. Even more happily for the 

rest of Europe there was enough to hold the breach while Kitchener’s Armies were raised 

and trained......Belief in science, and their position at its cutting edge, may have been in the 

ironic ways of war, why the Germans failed to win, for all their – otherwise deservedly – 

extolled military machinery: they placed their faith in radio and electronic communication, 

and these, in 1914, turned out to be less suited to mobile warfare than the relatively 

primitive motorcycle.....It is possible that at the outbreak of the war the Second Reich had 

over 20,000 motorcycles serving its armies, but their usefulness seems to have been 

underestimated – certainly underrated vis-a-vis more updated technology. The bumbling 

older empire, by contrast, starved of resources by well intentioned Liberals, was glad to 

grasp at anything – specifically a hundred-odd second-hand motorbikes, the products of an 

industry that many of the scions of empire scorned. And one whose most successful product 

owed its existence to a couple of émigré Krauts and an Englander. It was called, significantly 

enough perhaps, Triumph......The first successful motorcycle was built in 1889 when Henry 

and Wilhelm Hildenbrand, Alois Wolfmuller, and their (since overlooked) mechanic Hans 

Geisenhof, fitted a light steam engine into a safety bicycle....by 1897 Hilderbrand and 

Wolfmuller were out of business. But one Maurice Schulte had brought a demonstrator 

model to England, where he settled down and began to tinker with his baggage....it took 

Herr Schulte’s Teutonic thoroughness and scientific application to make the first reliable, 

everyman motorcycle. In the ironic way of war, Herr Schulte’s Triumph was soon to play a 

critical part if defeating his homeland Reich.....Compared to artillery or the aeroplane the 

war motorcycle changed very little, yet it made an essential contribution to victory. By 

contrast and ironically  - given that it had been invented in Germany – the Kaiser’s armies 

underrated the motorcycle being so Teutonically technocratic that they relegated 

motorcycles to a position of tertiary importance and placing their faith in telegraph and 

wireless, with critical consequences in August 1914. Further irony lies in the fact that a great 

bulk of British DRs were mounted on Triumph motorcycles, and the Triumph factory had 

been founded, and was still managed then, by Herr Maurice Schulte.... In early 1915 the 

Douglas 2¾ HP and the Triumph 3½ HP became the official DR mounts on the Western 
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Front....The motorcycle did far more to win the war than the tank did, but in addition to its 

being eclipsed by more exciting, more futuristic machinery, ‘post-war culture came to focus 

on the soldier in the trench as the iconic experience of the real war’, so memory of the war 

motorcyclist and his importance was whittled away at both ends.....One liaison officer 

described the army as: ‘A giant with a quick and brilliant brain, but whose nervous system 

is slow, lethargic and inadequate’ The brain was the signals office; the sensors and effectors 

included cable and airwaves as well as despatch riders.....All media was important, but 

through the war the “indespensible” DR was able to “often go where all other means have 

failed” Field wire was good only for about twenty-five miles, and, the radio was frequently 

overcrowded with messages or not functioning...many authorities believe the German 

defeat at the Marne stemmed from communications failure...Keeping the even far more 

modest masses of men in the BEF on the move, preventing regimented order from collapsing 

into chaos, was largely down to Don R and his motorcycle, and his conduct during the Great 

Retreat may well have saved the day. Then, and again in 1918, any  

 
Elaborate system of cable and aerial communication collapses more or less according to the speed of the 

movement and the effectiveness of enemy fire...For when an army is in motion under a fierce barrage or (sic) 

artillery fire, only individual effort will maintain communications, and that is supplied mainly by the Motor 

Cycle Despatch Corps.... 

 
...For the first few months after the war broke out confusion reigned supreme. Belgium and the North of France 

were one huge jumbled battlefield rather like a public park on a Saturday afternoon – one of those parks 

where promiscuous football is permitted. Friend and foe were inextricably mingled, and the direction of the 

goal was uncertain....There was no front and no rear, so direction counted for nothing. The country swarmed 

with troops which had been left “in the air”, owing to their own too rapid advance, or the equally rapid 

retirement of their supporters; with scattered details trying to rejoin their units; or with despatch riders 

hunting for a peripatetic Divisional Headquarters. 

 

That the army held together in such confusion was due in great part to those despatch riders 

hunting for their so-often-peripatetic target - and failure to find their target could result in 

disaster....How essential was the DR in the years of wireless “infancy” is best illustrated by 

the consequences of failure. On 24 August 1914 three separate instructions to disengage 

and fall back failed to reach the 1st Cheshires; all but two officers and 200 men, out of a 

complement of 1,000 were killed or captured. Two days later, after Landrecies, one DR, 

detailed to instruct several units to fall back, was unable to locate one of his targets, the 2nd 

Munster Fusiliers. The entire battalion was lost. That same day the most of two companies 

of the 2nd Connaught Rangers also were lost at Le Grand Fayt, cut off after contact was lost 

with brigade HQ – “at that juncture nobody knew where anyone else was, or what was 

happening”. If such was the case at brigade and even battalion level, imagine the task of 

the despatch rider, trying to hold entire divisions together? It truly is difficult to see how 

command and control could have been exercised, how the war could have been won, 

without Don R....”Within a few minutes” of commencement of bombardment on 21 March, 

communication systems in the forward zone were all but completely destroyed.  
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The initial German barrage was intended to have a devastating effect on the whole British communications 

system. Shells, smashed up the wireless stations and soon most of the telephone lines were severed – no 

matter how deeply they had been buried the larger shells seemed to sniff them out to expose them to 

destruction....     

 

 As movement was restored, once again Don R became the linchpin of communications ... 

 
During the next few days the motor cyclist despatch rider was to experience a few short but crowded hours 

which recalled the early days of 1914. He was once more to be, on occasion, the sole means of 

intercommunication. It was due to the activities of the motor cyclist despatch riders that a considerable 

proportion of the heavy guns in action on the southern front were saved from capture. 

 

 Don R did not win the Great War. But its hardly an exaggeration to say that he prevented 

it from being lost. From the dreadful first day of the Somme, through the French Mutinies, 

the Italian collapse, the defeat of Russia, the setback of the Spring Offensive, and the 

advance of the Hundred Days, the BEF carried the fight to the Kaiser’s armies, and in 

November 1918 had secured territory, guns and prisoners out of all proportion to its sector. 

But had it not survived that fraught retreat in the opening weeks it could not have done any 

of those things. One authority estimates, with more than seven decades of perspective: “At 

no time in this century has signals intelligence affected campaigns more significantly than 

at the very hour of its birth, in 1914”. And who was the linchpin of Signals then, when both 

cable and wireless more often than not were “dis”? Don R. 

 

Cpl O H Davis – War Diary 
We had a look down the Bapaume – TO BAPAUME big letters black on white at corner – 

road, but after a short ride to end fringe of houses, we stopped before the desolate stretch 

of mud road, and he said: “That road’s too hot – under observation and they’re always 

bumping it, else the best-meeting place is along there. It means one brigade will have a 

long way to walk. It can’t be helped.” Back and round behind church up a curving side- 

street, over fields, by a gully track, then up hill of another road, which finished on a road in 

the making, all loose metal. Steeply down this and past cemetery on right, up into the 

copses of Becourt Wood, past Ambulance station on left by elbow turn, where ambulances 

always stalled. Now before you a wilderness across which sloped down a wide track of 

clay and chalk dust, with other tracks converging and branching. We seemed now to ride 

about in chaotic fashion. After some wandering I noticed black field- kitchens like the 

engines that gush tar on our city roads. After more riding we struck past trenches going in 

many directions, one on a clay hillock on which was struck a red flag. This Brigade flag 

completed the resemblance to a vast building site occupied by navvies. This was the 
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meeting-place appointed, and I was sick at heart at the thought of journeying up there 

day after day with a load of pigeons.  

 

(From toppling virgin at steeple)...Run, a normal unprepossessing street of shops, along till 

you meet the T road at top – the great Bapaume Road – how the name suited the great 

prone monster of a road. Cross over this and you leave the heavier traffic and meet horses, 

troops, cyclists, light transport. Route now as described before, until you arrive at brow of 

ridge beyond Becourt Wood. Here on the right stood the famous coffee bar of the Anzacs, 

and every day, coming back I used to have a drink. The bar was for Anzacs only but since I 

was in the service of their corps, they let me have drinks with the others, always free. The 

bit of road I had just passed through the wood was usually vile, and you had to dodge 

mule kicks. Often Fritz planes came over. None budged. Now you went skidaddling down 

the wide slope of the crest into the valley. There were merely broad tracks, going 

erratically like veins over the fawn and chalky land. Grass and reeds grew raggedly and 

rank at first. Afterwards grass vanished. Then the battlefield (for the first old Hun trenches 

from which he had been driven started just outside Albert) was drear and monotone in tint 

as some huge area of suburban fields being delved and trenched by some vast corporation 

undertaking. On the right where a few trees lingered some howitzers were always 

thunderously flourishing their blunt trunks. A thin trickle of traffic came over the tracks, 

ambulance carts with wounded cheery or writhing in torture, transport and ration carts, 

carts with empty shell cases, officers and men riding, an occasional D.R. ploughing thro’ 

the dust or mud. At the bottom my road ran over logs or fascines mashed together. When 

these got worn, they up and hit you a smack. Many trenches now started, alongside or 

going traverse from the road.  

 

 
An Ariel view of what Cpl O H Davis described above 
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The guns began to start in earnest, and you had to watch when crossing their line of fire 

that the shot didn’t deafen you or the shock throw you. Flame and flare came out like a 

furnace blast too near. The group of gunners and the officer with watch were grouped 

around the gun. All across the ground, immediately you got off the track, were red or 

yellow or blue telephone wires lying loosely on the ground. Notices – a bit of board stuck 

up in the ground said “This way to Water Point” or “Patrick’s Dump” You could see a few 

canvas screens stuck up on the waste – latrines. Yet this waste was populated. In the dug-

outs were artillery men, and in the trenches and trench dug-outs slept and lay hundreds of 

men. On hot days they would sleep out in shade spite of shell-risk, or take off shirts and 

examine their brown naked bodies for the indestructible lice. Now on the left of the track 

came the black field kitchens like old railway engines. Here in this comforting atmosphere 

were gathered many men. The guns now were visible all around, stretching roughly in 

triple lines behind sand-bagged emplacements without cover. “Locked together” they 

almost looked as Willy Osborne had said. About 8 shells of ours went over to one of Fritz’. 

“Bong” from the big ones and “Clat-crack” from the smaller. When Fritz came over the 

guns seemed to go on shooting just the same, and there was added the “Woof-Woof” of 

the anti-aircraft guns, which were perched up until then invisible. At this time Archie had a 

dog’s bark. Later he changed to corn-cracking.    At last I came to the red flag, after 

navigating hillocks and pits and trenches. Under the flag was an entrance of some 50 steps 

to an old deep galleried Fritz dug-out. Candles guttered in the turns, bunks led off left and 

right, and other flights of steps. Here was the Signal Office, just a small oblong 

subterranean chamber where the men with blue and white bands, perhaps 4 sat at 

telephone or telegraph. You couldn’t move without kicking someone.  

 

I took the birds all in one lot, and in the afternoon, arranged my stores. Heat terrific. Dust 

blinding and in Sausage Valley 6 ins deep so that you skidded in it worse than in mud. On 

top of the big square basket I used to carry two smaller ones, making 28 or more pigeons 

in all. Outside Albert I used to stop and take off my basket – the load pulling and swaying 

at the straps used to cut into my shoulders so painfully. I used to come back some days 

absolutely limp and done up from the load and ride on the awful surface of Sausage Valley 

and Becourt.   

 

Often came back another way from Albert via the Albert-Amiens road, very broad and 

bumpy, and traffic and dust-laden. It made you curse trying to pass vehicle after vehicle 

casting up clouds of dust. The pest of flies on the road, filling your eyes and making them 

smart. A relief on this route to turn off right towards Lavieville, not so ugly a village, and 

here were to be met some green fields and trees, a pond etc., which with afternoon sun on 

them made one think of English charm and gave the day a gleam of felicity. 
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That evening I rode to Lavieville, past a sloping hill-side of corn stacks above which turned 

the patient mill against the wonder of the blue sky. After the rains, all was fresh, and 

Lavieville, as I rounded its village duck-pond and tree-clump looked refreshing and fair. 

You met knots of soldiers, wagons with hay on for the horse lines, men leaning against the 

big doors of wide passages leading to farms and barns, and at the corners and loose 

spaces of the villages, reserve guns with their ridged traction wheels, sometimes 

camouflaged with boughs but not with painted muzzles. I at last struck the farm and got 

the pigeon Corporal in charge of the loft which was in a gabled roof over the farm out-

buildings. A road went out of Lavieville over open tilled fields. Following it saw R.E. dump 

left, Ambulance station right, and in a dell beyond some tents.   

 

Got home at 6.15. Wandered out on to green at road by church and watched some 

Tommies marching in. 

 

“Another stunt on tonight. They’re going to have another try for Beaumont Hamel. 

Perhaps nothing extra would happen. Postponed for a night.” Or at 11 the guns would 

break out in a thunderous roar. They would come in great rumbling waves of sound, two 

or three larger guns, one after the other starting each wave, or breaking out over the 

wave. This seemed to go on all night. Usually I slept through it, but if it got extra heavy, 

you would wake and hear the heavy roll and great muffled bursts. Like an uneasy monster 

turning in torture it seemed. In the morning we would eagerly ask D.R. clerk or night duty 

men what had happened and get various rumours in return, and sometimes the truth. “A 

wash-out again.” (i.e. cancelled at last minute.) “Held up with heavy losses.” Or “Taken 

Pozieres ridge but losses heavy.” We were having messages in about “Hun concentrations 

at Le Mouquet Farm” and “Enemy making observations from Courcelette Church tower,” 

which he used as observation post. 

 

Motor Transport Drivers had heard first hand of capture of Bapaume ridge and Germans 

scooting. When I got up Sausage Valley there was an air of exhilaration. Evening wrote 

and went out in sun and watched Brigade on incoming Imperials. I sat on green mound 

before church. 

 

One lot to new brigades. Arriving there and putting bike on stand at my pitch, noticed 

horse’s head in my path and several bloody hind legs and bits of flesh scattered about. 

Holes where shells had dropped right by my stand. As Division had taken new stand on 

Tara Hill, sought the same, but unavailingly at first. Got stranded on the Aveloy Road with 

compression gone and gears slipping. Much concerned. Had got engine overheating riding 

up and down in low gear in search of Div. At last found it up the Bapaume Road. By a 

small dump ride up the slope of gap in road embankment, and over field to where one or 

two rough huts stand. Dismount, get into trench, walk along same, go down steep trench 

steps right, and bumping your tin hat severely on slanting roof, continue deep down. Turn 
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left in gallery, pass several empty chambers and emerge on Signal office. Scarcely room to 

budge. 

 

Went via Millencourt for a change. A rather dreary high excluding village with several S 

bends in it. I used to get back rather late for dinner, calling perhaps at the YMCA tent at 

Henencourt. This was a big tent or marquee on roadside field in village corner.  

 

Every night as I retired I dreaded lest I should be called out to take more birds up the 

sinister valley. Prisoners used frequently to pass. Almost uniformly they were haughty and 

supercilious, of fine and tall bearing and physique, but always pallid and often gaunt, 

caused I suppose by trench life in their perfect underground systems. They were 

imprisoned without brutality in the house opposite – open big wooden gates into yard, 

and then into rooms.         

 

Coming back just before dipping into Albert, looked over the bank of road to Thiepval. Of a 

sudden heavy German firing had broken out, and over Thiepval, round which our men had 

just taken trenches, the bursting of shell and shrapnel was so thick the flashes looked like 

bright flying fish in shoals leaping and turning in the air. Above was a dark-blue-grey rain 

threatening sky. What a plight those men were in, holding on under that bombardment. 

Why should they – how could they stick it? My lot seemed a prince’s to theirs.   

 

Plan of Advance (Route) 
Hop Over from the Second Objective “The Cobber” 

From outside the Basilica, continue along the D4929 Rue de Birmingham  
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Circa 300 metres left at roundabout and carry on the D4929 

Circa 1.5km meet D929 roundabout 

Go completely around and double back down the D4929 for 1.5km 

 
At roundabout left (straight ahead) onto D938 Rue Jean Guyon 

300 metres left onto D938 (Rue Victor Hugo) 

Albert Communal Cemetery Extension 
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 Albert PoP  

 
At the top of the cemetery turn left onto Avenue Robert Solent 

Slight right carries onto Rue de Becourt 

 
Becourt 

 Becourt PoP  
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Follow Rue de Becourt circa 4km to La Boisselle 

 La Boisselle PoP  

Right onto D20 circa 3km 

Contalmaison 

 Contalmaison PoP  

Left at D147 

Pozieres 

 Pozieres PoP  

Right D929 Bapaume Road 

Circa 1km Third Objective 
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Back down the Bapaume Road (D929) to Albert 

Right at large roundabout onto D4929 Avenue du General Faidherbe 

Follow D4929 bearing right at roundabout. 

Go past the Basilica then turn left at roundabout onto Rue Anatole France 

(still D4929 – becomes Av du General Leclerc) 

 
Turn right at large roundabout onto D929 the Albert-Amiens Road 
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Circa 4km right onto D119 

Senlis-Le-Sec (via Lavieville and Henencourt) 

Right onto Rue de Montaigu 

Millencourt 

 Millencourt PoP  

Right onto D91 

 
Henencourt 

Left towards Lavieville on the D119 

Turn left before Lavieville onto Rue Grenet 
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Left just before Millencourt onto Rue d’en Haut 

Follow onto D91 Rue d’Albert 

 
At Albert D91 becomes D938 Rue Jules Ferry 

At end left onto Rue Jean Guyon 
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Circa 100 metres left onto Rue Gallieni 

2nd right onto Rue Delair 

Continue straight on Rue de Gomicourt – Rue Hoche – Rue Les Illieux 

Right onto D4929 

Left at roundabout onto Rue Philippe Carette 

 
Circa 200 metres right at hospital onto Rue de Tien-Tsin 
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Albert Communal Cemetery Extension 

Stunt Ends. Fall Out. 

 

 

 Places of Pilgrimage (PoP) 

 

 Albert  

 

ALBERT COMMUNAL CEMETERY EXTENSION 

 

 
45 

Location Information 
Albert is a town 28 Kms north-east of Amiens. The Communal Cemetery is on the south-east 
side of Albert and at the junction of the roads to Peronne (D938) and Bray sur Somme 
(D329), and the extension is entirely enclosed by it. The main entrance to the cemetery is on 
the Peronne road. 

Historical Information 

javascript:
javascript:
http://www.cwgc.org/dbImage.ashx?id=12697
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Albert was held by French forces against the German advance on the Somme in September 
1914. It passed into British hands in the summer of 1915; and the first fighting in July 1916, 
is known as the Battle of Albert, 1916. It was captured by the Germans on the 26th April 
1918, and before its recapture by the 8th East Surreys on the following 22nd August (in the 
Battle of Albert, 1918,) it had been completely destroyed by artillery fire. 
 
The Extension was used by fighting units and Field Ambulances from August 1915 to 
November 1916, and more particularly in and after September 1916, when Field 
Ambulances were concentrated at Albert. From November 1916, the 5th Casualty Clearing 
Station used it for two months. From March 1917, it was not used (except for four burials in 
March, 1918) until the end of August 1918, when Plot II was made by the 18th Division. 
 
During the Second World War the extension was used again, when the French moved into it 
British casualties from isolated graves in and around Albert. 
 
There are now 862 First World War and 25 Second World War casualties commemorated in 
this site. Of these, 12 First World War casualties and 8 Second World War casualties are 
unidentified. Five graves, destroyed by shellfire, are now represented by special memorials. 
Two soldiers known to be among the casualties buried here, but whose graves could not be 
identified, are commemorated by special memorials, inscribed, "Known to be buried in this 
cemetery". 
 
This cemetery was designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens. 

British Casualties: 608 

Australian Casualties: 38 

Canadian Casualties: 202 

 Indian Casualties: 3 

 

 Becourt  

 
At Becourt elbow bend there was a dressing station on the left. On the ridge out of town 

there was an ANZAC coffee bar on the right.  

 

 La Boisselle 

 

“As Division had taken new stand on Tara Hill, sought the same, but unavailingly at first. 

Got stranded on the Aveloy Road with compression gone and gears slipping. Much 

concerned. Had got engine overheating riding up and down in low gear in search of Div. At 

last found it up the Bapaume Road. By a small dump ride up the slope of gap in road 

embankment, and over field to where one or two rough huts stand”. 
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Aveloy Road (D20) 102nd Tyneside Scottish Front Line 

 

From Albert we travel along the Bapaume Road until we turn left immediately after passing 

the D20 on our right. The road we are going down is called Au Chemin d’Aveluy (also the 

D20) which Cpl Davis names as the Aveloy Road. The road follows on top of the 102nd 

Infantly front line trench and circa 200 metres on the left is a power-pole (electricity pole or 

power line) where I crashed. It could well be in the same vicinity that Oswald turned around 

when looking for division. It is dangerous to stop there so turn around in one of the roads 

another 500 metres on the right. 

 

Lochnagar Crater Memorial 

 

 

 

The display sign at the crater states: 

 

The Lochnagar crater of La Boisselle 
 

 The Lochnagar crater was formed at 7.28 am on Saturday 1st July, 1916. It was created by 

the detonation of a huge mine placed beneath the German front line. The mine was packed 

with 60000 lbs of ammonal. The Lochnagar mine was the largest of the 17 mines that 
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exploded on the first day of the battle of the Somme. Debris from the explosion rose some 

4000 feet into the air. 

 

Cecil Lewis, then an officer in the Royal Flying Corps, witnessed the explosion of the mine 

from his aircraft high above La Boisselle and is quoted as saying: 

 

“The whole earth heaved and flared, a tremendous and magnificent column rose up into 

the sky. There was an ear-splitting roar, drowning all the guns, flinging the machine 

sideways in the repurcussing air. The earth column rose higher and higher to almost 4,000 

feet.” (1,220 metres) 

 

The explosion created a crater of 300 feet across and 70 feet deep. 

 

The sector was attacked by the 34th Division consisting of Tyneside Irish, Tyneside Scottish, 

Lincolnshire, Suffolk and Royal Scots battalions. 

 

The division lost 6380 officers and men that day. 
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GORDON DUMP CEMETERY, OVILLERS-LA BOISSELLE 

 
 
Location Information 
Gordon Dump Cemetery is 2 kilometres north-east of Albert, on the right hand side of D929 
Albert-Bapaume. 
 
At Y junction (102nd Infantry Brigade Memorial) nearby the Routiers restaurant, turn right 
onto D20 and follow through Ovillers/La Boisselle. After 2 kilometres the Cemetery is 
signposted onto a 300 metre grass track. 

Historical Information 
On 1 July 1916, the first day of the Battle of the Somme, the 8th Division attacked Ovillers 
and the 34th Division La Boisselle. The villages were not captured, but ground was won 
between them and to the south of La Boisselle. On 4 July, the 19th (Western) Division 
cleared La Boisselle and on 7 July the 12th (Eastern) and 25th Divisions gained part of 
Ovillers, the village being cleared by the 48th (South Midland) Division on 17 July. The two 
villages were lost during the German advance in March 1918, but they were retaken on the 
following 24 August by the 38th (Welsh) Division.  
 
Plot I of the Cemetery was made by fighting units after 10 July 1916 and closed in 
September when it contained the graves of 95 soldiers, mainly Australian. It was called 
variously Gordon (or Gordon's) Dump Cemetery or Sausage Valley Cemetery, from the name 
given to the broad, shallow valley that runs down from it to Becourt. The remainder of the 
cemetery was formed after the Armistice when graves were brought in from the 1916 
battlefields immediately surrounding the cemetery.  
 
There are now 1,676 Commonwealth servicemen of the First World War buried or 
commemorated in this cemetery. 1,053 of the burials are unidentified but there are special 
memorials to 34 casualties known or believed to be buried among them.  

http://www.cwgc.org/dbImage.ashx?id=17647
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Gordon Dump is probably the furthest place that Oswald visited on the Somme. 
 
The cemetery was designed by Sir Herbert Baker. 

British Casualties: 534 

Australian Casualties: 87 

Canadian Casualties: 2 

 Indian Casualties: 1 

 

 Contalmaison 

 

SUNKEN ROAD CEMETERY, CONTALMAISON 

 

 
2 

Location Information 
Contalmaison is a village in the Department of the Somme, 6 kilometres east-north-east of 
Albert. The Sunken Road, from which the cemetery is named, is part of the Contalmaison-
Pozieres road, and the cemetery lies a little east of the road. 

Historical Information 
The Sunken Road Cemetery was made in July-October 1916, during the middle fighting in 
the Somme offensive. 
 
There are now over 200, 1914-18 war casualties commemorated in this site. Of these, a 
small number are unidentified and three Australian graves, which cannot be located, are 
represented by special memorials. The graves of two German soldiers, buried by the enemy 
at the end of March 1918, have been removed. 

javascript:
http://www.cwgc.org/dbImage.ashx?id=18061
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The cemetery covers an area of 1,106 square metres, without the access road and is 
enclosed by a low red brick wall. 

British Casualties: 8 

Australian Casualties: 58 

Canadian Casualties: 147 

  

 Pozieres 

 

POZIERES BRITISH CEMETERY, OVILLERS-LA 
BOISSELLE 

 

 

Location Information 
Pozieres is a village some 6 kilometres north-east of Albert, and the Cemetery, which is 
enclosed by the Pozieres Memorial, is a little south-west of the village on the north side of 
the main road (D929) from Albert to Pozieres. 

Historical Information 
The village of Pozieres was attacked on 23 July 1916 by the 1st Australian and 48th (South 
Midland) Divisions, and was taken on the following day. It was lost on 24-25 March 1918, 
during the great German advance, and recaptured by the 17th Division on the following 24 
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August.  
 
Plot II of POZIERES BRITISH CEMETERY contains the original burials of 1916, 1917 and 1918, 
carried out by fighting units and field ambulances. The remaining plots were made after the 
Armistice when graves were brought in from the battlefields immediately surrounding the 
cemetery, the majority of them of soldiers who died in the Autumn of 1916, but a few 
represent the fighting in August 1918. 
 
The following were among the more important burial grounds from which British graves 
were concentrated to Pozieres British Cemetery:- 
 
CASUALTY CORNER CEMETERY, CONTALMAISON, on the road from Pozieres to Fricourt, 
used in the summer and autumn of 1916, which contained the graves of 21 Canadian 
soldiers, 21 Australian and 13 from the United Kingdom. 
 
DANUBE POST CEMETERY, THIEPVAL (named from a trench and a Dressing Station), 
between the site of Thiepval village and Mouquet Farm. Here were buried, in the winter of 
1916-17, 34 soldiers from the United Kingdom, mainly of the R.F.A. 
 
NAB JUNCTION CEMETERY, OVILLERS-LA BOISSELLE, at the crossing of the Thiepval-Pozieres 
Road and "Nab Valley", in which 60 soldiers from the United Kingdom and one German 
prisoner were buried in the winter of 1916-17. 
 
There are now 2,760 Commonwealth servicemen buried or commemorated in this 
cemetery. 1,382 of the burials are unidentified but there are special memorials to 23 
casualties known or believed to be buried among them. There is also 1 German soldier 
buried here. 
 
The cemetery is enclosed by the POZIERES MEMORIAL, which relates to the period of crisis 
in March and April 1918 when the Allied Fifth Army was driven back by overwhelming 
numbers across the former Somme battlefields, and the months that followed before the 
Advance to Victory, which began on 8 August 1918. 
 
The Memorial commemorates over 14,000 casualties of the United Kingdom and 300 of the 
South African Forces who have no known grave and who died in France during the Fifth 
Army area retreat on the Somme from 21 March to 7 August 1918. The Corps and 
Regiments most largely represented are The Rifle Brigade with over 600 names, The Durham 
Light Infantry with approximately 600 names, the Machine Gun Corps with over 500, The 
Manchester Regiment with approximately 500 and The Royal Horse and Royal Field Artillery 
with over 400 names. 
 
The cemetery and memorial were designed by W H Cowlishaw. 

British Casualties: 1,387 

Australian Casualties: 456 

Canadian Casualties: 151 
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 The Battle of Pozieres Ridge 
 

 
Pozieres:  an essential place of pilgrimage –  

Especially for Australians 

 

Sgt A Barwick – Albert, Somme 20 July 1916 

Had a pretty long & tiresome march & just outside Albert we pulled up & had tea on the 

roadside. We were now getting close to the scene of conflict for all around us great guns 

were firing. After we had tea we fell in again & marched through Albert. When it got 

sufficiently dark enough we moved off for the trenches. When we topped a little rise from 

where the British front line trench was before the advance started, we could see nothing 

but a maze of trenches, a regular network - they were one time the German first line, but 

now all smashed to pieces. We passed trench after trench & at last we topped a rise 

almost overlooking the battlefield. As I write this there is a most terrific artillery duel in 

progress & you can hardly see anything for dust & smoke. We are right facing 

Contalmaison. 

 

In December 1915 an agreement was made for a joint British-French offensive at the 

Somme for late summer 1916. Unfortunately in February Fritz decided to attack the French 

at Verdun which kept much of the French army detained. The plan had to be pushed 



78 
 

forward to save the French from buckling at Verdun for the Krauts attack was 

unprecedented in violence. 

 

The Fourth Army’s plan for the Somme was to end the war decisively. Take Pozieres-

Thiepval-Ginchy Ridge then send in the cavalry through the gap created by a northern attack 

and simply roll up the Hun. Voila! At 7.28am on 1st July (my birthday) 1916, huge mines 

were detonated under some of the Jerry defences, the whistles blew and the Tommies went 

over-the-top. 13 British Divisions attacked from their trenches partly along the D20 and 

astride the D929 (Albert-Bapaume Road) on a 24km front. Unfortunately the five-day 1.5 

million shell Tommy bombardment failed to destroy Johnny’s defences which resulted in 

60,000 British casualties including 20,000 deaths mostly before lunchtime. It was the worst 

day in recorded British military history. No objectives had been taken. The Ulster 36th had 

reached their objective with their “Ulster Dash” only to find themselves isolated and having 

to retreat. There had been some limited successes in the southern sector though, and after 

much effort and attrition, by 15th July the Boche first defence line was taken. 

 

The Fourth Army were then employed to capture the second line. It was into this fiery 

inferno that Oswald was thrown. On 23rd July Cpl O H Davis R.E. was sent from Abbeville to 

join 1 Anzac Corps as their “Pigeon Wallah” and to support the 1st 2nd and 4th Australian 

Divisions in the Battles of Pozieres Ridge and Mouquet Farm.  The Battle of the Somme 

lasted from July to November 1916 but Oswald was despatched to Ypres on 3rd September 

with the Australians, after Pozieres. Whilst Oz was rubbing shoulders with the New Zealand 

Division in early September, he would not be supporting the Kiwis at Longueval and Flers. To 

follow in the footsteps of both the Pozieres and Flers advances I recommend you obtain 

copies of the following two books: 

 

ANZACs on the Western Front: The Australian War Memorial Battlefield Guide by Peter 

Pederson with Chris Roberts. ISBN: 9781742169811 

The Western Front: A Guide to New Zealand Battlefields and Memorials by Ian McGibbon. 

ISBN: 978-0-143-57201-5 

 After Pozieres, Oz would be supporting the Cobbers and Diggers in Flanders at Ypres and 

particularly during the Battle of Messines. 

 

The 1st Anzac advance followed much the same route as Oswald’s return route (sometimes). 

From the Basilica in Albert they turned left up the Bapaume Road (D929): 
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Cobbers on the Bapaume Road 1916 

 

After Usna and Tara Hills turn right onto the D20 at La Boisselle. After 2km on the D20 you 

reach a sign on the right for Gordon Dump Cemetery. This is the head of Sausage Valley 

through which Cpl O H Davis hated travelling: 

 

 
Gordon Dump with Chalk Pit to left 1916 
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Sausage Valley 1916 

  

A couple of hundred metres further on and you come across a track intersection. This was 

called Casualty Corner where an advanced dressing was located on the left. By turning left ( 

sometimes un-drivable) you would walk past the Chalk Pit before heading up towards the 

Albert end of Pozieres on a strip of road called Dead Man’s Road. Another approach to town 

would be to carry along the D20 to the beginning of Contalmaison where a left turn takes 

you onto the D147 and into the village. The third approach is to turn right from the D147 

after 500 metres which takes you onto a track that follows Sunken Road Trench to the D73. 

Turn left here and into Pozieres. 
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To the south of the Bapaume Road you can see three roads leading into Pozieres: Dead 

Man’s Road on the left, the D147 in the middle and the D73 on the right.  

 

The thick black line in the middle shows, I understand, a trench dug in order for the Cobbers 

to get close to the Boche before attacking them again after taking the main village. More 

Aussies died on 16 July 1916 at Fromelles than in any other battle in ANZAC history (5,533 

casualties including nearly 2,000 dead). The Australian 5th Division of 2nd ANZAC Corps was 

decimated at Fromelles, but here in Pozieres the corpses and blood of Australian soldiers 

ran thickest. Over seven weeks in July 1916, more than 6,700 Australian troops died in the 

countryside around the Windmill. More than 50% of the 1st, 2nd and 4th Australian Divisions 

whon fought at Pozieres were killed, wounded or captured there. 5 VCs were won there. 

 

The CWGC (Commonwealth War Graves Commission) Plaque at the First Australian 

Memorial site reads: 

 

Australians and the Battle of the Somme 
 

July-November 1916 

 
But all that my mind sees 

Is a quaking bog in a mist – stark, snapped trees, 

And the dark Somme flowing. 

(From Vancve Palmer, ‘The Farmer Remembers the Somme’) 

 

On 1 July, the British armies in France launched a huge assault on the German lines east of 

Albert. The purpose of the offensive, the Battle of the Somme, was to break through and 

push cavalry into the German rear. No breakthrough occurred and by the third week in July, 

after huge losses, the British had pushed the Germans back towards Pozieres. To the east of 

the village, on a low ridge, lay the second German defence line. 

 

For six weeks beginning 23 July 1916, three divisions of the Australian Imperial Force, the 

First, Second and Fourth Divisions, some 55,000 men, captured and held German positions 

at Pozieres, on the ridge and northwards towards Mouquet Farm. During those operations 

the AIF suffered more than 23,000 casualties, nearly as many as during the eight months of 

the Gallipoli campaign in 1915. 

 

Withdrawn from the area in early September 1916, the Australian divisions returned to the 

Somme in October, They fought in mud and rain to extend the British line east of the village 

of Flers. The Somme campaign was ended in mid-November 1916 and the Australians spent 

the winter of 1916-1917 holding the line east of Flers. 
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The First Australian Division Memorial 
 

 
The First Australian Division Memorial 

 

The commemorative tablet on the memorial lists the battle honours for the 1st Australian 

Division. 
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TO THE OFFICERS NON-COMMISSIONED 

OFFICERS AND MEN OF THE 

FIRST  

AUSTRALIAN 

DIVISION 

WHO FOUGHT IN 

FRANCE AND BELGIUM 

1916 – 1917 – 1918 
POZIERES – MOUQUET FARM – LE BARQUE – THILLOY – BOURSIES 

DEMICOURT – HERMIES – LAGNICOURT – BULLECOURT 

3rd BATTLE OF YPRES – MENIN ROAD – BROODSEINDE RIDGE 

PASSCHENDAELE – BATTLE OF THE LYS – 2nd BATTLE OF THE- 

SOMME – LIHONS – CHUIGNOLLES – HINDENBURG LINE 

  

Cpl O H Davis was in support of the First Australian Division at the places underlined. 

 

There are a number of plaques nearby that read: 
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The First Australian Division 
 

1914-1918 

 
The Australian troops...were aware that they had achieved striking success. 

A main buttress (Pozieres) of the German line on that battlefield had been broken. 

(Charles Bean, Australia’s official historian) 

 

The First Division of the AIF (Australian Imperial Force) was raised in Australia in the months 

after the outbreak of World War One in August 1914. It fought at Gallipoli, from the landing 

until after the Battle of Lone Pine in August 1915. The First Division came to France in late 

March 1916 and was thereafter involved in major operations along the Western Front in 

France and Belgium until September 1918. During the war, including the Gallipoli campaign, 

the division lost 15,400 dead, and more than 33,772 wounded. 

 

After the war the First Division built its memorial at the western edge of Pozieres. On 23 July 

1916, during the Battle of the Somme, the division, in its first major battle on the Western 

Front, wrested the village from the Germans. For the next four days the Germans subjected 

the area to a massive bombardment. In action around Pozieres the First Division sustained 

5,285 casualties, dead and wounded. A divisional memorandum, written after the war, 

stated Pozieres ‘so impressed itself on the minds’ of the men of the division that ‘its selection 

as the site for the Memorial...was unanimously endorsed’. 

 

*************************************************************************** 

 

Pozieres 
 

July 23-26 1916 

 
The scene was one of death and destruction unforgettable....a deluge of shells...fell out of the heavens in a 

continual downpour. 

( Captain Walker Belford, 11th Battalion AIF) 

 

At 12.30 am on 23 July 1916 the infantry of the First Australian Division advanced from their 

positions across the fields to the south of Pozieres. The southern side of the village was soon 

in Australian hands and by noon reconnaissance aircraft reported that the northern side of 

the village was deserted. Close to where the First Division Memorial now stands the men of 

the 2nd Battalion (New South Wales) seized the fortified structure, ‘Gibraltar’, being used by 

the Germans as an observation post. 
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Determined to recapture the village, for the next three days the Germans subjected Pozieres 

to the heaviest artillery bombardment ever experienced by Australians in war. Explosions 

tore at the ground while men sought refuge in hastily dug trenches. Despite this, the First 

Division held on to Pozieres. It was relieved on 26 July and as its troops came out of the line 

they appeared to one observer as ‘men who had been in hell...walking in a dream and their 

eyes looked glassy and starey’. 

 

*************************************************************************** 

 

Sgt A Barwick – Pozieres, Somme 23 July 1916  

Well thank God I have been spared to come through another fierce charge safely & with 

scarcely a scratch. I think providence must watch over me, for my luck seems unnatural. We 

reached the firing line at 11 o’clock, & took up our positions & waited for the time to come 

for us to hop over. At last the fateful hour came & A Coy sneaked quietly out & we followed 

them. When we were about 100 yards out our guns opened up the bombardment. It lasted 

exactly 2 minutes on the first trench & we all advanced under cover of it. So good was the 

timing that when we were about 40 yards off their barb wire the guns lifted & A Coy rushed 

the trench supported by C. The instant our guns lifted the German batteries and machine 

guns which had been waiting opened up on us & a torrent of high-explosive shrapnel and 

bullets were let loose. Men fell in all directions, but nothing could stop the boys now their 

blood was up. Into the trench they dashed and bayoneted & shot like fury. The squareheads 

were thunderstruck at the violence of the assault, & hopped out of their trench & ran for 

their life, with the boys after them hot foot. They dropped everything they had; their one 

thought seemed to be to get away from the despised Colonials. Our Battalion got about 60 

prisoners in this trench, & it’s hard to say how many were killed for they were lying all over 

the place. A & B Coys were supposed to stay in this trench but no fear, on they went like a 

pack of hungry dogs, now they had tasted blood. This first trench was about 300 yards 

distant, & on we all swept line after line, but soon all were mixed up together & bunched 

dangerously close. The shell fire was now hellish & the noise deafening, but just to show 

how cool the boys were, why some of them were walking up with rifles at the slope and 

singing “I want to go home”. What do you think of that. Dead men were lying all over the 

place, both ours and Germany’s, & the boys were hunting the Huns, like terriers do rats, 

from the ruins of the village (they were hiding in the old walls and cellars). They quickly 

accounted for all those above ground & I need scarcely say that very few of them were taken 

prisoners – the bayonet was the weapon chiefly used.  

 

*************************************************************************** 

 

 

 

Sgt A Simpkin – Somme - July 1916 
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Our losses in front of Pozieres have been terrible. The Germans held the village which was 

situated on a ridge and gave them a view overlooking the surrounding country. Pozieres 

was looked upon as the key to Bapaume. The position consisted of a network of trenches 

protected by belts of barbed wire with deep dugouts to shelter their troops from shellfire. 

In this redoubt they had concentrated 200 machine guns, not to mention trench mortars 

and riflemen. Over ten attacks were made before it was captured. Our first attacks were 

mown down to a man, the Germans defending with the greatest desperation. After our 

‘Brass Hats’ had expended about half a brigade they decided to suspend attacks whilst the 

position was subjected to a four-day intense bombardment. The attacks were then 

resumed but even then the waves were thinned out until only a few stragglers managed 

to enter the village to be swallowed and nothing further seen of them. At last a few men 

managed to get right through the village and establish themselves on the opposite side, 

but not in sufficient numbers to clear up the dugouts and deal with a number of machine 

guns which were still active. Nor could they hope to withstand the counter-attack which 

would surely be made by the Germans. As a complete brigade had practically been wiped 

out, the Anzacs were brought up to relieve the survivors. They advanced with little loss 

and consolidated the position. The papers at home have given all the credit to the Anzacs 

for capturing Pozieres which is quite inaccurate and has caused a lot of bitter comment 

from the home troops who made such tremendous sacrifices.   

 

*************************************************************************** 

 

Sgt A Barwick – La Boisselle 27 July 1916 

The Colonel lined us all up & for the first time in his life he reckoned we had done a 

marvellous thing – how he praised us up. He said we had now, by taking this Pozieres 

Wood after the English had twice failed to take it, covered ourselves and Australia with 

glory, & we had upheld the old Gallipoli reputation in the grandest of possible ways & 

have quite settled the old favourite argument of a lot of critics that we could not stand 

heavy shell fire. This famed Pozieres Wood was a stumbling block in the way of our 

advance & had to be taken somehow so that’s how they decided to give us a chance to 

prove ourselves. The German line ran round the edge of it, & inside was all trenches and 

guns, a most formidable thing to tackle. The night of the charge the whole horizon was lit 

with the flame from the bursting shells & the air was charged with the sweet-smelling 

lachrymatory or tear gas, & also heavy with a sort of chloroform. A most uncanny state of 

affairs but it made no impression on us kangaroos. The roll call was called out here & we 

had 350 left out of 1100 men who went into action. Myself and another Corporal were the 

only 2 N.C.O.s left in our platoon, while some of them had only a Lance Jack in charge. 6 

officers were left, so we had lost our share, but the 5th Batt suffered even worse than we 

did for only 7 officers & 128 men turned up at the muster. Some going eh. We had lost the 

second heaviest then the 3rd Batt next. The others had all lost heavily too.    
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*************************************************************************** 

 

The Hun strong point which the First Australian Division Cobbers attacked in July was called 

‘Gibraltar Bunker’. It was located just north of the Bapaume Road at the intersection of 

Dead Man’s Road. The Gibraltar Bunker Memorial Plaque reads: 

 

 
 

1916 Gibraltar Site 
 

Pozieres is situated on the ridge of a broad plateau and commands the road running north-

west to Bapaume and the approaches to the won ground to the north around Thiepval. In 

1916 the German Army fortified this ridge which provided uninterrupted views down the 

sloping fields towards the Ancre River.  

 

The Battle of the Somme commenced on 1 July 1916 West of Pozieres. From 13 to 17 July, 

British infantry advanced up the slopes in a vain and costly attempt to capture the town. On 

23 July the Australians took over and captured the main German line. 

 

The Australian Memorial stands over this line. Through the gate and across the side street 

can be seen the once feared German concrete blockhouse known as “Gibraltar”.  

Subsequent Australian advances were made from here towards the Pozieres Windmill Site 

(1/5km northeast by road) and Mouquet Farm (1.5km North). In a series of advances the 

Australians captured most of the main ridge. By 3 September, when the Australians left 
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Pozieres Battlefields, 29,000 Australians were casualties (10 percent of the fighting force 

from the four Divisions involved in battle). 

 

The Battle of the Somme ended on 13 November 1916. Over the four and a half months the 

British and French casualties were 630,400 and the German 660,000. These losses achieved 

an allied advance of only a few kilometres on a 48km front. 

 

In 1918 with minimal casualties recaptured all of this area as well as Albert. The Battle of 

Pozieres stands as a reminder not only of courage and a commitment to duty, but also of 

the wanton waste of life and futility of war.  

 

 
The remains of Gibraltar Bunker today 
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Gibraltar Bunker in 1916. Photo of the information plaque at the actual site in Pozieres. 
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Map of the Pozieres battlefield. Photo taken from the information plaque at Gibraltar Bunker. 

 

******************************************************** 

 

Pozieres Ridge 
 

July – August 1916 

 
All is buried, and churned up, and buried again...poor wounded devils you meet on stretchers are laughing 

with glee. One cannot blame them...they are getting out of this. 

(Lieutenant John Raws, 23rd Battalion AIF, killed in action at Pozieres, 23 August 1916) 

 

After relieving the First Division in Pozieres on 27 July 1916 the Second Division AIF was 

ordered to capture the German line on Pozieres ridge to the north and south of the old 

village windmill. Securing this low ridge would allow British forces to look out over the 

German rear communications and set the scene for the next proposed attack towards 

Mouquet Farm and the eventual seizure of Thiepval. The Germans observed the 

preparations for this new advance and severely shelled the Australian positions causing 

heavy casualties. When the attack eventually went in the night of 28-29 July it was beaten 
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off with heavy loss. The Second Division had gained little ground but suffered 3,500 

casualties, killed and wounded. 

 

This initial failure spurred the Australian commanders into a better planned assault. More 

losses were sustained as men set to digging essential communication trenches towards the 

front lines under heavy shellfire. Soldiers were buried as they dug, were dug out and then 

buried again. The Australians finally gained and then held the ridge on the night of 4-5 

August. Heavy enemy bombardments and counter attacks followed but the men of the 

Second Division held on until relieved on 5-6 August. In ten days fighting for Pozieres ridge 

the Second Division lost 6,846 men killed, wounded and missing. 

 

*************************************************************************** 

 

John Vader: 

At Pozieres the 1st Division AIF took part in an attack that gained its objective- and  

their losses too were over 5,000....Preparing for another attack at  Pozieres the AIF men  

dug a whole system of trenches while under heavy shell fire. They were buried as they  

worked, were dug out, and buried again; the new trenches were blown up or filled in by  

exploding shells, and had to be formed again. Keeping open just one section of  

communication trench cost a pioneer battalion 230 killed. The 2nd Division used the  

trenches to jump off into another attack and, when they became exhausted, the 4th  

followed.....in 12 days the 1st Division lost 6,800...when the 4th Division came out of the  

line minus 4,600 men, the 1st, hurriedly reinforced, were sent back in. 

 

The Windmill lies on the left 1km from where the D73 meets the Bapaume Road after 

turning right: 
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The Windmill Memorial 

. 

 

 
The Windmill Site  
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The Windmill - a Pozieres Sacred Place. More Australian blood was spilt in these fields than any other in 

Australian military history. This is the advance from the direction of Gibraltar Bunker to the Windmill which 

lies less than 1km ahead 

 

 The Windmill Commemorative plaque reads: 

 

The Windmill Site 
 

‘In those forty-five days Australians had launched nineteen attacks....They knew their constant advance 

during a time of deadlock would compare with any other achievement on the Somme’ – Charles Bean, 

Australia’s official historian 

 

The site of the old windmill at Pozieres was acquired by the Australian War Memorial in 

1932 on the recommendation of Charles Bean, Australia’s official historian. On 11th 

November 1993, as the coffin containing the remains of Australia’s Unknown Soldier lay in 

his tomb in the Hall of Memory at the Australian War Memorial, soil brought from this site 

was cast over the coffin by Robert Comb, a Veteran of the Australian Imperial Force who 

had fought on the Western Front. As he scattered the soil into the tomb Robert Comb said 

– ‘Now you’re home mate’. 

 

The significance of the windmill site lies in its location on this low ridge. From here the ridge 

stretches northwards towards Mouquet Farm and Thiepval. After Pozieres fell on 23 July to 
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early August 1916, Australian soldiers fought to capture the site of the windmill against 

strong German opposition. Then, until 5 September, three Australian Divisions were 

successfully committed to battle trying to capture Mouquet Farm. During those seven weeks 

the AIF suffered 23,000 casualties of whom nearly 7,000 died. In Bean’s words, carved into 

the memorial bench on this site the ruin of the windmill, ‘marks a ridge more densely sown 

with Australian sacrifice than any other place on earth’. 

 

 The Tank Memorial 

 

 
 

 Across the road opposite the Windmill you will find the Tank Memorial. It has several 

models of tanks parked on the structure. Tanks were first used at Flers with the New 

Zealand Division. You will find more details about the Battle of Flers on Day Four of the 

guide. The tanks turned up late for the Battle, but the New Zealand Division went on to 

capture their objectives without them anyway.   

 

 

Mouquet Farm (Moo-Cow Farm) 
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                         Plaque                                                                      Probable Trench Lines 

 
The original farm was to the left of the current farm where the trees are. The dark green lines are likely to 

be trench lines. Chalk thrown up from the trenches produce a different colour in the vegetation than soil. 

Also, the line running next to the farm road runs along the same path as the original communication trench.  

 

The Memorial Plaque Reads: 

 

LA FERME DU MOUQUET 

MOUQUET FARM 
 

Mouquet Farm, situated on Pozieres Ridge, was a central bastion in the German defence 

position during the Battles of the Somme from July to October 1916. The shattered 

farmhouse was then located to the left of the farm road on the crest before you. Its deep 

cellars and tunnels were connected to a complex network of German trenches in the fields.  

 

On the 5 August the Australians were first to attack this stronghold. Having just incurred a 

devastating loss of 17,000 men in the capture of Pozieres only 1 kilometre away: the 

Australians proceeded to claw their way up the slopes to Mouquet Farm. Each day in a 

nightmarish landscape deluged by artillery fire, both sides fought to the death over small 

sections of trench. After a month of this combat the exhausted Australians, with 6,300 

casualties, were relieved on 5 September just outside the farm ruins by the Canadians. 25 

days later the farm fell to the British. 
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The war would pass over this bridge in 1918. Many of the men who fought and were lost in 

1916 remain beneath this land forever: Unknown, but never forgotten by their homeland, 

Australia.  

 

Known to the Australians as Moo-Cow Farm. 

 

LEST WE FORGET 

 

THE AIF MEMORIAL 

 
MOUQUET FARM 

 

 Millencourt  

 

MILLENCOURT COMMUNAL CEMETERY EXTENSION 

 

 

Location Information 
Millencourt is a village which lies approximately 2 kilometres west of Albert on the D91. 
Millencourt Communal Cemetery Extension lies to the north of the village on the road to 
Henencourt. 

Historical Information 

http://www.cwgc.org/dbImage.ashx?id=17833
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The communal cemetery was used by units and field ambulances from August 1915 to May 
1916, and again in April 1918, but after the Armistice the 64 burials were moved into the 
extension. The extension was used by units, field ambulances, and the III Corps Main 
Dressing Station in 1916, and by the 4th Australian Division and other units in March and 
April 1918. 
 
Millencourt Communal Cemetery Extension now contains 340 Commonwealth burials of the 
First World War, and five German burials. 
 
The extension was designed by Sir Reginald Blomfield. 

 

British Casualties: 269 

Australian Casualties: 50 

New Zealand Casualties: 7 

Canadian Casualties: 7 

South African Casualties: 1 
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FOURTH OBJECTIVE 
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Fourth Objective 
The New Zealand Memorial 

Longueval 

Somme 

France 

 

 

 

Briefing - Diggers 
Whilst Cpl O H Davis was not attached to the Diggers at the Somme, he certainly rubbed 

shoulders with them as they prepared for their advance to Longueval then Flers. In late 

August and early September 1916 the New Zealand Pioneer Battalion began digging the 

mother-of-all-communication-trenches known as “Turk Lane” towards the German held 

Crest Trench in order to enable the infantry to jump off and take their objectives. This was 

the birthplace of the name “Digger”. The original Diggers included both the New Zealand 

Pioneer battalion and the New Zealand Engineers. The Pioneers included many Maori with a 

substantial contribution from their ancestral family (Whanau) being the Cook Islanders. 

Most of the Niuean contingent succumbed to sickness but there was also a splattering of 

Samoans, Tongans, Fijians, Tahitians etc to help bolster the ranks, even though the majority 

of them likewise succumbed to the cold and sickness. The New Zealand Pioneer Battalion 

(Diggers) were the very first unit of the New Zealand Division to move to the Somme and 

start work on the 8 kilometre communication trench ‘Turk Lane’ which led to the front line. 
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Official history has it that the Pioneers’ job was to dig trenches, lay railway lines or plank 

roads and build casualty clearing posts and bunkers. A number of ANZAC Cobbers tell a 

different story mentioning the Maoris taking a large section of a German trench on 30 June 

1916 in the Armentieres sector. Mind you, there were a number of Maori attached to 

infantry and other units who were encouraged to join the Pioneers. Many refused. There 

are other stories of ANZAC infighting to commandeer Cook Islanders to help in their artillery 

and other units. Maori had earned a fearsome reputation at Gallipoli through their 

involvement in taking Chunuk Bair. But to me the most significant brave and honourable act 

in Maori history actually occurred during the New Zealand Maori wars:   

 

In the chapel of Lichfield Palace there is a stained glass window that recalls an incident 

which happened during the New Zealand Wars of the 1860s. On 29 April 1864, over three 

hundred Maori barricaded themselves in two adjacent hill-top fortresses at Gate Pa in the 

Tauranga Moana area, a hill that had previously been known as Pukehinahina. The larger pa 

was occupied by Ngai Te Rangi and the smaller by Te Koheriki. Heni Te Kiri Karamu was 

with the latter. The Maori group was surrounded by a force of 1500 British troops who had 

been ordered there by the governor. He suspected the people of Tauranga Moana of 

involvement in the war in the Waikato. 

The day began in the pa with prayer as it always did,. Then the fighting erupted. Twice 

during the day the British almost succeeded in breaching the walls of the fort, but each time 

they were driven back. At the end of the day they fell back to their own lines, leaving many of 

their comrades dead or wounded on the battlefield. The rest of the incident is best told in 

Heni’s own words: 

Towards evening I heard a wounded man calling for water several times, and his 

repeated calls aroused my compassion. I slung my gun in front of me by means of 

a leather strap. I said to my brother, “I am going to give that pakeha water.” He 

wondered at me. I sprang up from the trench, ran quickly in the direction of our 

hangi (oven), where we had left water in small tin cans, but found them gone. I 

then crossed to another direction where I knew a larger vessel was, an old nail 

can, with the top knocked in and no handle. It was full of water; I seized it, 

poured out about half of the water, and with a silent prayer as I turned, ran 

towards the wounded man. The bullets were coming thick and fast. I soon 

reached him. He was rolling on his back and then on his side. I said, “Here is 

water; will you drink?” He said, “Oh, yes.” I lifted his head on my knees and 

gave him drink. He drank twice, saying to me, “God bless you.” This was 

Colonel Booth, as I judged from his uniform and appearance. . . . While I was 

giving him the water I heard another wounded man begging of me to give him 

water also. I took the water to him and gave him drink, and another wounded 

man close by tried to crawl over for a drink. I gave him drink, took the can and 

placed it by Colonel Booth’s side, and I sprang back to my brother, feeling 

thankful indeed at being again at his side. 
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Most of the Maori defenders escaped from Gate Pa, but many of them were killed during a 

later battle at nearby Te Ranga. One who died was a chief and Anglican mission student 

called Henare Wiremu Taratoa, who in some accounts was the one who carried out the act of 

kindness. On his body the soldiers found a set of written orders instructing his people how 

they were to fight in the battle; orders which Heni Te Kiri Karamu fulfilled perfectly. They 

were not to harm women or children or those who were unarmed or wounded. At the bottom 

of the orders Henare had written, “If thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him 

drink” (Romans 12:20). 

I have included the above piece because even though I believe God hates war and violence, 

when we find ourselves in the midst of it, we can still express the Love of God towards our 

fellow man; friend or foe. 

 

Let us return to Diggers Dale – official history states that on the opening day (15 September 

1916) of the Battle of Bezantin Ridge (Flers): “B Company of Maoris was having a hot time of 

it. The workers were heavily shelled, and the trench they were at was being blown in as fast 

as it was done. Twelve men were killed, and forty two wounded. Total Maori casualties for 

the days advance, fifty-two – a heavy list.” D Company extended Turk Lane to Switch Trench 

on the 17th September. On 27th September official records cite: “C Company were pushing 

on with Turk Lane when they got shelled off the job, with four casualties. No work was done 

by the Diggers that night, everybody standing by for orders.” The Tommy’s first started 

calling the NZ Pioneers and Engineers “Diggers” which had now been officially adopted by 

the New Zealanders on 27 September 1916. In 1917 the Australians nicked it and it has 

remained in their possession ever since. The Rarotongans need a mention too as they are 

frequently looked over in the great pecking order of ignorance: Rarotongans were part of 

the Maori, The Maori were part of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force (NZEF), the NZEF 

were part of the ANZACs, the ANZACs were made up mostly of Australians. The Official entry 

to Major Buck’s diary at the end of September 1916 stated: “All worked well, especially the 

Rarotongans. These men suffered several casualties during the month.” 

 

The first Rarotongan to die on active service overseas was Private Taringa Matenga, Maori 

Contingent, Rarotongans, attached A Company. He died at the Armentieres sector on 15 

August 1916. The last known Rarotongan to die in France was Private William Caffery. He 

was killed in action on the Somme on 30 September 1916.   
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This is how it really was: 

 

            Cobber                     Tommy                   Digger 
 

 
 

In addition to this pilgrimage to “Diggers Dale” This is also a good time to visit some of the 

many other paces of Pilgrimage on the Somme, a few of which are listed later.  

 

This is also a good time to enhance your WW1 War Remembrance Education further by 

reading an excellent book or two on the subject. I have listed a few towards the back of this 

battlefield guide.  Three of these include war diaries from an Australian Cobber, German 

Fritz and English Tommy perspective. I have included a few quotes from their diaries in this 

battlefield guide as they are highly educational. It is interesting to note that Sergeant Archie 

Barwick fought with the First Australian Division at Pozieres, amongst other places, and 

Lieutenant Ernst Junger of the 73rd Hanoverian Regiment fought against the New Zealand 

Otago Rifles at Piusieux (also on the Somme), amongst other places. The 73rd Hanoverians 

were also known as ‘Les Gibraltars’, Gibraltar Bunker being known as a strong point at 

Pozieres. Inside the bunker are etchings made by the Germans referring to ‘Les Gibraltars’.  

 

 

Lt E Junger – Champagne, France February 1915 

In mid-February, we of the 73rd felt consternation to hear of heavy losses taken by the 

regiment at Perthes, and felt desperate to be so far from our comrades at that time. The 

fierce defence of our sector of the front in that ‘witches cauldron’ got us the sobriquet ‘The 
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Lions of Perthes’ that was to accompany us wherever we went on the Western Front. 

Besides that, we were also known as ‘Les Gibraltars’, on account of the blue Gibraltar 

colours we wore in memory of the regiment from which we traced our descent, the 

Hanoverian Guards, who defended the island fortress against the French and Spanish from 

1779 to 1783.   

 

 To introduce a valuable Tommy perspective on Pozieres and the Australians in general, I 

have quoted from the diary of Sergeant Albert Simpkin. Sgt A Simpkin is another of Cpl O H 

Davis’s (and my) “Ubique Sapper” pals as, like Oswald, he served as a Despatch Rider (DR or 

Don R) in the Signals Company of the Royal Engineers. Sgt A Simpkins views on the ANZACs, 

particularly the Australians, contrasts with the views of Cpl O H Davis. 

 

*************************************************************************** 

 

 

Sgt A Simpkin – France 20 September 1915 

The Saxons are opposite us, and when the Saxons are in there is an unofficial armistice. 

When the Prussians are in there is constant machine gun and artillery fire, especially at 

night. Last week, early one morning, our sentries in the frontline heard someone calling, 

‘Hello Tommy,’ but our sentry did not reply. The voice called again, ‘Hello Tommy’, and 

one of the men replied ‘Hello’, the voice then said, ‘We are Saxons, you are Anglo Saxons; 

we shall not fire if you don’t.’ 

 

Lt E Junger – September 1915 

On some sectors of the line, say at the sap heads, the sentries are barely thirty yards 

apart. Here you sometimes get personally acquainted with your opposite numbers; you 

get to know Tommy or Fritz or Wilhelm by his cough or his whistle or his singing voice. 

Shouts are exchanged, often with an edge of rough humour. 

‘Hey, Tommy, you still there?’ 

‘Yup’ 

‘Then get your head down, I’m about to start shooting at you!’ 

 

Sgt A Barwick – Fleurbaix 26 June 1916 

The countryside round here is very pretty now. There are wild roses and tame ones 

blooming everywhere & plenty of scarlet poppies, daisies, pansies, blue bells & all sorts of 

pretty flowers, for you know it was once a peaceful quiet place before the squareheads 

got here, and where all these flowers are running wild there were once nice flower 

gardens & quaint old farmhouses, now nothing but gaunt & roofless ruins, all eloquent 

testimony of the ravages of war & of the Kaiser’s mad dream of world domination and 

power. By this time I guess his dream has been completely shattered once & for all. 
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Sgt A Barwick – Fleurbaix 30 June 1916 

I believe last night the Welsh took 750 yards of trench off the Huns & the Maoris had a 

success while there was still another successful raid. I wonder how many more times we 

can raid their trenches without a setback. It seems unnatural, the ease with which our 

chaps can break into their lines, & practically do what they please with them. 

 

Michael Carragher 

Another instance of wireless leaks, a less forgivable one, is that intercepted by German 

intelligence at 0245 on the eve of the Somme: a “Good Luck” message from Rawlinson to 

his commanders. How many lives did that laxity cost 

 

Sgt A Barwick – Fleurbaix 3 July 1916 

The power and fierceness of our bombardment was indescribable – Lone Pine was only a 

flea bite compared to it. If we only had the same artillery support at Anzac we would have 

chopped our way through in no time. 

 

Cpl O H Davis – Senlis, Somme 24 July 1916 

In the evening turned in at 9.30, but guns and moving columns going past the door all 

night and two rats scampering about kept me awake until 12.30. I half nervous – new 

nothing about the steadiness of the line, and I wondered to myself, ‘suppose the Germans 

have beat us back and come on here – no-one will tell me.’ Through my broken shattered 

window, however, could be heard the Anzacs, cheery and plain. Their hoarse voices came 

through plain, manly and fearless, giving me courage. 

 

Cpl O H Davis – Albert, Somme 26 July 1916 

To Australian Division HQ, where in a conservatory sat a number of Anzacs in careless, 

lounging attitudes as if having an after-dinner siesta. Large and small pigeon baskets lay 

on the floor – this was the signal office of the division in action. 

 

Cpl O H Davis – Warloy, Somme 28 July 1916 

Fetched twelve gas-masks from company Quartermaster’s stores and by a miracle got 

them, dragging off the carrier, to Worloy where I met Victor Turnpenny, whom I thought 

laconic. He had a message, just come in by pigeon, to take to Corps but had a puncture. 

Lieutenant Larking said, ‘lend him your bike, and get on mending his puncture while he’s 

away.’ ‘Well Corporal Davis, how are you getting on?’ ‘Pretty fair sir, but the men don’t do 

what they’re told. I think that’s the trouble.’ ‘You must tell the off.’ ‘Well I’m not the 

pugnacious sort myself, and those great strapping fellows are not the type to be told off.’ 

‘Now, don’t run them down. I’m an Australian myself.’ ‘Are you, sir? Well, I like them, but 

they carry independence too far – they don’t take notice of what you say.’ ‘Oh, I think 

you’ll find things will go on alright, Davis.’ ‘I hope so, sir. It seems a bit chaotic at the 

moment. Before we took over the pigeons have just been dumped, and they’ve done what 
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they like with them.’ ‘That’s why we’re having this new arrangement of going direct to 

Brigades. You’ll find things will go alright.’ I went into the Division yard where, under 

eaves, stood the sorry steeds of the Australian Division’s despatch riders. There were many 

Douglases and some Triumphs, but a crocked-up looking lot.  

 

Cpl O H Davis – Sausage Valley, Somme 4 August 1916 

Took a lot of birds to 6th Brigade HQ. Weather menaced a change, which I dreaded as my 

road would be impassable in wet weather and yet I had to get the birds there. The 

Lieutenant of Brigade – young, fair, unworried and keenly interested in the birds, asked for 

twelve more. The Anzac officers as a rule, as typified by him, talk to their men as men, 

don’t ask for salutes or get them, but get equally good service. 

 

Cpl O H Davis – Tara Hill, Somme 18 August 1916 

Sausage Valley impassable for the motor bike in the rains, so took the birds to Division on 

Tara Hill – quite a sinecure. A light battered but gentlemanly officer advanced towards me 

at Tara Hill. Across his chest were two rows of ribbons. ‘What have you got there? He 

asked.’ ‘These are the pigeons, sir. I’m taking them to Division.’ ‘A big load for you, 

Corporal. Are they doing well?’ ‘I believe they’re doing useful work, sir.’ I put my bike on 

the stand and walked off, leaving him gazing after me. He was General Birdwood, whom 

nearly every Anzac had abused to me – whom, the gushing daily papers had said was so 

solicitous for his troop’s welfare, that he used to visit them in the trenches and inspect 

their feet. In my presence those same soldiers gave a different version. They cursed him 

because they reckoned it was due to him and the papers’ gushing about him that they 

always got pushed into hot fighting, which, being human, they did not relish.     

 

Lt E Junger – Guillemont, Somme September 1916 

The village of Guillemont seemed to have disappeared without trace; just a whitish stain 

on the cratered field indicated where one of the limestone houses had been pulverised. In 

front of us lay the station, crumpled like a child’s toy; further to the rear the woods of 

Delville, ripped to splinters. 

 

Lt E Junger – Guillemont, Somme 23 August 1916 

A runner from a Wurttemberg regiment reported to me to guide my platoon to the famous 

town of Combles, where we were to be held in reserve for the time being. He was the first 

German soldier I saw in a steel helmet, and he straightaway struck me as the denizen of a 

new and far harsher world. Sitting next to him in a roadside ditch, I questioned him avidly 

about the state of the position, and got from him a grey tale of days hunkered in craters, 

with no outside contact or communications, of incessant attacks, fields of corpses and 

crazy thirst, of the wounded left to die, and more of the same. The impassive features 

under the rim of the steel helmet and the monotonous voice accompanied by the noise of 

the battle made a ghostly impression on us. A few days had put their stamp on the runner, 
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who was to escort us into the realm of flame, setting him inexpressibly apart from us. ‘If a 

man falls, he’s left to lie. No one can help. No one knows if he’ll return alive. Every day 

we’re attacked but they won’t get through. Everyone knows this is about life and death.’ 

Nothing was left in this voice but equanimity, apathy; fire had burned everything else out 

of it. Its men like that that you need for fighting.   

 

Lt E Junger – Lieramont, Somme November 1916 

On one of our first evenings there, there was a long conversation in the library about the 

German peace proposals, which had just been made known. Bockelmann put an end to it 

by remarking that during a war no soldier should be permitted to say the word ‘peace’. 

 

Cpl O H Davis – Flanders, 21 September 1917 

Badly head-wounded Fritzes seen being brought down. The stunt a general success. I 

believe this was the day I saw the two, not one, West Indians tied to two trees in barbed 

wire cages, humiliated if not tortured. The happy ‘Chinks’ about singing and gay at their 

work. Their coming into shop at corner of Ren-Abeele road, where also Anzacs talking of 

terrible times had lately. ‘I don’t want no more of this Ypres joint. It was bad enough in 16 

but by ---- now, pitch dark, the mud, and corpses thick as sheep in a storm.’ 

 

Lt E Junger – Puisieux, Somme 24 July 1918 

To explain what happened next, I must remind the reader that we were not following the 

line of a trench, but one of many communications lines, where the British, or rather the 

New Zealanders, had established a foothold. The Valley Trench, which I had rolled up with 

Voigt on 22 July, had been abandoned by the section we had left there, it was now once 

more occupied, or at least controlled, by the New Zealanders. What I saw was enough to 

freeze my blood, for there was a strongly built New Zealander, practically near enough to 

touch.   

 

Lt E Junger – Puisieux, Somme 27 July 1918 

We were relieved by a company of the 164th. We were utterly exhausted. The commander 

of the relieving company was badly wounded on the way out; a few days later, my bunker 

was hit, and his successor buried. We all sighed with relief when we finally turned our 

backs on Puisieux and the storm of steel of the finale. Later on, when I thought of the way 

the New Zealanders triumphantly ran up and forced our sections into that deadly 

bottleneck, it struck me that that was exactly what had happened on 2 December 1917 at 

Cambrai, but with roles reversed. We had looked into a mirror. 

 

Sgt A Simpkin – Neuville, France, 4 November 1918 

We hear the attack of the 17th and the 21st Divisions on the Mormol Forest failed with 

heavy losses. The New Zealanders however have pushed deep into the flank of Le Quesnoy 

but they cannot go any further until the line is straightened out in front of the forest. 
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 Places of Pilgrimage (PoP) 

 
ANZAC Somme Sectors 1916: Pozieres-Longueval-Flers 

 Longueval 

 

There are four New Zealand National Monuments along the Western Front: Longueval, 

Messines, Passchendaele and Le Quesnoy. The Monument at Longueval is situated plumb on 

top of Crest Trench, the Diggers first objective. The New Zealand Division of 1 ANZAC were 

pulled out of the Armentieres sector in mid-August 1916 and relocated to Abbeville for two 

weeks before moving to the Somme Battlefield as part of II ANZAC in September 1916. The 

pioneers, artillery and engineers were first to move up the line followed by the infantry. 

Their route was to Fricourt and Mametz before taking up the line at Longueval between 

Delville and High Wood via the D20 then the D197 to Flers.  

 
The Diggers jumped off from Caterpillar Valley Cemetery 
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The Diggers took their 1st Objective, Crest Trench, which is where the NZ Memorial now stands (left). 

They then attacked Flers (right) and took the town along with the Tommies. 

 

John Vader: 

They won their spurs during the Battle of the Somme, fighting besides the Guards  

in the XIV Corps, and suffered 7,000 casualties. The New Zealand Division fought  

with the greatest gallantry, said Haig, fighting for 23 days and ‘carrying out with  

complete success every task set’.  

 

 
The New Zealand Memorial Plaque 
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The Monument and Plaque states: 

 

IN 

HONOUR OF 

THE MEN OF 

THE NEW ZEALAND 

DIVISION 

FIRST BATTLE 

OF THE SOMME 

1916 

 

THE NEW ZEALAND 

DIVISION AFTER GAINING 

THIS POSITION AS THEIR 

FIRST OBJECTIVE LAUNCHED 

FROM IT THE SUCCESSFUL 

ATTACK ON FLERS 

15th SEPTEMBER 1916 
 

 
Longueval Memorial Poster 

 

The Longueval Remembrance Poster states: 

 

THE NEW ZEALAND MEMORIAL 

LONGUEVAL 
 

Longueval holds a special place in New Zealand military history during the First World War. 

It was near this place on Friday, 15 September 1916, that the New Zealand Division joined 

the Battle of the Somme. 
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The New Zealand Army arrived in France in May of that year after service in Egypt and 

Gallipoli. Made up of veterans of these two campaigns and reinforcements from New 

Zealand, the New Zealand Division trained and fought in the countryside around 

Armentieres before moving into place in early September as the battle entered into its third 

month. First into action was the New Zealand Field Artillery. 

 

The infantry was in place by midnight of 14 September. The start line is marked today by the 

rear wall of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemetery, Caterpillar Valley, to the 

west of Longueval.  

 

For the New Zealanders it was a grim prospect. They had to advance up a slope towards 

formidable German positions on a ridge line ahead of them, swept by machine gun and 

artillery fire.   

 

Precisely at 6.20am the guns roared into life and the leading waves of infantry from the 

Auckland and Otago regiments leapt from their trenches into action. Eight companies 

advanced across open land between shell holes behind a ferocious artillery barrage. It was 

a bitter hand-to-hand fight with rifle and bayonet, but by 6.50am, the German trench line 

was in New Zealand hands. The advance continued and by late afternoon, the Division had 

achieved all its objectives, forcing back the enemy and clearing the village of Flers.  

 

The Battle of the Somme ended in February 1917 when German forces withdrew further 

east. But they would return again in March in 1918 in their final attempt to break the French 

and British armies before being driven back by the Allies. Longueval was restored to France 

on 28 August 1918. 

 

The Caterpillar Valley cemetery contains the graves of 5,197 United Kingdom, 214 New 

Zealand, 98 Australian, 19 South African, six Canadian and two Newfoundland soldiers. On 

the wall of the remembrance are the names of 1272 New Zealanders lost during the fighting 

of 1916. It also contains the grave from which the remains of an unknown New Zealand 

soldier were exhumed and re-interred in a solemn ceremony at the National War Memorial 

in Wellington, New Zealand in 2004. 

 

New Zealand suffered heavily in the First World War. Out of a population of less than one 

million people, the New Zealand Expeditionary Force suffered 59,483 casualties of whom 

18,166 died. Fighting on the Western Front in France and Belgium alone claimed 12,483 

lives. 

 

From this loss has emerged a great sense of comradeship between the peoples of New 

Zealand, France and Belgium. New Zealand is grateful for the continuing care and respect 

paid by the people of Longueval to its sons who paid the ultimate sacrifice during the First 

World War. 
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The local estaminet contains a worthwhile shell collection from the Somme battles. The cafe might 

also hold, or have access to, the key to open the church across the way which harbours a special 

Memorial to the New Zealand soldiers who fought there. The Digger/Tommy in the photo is Phil 

(Trooper) Holdway-Davis aka HD, PhD and Chief MUPET (Most Useless Person Ever Trained).  

 

 Caterpillar Valley Cemetery & Memorial 

There are seven New Zealand Memorials to the Missing located at Armentieres, Longueval, 

Messines, Tyne Cot, Polygon Wood, Grevillers, and Maufaux. Nine All Blacks fell on the 

Western Front including Robert Black who is buried in the Caterpillar Valley Cemetery. 

 
The entrance to Caterpillar Valley Cemetery. The structure at the far end is sitting on the New 

Zealand Division jump-off trench. 
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Views of Caterpillar Valley Cemetery and the Memorial Stone of Remembrance 

The Memorial Plaque reads: 

 

CATERPILLAR VALLEY CEMETERY AND MEMORIAL 
 

Caterpillar was the name given by the troops to this winding valley. The area was captured 

from the Germans in 1916 after heavy fighting. It was lost in March 1918 and recaptured 

five months later. The men buried in this cemetery fell in those three actions. The cemetery 

contains the graves of 5229 British, 8 Canadian, 100 Australian, 214 New Zealand and 18 

South African soldiers and sailors. 

 

The panels behind the Stone of Remembrance form the Caterpillar Valley Memorial which 

commemorates by name 1205 New Zealand soldiers who fell on the Somme battlefield 

during September and October 1916 and whose graves are unknown. 

 

 
The Memorial Stone of Remembrance 
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Napier Boys High School in New Zealand provides us with a commendable  

example of pilgrimage with their school plaque: 

 

ROLL OF HONOUR 

FRANCE 1916 - 1918 
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The Battle of Flers-Courcelette 

From the NZEF Official History: 

 

The newly formed New Zealand Pioneer Battalion arrived in France in April 1916. In late 

August it became the first unit of the New Zealand Division to move onto the Somme 

battlefield. That bitter campaign had started on 1 July 1916 with horrendous losses among 

the British. 

Sent ahead to prepare for the arrival of the rest of the New Zealanders, the Pioneers began 

work on a 8-km communications trench, 'Turk Lane', leading to the front line. Some 

members of the infantry described this trench as a masterpiece, but it came at a heavy 

price. Under constant and heavy artillery fire, the Pioneers toiled with pick and spade, 

completing their mission around midnight on 16 September. Along with its companion, 'Fish 

Alley', Turk Lane became part of a 2-m-deep artery that gave men moving to and from the 

front line a degree of cover. 

The New Zealand Pioneer Battalion was organised into four companies, each with two 

Māori and two Pākehā platoons, the latter formed from the remnants of the Otago 

Mounted Rifles. Other Māori soldiers were encouraged to transfer to the New Zealand 

Pioneer Battalion, but many chose to stay in the battalions in which they had enlisted. 

 

From the Official History of the New Zealand Engineers during the Great War 1914-1919: 

By the 27th August, the sappers were on the move again, and proceeded by road and train 

via Merieourt L'Abbe to a point on the Frieourt-Mametz Road, between Fricourt and 

Becordel. Here was found the Transport, which had come by road the preceding day, and 

the whole Engineer establishment went into bivouac on the roadside, with the Pioneer 

Battalion alongside.  

All around were signs of a most intense activity. The roads were one solid mass of ordered 

traffic, waggons, guns, limbers, tractors, lorries, and flashing in and out among them all the 

motor cycles of the incomparable despatch riders. Mile after mile, ridge upon ridge, lay the 

congested bivouacs of the British Army. The morning sun could scarcely penetrate the 

smoke of the myriad fires that hung like a grey pall in the calm air, and by night a thousand 

camps were pricked out on the dark fields by clusters of twinkling lights. The sound of the 

guns ran the whole gamut of intensity from the harsh crash of our own heavies, down 

through the bark and swish of the lighter field pieces, to the far-off throb of the German 

artillery beating like a pulse in the murky atmosphere. Always the guns, never idle, never, 

silent, roaring like savage animals eager for their prey.  
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The first work undertaken by the Field Companies was the consolidation of the old German 

Second Line on the Bazentin Ridge. Engineers and Pioneers were immediately set to the 

repairing of two trenches known as the Savoy and Carlton. The unfortunate digger, bogged 

to the knees in slush, managed to heave a certain amount out of the trench during the day, 

only to find that it slithered in again over night. A certain amount  

In early September and in company with the Pioneers, the sappers set about the 

construction of two new communication trenches for up and down traffic. These were 

known as Turk Lane and French Lane, and ran from the dumps to the advanced areas. The 

Pioneers worked on Turk Lane, the Engineers on French Lane. For the first time in France, 

the sappers were working with their own job all to themselves, spurred on by this fact, and 

by a friendly rivalry with those redoubtable warriors, the Pioneers, they made a great effort. 

The two saps were dug throughout to a depth of 3 feet, and by a second operation were 

lowered to a depth of 5 feet, and provided with duckboards. It was here that the first real 

bombardment with gas shells was experienced, one Company losing 2 officers and 20 men 

in one night.  

On arrival of the Infantry battalions on the 11th, two splendid communication trenches, 

each some 4000 yards in length, duckboarded and revetted throughout, lay ready to 

conduct them from the dumps right to the advanced line of posts in Black Watch Trench 

By midnight of the 14th all troops were in position. Each man was supplied with two gas 

helmets, extra ammunition, a filled water bottle, and extra rations in addition to the "iron" 

ration. At 6.20 a.m. the peaceful air was shattered by an intensity of British fire never before 

experienced or imagined. In a few moments the shadowy line of steadily advancing figures 

had vanished into the unknown. As usual, the objectives set for the various assaults of the 

day were shown on the maps in different colours, and were known by those colours to 

those concerned. The first objective was the Switch Trench (or Green Line), a powerfully 

defended line connecting the German Second and Third Systems. Behind that lay a Brown 

line on the farther slopes, with a Blue Line on the German side of Flers village and a Red Line 

beyond Gueudecourt. 

Within half an hour the 2nd Brigade had captured the Switch Trench and intermediate 

defences on the crest.  

By 8 a.m. the Brown Line was in the hands of the 4th Rifles.  

Gueudecourt had fallen into the hands of our right flank neighbours on the 26th. 

By the time a definite hold had been established on the forward positions, Turk Lane and 

Fish Alley had been pushed forward as far as the Abbey Road.  
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Battle of Flers-Courcelette 15 – 22 September 1916 
 

Extract from the book 2nd Lieutenant Edward Broadley Brown MM compiled by Alison 

Preston 

 

15 September 1916 
 

Temp Sgt EB Brown played a leading role in 2/Auckland’s actions of 15 September 1915 

when the New Zealand Division went into battle. This was recognised by the award of the 

Military Medal for Acts of Gallantry in the Field, with the following citation:  

 

“This non-commissioned officer commanded a platoon with great skill and courage during 

the attack on the Switch Trench on the 15th September, and is worthy of special recognition 

for his subsequent work in consolidating the position and encouraging his men.”  

 

On the morning of 15 September 1916, a "ghostly pallor was creeping into the sky, the 

weather held out every prospect of a fine day." “Zero hour was fixed at 6.20 am, and by 6 

o'clock all ranks had breakfasted and were fortified by a stout issue of rum.”  

 

Both the Auckland and Otago Histories provide vivid details of what happened next:  

 

From the Auckland History 

 “At 6.20 a.m., in a wide circle of flame and a great crash of sound the "creeping barrage" [a 

curtain of artillery fire just ahead of advancing infantry] fell on the German trenches. It was 

the signal, and the whole attack moved forward with a thrust and weight that was 

irresistible. The Aucklanders and Otagos went straight forward in lines of assault, and 

behind them, as far as the eye could see, were the battalions of the Rifle Brigade moving in 

sections in artillery formation. To the right and left were the files of Guardsmen, South 

Africans, English Territorials and Irishmen [there were also two Canadian brigades]. Here 

and there, not quite keeping pace with the infantry, were the "tanks," the mysterious new 

weapons of war, whose advent had been heralded by a confused rumour, but no certainty. 

Now they were a real presence, an inspiration of victory to our men, a great fear and terror 

to the enemy. There was a steady surge forward of the whole vast mass. It was a wonderful, 

an inspiring, a stupendous sight.  

 

 Scarcely, however, had the first line left the shell-holes in which they had assembled than 

the rockets went soaring up from the German posts, calling urgently for the protective 

barrage of their guns. The response was immediate, accurate and very deadly. It took a 

terrible toll, but did not shake the steadfast courage of the moving mass. Men dropped 
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quietly by twos and threes; sometimes a whole section was blown out. What had been No-

Man's-Land was full of dead.  

 

Very eagerly the Aucklanders press forward close to the heels of their barrage. They are too 

eager. They press too closely, and many fall from the bursts of their own shells. "Crest 

Trench," the Hun observation post, is reached—a few shots and bayonet thrusts and it is 

passed.”  

 

From the Otago History: 

“Zero hour, 6.20 a.m., was the common signal for a mighty effort on the part of infantry and 

artillery. An intense and hurricane-like barrage of field artillery instantaneously broke out 

along the line; the great howitzers in the rear, hitherto firing but intermittently, now burst 

forth in extreme  

violence, and the anxiously awaiting lines of infantrymen stepped forward in one accord and 

moved straight to their task. But the advancing waves had not proceeded far before officers 

and men began to drop from the ranks, for heavy machine gun fire was coming from the left 

and from the front of High Wood. It had been strongly impressed on everyone that the 

leading waves must hug the barrage, but the pace of the barrage and the pace of an anxious 

infantry barely coincided, and even before Crest Trench had been reached two distinct halts 

had been made to allow of the barrage lifting. During these intervals men took snap-shots at 

machine guns which were observed on the line of Crest Trench. When it was possible to 

move forward again not a few in their eagerness worked their way through gaps in the 

barrage and were caught up in our own fire. On the left the 140th Brigade was temporarily 

held up outside High Wood, the result being a considerable and dangerous gap on our left 

flank, and from this quarter enemy machine guns and snipers enfiladed and swept our 

advancing waves with disastrous effect.  

 

With Otago and Auckland Battalions attacking on a combined frontage of approximately 950 

yards, Crest Trench was stormed and its garrison quickly dealt with. Those of the enemy 

who chose to remain in it and confronted the Otago men hurled bombs and fired their rifles 

at the advancing infantrymen almost up to the last moment, and then threw up their hands 

and called for mercy. Two hundred or more of the enemy had previously elected to turn and 

run towards the shelter of Switch  

Trench in the rear, and a considerable number of them were shot down by our Lewis 

gunners in the third wave before they reached it. Crest Trench was left lightly held, the 

leading wave quickly rushed it, fiercely brushed aside the enemy's foolish presumption of 

mercy to be bought so easily, and when Crest Trench was finished with there was a grim 

significance in the fact that the only enemy left alive in it were two stretcher bearers and 

two wounded men.”  
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 Lt Alexander Aitken, with 2/Otago, who later became one of New Zealand's most 

prominent mathematicians, remembered the battle:  

 

“Heavy German high-explosive shrapnel came up from the other side to burst with terrific 

crashes and the familiar whorls of black or greenish-yellow smoke. A hundred yards to the 

rear of us a battery of our own guns was firing continuously.  

 

"By now the German high-explosive shrapnel was bursting thickly in its black and greenish-

yellow clouds and the geysers of brown earth thrown up by 5.9in and 4.1in shells were 

spouting all around us. Hardly ever in my life was there a time less-apt for absorbing 

impressions of beauty yet in those minutes, through and beyond the immediate volcano, I 

saw over on the skyline by the Bapaume-Péronne road, a space of green and intact country 

with trees and villages unspoiled.  

 

So peaceful and dreamlike it seemed, strangely unmoved, a mirage above a storm, if any 

such thing can be. In days later the shells reduced it to desolation like the rest."  

 

The eight companies had advanced across open land between shell holes behind a ferocious  

artillery barrage that crept ahead of them at the rate of around 50 metres per minute, and 

amidst poison gas. Having reached Crest Trench, 2/Auckland and 2/Otago rushed on 

towards the more formidable Switch Trench 250 yards away. In their eagerness, the leading 

waves of Aucklanders overstepped the supporting barrage of artillery from behind, and 

suffered casualties. Switch Trench was just 40 yards away:  

 

“There is shooting and bombing at short range. The line of gleaming bayonets, of staring 

eyes and of set, drawn faces, is waiting for the signal to dash in on this trench, packed with 

Huns. In places the enemy stand shoulder to shoulder. Now the stick grenades are coming 

over in showers, for there are brave men amongst them, who see that if they can but stay 

this attacking line, hold it at bombing range for a few moments, then the machine-guns will 

come into play.”  

 

But with all companies of 2/Auckland and 2/Otago in place: “The wave breaks and floods 

over the Hun line. Many of the enemy died fighting very bravely, many were shot down 

endeavouring to retreat down the hill, some were bayoneted screaming for mercy, but none 

except the wounded escaped. Few prisoners were taken by 2/Auckland.”  

 

An Otago soldier, writing to his family, recorded:  

 

“I jumped into the Hun trench and found that it was so deep that I could not climb out at 

the other side, so I pulled a dead Hun into a sitting position at the side of the trench, stood 

on his shoulders, and managed to climb out. When I think of it now, it seemed a horrible 
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thing to do, and I am not quite sure whether he was dead or not, but I did not notice it in 

the excitement of the moment.”  

 

By 6.50 am, just 30 minutes after the attack started, Switch Trench had been taken by the 

eight companies of 2/Auckland and 2/Otago, following a great deal of point blank shooting 

and heavy use of the bayonet - the only prisoners being four German officers. The New 

Zealanders were amazed by the luxury in which the Germans had lived until the recent 

barrages, with the Otago men coming across “hot coffee, wine and good cigars in some of 

the deep dug-outs – all spoils for the victors.”  

 

While some of 2/Auckland carried on towards the village of Flers alongside the 2/Rifle 

Brigade, most of the Battalion “dug for dear life,” establishing a new trench 70 yards in front 

of Switch Trench at the earliest possible opportunity. This was because they realised that 

the lost trench would provide a ranging mark for German fire: sure enough, 90 minutes after 

capture, heavy and accurate bombardment was opened on the Switch Trench. By midday, 

“as the result of desperately hard work, the new line had been dug to an appreciable depth. 

“ The enemy's artillery had now determined our line of consolidation, and commenced 

shelling it with most destructive precision” until well after dusk. By evening, the new trench 

was 6 feet deep, and 2/Canterbury started the construction of various strong points. 

2/Auckland held Switch Trench through the night, and was relieved at 7am the following 

morning.  

 

Elsewhere, the advance had continued and by late afternoon, the New Zealand Division had 

achieved all its objectives, forcing back the enemy and clearing the village of Flers with the 

41st Division.  

 

At that date, 15 September 1916 was New Zealand’s darkest day in military history for loss 

of troops – only surpassed in 1917 by a disastrous day at Passchendaele. Of 6000 soldiers 

from New Zealand Division in the field at the start of the day, 600 were killed and 1200 

wounded or missing. From 2/Auckland, 6 officers and 52 other ranks had been killed, 238 

were wounded, and 12 men were missing, giving a total of 309 casualties from the 672 men 

present at the start of the day – a 43% casualty rate. 2/Otago had been hit harder, losing 15 

of 20 officers (killed, wounded or missing), and 445 other ranks – a 55% casualty rate. Over 

half of the New Zealanders who died on the Somme have no known graves.  

 

Temp Sgt Brown was not the only NCO to be honoured that day: 26-year-old Oamaru farmer 

Sergeant Donald Forrester Brown of 2/Otago won the Division's first Victoria Cross, the 

highest award for gallantry in New Zealand and the British Commonwealth. His citation 

states that he charged and destroyed three enemy machine gun positions. He was killed in 

action on 1 October 1916.  
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Personal stories and diary entries from others involved that day highlight the sheer horror. 

Lt Col Weston of 2/Wellington recalled how “in the captured trenches lay German dead side 

by side and in heaps, while scattered everywhere were unburied corpses. Above all floated 

the stench of carrion flesh.” Cpl Joseph Govan, a teacher from North Auckland who, like 

Temp Sgt Brown, was in 15th Company of 2/Auckland, was shot through the abdomen, and 

lay out on the battlefield for two days before anyone realised that he was still alive. 

Following admittance to the Field Hospital, the General Hospital at Étaples, and then the 

New Zealand Hospital in England, he was sent home to Bucklands Beach, New Zealand, 

where local ladies put white feathers in his letterbox. As with many Somme veterans, he 

never spoke about his experiences.  

 

The Battle of Flers-Courcelette was the third main phase of the Battle of the Somme, and is 

particularly known for the appearance of the first tanks used in battle. The objective was to 

achieve a large-scale breakthrough of the German line through a massive artillery 

bombardment to be followed by infantry advance from 12 divisions supported by the new 

tanks.  

 

While 49 tanks were used on the first day, not all made it into battle, and few were able to 

make any difference to progress. Four tanks were assigned to the New Zealand Division, and 

one was still operational when the village of Flers was taken. The tanks were in early stage 

of development, and had a maximum speed of 2 kph. They each carried a crate of pigeons 

for communication with HQ, and a variety of coloured flags to inform the infantry whether 

they were out of action or had arrived at their objective.  

 

16 September 1916 – 4 October 1916 
 

2/Auckland remained away from the front line for several days after their experiences of 15 

September, probably involved in carrying and working parties. After good weather on 15 

September, heavy rain set in on 16 September, turning the heavily-bombarded battlefield 

into a quagmire. On the night of 18/19 September, 2/Auckland relieved 1/Otago in part of 

the Flers trench intersected by Goose Alley, sections of which were still held by the 

Germans. The Auckland History paints a detailed picture of the journey to the front:  

 

“A night relief over a torn battlefield, where men have a long way to go to a goal that even 

the guides are not certain of, tries the temper of the most good-natured. Progress is very 

slow. Often the saps [short trenches from the front line into No-Man’s Land] are blocked by 

men coming out. There is a stop every fifty yards, while a file of dirty, tired, cursing men jam 

past. The men going in are loaded up, not only with arms and equipment, but with sand-

bags of rations, machine-gun panniers, and all the numberless essential things that may be 

required. They stumble on for three or four hours, floundering through mud, falling into 

shell-holes, tripping over the broken strands of barbed wire, losing touch and direction. 
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German shells fall at random, and as the files come nearer to the long line of brilliant green 

flares which mark the far side of No-Man's Land, there is the "rat-tat-tat" of the machine-

gun and the wheen and whizz of bullets passing overhead.  

 

At last the parados of the fire-trench looms up, and there are whispered welcomes from the 

worn-out watchers, who immediately hand over and vanish back in the darkness. The relief 

is complete. Some huddle up in little scrapings in the wall of the trench and so endeavour to 

snatch a little sleep. Others stand silently on the fire-step peering out into the uncertain 

gloom. A few stamp up and down to bring back circulation to numbed feet. Patrol parties 

creep out to search No-Man's-Land and to guard against surprise. These terrible night reliefs 

were a feature of the Somme Battle. Being relieved was a somewhat more cheerful 

business, inasmuch as there was usually less to carry, daylight was at hand, and there was 

prospect of a hot meal at the end of the march.”  

 

All of the Regimental Histories report the appalling weather conditions, with thick mud 

hampering all movement and communication.  

 

“Incessant rain had fallen for 60 hours; the men were standing or moving knee-deep in mud 

the whole of the time; they were soaked in rain, and no hot food was procurable owing to 

the long distance to be covered from the dump. Furthermore, the effect of the enemy shell 

fire on congested trenches made the conditions simply appalling.” “All available roads, such 

as they were, were taxed to the utmost by the constant stream of wheeled traffic with 

material of war for the artillery and front line, and with the heavy rain on top of all this, 

were in an almost impassable state.”  

 

2/Auckland held about 1000 yards of front line, with Germans holding Goose Alley on their 

left flank. Between the two combatants was a party of English troops (probably London 

Rifles) “in a most pitiable condition”, who had been under attack for almost 24 hours 

without relief. 2/Auckland gave these troops every assistance, including bombs, bombers 

and stretchers, and in the afternoon of 19 September their position was taken over by the 

15th Company – probably including Temp Sgt Brown.  

 

“The trenches had been dug, but never finished, and, in consequence, the continuous rain 

soon turned them into quagmires. The greater part of the Battalion simply stood and 

shivered for three days and nights, feet gradually getting colder and colder, while the 

German artillery shelled intermittently. On the exposed flank there was more excitement 

without any lessening of the discomfort, as Lieutenant Seddon led a bombing party along 

Flers Trench, gaining something like fifty yards of line.”  

 

2/Auckland supported 2/Canterbury in an attack on Goose Alley, and after ”some very stiff 

fighting”, during which a favourable outcome for the New Zealanders was not at all certain, 
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they gained the German trench. The Aucklanders had been particularly active in providing 

help and encouragement to the Cantabrians, and in rallying the troops at the right 

moments. The Germans counter-attacked during the morning and again in the afternoon of 

21 September, but the New Zealanders continued to hold their position. 2/Canterbury 

sustained heavy losses in this attack, with 249 officers and men killed, wounded or missing, 

and at least 400 Germans reported killed in the attack.  

 

Another day of misery in the wet and cold followed – when Temp Sgt Brown had his 24th 

birthday. Finally, on the night of 23/24 September, 2/Auckland was relieved and after a 

weary march arrived back in the Black Watch area where they were able to recuperate.  

 

On 27 September, 1/Auckland – who until that point had seen little action in the Somme - 

went into action in the Gird system, and incurred very heavy losses, with over 600 casualties 

from the 800 men who were involved in the action. Worst affected was the 16th Waikato 

Company, where one officer and six men were all who remained. On 28 September, 

2/Auckland returned to the Goose Alley trench, where they again assisted 2/Canterbury in 

an attack on the Germans. This time, casualties were minimal, with new weapons – flame 

projectors and “oil mortars” – leading to many “scorched Huns,” many of whom, despite 

their smart uniforms, were in “strikingly poor physical condition and were mere boys.” On 3 

October, 2/Auckland finally left the front line and met up with the rest of the Battalion in 

Mametz Wood, where “the cooks were waiting with stew and hot tea”. They were then 

marched out of the battlefield area to Fricourt.  

 

When the New Zealand Division withdrew from the Somme on 3-4 October 1916, the 

records showed that in 23 days it had lost over 7,000 men from a total of 15,000, of whom 

1560 were killed. In those 23 days, the New Zealanders had advanced 3 km and captured 8 

km of front line. Of the 1500 Auckland Brigade men who had arrived on the Somme in early 

September 1916, “more than 300 were left dead on the battlefield, while close on 700 were 

on their way to hospital” by 4 October.  

 

The slow painful experience of the Allies finally fizzled out on 18 November 1916. The rain 

had finally been replaced by snow, making conditions even more intolerable for the 

exhausted men. Since the offensive had begun on 1 July, the British and French had 

succeeded in advancing 12 km at most. The Allies suffered about 630,000 casualties, of 

which 150,000 were killed or missing. The Germans had about 465,000 casualties, of which 

164,000 were killed or missing.  

 

On the Division’s final day in the Somme, 4 October 1916, Temp Sgt Brown was promoted in 

the field to the rank of Sergeant.   
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On 18 November 1916, the final day of the Battle of the Somme, 2nd Lieutenant Gilfrid Elliot 

Brown was killed in action on the Somme. Aged 22, he was in the 11th Battalion of the 

Border regiment, and was Sgt Brown’s younger – and only surviving – brother.  

 

 Courcelette 

 

COURCELETTE BRITISH CEMETERY 

 

1 2 

Location Information 
Courcelette is a village some 10 kilometres north-east of the town of Albert, just off the 
D929 road to Bapaume.  
 
The Cemetery, signposted in the village, is approximately 1 kilometre west of the village on 
the south side of a track (suitable for cars) from the secondary road from Courcelette to 
Pozieres. 

Historical Information 
The commune and the village of Courcelette were the scene of very heavy fighting in 
September 1916. On the 15th, the village was included in the extreme left of the Allied 
attack and was taken by the 2nd Canadian Division supported by tanks, with the 4th and 6th 
Brigades storming the outer trenches and the sugar factory, and the 5th Brigade seizing the 
village. It was destroyed by German artillery after its capture and remained very close to the 
front line until the German retreat in the following spring. 
 
The cemetery was begun in November 1916 (as Mouquet Road or Sunken Road Cemetery), 
and used until March 1917. The original 74 burials are now parts of Plot I, Rows A to F. On 
25 March 1918, Courcelette passed into German hands, but was retaken on 24 August. The 
cemetery was greatly enlarged after the Armistice when almost 2,000 graves were brought 
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in, mostly those of men who died around Courcelette and Pozieres in 1916.  
 
The only considerable burial grounds concentrated into this cemetery were the following:-. 
 
MOUQUET FARM CEMETERY, GRANDCOURT, immediately North of the Farm, begun by the 
111th Brigade, R.F.A., in October 1916, which contained the graves of 36 soldiers. The Farm 
was captured by the 2nd Canadian Mounted Rifles on the night of the 16th-17th September, 
1916, and again by the 17th Division on the 24th August, 1918. 
 
RED CHATEAU CEMETERY, COURCELETTE, within the village, contained the graves of 15 
soldiers from Canada and two from the United Kingdom. It was "at the entrance to a ruined 
dug-out," and it was used in October-December, 1916 
 
There are now 1,970 Commonwealth servicemen of the First World War buried or 
commemorated in this cemetery. 1,180 of the burials are unidentified but there are special 
memorials to nine casualties five believed to be buried among them. 
 
The cemetery was designed by Sir Herbert Baker. 

British Casualties: 181 

Australian Casualties: 216 

Canadian Casualties: 399 

 

 Peronne   

 

 
The Museum, as shown above, has some exceptional exhibits from both sides. 

The map is particularly educational. 

 

Location: The Museum of the Great War, Château de Péronne, Place André Audinot, 80200  

Péronne, France 
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PERONNE COMMUNAL CEMETERY EXTENSION 

 

 
12 

Location Information 
From Bapaume take the N17 to Peronne. On entering Peronne, turn right towards the 
hospital. On reaching the hospital, which will be on the right, take the small road opposite 
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and the communal cemetery is at the end of this road on the left. The extension is on the 
south-west side of the cemetery. 

Historical Information 
Peronne was taken by the German on 24 September 1914. On 18 March 1917, the 40th and 
48th Divisions captured the town, but it was recovered by the Germans on the 23rd March 
1918. It changed hands for the last time on 1 September 1918, when it was taken by the 2nd 
Australian Division  
 
The cemetery extension was begun by the 48th (South Midland) Division in March 1917, 
used by the Germans in 1918, and resumed by Australian units in September 1918. At the 
Armistice it contained 177 graves, now in Plots I and II. It was then enlarged when graves 
were brought in from the battlefields north and east of Peronne and from the following 
small cemeteries in the area:- 
 
AIZECOURT-LE-HAUT CHURCHYARD EXTENSION, which contained the graves of 18 soldiers 
from the United Kingdom and two from South Africa who fell in March 1918. 
CARTIGNY COMMUNAL CEMETERY AND GERMAN EXTENSION, which contained the graves 
of 5,250 German soldiers, two from the United Kingdom and one from Australia. 
COPSE TRENCH CEMETERY, ALLAINES, between Allaines and Moislains. Here were buried 64 
soldiers from the United Kingdom (mainly 14th Black Watch and 12th Somerset Light 
Infantry) who fell in September 1918. 
DRIENCOURT BRITISH CEMETERY, on the South side of the village, made by the 74th 
(Yeomanry) Division in September 1918, and contained the graves of 20 soldiers from the 
United Kingdom. 
LIERAMONT COMMUNAL CEMETERY GERMAN EXTENSION, in which 63 soldiers from the 
United Kingdom were buried by the Germans in 1916-1918 and by the 58th (London) 
Division in September 1918. 
MADAME MILITARY CEMETERY, Clery-sur-Somme (the origin of this name is uncertain, but 
the Germans had a "Maidan Trench" opposite), near the road to Bouchavesnes, where 56 
soldiers from the United Kingdom (mainly 33rd Division) were buried in January-March 1917 
(Three of these were moved to Serre Road Cemetery No.2, Beaumont-Hamel, and 53 to 
Peronne). 
MOISLAINS BRITISH CEMETERY, a little South-West of the village, contained the graves of 54 
soldiers of the 47th London) Division who fell in September 1918. 
MOISLAINS CHURCHYARD, which contained the graves of three soldiers from the United 
Kingdom and one from Canada. 
MOISLAINS GERMAN HOSPITAL CEMETERY, at the North-East end of the village, contained 
the graves of 38 soldiers of the Empire, who fell in 1917 and 1918, and 281 Germans. 
TEMPLEUX-LA-FOSSE GERMAN CEMETERY, on the East side of the village, contained the 
graves of 34 soldiers from the United Kingdom. Of these 33 were buried by their comrades 
in September 1918. 
VAUX WOOD BRITISH CEMETERY, VAUX-SUR-SOMME, within Eastern edge of the wood. 
Here were buried, in September 1918, 25 soldiers from the United Kingdom (mainly of the 
London Regiment). 
 
There are now 1,595 Commonwealth servicemen of the First World War buried or 
commemorated in the extension. 224 of the burials are unidentified but there are special 
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memorials to seven casualties known or believed to be buried among them, and ten buried 
in other cemeteries whose graves could not be found. The extension also contains five 
Second World War burials. There are 97 German war graves, 68 being unidentified. 
 
The adjoining communal cemetery contains the grave of one airman of the First World War, 
killed in August 1914. 
 
The extension was designed by Sir Reginald Blomfield. 

British Casualties: 881 

Australian Casualties: 488 

Canadian Casualties: 1 

South African Casualties: 9 

 

 Mont St Quentin  

 

 
Second Australian Division Memorial & Plaques. 

 

Location: Avenue des Australiens (D1017) Mt St Quentin, Peronne. The Memorial is 

encircled by Ruelle de Halles: 
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The Memorial Plate reads: 

 

TO THE OFFICERS NON COMMISSION 

OFFICERS AND MEN OF 

THE SECOND AUSTRALIAN DIVISION 

WHO FOUGHT IN FRANCE AND BELGIUM 

IN THE GREAT WAR 1916, 1917, 1918. 

 
Cpl O H Davis supported the Second Australian Division at Pozieres, Moquet Farm, Menin 

Road, Broodseinde and Passchendaele.  

 

On 31st August 1918, Mont St Quentin and Peronne fell into Australian hands after they were 

told to “yell like a lot of bushrangers” to hide their small numbers and scare the Germans off 

the hill. The Germans fled at the sound. 
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 Sailly-Le-Sec 

 

 
 

The Memorial Plate reads: 

 

TO THE OFFICERS NON-COMMISSIONNED 

OFFICERS AND MEN OF THE 

THIRD 

AUSTRALIAN 

DIVISION 

WHO FOUGHT IN 

FRANCE AND BELGIUM 

1916 – 1917 – 1918 

Location: The Third Australian Division Memorial is at the intersection of the D1 and the 
road that climbs northwards out of the village of Sailly-le-Sec. 

Latitude: 49.936182 (49° 56' 10.40" N).Longitude: 2.57962 (2° 34' 47.02" E) 

The Memorial is located plumb in the middle of the picture below: 
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As the Australians arrived, bullets from long distance reached them. The Germans, 
who were in the sixth day of a rapid advance that had begun on 21 March 1918, 
were firing at them from afar. 

Called ‘Operation Michael’, this massive German attack had quickly breached the 
British lines near St Quentin to the east. Their plan was to push rapidly westwards, 
capture the city of Amiens and then cut off the British armies in the north from their 
French allies in the south. The Germans had initially swept all before them and the 
British began to retreat across the famous 1916 battlegrounds of the Somme. 

To relieve the weary British, fresh divisions, including the Third Division, were rushed 
from the north to stem the German advance west of Albert. As the Australians 
reached the little Somme villages between 27 and 29 March they found French 
refugees everywhere. These people remembered the Australian battalions that had 
been billeted with them during the great British Somme offensive of July–November 
1916 and in Heilly they welcomed them: 

Women, who during the past night had seen the flashes of the enemy’s guns, like summer 
lightening on the horizon, coming closer to their homes, and for the first time had heard the 
swish and crash of enemy shells, now in a revulsion of pent–up feeling burst into tears and raised 
a thin cry of ‘Vive l’Australie’. An old priest raised his hands and blessed the passing men. Some 
who had left their homes turned back, and others, who had not left, stayed on. 
Charles Bean, The Australian Imperial Force in France, 1918, Official History of Australia in the War 
of 1914–1918, Volume V, p.177 

As the diggers rested in Heilly, cleaning their rifles, Charles Bean records that one of 
them addressed an elderly French lady – ‘Fini retreat, Madame. Fini retreat – 
beacoup Australiens ici’! 
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Cpl O H Davis supported the Third Australian Division at Messines, The Windmill, 3rd Battle of 

Ypres, Broodseinde and Passchendaele. 

 

 
Picture of the region 

 Villers-Bretonneux Memorial & Military Cemetery 

 

VILLERS-BRETONNEUX MEMORIAL 
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Location Information 
Villers-Bretonneux is a village 16 kilometres east of Amiens on the straight main road to St 
Quentin. 

The Memorial & Cemetery are situated approximately half way between Villers-Bretonneux 
and Fouilloy on the right of the D23 
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Historical Information 
Villers-Bretonneux became famous in 1918, when the German advance on Amiens ended in 
the capture of the village by their tanks and infantry on 23 April. On the following day, the 
4th and 5th Australian Divisions, with units of the 8th and 18th Divisions, recaptured the 
whole of the village and on 8 August 1918, the 2nd and 5th Australian Divisions advanced 
from its eastern outskirts in the Battle of Amiens.  
 
The memorial is the Australian National Memorial erected to commemorate all Australian 
soldiers who fought in France and Belgium during the First World War, to their dead, and 
especially to name those of the dead whose graves are not known.  
 
The Australian servicemen named in this register died in the battlefields of the Somme, 
Arras, the German advance of 1918 and the Advance to Victory. The memorial stands within 
Villers-Bretonneux Military Cemetery, which was made after the Armistice when graves 
were brought in from other burial grounds in the area and from the battlefields.  
 
Both the cemetery and memorial were designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens. The memorial was 
unveiled by King George VI on 22 July 1938. 
 
DISCOVERY OF REMAINS AND ADDITIONAL COMMEMORATIONS 
 
Of the 10,982 names displayed at the unveiling of the Villers-Bretonneux Memorial the 
burial places of many have since been identified and this continues to this day; 6 of these 
being among the significant discovery of 250 burials which culminated in the first new 
Commission cemetery in 50 years being dedicated in July 2010 as Fromelles (Pheasant 
Wood) Cemetery. 
 
All these discoveries are now commemorated by individual headstones in the cemeteries 
where their remains lie and their details recorded in the relevant cemetery registers; their 
names will be removed from this memorial in due course. 
 
Time has also revealed more names not previously notified which have now been added to 
this memorial and register.  
 
There are now 10,738 Australian servicemen officially commemorated by this memorial and 
named within the register. 

British Casualties: 93 

Australian Casualties: 10,735 
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VILLERS-BRETONNEUX MILITARY CEMETERY 

 

Location Information 
The Cemetery is about 2 kilometres north of the village on the east side of the road to 
Fouilloy. 

Historical Information 
VILLERS-BRETONNEUX MILITARY CEMETERY was made after the Armistice when graves 
were brought in from other burial grounds in the area and from the battlefields. Plots I to XX 
were completed by 1920 and contain mostly Australian graves, almost all from the period 
March to August 1918. Plots IIIA, VIA, XIIIA and XVIA, and Rows in other Plots lettered AA, 
were completed by 1925, and contain a much larger proportion of unidentified graves 
brought from a wider area. Later still, 444 graves were brought in from Dury Hospital 
Military Cemetery.  
 
The following were among the burial grounds from which graves were taken to Villers-
Bretonneux Military Cemetery. 
 
CARD COPSE CEMETERY, MARCELCAVE, on the road to Fouilloy, where 35 Australian soldiers 
were buried by the 2nd Australian Division in July and August 1918. 
DURY HOSPITAL MILITARY, CEMETERY, under the wall of the Asylum near the West side of 
the Amiens-Dury road. From August 1918 to January 1919, this building was used 
intermittently by British medical units, and a cemetery was made next to an existing French 
Military Cemetery. The British cemetery contained the graves of 195 Canadian and 185 
United Kingdom soldiers and airmen; 63 Australian soldiers; one man of the Cape Auxiliary 
Horse Transport Corps; and one French and one American soldier. 
HIGH CEMETERY, SAILLY-LE-SEC, on the road to Ville-sur-Ancre, where 18 United Kingdom 
and eleven Australian soldiers were buried in June-August 1918. 
KANGAROO CEMETERY, SAILLY-LE-SEC (on the Ville-sur-Ancre road, but nearer Sailly), where 
13 Australian soldiers were buried by the 41st Battalion in March-April 1918, and 14 of the 
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58th (London) Division by their comrades in August 1918. 
LAMOTTE-EN-SANTERRE COMMUNAL CEMETERY EXTENSION. The village was captured by 
Australian troops on the 8th August 1918, and the Extension contained the graves of 56 
Australian and twelve United Kingdom soldiers who fell in August and September. 
LA NEUVILLE-LES-BRAY COMMUNAL CEMETERY, containing the grave of one Australian 
soldier who fell in August 1918. 
LE HAMELET BRITISH CEMETERY (behind the Church), contained the graves of 25 Australian 
soldiers who fell in April-July 1918; and the COMMUNAL CEMETERY EXTENSION, in which 27 
Australian soldiers and one from the United Kingdom were buried in July and August 1916. 
MIDWAY CEMETERY, MARCELCAVE, 1,400 metres North-West of Marcelcave Church, made 
by the Canadian Corps and containing the graves of 53 Canadian and three United Kingdom 
soldiers who fell in August 1918. 
VAUX-SUR-SOMME COMMUNAL CEMETERY, contained three Australian graves of March-
April 1918, and two United Kingdom of 1916 and 1917; and the EXTENSION, made in May-
August 1918, and contained the graves of 130 Australian soldiers and 104 soldiers (mainly 
58th Division and Artillery) and one airman from the United Kingdom. 
WARFUSEE-ABANCOURT COMMUNAL CEMETERY EXTENSION, in which five Australian 
soldiers were buried by the 12th Australian Field Ambulance in August 1918.  
 
There are now 2,142 Commonwealth servicemen of the First World War buried or 
commemorated in this cemetery. 609 of the burials are unidentified but there are special 
memorials to five casualties known or believed to be buried among them, and to 15 buried 
in other cemeteries whose graves could not be found on concentration. The cemetery also 
contains the graves of two New Zealand airmen of the Second World War. 
 
Within the cemetery stands the VILLERS-BRETONNEUX MEMORIAL, the Australian national 
memorial erected to commemorate all Australian soldiers who fought in France and 
Belgium during the First World War, to their dead, and especially to name those of the dead 
whose graves are not known. The 10,765 Australian servicemen named on the memorial 
died in the battlefields of the Somme, Arras, the German advance of 1918 and the Advance 
to Victory. The memorial was unveiled by King George VI on 22 July 1938. 
 
The cemetery and the memorial were both designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens. 

British Casualties: 556 

Australian Casualties: 731 

New Zealand Casualties: 2 

Canadian Casualties: 252 

South African Casualties: 1 

 

 Beaumont Hamel 

 

The Beaumont-Hamel Newfoundland Memorial is the largest of five ‘caribou’ sites in 

France and Belgium. The others are Gueudecourt (somme) Monchy-le-Preux (near 

Arras), Masnieres (near Cambrai) and near Courtrai (Kortrijk) in Belgium. Here on July 

1, 1916 the 1st Battalion of the Newfoundland Regiment suffered 684 casualties (70% 



137 
 

of its full strength), with most of these casualties being from the 780 or so men who 

heroically advanced to the attack that morning. Of those who went into the advance 

only about 110 survived unscathed. Only one other battalion suffered heavier 

casualties that day – the 10th West Yorkshire Regiment at Fricourt. A significant 

number of battlefield relics; well preserved trench lines and shell craters can easily be 

seen. 

 

 
Communication trench leading to the front line in Newfoundland Park in Beaumont Hamel. 
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The German lines were not far beyond the far tree line. The Newfoundland-Canadian front line can 

be seen close to it. 

 

 
The Beaumont Hamel battlefield with shell craters clearly visible. 
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        Newfoundland Memorial is located on the D73 north of Thiepval 

 Thiepval  
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Thiepval Memorial to the Missing of the Somme & the Anglo-French Cemetery  

 

The Remembrance Plaque reads: 

 

Thiepval Memorial and Anglo-French Cemetery 
 

After the Armistice, the Imperial (now Commonwealth) War Graves Commission built 

memorials across the former battlefields to commemorate those with no known 

grave: whose bodies could not be recovered; whose grave had been unrecorded, lost 

or destroyed in the fighting; or whose remains could not be identified and were 

buried beneath a headstone bearing the inscription ‘Known Unto God.’ This is the 

Memorial to the Missing of the Somme. It bears the names of more than 72,000 men 

of the forces of the United Kingdom and South Africa who fell here between July 1915 

and March 1918.   

 

The memorial was designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens, one of the Commission’s principal 

architects, who created several other prominent cemeteries and memorials, including 

the Cenotaph in London. Construction began in 1928, and the memorial was officially 

inaugurated on 1 August 1932, when the Prince of Wales expressed the Commission’s 

determination to honour the dead by ‘material expression...as enduring as human 

hands art can make it.’ 

 

The Missing of the Somme 
 

On 1 July 1916, British and French forces began an offensive which would become 

known as the Battle of the Somme. Long-planned, its launch was intended to relieve 

pressure on the French, who were fighting a costly battle at Verdun. After an artillery 

bombardment lasting seven days, eighteen Allied divisions attacked along a 20-

kilometre front from Gommecourt to Foucaucourt, including five French divisions to 

the south. 

 



141 
 

The Allies achieved some success south of Mametz, but in the north they struggled to 

overcome German defences. By the end of the first day, some 58,000 Commonwealth 

and 2,000 French soldiers had become casualties, of whom more than 19,000 had 

been killed. Most were British volunteers of the New Armies, many belonged to ‘Pals’ 

battalions: men from the same towns, social clubs or places of work who had 

volunteered, trained and fought together. 

 

Over the following months, the offensive was continued by men from every part of 

the United Kingdom and across the Commonwealth. Both sides committed huge 

quantities of manpower and material to the struggle, and the Allies made use of new 

technology such as aircraft and tanks. Every village, copse, farmhouse and rise was 

fiercely contested, and sixteen stone wreaths set into the memorial name each phase 

of the battle. Thiepval was heavily defended with concrete bunkers and fortifications 

known as redoubts, and was finally captured at the end of September. While 

excavating the foundations of this memorial in 1929, workmen discovered tunnels 

and dugouts containing boxes of unexploded bombs and shells. 

 

The Somme offensive ended in November 1916, by which time the Allies had 

advanced around 10km. In the Spring of 1917, the Germans withdrew to new 

defensive positions to the east, known as the ‘Hindenberg Line.’ The fighting of 1916 

resulted in some 420,000 Commonwealth wounded, killed or missing. French 

casualties numbered around 200,000 and German casualties may have reached 

600,000. Most of those commemorated here died between July and November 1916. 

While South Africa decided to commemorate its missing of the Somme at Thiepval, 

other Commonwealth nations named theirs elsewhere: Australia at Villers-

Bretonneux, Canada at Vimy, India at Neuve-Chapelle, Newfoundland at Beaumont-

Hamel and New Zealand at Longueval. 

 

The Thiepval Memorial also serves as a monument to the Anglo-French alliance. The 

inscription reads: ‘To the French and British Armies, from the grateful British Empire.’ 

The cemetery which lies beside the memorial is the final resting place of 300 

Commonwealth and 300 French soldiers, their remains brought here from the 

surrounding countryside. Upon the cross which stands over them are the words: ‘That 

the world may remember the common sacrifice of two and a half million dead, here 

have been laid side by side Soldiers of France and of the British Empire in eternal 

comradeship.’  
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Thiepval lies on the D73 along with Pozieres and Mouquet Farm.  

The Memorial is located nearby. 

 

On the 21st July 2016 I had the privilege of speaking on behalf of the Royal 

British Legion at Thiepval for the Somme Centenary. My son David (20) 

laid a wreath. This was the speech I made which I hope you find 

interesting: 
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Honourable Persons, the Royal British Legion, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, 

Ladies & Gentlemen, Boys & Girls. 

It is an honour and a privilege to be invited to say a few words and lay a wreath here today. 

My son David and I have come all the way from Australia and New Zealand to follow in my 

great-uncle’s tyre treads and the ANZACs in their battles around the Somme 1916.   

100 years ago today, 21 July 1916, Cpl Davis wrote the following in his war diary: 

Lovely riding home by Franlieu. Met typical picture breasting curved hill of young farm girl 

leading three cows and crying with arm beautifully raised – “Ralentir.”. Evening, Somme 

canal stroll. .......... 

Ralentir means slow down. A beautiful picture he paints us but his strolls along the Somme 

canal at the Royal Engineer Depot in Abbeville were soon to be brought to an abrupt end. 

Two days later on 23rd July 1916 which was the opening day of the Australian assault on 

Pozieres, he was to write: 

Davis H. O. ... 1st ANZAC Corps by road. I was to get away as soon as possible. Triumph that 

was fairly new and spares dished out to me 

Cpl O H Davis joined the Signal Squadron of the British Royal Engineers as a Despatch Rider. 

Oswald hoped to join a British Army corps with his cousin but instead was attached to 

Colonials – The ANZACs: The Australian & New Zealand Army Corps as an ANZAC Pigeon 

Wallah, taking carrier pigeons up-the-line for them 

Cpl Davis mentions Thiepval in his war diary: 

Saturday 26th August 1916 

Coming back just before dipping into Albert looked over the bank of road to Thiepval. Of a 

sudden heavy  German firing had broken out, and over Thiepval, round which our men had 

just taken trenches, the bursting of shell and shrapnel was so thick the flashes looked like 

bright flying fish in shoals leaping and turning in the air. Above was a dark-blue-grey rain 

threatening sky. What a plight those men were in, holding on under that bombardment. 

Why should they – how could they stick it? My lot seemed a Prince’s to theirs.     

 

Here at the Thiepval memorial to the Missing there are 72,255 names listed of British and 

South African servicemen of whom there is no known grave on the Somme. You will not find 

an ANZAC amongst them because both Australia and New Zealand wanted their Memorials 

to be placed at the sites of their actual battles where their mates fell and Thiepval was not a 

battle they were directly involved in, apart from a smattering of Kangaroos and Kiwis 

fighting with British Regiments.  For the New Zealander Diggers, their names are etched on 

the Caterpillar Cemetery Memorial, between High Wood and Delville Wood, at Longueval.  
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For the Australian Cobbers their Memorial to their Missing is at Villers Bretenneux (in the 

Amiens Sector), even though the Australian losses at nearby Mouquet Farm (Moo Cow Farm 

or Muckey Farm as they called it) and Pozieres were greater.  

Cpl Davis also mentions these places in his diary:  

Friday 4th August & Saturday 5th August 1916 

Word used to come into the billet ‘Another stunt on tonight. They’re going to have another 

try for Beaumont Hamel. ......taken Posieres Ridge but losses heavy......Hun concentrations at 

Le Mouquet Farm ...enemy making observations from Courcelette Church Tower’  

He quotes ANZAC Cobbers who fought at Pozieres 

29th July 1916 

And when we got over the top, there was Fritz with his machine guns a-spraying us like flies. 

I saw a man win a V.C. Eight wounded Cobbers he carried back.   

 

For Australians, Pozieres is the most sacred place on earth. The fields (paddocks) 

approaching the Windmill from Gibraltar Bunker is where the Cobbers Fell thicker than 

anywhere else in Australian history. The eventual Australian casualty rate reached 65% by 

the end of the war – the highest in the British Empire. The New Zealand Diggers ended up 

with a casualty rate of 59% with their death rate per capita exceeded only by Scotland. 

 

The original version of the book of Cpl O H Davis’s War Diary is free for you to download 

from the website www.thegreatwardiary.com along with this 250 page free Battlefield 

Guide that mainly journeys around the Somme. Being a writer of 12 books of poetry, novels 

and monographs, in his diary Oswald places you in the seat of his Triumph motorcycle and 

takes you on a unique Remembrance journey around the Somme and Flanders.  

 

Here are some extracts from the book and guide: 

On Carrier Pigeons 

To ensure quick trapping, birds should be kept hungry but not thirsty, released in pairs of the 
same sex, and tossed in clear, suitable weather. The service is taken in grim earnest by the 
Boche, who paints his pigeons, issues a good clip, and ingeniously protects his birds against 
gas. Pigeons are in good odour with us, as they appeal to our sporting instinct. It is exciting 
to get a speedy flight with a good message through storm and fire. In good daylight weather 
the birds will get their messages through quickly with great regularity. Pigeons are rarely 
shot dead while flying. A bird with shrapnel in the breast or a broken beak will gamely try to 
carry its missive home. In bad weather pigeons will beat up to the loft exhausted, rather 
than give in. They are hardy, will recover from exposure to gas, and will mend and carry on 
after a wound. 

http://www.thegreatwardiary.com/
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Altogether, the King has few more devoted and loyal, though unwitting, workers than 
pigeons. 
 

On Despatch Riders – courtesy of Michael Carragher’s San Fairy Ann (Motorcycles and 

British Victory 1914-1918) 

How essential was the DR in the years of wireless “infancy” is best illustrated by the 

consequences of failure. On 24 August 1914 three separate instructions to disengage and 

fall back failed to reach the 1st Cheshires; all but two officers and 200 men, out of a 

complement of 1,000 were killed or captured. Two days later, after Landrecies, one DR, 

detailed to instruct several units to fall back, was unable to locate one of his targets, the 

2nd Munster Fusiliers. The entire battalion was lost. That same day the most of two 

companies of the 2nd Connaught Rangers also were lost at Le Grand Fayt, cut off after 

contact was lost with brigade HQ – “at that juncture nobody knew where anyone else 

was, or what was happening”. If such was the case at brigade and even battalion level, 

imagine the task of the despatch rider, trying to hold entire divisions together? It truly is 

difficult to see how command and control could have been exercised, how the war could 

have been won, without Don R 

 

On The Triumph Motorcycle 

The first successful motorcycle was built in Germany in 1889 when a light steam engine 

was fitted  into a safety bicycle....by 1897 the company were out of business. But one 

Maurice Schulte had brought a demonstrator model to England, where he settled down 

and began to tinker with his baggage....it took Herr Schulte’s Teutonic thoroughness and 

scientific application to make the first reliable, everyman motorcycle. In the ironic way of 

war, Herr Schulte’s Triumph was soon to play a critical part in defeating his homeland 

Reich 

On Australian Cobbers 

Sgt A Barwick – Flanders 12 May 1916 

Saw an extract from a German paper this morning – not very flattering for they describe 

us as the refuse of humanity, & they reckon we are a band of murderers, robbers in fact, 

everything that is bad, & they conclude by saying it is a crying shame that good & precious 

German blood should be shed fighting the like of us. Old Fritz had better keep his eye on 

the refuse for they have a score or two to settle with him between now and & the grand 

finale. 

 

Sgt A Barwick – Flanders 13 May 1916 
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Last night the Germans hung a board out on their barb wire: “Advance Australia Fair” & in 

brackets “if you can”. They will see us all in good time. 

 

Sgt A Barwick – Pozieres, Somme 23 July 1916  

Well thank God I have been spared to come through another fierce charge safely & with 

scarcely a scratch. I think providence must watch over me, for my luck seems unnatural. We 

reached the firing line at 11 o’clock, & took up our positions & waited for the time to come 

for us to hop over. At last the fateful hour came & A Coy sneaked quietly out & we followed 

them. When we were about 100 yards out our guns opened up the bombardment. It lasted 

exactly 2 minutes on the first trench & we all advanced under cover of it. So good was the 

timing that when we were about 40 yards off their barb wire the guns lifted & A Coy rushed 

the trench supported by C. The instant our guns lifted the German batteries and machine 

guns which had been waiting opened up on us & a torrent of high-explosive shrapnel and 

bullets were let loose. Men fell in all directions, but nothing could stop the boys now their 

blood was up. Into the trench they dashed and bayoneted & shot like fury. The squareheads 

were thunderstruck at the violence of the assault, & hopped out of their trench & ran for 

their life, with the boys after them hot foot. They dropped everything they had; their one 

thought seemed to be to get away from the despised Colonials. Our Battalion got about 60 

prisoners in this trench, & it’s hard to say how many were killed for they were lying all over 

the place. A & B Coys were supposed to stay in this trench but no fear, on they went like a 

pack of hungry dogs, now they had tasted blood. This first trench was about 300 yards 

distant, & on we all swept line after line, but soon all were mixed up together & bunched 

dangerously close. The shell fire was now hellish & the noise deafening, but just to show 

how cool the boys were, why some of them were walking up with rifles at the slope and 

singing “I want to go home”. What do you think of that. Dead men were lying all over the 

place, both ours and Germany’s, & the boys were hunting the Huns, like terriers do rats, 

from the ruins of the village (they were hiding in the old walls and cellars). They quickly 

accounted for all those above ground & I need scarcely say that very few of them were taken 

prisoners – the bayonet was the weapon chiefly used.  

 

On New Zealand Diggers  

New Zealand Official History – Longueval, Somme 15 September 1916 

The eight companies had advanced across open land between shell holes behind a 

ferocious  

artillery barrage that crept ahead of them at the rate of around 50 metres per minute, and 

amidst poison gas. Having reached Crest Trench, 2/Auckland and 2/Otago rushed on 

towards the more formidable Switch Trench 250 yards away. In their eagerness, the 

leading waves of Aucklanders overstepped the supporting barrage of artillery from 

behind, and suffered casualties. Switch Trench was just 40 yards away:  
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“There is shooting and bombing at short range. The line of gleaming bayonets, of staring 

eyes and of set, drawn faces, is waiting for the signal to dash in on this trench, packed 

with Huns. In places the enemy stand shoulder to shoulder. Now the stick grenades are 

coming over in showers, for there are brave men amongst them, who see that if they can 

but stay this attacking line, hold it at bombing range for a few moments, then the 

machine-guns will come into play.”  

 

But with all companies of 2/Auckland and 2/Otago in place: “The wave breaks and floods 

over the Hun line. Many of the enemy died fighting very bravely, many were shot down 

endeavouring to retreat down the hill, some were bayoneted screaming for mercy, but 

none except the wounded escaped. Few prisoners were taken by 2/Auckland.”  

 

An Otago soldier, writing to his family, recorded:  

 

“I jumped into the Hun trench and found that it was so deep that I could not climb out at 

the other side, so I pulled a dead Hun into a sitting position at the side of the trench, stood 

on his shoulders, and managed to climb out. When I think of it now, it seemed a horrible 

thing to do, and I am not quite sure whether he was dead or not, but I did not notice it in 

the excitement of the moment.”  

 

By 6.50 am, just 30 minutes after the attack started, Switch Trench had been taken by the 

eight companies of 2/Auckland and 2/Otago, following a great deal of point blank 

shooting and heavy use of the bayonet - the only prisoners being four German officers. The 

New Zealanders were amazed by the luxury in which the Germans had lived until the 

recent barrages, with the Otago men coming across “hot coffee, wine and good cigars in 

some of the deep dug-outs – all spoils for the victors.”  

 

Ladies & Gentlemen, as mentioned earlier all of this information is free for you to download, 

study and share from the website www.triumphonthewesternfront.com 

 

Finally thank you all for coming and showing your respects and honouring 

those who fought, who died or were harmed for our freedom 
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A college from Northern Ireland then invited me to join their remembrance 

and read Dulce Et Decorum Est: 

 

 The Ulster Memorial Tower  
On the right just before a bend on the D73, just north of Thiepval, you will find the 

Ulster Memorial Tower: 
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 The Stone Plaque reads: 

 

MEMORIAL TO 

 THE 36TH ULSTER 

 DIVISION 

 AND 

 TO OTHER MEN OF 

 ULSTER 

 WHO SERVED IN  

THE GREAT WAR 

 1914-1918 

 

Because of my involvement in the Northern Ireland War (1980-1982), this memorial means 

a lot to me. British Ulster Scots and Irish Ulster Gaels fought side by side against a common 

foe. Some Irish Nationalists fell and never returned, others returned and joined the IRA to 

fight the British in the Irish War of Independence. 

 

Fitting Memorials to the Somme can be found today in Shankill, West Belfast, County 

Antrim, Northern Ireland (UK), Ulster, Island of Ireland: 
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The Shankill honouring the Fallen at Thiepval Street and Passchendaele Court 

 

 

 Delville Wood 

 

 
                                                  Delville Wood to the right of Longueval 
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Left: The South African National Memorial entrance. Right: Memorial Map 

 

 The Memorial Park Poster states: 

 

South African Memorial and Museum 

Delville Wood 
 

Delville Wood is hallowed as the resting place of those South Africans who made the 

supreme sacrifice to preserve freedom. 

 

The Wood is also the grave of thousands of British and German soldiers who died bravely. 

 

 
Delville Wood Cemetery 

 

The CWGC Delville Wood Cemetery Plaque reads: 
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Delville Wood Cemetery 
 

Delville Wood Cemetery was created after the Armistice as a final resting place for men 

killed on the nearby battlefields and originally buried where they fell or in smaller 

cemeteries in the area. The cemetery contains over 5,500 burials of the First World War, or 

which more than 3,500 are unidentified. Most of those buried here died July, August and 

September 1916. 

 

Among the trees planted around the cemetery are South African oaks. The siite was 

designed to form a single architectural scheme with the South African National Memorial, 

sited in the wood opposite, originally created to honour serviceman who served in all 

theatres during the First World War, and since extended to include later conflicts. 

 

The South African Brigade at Delville Wood, July 1916 
 

On 14 July 1916, the 9th (Scottish) Division was assigned the task of capturing the village of 

Longueval and the adjoining wood, key strategic objectives in the offensive on Bazentin 

Ridge, part of the Somme campaign which had begun earlier that month. Despite gaining 

most of their initial objectives, stubborn resistance in the battered village stopped the 

advancing brigades short of the wood. The South African brigade of the 9th Division, which 

had been in reserve, was ordered to take Delville Wood the next day. 

 

The morning of 15 July was misty and overcast. After a short artillery bombardment, three 

battalions of South African soldiers, under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel William 

Tanner, advanced at 6.15 am from the south-western corner of the wood. At the time, the 

wood was a thick mass of oak and birch trees almost a kilometre square, with dense hazel 

thickets underfoot, intersected by open grassy ‘rides’ which the British named after streets 

in London and Scotland. Progress was slow through undergrowth, fallen trees and shell-fire, 

but the brigade eventually took control of the wood, except for the north-western corner 

where the Germans were strongly positioned. Under constant enemy fire, the South Africans 

attempted to dig in and hold their gains. The now formed a salient, and successive counter-

attacks from the north, east and south-east continued into the night. 

 

Over the following days and nights, often in persistent heavy rain, the South Africans faced 

intense bombardment from German batteries. With little cover, snipers and machine gun 

fire were a constant threat. Signal wires were regularly destroyed, hampering 

communications. Artillery observation was made more difficult by the weather, which 

meant the South Africans were sometimes subjected to shelling from their own guns, and 

German counter-attacks often resulted in brutal combat at close-quarters. During the 
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fighting on 17 July, Lt Col Tanner was wounded and command of the men who remained in 

the wood passed to Lt Col Thackery. 

 

On the morning of 18 July, the enemy bombardment intensified, destroying much of what 

remained of the wood. German attacks that afternoon and the following day succeeded in 

pushing back the isolated South Africans. The men still holding their positions had suffered 

terrible casualties and faced dwindling supplies of ammunition, food and water. They were 

finally relieved on the evening of 20 July after six days of continuous fighting. 

 

The South African Brigade went into battle with more than 3,100 officers and men. By 21 

July, it could barely muster 750. This was the first major action fought by the brigade on the 

Western Front, and its most costly engagement of the war. 

 

Delville Wood was fiercely contested over the following weeks, but German forces were 

finally driven out in September 1916. It was largely obliterated but has since been replanted, 

preserving the original ‘rides’ alongside the monument to the fallen. 
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FIFTH OBJECTIVE  
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Fifth Objective 
 

Menin Gate 

Ypres 

Belgium 

 

 
 

The Menin Gate today from the Menin Road 
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Briefing - Ypres 
 

Except for Prisoners of War, the Boche only entered Ypres (Ieper) for one day on 7th October 

1914. They took what they wanted then left. A disastrous mistake as they never took the 

town again. Ypres was vital to the routes to the channel ports and both sides were 

desperate to occupy the town. Ypres became a salient surrounded by hills and ridges from 

which Fritz could look down into the town streets. On one of the most awful days of history 

a dreadful act happened: on 22nd April 1915 the Germans flooded the slopes of Pilckem 

Ridge (just outside Ypres) with chlorine gas. It killed everyone who did not escape. Ypres 

would have been back in Willey’s control had it not been for the fact the Gallant 1st 

Canadian Division clambered out of their trenches to fight the Krauts in the open. They 

realised that chlorine gas was heavy and settled in shell holes and trenches whereas the 

open ground was clear. This battlefield guide centres on the exploits of the ANZACs because 

that was to whom Oswald was attached. Let us not forget our other Colonial heroes and 

brave allies. Ypres was a most dangerous place where the battles left for dead more than 

half of the war’s estimated 9 million dead. At the end of the war, Winston Churchill wanted 

the British government to purchase the ruined town to preserve as a permanent memorial. 

Churchill said “a more sacred place for the British race does not exist in the world”. The 

Somme being the main focus in 2016, Flanders, which includes Messines, Ypres & 

Passchendaele, will become the main focus in 2017. Triumph on the Western Front again 

plans, God willing, to produce another FREE Battlefield Guide to enable you to easily and 

cheaply follow in the motorcycle and staff-car tyre treads of Cpl O H Davis around Flanders, 

and the ANZACs during their advances in the Battles of Messines and Third Ypres 

(Passchendaele). 

 

Cpl O H Davis – War Diary 
At dinner Lieut. Larking came to Lilley and told him to tell me to pack and report to him as 

soon as packed. Larking told me to report at Abeele, Lieut. Bingham for instructions. 

Nothing further. Complete wind up me. The boys of 2nd corps had already said: “Abeele, 

Mont Noir – oh, camping out in the ground on top of a pimple. Abeele is just a village.” 

Sorrow. “Ypres Ramparts touch for you, sir. Flowers will be sent not by request.” 

 

“I know where you come from” said the first Anzac pigeon-wallah that day. “I had depots, 

one at Dickebush, one on the Ramparts. We call them refilling points. There’s a big aviary 

at each place – a sort of cage of wood and wire net, and a couple of men in charge at both 
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places. They take the birds from me and hand them over to the Brigade men, and make it 

officially the refilling place for picking up incoming and outgoing birds.” 

 

At 4.30 got off sweating and perplexed. When I got away from tortuous lanes and 

potholes of hated Somme area, rode hell for leather and was surprised at quality of pave 

roads to Lillers, via Doullens and St. Pol, and thence to Hazebrouck and Steenvoorde as 

given names by Lilley and Charlie White and ors. In the dark near Steenvoorde, rapped at 

door, and got answer in French that I was to turn right at Cassle road at top, which I 

somehow imagined to be like an English main road. Turning here alright at about 8.30 felt 

relieved. In fact first felt relief at Hazebrouck, where I remember dusk began to promise 

over the railway line. I believe it was St Venant first that I crossed railway in light, and 

then at Hazebrouck lit up, or lit up at St. Sylvestre Cappel. 

 

At Steenvoorde began to meet on the Abeele road the stragglers coming back from the 

estaminets. I had put my light out and went along very slowly asking from time to time if 

correct. It seemed long. Got to Abeele at 9.30.Reported to Mr. Bingham, but while waiting 

met Bill Pritchard, who said “Bingham was a shit. Come and sleep with us.” Bingham, 

small, attempted patrician, was kindly worded, showing me the map where to go – Pop. I 

over to Bill. “He’s a shit. Do you mean to say he asks you to report there tonight after 

travelling all that way. B*****ks. Take no notice. Or go and ask him. Tell him Paul’s here. 

You want to see your cousin.” I went over the way to the big school hall in which the signal 

officers were housed, and saw again in the little room canvassed off Mr. Bingham. 

Grudgingly he gave me permission as long as I was away by 6.30 next morn. 

 

Along the tree-lined broad road, with wooden huts across the ditch spots, and detached 

brick farms and houses here and there past various encampments, into Poperinghe, which 

struck me at first entering as showing a plain adult shabbiness. Each side of me the 

straight town road was a line of brick buildings, with varied roof-line and facade. The road 

curved into a huge gaunt square at the left end of which rose a vast fire-brick coloured hall 

– the Town Hall. Two tall church Spires. A bit further and you saw the placard, a small one, 

black letters on white wood, “To Ypres.” – 11km. I went a little way along, and then in my 

greenness actually did not care to go any further not knowing what might lie along there. 

They had told me the signal office was just across the railway level crossing, so retraced 

steps, and at last found a very dingy house, with a fould torn lace curtain across its two 

windows, before which a smoky signal flag sulked. In office, sleepy, they directed me to go 

to hut behind in fields. Down passage between wooden temporary houses, before which a 

foul ditch ran, to green field and hut, where slept in 1 small square hut, 3 yds by 2, 

Seabourne, Davies and Lewis. 

 

Davies took breakfast in an adjoining estaminet, then we set off for Ypres. Along the 

Vlamertinghe Road, tree arcaded, there was normal life, and fields were gold or green, 
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though dust-laden and wearied, and many lines of Flemish houses fronted the road or lay 

back in fields or were seen in the  roads that here and there turned off to the left. But at 

Vlamertinghe, which I first thought was Ypres itself, desolation supervened. On the right a 

white mill used as dressing station. Then some decayed houses, shrapnel-hit, and round 

the corner, houses gutted, and the great drear church in ruins. Curving right, we bent left a 

little, and remembering Smith’s description looked, and as we approached Ypres, true 

enough the fields were green, so different from the Somme battlefield. For now we were 

well in the shelled area. Farms in the fields were sunken as if shrinking to hide in fear, just 

grey panels, and some were like huge wicker-baskets, so riddled with shell. By the railway 

crossing, Goldfish chateau stood up uninjured. “They say that’s a spy’s place” said Davies, 

“It’s always remained un-hit.” He had put his engine into free, explaining we were going 

into Ypres proper, and I was to follow him. Across the road here and there lay bits of 

branches hit down from trees by shell. The road was now empty and inexpressibly drear. 

“A dull day, so there’ll be no balloon up, else on a fine day Fritz can see you in the square 

and you’re not supposed to cross it”. It was like the approach to a plague city. Past the 

huge scarred asylum on the left, we rode over another set of rails, and then I was too busy 

dodging bricks and shell-holes to notice much except that we halted on the edge of a vast 

desolate uninhabited square with tall shattered buildings lying back from it.  

 

“This way,” said Davies, without fear, but losing no time. “He’s been shelling or it wouldn’t 

be empty.” We slid across the square, and down narrow bottle end and came to a thick 

high stretch of embankment with dugouts, fractured trees and smashed buildings atop. 

This was the Ramparts. A gap in it, continuing the road by which we entered, was the 

Menin Gate and the famous Menin Road. Turning right at the Ramparts, we came to a tall 

building on the left, grey, flat, with a pulley gate at top like a grain warehouse. In at a 

sand-bagged gate, we climbed a ladder and emerged on a low dark chamber which went 

backward, arched, exactly like a railway tunnel. A big aviary of wire netting and 

scrounged wood largely filled this vault. Inside the aviary, cleaning it, was a small sturdy 

man of over 50, with black leggings over khaki trousers and a grease-stained cap. He came 

out, his movement brisk, his eyes sparkling. He was introduced to me as Jack Hilton; I was 

the pigeon D.R. taking over. 

 

Plan of Advance (Route) 
 

Zero Hour from the Senlis Communal Cemetery Extension 

Head towards the village then turn left onto D119 

Left onto D938 
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When approaching Doullens carry straight onto D938 Route D’Amiens (Rue 

du Bourg) 

At end turn left onto Rue du Commandement Unique 

At end turn right onto D925 

Left at large roundabout onto D916 

 
Through Frevent 
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At Saint Pol-sur-Ternoise turn right onto D941 

 
After St Pol bear left onto D916 
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Keep following the D916 until near Lillers when turn right onto D943 

Circa 2.5km left onto D916 

 
Saint-Venant 

Go straight over roundabout Just south of Hazebrouck onto Rue d’Aire (Rue 

de l’Eglise) 
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Left onto Place du General de Gaulle 

 

 
At roundabout right onto Boulevard d’Labbe Lemire 

At roundabout left then right onto D916 
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Straight over roundabout near St Sylvestre-Cappel onto D37  

 
D37 becomes D948 (Route de Poperinghe) at Steenvoorde 

Circa 4km left onto N333 
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Through Abele 

Poperinghe 

 
At Poperinghe follow  the N333 
(Note: we will be focusing on Poperinghe during the 2018 Centenary) 
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Right onto Sint-Jorisstraat  

Left onto N308 Ieperstraat 

 
Ypres (Ieper) 



166 
 

 
Straight over roundabout at end of N308 onto Elvedingestraat 

Right at end and go past St Martins Cathedral 

 
Left past the Cloth Hall and go down Neermarkt 

Left down Grote Markt 

Before the Menin Gate right onto Bollingstraat 
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Keep bearing left (Aalmoezeniersstraat-Houten Paard-Buckersstraat) 

Ramparts Cemetery Lille Gate 

 
 Ramparts Cemetery 

Fourth Objective 

Show Ends. Fall Out. 
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Aerial view of Ypres 1917 

 

Cpl O H Davis entered Ypres from the Poperinghe Road to the far bottom left of the above 

picture. He turned right at the corner, which is now St Georges Memorial Church, and rode 
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past St Martin’s Cathedral on the left then the Cloth Hall next to it. Taking a left turn after 

the Cloth Hall he would run across the large open square and go down the road opposite. At 

the Menin Gate crossroads (not so much a gate as two large stone lions which served as the 

entrance/exit and now reside in the Australian War Memorial in Canberra, Australia) Cpl 

Davis turned right until he came to the Lille Gate and Ramparts about ½ kilometre along. 

 

In the picture below which shows Ypres/Ieper today, Cpl Davis would have entered Ypres 

along the N308 (top-left) and continued to the end of the road (top-middle) where he would 

turn right and go past St Martin’s Cathedral then turn left after the Cloth Hall (In Flanders 

Fields Museum) and head towards Menenport (Menin Gate). Just before the Menin Gate he 

would turn right and hug the road closest to the canal until he reached the Lille Gate 

(bottom-middle) where he would drop the pigeons off a few metres further on at Ramparts. 
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Photo of the reconstructed model of Ypres 1917 

 

Cpl O H Davis entered Ypres from the Poperinghe Road to the top just at the centre-right. 

He skedaddled down the road (towards us) and turned right at the corner (to our left) and 

rode past St Michaels Cathedral on his left (our right) then the Cloth Hall next to it. Taking a 

left turn after the Cloth Hall he would run across the large open square (towards us) and go 

down the road where the two vehicles are. At the Menin Gate crossroads (where the front 

vehicle is) Cpl O H Davis turned right (our left) until he came to the Lille Gate and Ramparts 

about 1½ kilometre along. 

 

 

The stone plaque states: 

 

TO THE ARMIES 

OF THE BRITISH EMPIRE 

WHO STOOD HERE 

FROM 1914 TO 1918 

AND TO THOSE OF THEIR DEAD 

WHO HAVE NO KNOWN GRAVE 
 

 
The Menin Gate from Ypres 
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The Memorial to the Missing at the Menin Gate 

 

Every evening at 8.00pm there is a Remembrance 

Service at the Menin Gate. 
 

 
The Lille Gate 
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 Places of Pilgrimage (PoP) 

 

 Ramparts Cemetery  Lille Gate 

 

RAMPARTS CEMETERY, LILLE GATE 

 

 

Location Information 
Ramparts Cemetery lies within the town of Ieper itself, 1 Km south of Ieper Market Square. 
The Rijselstraat connects the Market Square with the Rijselpoort (Lille Gate) and on to 
Armentieres. Prior to passing through the Lille Gate and immediately after the Police 
station, is the right hand turning onto the Kanonweg. The cemetery is located on a pathway 
along the Ramparts, 50 metres along the Kanonweg. 

Historical Information 
From October 1914 to the summer of 1918, Ypres (now Ieper) formed the centre of a salient 
held by Commonwealth (and for a while French) forces. From April 1915, the town was 
bombarded and destroyed more completely than any other town of its size on the western 
front. 
 
The cemetery is by the Lille Gate, on top of the old rampart, over what had been dug-outs. It 
was begun by French troops in November 1914 and used by Commonwealth units at 
intervals from February 1915 to April 1918. 
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The cemetery contains 198 Commonwealth burials of the First World War. The French 
graves have been removed. 
 
The cemetery was designed by Sir Reginald Blomfield. 

British Casualties: 155 

Australian Casualties: 11 

New Zealand Casualties: 14 

Canadian Casualties: 10 

 

 

 
Above the Lille Gate you will find the Ramparts Cemetery in a beautiful setting 
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Original Diggers. 6 of 10 resting places for soldiers of the New Zealand (Maori) Pioneer Battalion. The New 

Zealand (Maori) Pioneer Battalion included 346 Pacific Island soldiers predominately from the Cook Islands 

and Niue who served in Egypt before going to France. 

 

 
Cobbers who will not grow old. Includes soldiers of the First and Second Australian Divisions. 
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SIXTH OBJECTIVE 
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Sixth Objective 
 

“The (Kiwi) Digger” 

Mesen Plaats 

3 Gentstraat 

Messines (Mesen) 

Belgium 

 

 
 

Briefing - Diggers 
Whilst Cpl O H Davis was not attached to the Diggers at the Somme, he certainly rubbed 

shoulders with them. As the ANZAC “pigeon wallah” at Ypres, he most certainly would have 

support the Diggers during the Battles of Messines and Passchendaele.  

 

Messines was the prelude to Passchendaele. Field Marshall Haig’s plan was to start ending 

the war by taking Messines Ridge, Pilkem Ridge, the Geluveld-Passchendaele Plateau, 

Roulers (Roeselare) then the north coast to roll up the U-boat bases.  

 

Messines had to be taken in order to prevent the Germans from viewing the preparations 

for the Battle of Third Ypres (Passchendaele) which was a little to the North.  
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The Messines stunt will jump off from the bottom of New Zealand Street and follow the very 

same route that the Diggers took when they captured and then held onto the town (with 

significant casualties). With Tommies on the left flank, Cobbers on the right, the attack was 

one of the most successful and greatest assaults in New Zealand’s history. With a local 

population remembering our Galant Digger heroes by naming a street after New Zealand 

and placing the Digger Memorial in the prime position of their town, Messines should 

becomes a Place of Pilgrimage for every New Zealander.  

 

 
From The “Belgium Has Not Forgotten” Exhibition in NZ 

Cpl O H Davis – War Diary 
Wednesday 6 June 

At 3.10 the mines on St Eloi and Wytschaete went off, but though it stated in the papers 

that Lloyd George heard them in England, I heard tell of no-one in Pop who heard them. I 

didn’t hear same. Next morning, was ashamed of panic, which had seemed so specious.  

Thursday 7 June  

Early this morning in fine weather, the Battle of Messines and Wytschaete had taken 

place. As I rode over the track from Dickebusch road, all the soldiers that had been lying in 

reserve there had disappeared and the many dugouts in the embankment were empty. In 

their place, along the track came parties of captive Huns in straggling groups of about 

fifty, some wounded. Our accompanying Tommies were smiling broadly. The Huns showed 

a kind of dark sardonic mirth, like men to whom further experience mattered not. They 

were now not haughty like the prisoners who used to come down the road on the Somme, 

scorning our chummy advances. Then our men came for pigeons. They were in good trim 
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and said our men of the 41st had simply walked over, that Fritz was offering watches for 

bread or a tin of bully.  

Monday 11 June 

In afternoon to Corps and saw Mr Underwood. We’d done very well. He said he’d 

recommended Jack Hilton for the Military Medal. I said I was glad and cracked Jack up as 

a brave and cheerful, conscientious veteran. ‘I didn’t intend saying anything, but I’ve 

recommended you too, Davis.’ I was amazed and thrilled. I had not dreamt of this honour, 

and at a time a MM seemed much to me. ‘I’m not a man who expected that kind of thing, 

sir. I’m not one of the fighting sort and it’s very good of you. I appreciate it keenly because 

I never dreamt I should be worth one. It’s something money can’t buy. I’d sooner have it 

almost than anything.’ ‘I consider you’ve earned it – and Hilton. But don’t say anything 

about it at present, and I shouldn’t tell Hilton until it’s put through.’ ‘I won’t, sir.’ Elated 

but suppressedly glad, back to camp.  

 
 

Sunday 1 July  

An extract from Company Orders, dated 29 June 1917:  

X Corps Signal Company RE AWARDS: 

The Officer Commanding has much pleasure in announcing the award of the Military 

Medal to the undermentioned men for devotion to duty during the recent operations of 

June 7 1917 
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148768 8.4. Corporal Davis, O H 

115598 Pnr. A/Corporal Hilton, J 

X Company HQ  

Signal Company Dated 19. 6. 17  

(1st July is my birthday) 

 

The Battle of Messines 

 
View from near the jumping off line towards Messines. The German lines were where the Memorial now 

stands (middle left). Gabion Farm is in the middle-right of the photo.  

 

 

 

Plan of Advance (Route) 
Drive out of the Lille Gate (Rijselpoort) at the roundabout (Shrapnel Corner) 
continue straight through on the N336 (Rijselstraat) for about 3.7 kilometres. 
At the Sint Elooi roundabout take the second exit onto the N365 
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(Armentiersstraat). Follow this road through the village, keep going as it veers 
to the right and continue along this road. Turn right at the second fork onto 
Nieuw-Zealanderstraat. Continue down this road past the New Zealand 
Memorial on your left until you come to the first farm building on your left. 
This is Gabion Farm. Stand with your back to the farm and go up New Zealand 
Street towards the NZ Memorial. Enter the memorial and stand between the 
two German pillboxes on your right in front of the Ngā Tapuwae sign with your 
back to the cenotaph. Look back towards Gabion Farm and follow the map on 
the sign which shows the Digger’s advance:  

 

 

The map of the Digger’s advance reads: 

At 3.10am, on 7th June 1917, the Allies began their well-planned assault. First they 

detonated the numerous mines that their tunnelers had carefully placed along the German 

Line on Messines Ridge. They followed this up with a prolonged artillery bombardment 

before the attack.  

Flanked by Australians and British, the New Zealand troops advanced rapidly across the 

terrain to overrun the German positions. They then pushed forward, capturing the ruins of 

the German-occupied village of Messines, and consolidated their position.   
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There were heavy New Zealand casualties – 3,000 wounded and 700 dead. However, this 

was considered a complete victory for the Allies, and Field Marshall Haig’s most successful 

assault so far. It cemented the New Zealanders’ reputation as a fine fighting division and 

added to their unbroken record of achieving their objectives.  

After this success, the Allies had high hopes for their next move: the assault on 

Passchendaele. 

 

 

The Ngā Tapuwae sign flanked by two German machine gun bunkers (pill 

boxes) which the Diggers captured.  

   

The NZ Memorial and a German Bunker. From this pill-box German machine Guns would have killed advancing 

NZERS from the fields below. 



183 
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THE BATTLE OF MESSINES 

A Digger’s Perspective 
 

Private J. A. Lee of the New Zealand Division, II ANZAC Corps wrote his experiences at 

Messines (and afterwards La Basseville) as a novel and relates the events in the third party. I 

have altered the grammar slightly to help orientate the reader. 

He was awarded the DCM at Messines where the citation states: 

“One notable feat of fearless gallantry was on the part of Private J. A. Lee. He tackled, 

singlehanded, a machinegun near Wychaete road and captured the four gunners. Later, 

when the Taranaki Company was checked by an enemy post, Lee, with two of his comrades, 

worked round behind the enemy and rushed the post, capturing forty men and two machine 

guns…” 

Here are some extracts from his brutal, but frank, account: 

Circa 0100 7th June 1917, Messines, Flanders, Belgium. 

A peculiar soft, moist scream came out of the air, an impact. PHUT! – a soft impact. “Gas!” 

a dozen voices said. The air around started to rain shell possessed of the liquid impact. 

Fritz was drenching the country. The aroma of gas diluted by the fog. No other shell had 

that wobbling scream, none other that soft impact, and there was no doubt about the 

odour. “Gas. Put on helmets.” 

Fighting for air was enough of a task without pressing along with a bloody ton on your 

back. On, On, laboriously on to the trenches which had to be occupied at zero. I thought of 

my basket of pigeons and wondered how they fared. But there was a touch of selfishness 

in my thoughts . Were the birds lying stricken? Should I lighten my load? Dead birds were 

no bloody good. Why should birds be carried while I could hardly fight along myself? 

In front and in the rear were stumbling swinish figures. For the masks on the faces had 

destroyed all the humanity. The figures were bulged with mechanism from head to foot 

and the face no longer remained to recall the human. For the face was blotted out, the 

nose was clipped by a swinish snout, and the eye discs were without feeling. The rubber 

tube that hung from the snout was a trunk. And the shambling man clanked and clinked 

and creaked. The god of war had fashioned men in his own image, swinish snout, 

cuttlefish eye-pieces, bestial trunks, figures that groped and ambled like blinded bears. 
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We arrived at our jumping-off place in the trench and crouched low down. Ten thousand 

guns were quiet because ten thousand were ready to belch. For miles along the front, from 

Plugstreet towards Ypres, men were crouching ready in trench bottom, worried no more 

about yesterdays but appalled by thought of the fury of the day that was coming. Tired 

from lack of sleep, from weight of harness, from nervous strain, all the men sank close to 

the damp earth. For they were not in the ordinary duck walked trench-line but in 

emergency trenches. A tank we had passed came slowly waddling out of the night and 

took up a position on the trench top to the left. The tank made a noise that made the 

whispering of men laughable. “Thank Christ it’s dark. If the Hun saw that tank we’d get 

hell.” 

“An hour to go.” We turned and passed it on 

“Half an hour to go.” We hurried it along. 

“Twenty minutes to go.” The words sped down the trench. 

“Five minutes to go, by Jesus.” It went along the trench that way. 

 

Compassion, humanness, had gone from me as I crouched. I was eager to be up and away, 

driving my bayonet at German breasts. I strained at the leash like a hound of hell. I was 

sure of invulnerability. I saw red morning with red eyes. Upon me sat the spirit of the 

bayonet. By the Almighty I had suddenly become a great soldier.  

 

“One minute to go.” The words were spat along as though from a machine-gun. 

 

0310 7th June 1917, Messines. 

I was flung violently against the side of the trench by the oscillation of the country as a 

dozen mines vomited German earth and men to heaven. From the rear zero came in the 

belch of a thousand guns. 

 

“Up and over!” 

 

Somehow I was out on the trench top with shovel and pigeons and ammunition and life 

itself sitting airily on my shoulders. On, on, on, on the heels of barrage, on the heels of 

hell, on with the jubilation of a surfer riding a big breaker, except that a soldier was part 

of the wave too. On to get at German throats before German barrage came down.  

 

A first wave from a trench that had been fifty paces in advance of his own had captured 

and killed what the barrage and mines had left in the German front line. Up the hill we 

swept. Up the Messines Hill. At the first objective men from another battalion were 

digging in. Advance was retarded for a moment, for men were ahead of schedule and had 

to wait until lifting barrage sent them on again. Every foot of earth had been whipped and 

churned. In a shell-hole I saw Robbie, whom I had not seen for months dying. I only 
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awaited the lifting barrage to get on. Friendship was a meaningless thing with red in my 

eyes. 

 

Miraculously, Germans had survived to resist the onslaught, men had weathered the 

churning barrage, the creeping barrage to face bayonet points as they lifted their heads. 

And although I knew it not, the few who had survived to man the nickel-spitting machine-

guns had taken a heavy toll on my comrades. The barrage lifted and I was away again. 

Forward, forward, forward on the churning earth. Concentration on the barrage made us 

unaware of crackling machine-guns that thinned the advancing men, that kept toppling 

man after man to earth.  

 

On the right a New Zealand company was working through the tumbled heap of masonry 

that had been Messines, running from concrete emplacement to concrete emplacement, 

shooting, bayoneting, bombing, being shot, being bayoneted, being bombed. Men with 

red in their eyes were running at men with fear in their eyes. Men in grey defended, and 

shot and shot and shot until they were overwhelmed, and then died wondering why 

surrender at the bayonet-point had not been accepted. 

 

The barrage lifted and I was away again. I was in front and alone. On my left was a deep 

sag in the advancing line and men were going to earth. Ahead on the left was a strong 

point and Hunnish machine-guns were mowing down men as a swinging scythe mows 

down tall grass. Fanwise, New Zealanders were lying dead, spread-eagled around the 

circle of traversing machine-gun barrels. “What the hell? What the bloody hell?” I yelled 

aloud. I was enraged at this evidence of German stupidity, Hunnish bloody obstinacy. 

Could not the silly swine understand the futility of such resistance? “What are you waiting 

for?” German strong point” someone answered. As I looked three men stood erect at the 

far end of the sag and ran forward. Chug! Chug! Chug! Chug! Chug! Chug! One at a time 

they were cut down, crumpled forward, somersaulted, stilled. “The bloody hell. I’ll fix 

those bastards.” 

 

Straightforward I ran. I heard bullets whine and crack. The cracking only heightened my 

frenzy. I ran and ran and ran. My steps were giant-like, so soon did I cover space. As I 

closed the whining and cracking ceased. I did not know whether the guns had gone out of 

action or whether I had outflanked the extreme angle of their traverse. I ran into a flank 

trench that that led to the rear door of the strong point. Stepping across three wounded 

Germans, I ran around a concrete wall to a door, a deserted door. As I reached the door 

cunning came to the aid of frenzy. With phenomenal speed I reasoned: “ If I go inside with 

a pointing bayonet I’ll get bayoneted. I must be careful.” I threw down my rifle and rushed 

inside with empty hands. There was a swarm of wounded and unwounded men in grey, 

ready to surrender the moment resistance was of no further avail. “Kamerad! Kamerad! 
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Kamerad!” An officer in my regiment came from somewhere, and had joined me in the 

pill-box, and the Germans, completely surrounded, were pleased to obey. 

 

“Dig!” someone said. “Dig for your bloody life.” 

“Is it so urgent?” 

“Fritz will have all this country measured to an inch. Taking the hill was easy. Holding the 

bloody hill, or living on it…..” The speaker left much to inference. 

It seemed I dug for hours but could get no shelter. The loose shell-churned earth fell back 

as fast as it was thrown aside.  

“Dig, boys, dig! Shells are coming!” The voice was prophetic. 

Shells came. 

Zzzzzzzzzzzz – Z! Crash! Overhead. 

A spinning fragment that had the range to a yard smashed the prophet’s cheek. Blood 

sprang from a gash that ran across from mouth to temple.  

“Good-bye boys.” The Lieutenant jumped for the rear with hand uplifted to the agonised 

face. 

Zzzzzzzzzzzz – Z! Crash! 

The shell dug into the ground at his hurrying heels and hurried him on a few yards, where 

he fell down for ever. He lay crumpled and dead. Killed by the shells that came to make 

good his prophecy. 

Spades delved, earth flew, men sweated. A coal-box shrapnel, brilliantly accurate, split in 

the air above, so that all lungs gasped at the black smoke. Someone lost an ear and 

someone sat down to contemplate with a melancholy curiosity a gash of blood that ran 

down his chest.  

“I’m off.” Said the earless soldier. 

But he too found an accelerating shell which pitched him at right angles across the dead 

Lieutenant. The melancholy man with the bloody chest smiled, tried to speak, spat up a 

mouthful of blood, subsided for ever. The German guns, had the land measured to an inch. 

“The soft earth won’t bloody well stand up straight. We can’t get a parapet.” 

Zzzzzzzzzzzz – Z! Crash! 

The speaker lost all concern about parapets, dropped, chopped about in a score of places, 

splashing the crimson. 

“Up with him, boys. He’ll do for a bloody parapet.” A wise survivor bawled.  

They dug and dug and threw the soft earth out over the dripping corpse, but the body 

sagged and the earth fell back. 

“Take him a while to get stiff.” 

 

On the edge of a hole I placed my pigeons. An Australian Artillery observer came running 

overland, paying out a coil of signal wire as he ran. He came from an advanced battery to 

establish a forward observation post. On the way he had lost his comrades. He paused in 

the shell-hole to test his wire, but it had been chopped in a hundred pieces.  
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“Think I’ll stay here a while. Man wants a bit of company.”  

The basket of pigeons came sliding down into the hole after the Australian, and as the 

basket and Australian steadied, a coal-box shrapnel salvo burst above. A piece of flying 

steel cut off the Australian’s leg. As I opened my eyes from detonation I saw a mass of 

tangled flesh and pieces of jutting bone. The heart started to squirt two streams of blood 

up into the air as the Australian writhed. The blood circled over and dropped through the 

wicker in the basket, painting the pigeons carmine. 

“Quick!” 

Speaking and jumping I caught the jagged stump with both hands, applying pressure. 

Someone took a clasp knife and cut the few strands of flesh that held the leg to the body 

away. The bootlace was taken from the useless boot and the leg was thrown into a shell-

hole. Tightly two men tugged at the bootlace until the lace bit deep into the flesh and the 

flow of blood ceased.  

“Think I’ll have to bloody well stay,” the Australian managed to say in his agony. 

“Keep still old man.” 

“Any stretcher-bearers?” 

“Not just now. Carrying someone out.” 

“Will they be back soon?” 

“Yes, I think so.” 

“If they don’t come soon I’m a gonner.” 

“nonsense. You’ve got a ticket for home.” 

Zzzzzzzzzzzz! CRASH 

I couldn’t concentrate on the Australian. The guns wanted more than a leg or two. They 

wanted corpses, piles of corpses. They wanted my life if they could get it. Shells, shells, 

shells rained down and split the sky above. I twitched and I winced and pressed myself 

against the earth and awaited my turn. 

 

Out of the hot sky a shell seemed to scream and strike at my core. I was buffeted by a 

ripping, splitting concussion. I heard the swish of travelling fragments. Cautiously I opened 

my eyes, erected myself and took stock. Four men were dead. One had a dented head, one 

a foaming throat wound and I had been splashed with blood but unharmed. A living 

companion moaned at the pain of a deep arm wound. The Australian had got rid of the 

bootlace and the gusher arteries were giving the pigeons a fresh bath. Somehow I got the 

Australian’s leg tied again, but life had dimmed a little more. 

“Good-bye.” Said the wincing arm casualty. “I’m off.” 

“Congratulations.” 

But as he topped the hole a shell howled fury at him, and dropped him back dead, heavily 

across the Australian. I dragged him away. 

“You poor Aussie bastard.” 

The Aussie smiled feebly at his commiseration. 

“Any bearers?” 
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“Soon now.” 

“I wonder.” 

 

I fell asleep ten thousand times. In some lulls I fell asleep for fractions of a minute. Once I 

opened my eyes I felt refreshed and had a sip of water. There was plenty of water in the 

bottles of dead men. I nibbled a piece of chocolate. The water and chocolate restored my 

faculties slightly. I stood and looked ahead. There was a terrific barrage half a mile away. 

That was why drumfire had slackened around about. I stood beside the Australian, who 

looked at me from a face pale through loss of blood, drawn with suffering. 

“Soon, Aussie.” 

The Australian’s life was dimming. 

“Say, ENZED.” 

“Yes?” 

When my fellows come tell them I missed. Napoo Mademoiselle from Armentieres.” 

A faint grin seemed to conquer pain altogether as he said the words. Then he wriggled 

and rubbed his stump in the mud and died. 

 

 

THE DEFINITION OF MATESHIP 
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The Cobbers had leapfrogged over the Diggers ready to attack the 
German Line. The Cobbers were supposed to attack with the British but 
the British were delayed by two hours. The Germans used this time to 
rush up reinforcements and heavily shelled the Australian positions. Then 
came the German counter-attack. The Cobbers retreated back to the 
Digger’s lines. ENZEDs got out of their trench to help their wounded 
Cobber mates get back to the NZ Line. Then side by side the Diggers and 
Cobbers fended off the German assaults. The picture of a Digger between 
two Cobbers at Messines illustrates this well. This is the Definition of 
Mateship. 

 

 

Map courtesy of NZ History 
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THE BATTLE OF MESSINES 

A Cobber’s Perspective 
Private Edward Lynch was 18 when he departed from Australia for France on 22 August 

1916.  

Here are some extracts from his memoires which were published by Will Davies in the book 

Somme Mud: 

“You Maoris’ll do us!” 

We try to sleep but we are continually being wakened by the gas guard and warnings. 

Snow comes in and says, ‘The mines are to go up soon,’ so I get up to see if I can see the 

explosion. Snow and I get into our boots and we go out and join some men and officers. 

We tramp off a good mile and climb a big hill where we settle down to watch. An officer 

tells us that zero hour has been fixed at 3:10am and that it is nearly three o’clock now. 

‘The cat’s about to jump,’ laughs someone.  

Hardly are the words out of his mouth when, like the slamming of the door of Doom, a 

terrific roar goes up as hundreds of great guns let go right along our front. A dancing glow 

lights the whole countryside and on every side for miles we see darting pin pricks of flame 

as our guns roar into action. Our heavies are into it hard and solid. 

‘Look!’ And there to the north on the crown of the great black dome we know is Messines 

Hill, we see a movement as of an enormous black tin hat slowly rising out of the hill. 

Suddenly the great rising mass is shattered into a black cloud of whirling dust as a huge 

rosette of flame bursts from it and great flames lick, dancing and flickering. High up in the 

sky above the explosion we see a bank of dark clouds turn red from the reflection of the 

terrible burst below. A minute or so later, we get the appalling roar, drowning even our 

guns’ firing, as the sound of nineteen great mines going up bursts upon our ears. The 

ground rumbles, shivers and vibrates under us. The vibration passes on and months of 

mining and tunnelling work has reached its object. The mines have been fired! 

We hear that our 3rd Divvy goes over the top in front of Ploegsteert Wood and attacks 

towards Warneton. The New Zealanders are to take Messines Ridge and village and the 

British 25th Division is on their left, whilst further to the left still the 9th Army Corps is to go 

through Wijtschate. It’s a tremendous stunt. 
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‘This part of the attack will go off all right, but it might be a different tale when our turn 

comes. Fritz will have ten hours to get over this shock and be ready for us when we go 

over.’ 

‘Too right. I know when I’d sooner go over.’ And we’d change places with the N.Z.s now. 

We get our equipment on and platoon after platoon moves off for Stinking Farm around to 

the north of Hill 63. 

We watch the gunlayer on the nearest gun. He sits on his job laying his gun just as fast as 

the men can feed and fire it.  His body jerks to the kicking recall. Blood is streaming from 

his nose and ears but he never lets up – bleeding from concussion. 

Half past eleven comes and the great tanks move towards the big Messines Ridge. In 

artillery formation we move off to climb that great dusty, smoking hill. We go in little 

groups of six or eight, one man behind the other. 

Great sprays of smoky black dust rise everywhere as the big 9.2mm shells fall amongst us, 

searching for the tanks. A tank stops a direct hit, roars up and spins clean round and out of 

action. 

Shells wail straight for us, down on the ground we fling ourselves in an agony of suspense. 

Crash! Bang! And we’re up and rushing on through the dust and smoke. We see a section 

of men get a shell clean amongst them and get tossed like ninepins everywhere. One lone 

man rises and moves on where eight moved only a minute before. 

Dust and smoke cover everything. We can barely see the sections on either hand yet 

somehow they seem still to climb on and so do we. Eyes stinging from gas, dust and 

smoke, our dry throats burning from the biting fumes of the shells, coated with sweat and 

dirt, we climb through this terrible barrage, walking on the crumbling edge of a roaring, 

flashing volcano. 

Fifty times we’re up and down as shells nearly get us. Mad with thirst we move ever on. 

The leading two men of our little section go down hit. We step by them and climb on as 

orders are that no man is to fall out to attend the wounded. Now I’m in the lead and am 

desperately peering through the smoke and dust to keep my distance from the sections on 

either hand. Ahead I watch for the enemy as we are now very close to the brow of the 

Ridge. 

Through the crashing shells I feel a thump on my back and hear Darky’s roar, ‘Snow’s hit!’ 

Another thump. ‘Go on, don’t stop, he’s right.’ And again I lead on and we are out of the 

barrage, through it, and on top of Messines Ridge. On either side, our men still advance in 

perfect formation. Not as many men have been hit as we expected, yet we’ve climbed 

through the fires of Hell. 
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Over dozens of broken, smashed trenches. Dead Fritz are here in their hundreds. We come 

to a mine crater. A huge hole a hundred yards in diameter and thirty yards deep. The 

enemy trenches for nearly a hundred and fifty yards on either side are blotted out, 

completely filled in. Under the explosion they have collapsed, smothering the men 

garrisoning them. 

Dozens and dozens must be buried here to be reported ‘missing, believed killed’. 

Forward across more trenches and smashed dugouts. We’ve yet to cross the trenches that 

the main body of New Zealanders were to take this morning. That is the Black Line and out 

ahead somewhere is the Dotted Line, which the Auckland Regiment should now be holding 

by a series of outposts. Somewhere between those two lines, our own battalion scouts are 

laying the jumping-off tape for our big attack, which we are to launch at ten past one. It is 

now well past twelve so we hurry on.  

Through the crumbled rubble heap of Messines we move. Steel helmets show below us, 

men cheer and we are up to the New Zealanders. Across the trench we jump. We’ve 

topped the Ridge and see below a sweep of beautiful country stretching for miles away 

into the distance. 

Down the slope we move, as Fritz guns open and we’re under another barrage. An odd 

machine-gun barks at us from down the gully in front, but terrific barrage of machine-gun 

bullets enfilades us from half right. The bullets are coming from the direction of Warneton 

in front of the 3rd Division’s position. Thicker and thicker fly the bullets. Men are dropping 

everywhere and we can almost feel them as they whistle past in a never-ending stream of 

death. 

A flurried rush and we’re at our jumping-off tape line, thankfully dropping down to seek 

what little cover we can find and grabbing for our water bottles. We carry two each and 

have orders that no water is to be touched until we are on our objective, but objective or 

no objective, orders or no orders, we must ease the maddening thirst of the past hour or 

so. 

We’re on a long line of white tape. It’s the jumping-off tape of our battalion. Little flags 

showing our battalion colours are stuck into the ground and nearby are the mangled 

bodies of an officer and a corporal, two of the three men who so gallantly laid this tape 

under heavy shellfire. 

Hugging what little cover the ground affords, we lie here as hundreds of machine-gun 

bullets fly overhead or smack into the ground nearby; every bullet searching for us. Back 

behind us, the track we so lately trod is dotted with khaki heaps. Our own mates, dead or 

dying. We see men ever moving amongst the fallen and know the New Zealanders are 

trying to get our wounded men under cover, but many back there are beyond the need for 

cover. 
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Shells are still falling on the other side of the ridge where poor Snow and dozens of others 

are lying wounded, but we can’t go to their help as we jump-off in twenty minutes on our 

attack of half a mile against three strongly held positions.  We can’t spare a man to go 

back to the wounded. We’re thinned out as it is. 

An officer crawls along the position telling us that our attack has been postponed for two 

hours. We’re to advance at 3:10pm, at which time the Tommies will attack on the left of 

Wijtschate. ‘Blast the Tommies!’ we tell him and sink lower into the ground to lie out in 

the open in full view of Fritz for over two hours. Machine-gunned and sniped at from the 

front, enfiladed by machine-guns from the right – how many of us will be alive when those 

two hours are up? But we can do nothing but cower down and wait for a bullet to smack 

into us or a shell to come and blow us sky high. Criminal mismanagement somewhere, but 

what can we do? 

Our platoon is ordered back to the New Zealand position and with a rush we’re in it, losing 

some more men in the movement. Suddenly we see a big Fritz attack out on our left. 

Battalions of grey-clad Fritz are lumbering forward. We line the parapet of the trench and 

side by side with the New Zealanders fire at those advancing men. A few minutes’ rapid 

fire and the enemy attack falters, fails and the survivors are racing back for their trench; 

the counter-attack has been beaten off. 

The men are incensed about the two-hour postponement of our attack this afternoon. 

They know how much easier our job would have been had we gone over when the Fritz 

was disorganised from the mines, the barrage and the N.Z. attack. That two-hour delay 

gave the enemy time to reorganise and rush his reserves up. 

All night long the ridge behind us is subjected to fierce enemy bombardment. Food can’t 

be brought up through it. The wounded can’t be taken back. The phone wires are smashed 

away, severing communication. Officers, runners and signallers trying to work through 

that fierce shelling are wounded or killed. 

Morning dawns and we find that during the night, a communication sap has been dug 

right up to the N.Z. line of trenches through that heavy shelling. Men have fiercely worked 

under that barrage all night and these men are the Maoris of New Zealand. You Maoris’ll 

do us! 

Last night a few of the boys came over to see me and we fought Messines over again. 

They told me that the stunt is in the French and English papers as a great success for the 

British army and I know they feel a bit sore that the British army should get the credit for 

the stunt carried out by the 2nd Anzac Corps. It is generally like that though. Any decent 

thing we pull off goes before the public as a British victory, yet if a couple of our blokes 

helped by a dozen Tommies smash up a boozer, the papers jolly soon pin that on to ‘a 

group of Australian soldiers’. 
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The Passchendaele Diversion 

Warneton & La Basse Ville 
AT THE END OF JULY 1917 THE NEW ZEALAND DIVISION WAS INVOLVED IN BATTLES AT 

WARNETON AND THE CROSSROADS KNOWN AS LA BASSEVILLE, A FEW KILOMNETRES 

SOUTH OF MESSINES. THE MAIN OBJECTIVE OF THESE ATTACKS WAS TO CREATE A DECOY 

FROM THE PREPARATIONS TAKING PLACE NEAR PASSCHENDAELE. THE NEW ZEALANDERS 

SUFFERED SERIOUS CASUALTIES DURING THESE ACTIONS: 

At dusk on 26 July, 3rd Otago created a local feint by digging some short trenches on the 

riverbank opposite Frelinghien and laid out noticeable white tapes as if for a night attack, 

and 3rd Canterbury undertook similar activity a little to the north. They also established two 

genuine posts in Pont Rouge, as did 1st Brigade at La Grande Haie Farm to cover the right 

flank after the capture of La Basse Ville, and to prevent the Germans crossing the river and 

taking them in rear. At 0200 hours on 26 July a company of 2nd Wellington assaulted La 

Basse Ville. One platoon made across the swamps to the ruined Sugar Refinery at the south 

of the village which was captured with ease. A second platoon cleared the village itself after 

overcoming considerable resistance, and two posts were dug to the east, to command the 

river crossings. The third platoon attacked another factory just north of the village proper on 

the Warneton road and took it after a brief encounter. There was now a ring of posts 

around the captured village, linked to the divisional front line to the north. A section only 

was left in each post and the remainder of the company withdrawn to the front line. This 

proved to be a mistake. During the day, the enemy counter-attacked in unexpected strength 

estimated to be 250- strong preceded by a heavy barrage. The men in the northern post 

were forced to withdraw to the railway. The two posts in the village proper, already 

harassed by machine-gun fire from an estaminet on the Warneton road were now obliged 

to give ground. Almost the whole party became casualties. The southernmost post now 

completely in the air was also compelled to withdraw. La Basse Ville was again in enemy 

hands. The recapture of the village was planned for 31 July, together with the clearance of 

the hedge system 500 yards to its north, and the raiding of the enemy’s position between 

the front line and the railway on the extreme left towards the Douve. These operations 

were to coincide with the commencement of Third Ypres. 2nd Wellington, being conversant 

with the ground, was tasked to reoccupy La Basse Ville and clear the hedge system. The raid 

to the north was allocated to 1st Auckland. At 0350hrs a considerable barrage of both 

artillery and machine-guns commenced over the whole 15-mile front. An augmented 

company of 2nd Wellington seized the Sugar Refinery with one platoon. Two more platoons 



196 
 

followed up the main street, one on each side. The fourth platoon made for the northern 

factory. The south part of the village and the two factories fell easily. The fleeing enemy was 

subjected to heavy casualties. Within an hour, consolidation was in progress.  

John Lee Writes: 

Four more German prisoners came out of the rain and over the mud, each pair carrying a 

royal passport to life, a wounded New Zealander, the most precious freight ever borne, for 

no muddied bayonet could be cleaned against ribs that carried a friend to safety. 

“Kamerad! Kamerad!” 

I’d “Kamerad” them if they weren’t so useful. 

MESSINES RIDGE BRITISH CEMETERY

 
The NZ Memorial to the missing.  
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Identified Casualties: 577 

Location Information 
Messines Ridge British Cemetery is located 9.5 Kms south of Ieper town centre on the 
Nieuwkerkestraat, a road leading from the Rijselseweg, N365, which connects Ieper to 
Wijtschate, Mesen and on to Armentieres.  
 
From Ieper town centre the Rijselsestraat runs from the market square, through the Lille Gate 
(Rijselpoort) and directly over the crossroads with the Ieper ring road. The road name then 
changes to the Rijselseweg.  
 
Nieuwkerkestraat is a right hand turning from the N365 in the town of Mesen. The cemetery lies 
250 metres after this right hand turning, on the left hand side of the road. 

Historical Information 
Messines (now Mesen) was considered a strong strategic position, not only from its height above 
the plain below, but from the extensive system of cellars under the convent known as the 
'Institution Royale.' The village was taken from the 1st Cavalry Division by the German 26th 
Division on 31 October-1 November 1914. An attack by French troops on 6 -7 November was 
unsuccessful and it was not until the Battle of Messines on 7 June 1917 that it was retaken by 
the New Zealand Division. On 10-11 April 1918, the village fell into German hands once more 
after a stubborn defence by the South African Brigade, but was retaken for the last time on 28-29 
September 1918.  
 
MESSINES RIDGE BRITISH CEMETERY, which stands on ground that belonged to the 
'Institution Royale' (the Cross of Sacrifice is on the site of the Institution's windmill), was made 
after the Armistice when graves were brought in from the battlefield around Messines and from 
the following small burial grounds:-  
 
BELL FARM CEMETERY, WYTSCHAETE, near the South side of the Messines-Kemmel road, 
where 32 soldiers of the 25th Division were buried in June, 1917.  
BLAUWEPOORTBEEK CEMETERY, WYTSCHAETE, 1.6 kms North-East of Messines, where 
16 Australian and seven United Kingdom soldiers were buried in August-October, 1917.  
BOUSBECQUES EAST GERMAN CEMETERY, on the South side of the village, where four 
soldiers from the United Kingdom were buried by a German Field Hospital in November, 1914.  
BRISTOL CASTLE MILITARY CEMETERY, MESSINES, on the Wulverghem road near 
Wulverghem, where 32 United Kingdom soldiers of the 36th (Ulster) and 14th (Light) Divisions 
were buried in September and October, 1918.  
LUMM FARM CEMETERY, WYTSCHAETE, a little East of the Messines road, where 13 United 
Kingdom and two Australian soldiers were buried in June-September, 1917.  
MIDDLE FARM CEMETERY, WYTSCHAETE, near the Messines road 500 metres North of 
Messines, where 16 Australian, 14 United Kingdom and four New Zealand soldiers were buried 
in July-December, 1917.  
ONRAET FARM CEMETERY, WYTSCHAETE, between Wytschaete and St. Eloi, in which 29 
soldiers of the 36th Division were buried in June-August, 1917.  
QUEENSLAND CEMETERY, WARNETON, on the lower road from Messines to Warneton, 
where 30 Australian soldiers (of whom 23 belonged to the 41st Battalion) and three from the 
United Kingdom were buried in June and July, 1917.  
RIVER DOUVE CEMETERY, MESSINES (also called Snitchel Farm) on the river bank South of 
Messines, containing the graves of 24 Australian and four United Kingdom soldiers who fell in 
June-November, 1917.  
 
The dates of death of those buried here range from October 1914 to October 1918, but the 
majority died in the fighting of 1917.  
 
There are now 1,534 Commonwealth servicemen of the First World War buried or 
commemorated in the cemetery. 957 of the burials are unidentified, but special memorials 
commemorate a number of casualties known or believed to be buried among them, or who were 
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buried in other cemeteries where their graves were destroyed by shell fire.  
 
Within the cemetery stands the MESSINES RIDGE (NEW ZEALAND) MEMORIAL which 
commemorates over 800 soldiers of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force who died in or near 
Messines in 1917 and 1918 and who have no known grave.  
 
This is one of seven memorials in France and Belgium to those New Zealand soldiers who died 
on the Western Front and whose graves are not known. The memorials are all in cemeteries 
chosen as appropriate to the fighting in which the men died.  
 
Both cemetery and memorial were designed by Charles Holden. 

 

British: 297 

Australia: 204 

New Zealand: 67 

 

 
Five Diggers who fell at Messines on 7th June 1917. Their Cobber mates are buried behind them.  

While you’re at Messines you can also visit the following places: 

St Nicolas Church Mesen 
Restored to its pre-war state in 1928, St Nicolas Church is a prominent local 
landmark. 
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Bayernwald 
Bayernwald features 300 metres of restored German trenches and four 
bunkers. 

Pool of Peace 
This crater is where the largest of the 19 mines blown by the British exploded. 

The Irish Peace Tower 
On 7th June 1917 Catholic soldiers of the 16th Irish Division fought alongside 
Protestant soldiers of the 36th Ulster Division. 
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SEVENTH OBJECTIVE 
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Seventh Objective 
 

New Zealend Memorial 

S’Graventafelstraat 

Passendale 

Flanders 

Belgium 
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Briefing – The Third Battle of 

Ypres 
At 3.50am on 31st July the Third Battle of Ypres began. 

 

 

From the exhibition “The Belgians have not forgotten” 
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Cpl O H Davis – War Diary 
Tuesday 31 July 

Went round the bend to the dressing station where I saw a crowd of captured Fritzes 

waiting, captured, exhausted. As I stopped to regard them, a shell dropped near. The Jerries 

ducked, nearly to a man – but the Tommies didn’t. I lit a cigarette to show off, but I didn’t 

stay an instant longer than I needed to complete my swank. 

 

Suddenly there was no-one at the dressing station – even the MP, usually on the corner, had 

deserted his post and gone into dugout. Wheeling left by the old church the road was wet 

from shell splashes bursting in the moat alongside. ‘Shall I go on?’ I said to myself.    But I 

wanted dinner and little is more vexing than to leave a job incomplete just at its point of 

finishing. So on, but in shadow. Debris was everywhere and a new Triumph motor-bike lay 

on its side. 

 

At this I slipped off my bike in a panic and put it on its stand in the middle of the road. This 

seemed an unbusiness-like thing to do, so I ran back and propped it up at the side of the 

road. 

 

The sky was dark. I thought, ‘Fate has spread her nets and all through my own folly in 

persisting, she’s going to cop me this time.’ On the left there were the remains of a brick 

wall – the sole remnants of a house. Two Anzacs were crouching on the other side as 

protection against the splinters. ‘Hello. Where are you going, digger?’ ‘To the dugout by the 

embankment.’ ‘Well, I should bloody well get there slick. He’s been bumping hell into this 

joint.’ I leapt away from them, my pigeon basket on my back, and over the slippy shell-holes 

and rubbish, going awkwardly like a frog. A shell broke near and I smelt the fumes and 

smarted under the brick dust. 

 

Between me and the dugout ran a small stream, deep cut and crossed by a plank. Overhead 

was a rough bridge, carrying the light railway from side to side of the embankment which 

the river divided. 

 

Slipping down to the bridge, I saw, crouching against the embank- ment, two men carrying 

pigeon baskets. They beckoned me to go down to them. ‘Safer in the dugout, I think,’ I 

muttered, and then stuck, jammed in the woodwork buttresses supporting the bridge. My 

basket had caught, so I unstrapped it. The ground shook with    a dull explosion that felt 

rather than sounded near. I expected the bridge to fall in on me at any moment – a rotten 

way to be killed. 

 

For  nearly a minute turf, sand, bricks, rails, wooden logs seemed  to be falling around me 

from some fountain in the air. I waited anxiously. Nothing happened. 
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I ran out, scared and white, but I had left by basket behind and I went back for it and flung it 

and the poor mickies into Mac’s shelter. I remember scraping my way down the narrow 

passage to dugout. No heroism about me – I wanted to get under cover. ‘Come ye,’ said Mac. 

‘How ye’ve got through is a miracle. It’s the closest thing I’ve seen.’ 

 

When I got half way down the steep steps I  paused,  panting.  Below the entrance 

gunners and signalman were sheltering. Still throbbing, I told everyone my tale as if no-

one had ever streaked through shells before. 

 

At first I was absolutely out of breath, then, heatedly, ‘I’ve just been covered with shit – 

wood, rails, turf. I was under the embankment – shell hit it just over me. Scared me to death.’ 

 

I went down and had a look at Mac’s abode. Floors were waterlogged, and in the clay rooms 

where their berths were, water was half a foot deep. Deep sorrow entered my heart in the 

clammy chill half- light. Fancy living and sleeping here, on poor rations (they were often 

short of sugar, tea, bread) with shells – and often gas shells – knocking about day and 

night. They thumped overhead on top of the dugout now, but it was some 20 feet deep in 

the ground. 

 

Mac went out and brought the birds in. After waiting ten minutes I went out quickly to my 

bike. I cast an envious glance at the brand- new Triumph, my fingers itching to scrounge 

the horn, lamp or pump – every DR well knows my feeling – but instead I went to my bike 

and rode away like the devil. 

 

Wednesday 1 August 

As usual, because of our attack, except with Messines, the weather has definitely broken 

on the very day we open our fighting. Today heavy downfall of rain all day. 

 

Pip and I to Voormezeele and back, quick. Mac said, ‘Yon shell that missed you killed a friend 

of ours – Corporal Taylor. They found him after you’d gone. He must have been waiting to 

get away – he’d left me half an hour before you came.’ ‘That must have been him that 

beckoned me to go down to them – they had pigeon baskets – I’d forgotten all about them.’ 

‘The other man was Heseltine – his arm was blown off – a nice lad. A DR and some others in 

the embankment dugout were wounded at the same time. I never did think much to that 

dugout,’ observed Mac with a professional air. 

 

‘I felt sure that shell was coming for me – instead old Taylor got knocked out. I’ll bet he 

never expected it – he’s been up and down the line safely so many times. That’s just how it 

happens, Mac.’ And I went away sorely grieved, for Taylor had been a conscientious pigeon-

man, modest and long-suffering. Of such were the ranks    of the heroes – and Heseltine 

was a bonny, well-built boy, always cheerful, with proud form and aquiline nose and broad 
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face, never grousing, never weary. 
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There were a series of battles culminating in the taking of Passchendaele on 6th November 

1917: 

 

Battle of Pilkem: July 31 – August 2 – British 

Battle of Langemarck: August 16 – 18 = British 

Battle of Menin Road: September 20 – 25: British & Australians 

Battle of Polygon Wood: September 26 – October 3 – British, Australians & New Zealanders 

Battle of Broodseinde: October 4 - British, Australians & New Zealanders 

Battle of Poelcapelle: October 9 - British & Australians 

1st Battle of Passchendaele: October 12 - British, Australians & New Zealanders 

2nd Battle of Passchendaele: October 26 – November 10 – British, Australians & Canadians. 

The battle closed down on 20th November 1917 after forcing the Germans to retreat 8km. 
 



208 
 

 

 



209 
 

 



210 
 

 

 



211 
 

 

 
 



212 
 

New Zealand's ‘blackest day’ at Passchendaele 

12 October 1917 
 

'New Zealand's ‘blackest day’ at Passchendaele', URL: https://nzhistory.govt.nz/new-zealands-blackest-day-at-

passchendaele, (Ministry for Culture and Heritage), 

 

 

German pillbox on the Passchendaele battlefield (Alexander Turnbull Library, 1/2-C-003343-F) 

Ever since 1917, Passchendaele has been a byword for the horror of the Great War. In terms 

of lives lost in a single day, the failed attack on Bellevue Spur on 12 October was probably 

the greatest disaster in New Zealand’s history. 

Eight days earlier, 320 New Zealanders died during the capture of Gravenstafel Spur, one of 

two spurs on the ridge above Passchendaele in Flanders, Belgium. Although this attack was 

successful, it had a tragic aftermath. The British High Command mistakenly concluded that 

the number of German casualties meant enemy resistance was faltering and resolved to make 

another push immediately. 

http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/photograph/34129/passchendaele-offensive-october-1917
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An attack on 9 October by British and Australian troops was to open the way for II ANZAC 

Corps to capture Passchendaele on the 12th. The plan failed. Without proper preparation and 

in the face of strong German resistance, the 9 October attack collapsed with heavy casualties. 

The New Zealanders nevertheless began their advance at 5.25 a.m. on the 12th. The 

preliminary artillery barrage had been largely ineffective because thick mud made it almost 

impossible to bring heavy guns forward, or to stabilise those that were in position. Exposed to 

raking German machine-gun fire from both the front and the flank, and unable to get through 

uncut barbed wire, the New Zealanders were pinned down in shell craters. Orders for another 

push at 3 p.m. were postponed and then cancelled. 

The troops eventually fell back to positions close to their start line. For badly wounded 

soldiers lying in the mud, the aftermath of the battle was a private hell; many died before 

rescuers could reach them. The toll was horrendous: 842 New Zealand soldiers were either 

dead or lying mortally wounded between the lines. 

On 18 October, Canadian troops relieved II ANZAC Corps. In a series of well-prepared but 

costly attacks in atrocious conditions, they finally occupied the ruins of Passchendaele village 

on 6 November. The offensive had long since failed in its strategic purpose and the capture of 

Passchendaele no longer represented any significant gain. 



214 
 

 

From the exhibition “The Belgians have not forgotten” 

 

Plan of Advance (Route) 
With a lot of help from New Zealand History 
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Get to Dochy Farm (Number 1 on the map at the start of this trail) from Ieper 

Drive out of the Lille Gate (Rijselpoort) at the roundabout, take the third exit 
onto the N37. At the next roundabout, continue straight on the N37. At the 
roundabout (Hellfire Corner), take the third exit and stay on the N37. 

Continue to follow the N37 for about 6km to Zonnebeke. At the roundabout, 
take the second exit onto Langemarkstraat. Continue onto Zonnebekestraat 
and park at Dochy Farm cemetery on your left. 

Your stop 

Enter the cemetery, turn right and walk to the corner. Face away from the 
cemetery, looking across the road. 

Get to the trail overview Passchendaele Start Line from Ieper 

Drive out of the Lille Gate (Rijselpoort) on Rijselstraat N336. At the 
roundabout, take the third exit onto the N37. At the next roundabout, continue 
straight on the N37. At the roundabout (Hellfire Corner), take the third exit and 
stay on the N37. 

Continue to follow the N37 for about 6km to Zonnebeke. At the roundabout, 
take the second exit onto Langemarkstraat. Continue onto Zonnebekestraat. 
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Turn right onto Roeselarestraat. Continue along Roeselarestraat, past the 
New Zealand Memorial on the left (Number 2 on the map), onto ‘s 
Graventafelstraat (approximately 2km).  Park in the Cheese Factory (De Oude 
Kaasmakerij) car park (Number 3 on the map). 

Your stop 

Walk to the left corner of the car park, stand in front of the Ngā Tapuwae sign 
facing away from the Cheese Factory/De Oude Kaasmakerij towards 
Passendale. 

 
 

Wolf Farm is Number 4 on the map. It is as far as the New Zealand Division 

got on 12th October 1917.  
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Final Objective 
 

The Tyne Cot Blockhouse 

Tyne Cot Cemetery 

Tynecotstraat 

Flanders 

Belgium 
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THIS WAS THE  

TYNE COT BLOCKHOUSE  

CAPTURED BY THE  

3rd AUSTRALIAN DIVISION 

4th OCTOBER 1917 
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Briefing – The Battle of 

Passchendaele 
Best told by the Belgian Government sponsored “The Belgians have not forgotten” 

exhibition that toured Australia and New Zealand in 2017: 
The Belgians have not 

forgotten……Passchendaele 
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Looking up the Zonnebeke Road towards Passchendaele. Snipers!!!! 
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Cpl O H Davis – War Diary 
Thursday 20 September 

At night I lay thinking of the operations to follow, and I prayed for good weather – but fatalistically 

felt it would be bound to break for the ‘do’. As I pondered thus, raindrops began to patter on the felt 

roof. We had to move our beds to avoid the drips. ‘The very devil’s in the weather,’ I groaned, feeling 

for our men out there. I cussed and agonised. An explosion  – went out – no rain but mushy.  At  five 

it was dark, at six very dull, damp and thick. Bright by seven. I heard two officers speaking as they 

passed to latrine at back of our hut. I wondered how the attack had gone: ‘Have they started?’ ‘Yes, 

and doing fairly well.’ ‘Oh.’ No excitement apparent – both talked casually as if it was the result of a 

football match. ‘They’ve taken the red line and going for the green,’ and the two walked away. 

 

At Shrapnel Corner saw many wounded prisoners in a cage of barbed wire, and our wounded walking 

down line. A few shells left and right, leaving a peculiar metallic quiver and resonance afterwards, like 

the clash of cymbals. New as far as I was concerned. I was slightly nervy at first, but remained dishing 

the birds out as coolly as I could. 

 

Friday 21 September 

Badly head-wounded Fritzes seen being brought down. The stunt   a general success. I believe this 

was the day I saw the two, not one, West  Indians tied to two trees in barbed wire cages, humiliated      

if not tortured. The happy ‘Chinks’ about singing and gay at their work. Their coming into shop at 

corner of Ren-Abeele road, where also Anzacs talking of the terrible times had lately. ‘I don’t want 

no more of this Ypres joint. It was bad enough in 16 but by --- now, pitch dark, the mud, and corpses 

thick as sheep in a storm.’ 

 

Wednesday 26 September 

This morning heard at the signal office dugout where we used to hand in loft messages from 

Bradford and Olding, that all objectives had been gained in our big attack. No news up the lines, but 

later and on Thursday and Friday learnt in office and from papers that Zonnebeke and Polygon  

Wood  were  taken.  Luckily  the  weather is cloudless and gives us a chance, as supremacy in the air, 

which keeps changing sway between us and the Huns about every six months, is now with us. One 

offensive every five days now. We felt no elation, but a sense of steady, slow triumph. 

 

Thursday 4 October 

Our divisions are now 33rd and 39th – or had been for the 26 September battle, but now they were 

7th, 21st and 5th. The traffic nowadays is awful and if you chanced to strike unlucky it might take 

the car an hour or so to get from Shrapnel Corner to Vierstraat. Troops, cars, lorries, guns galore 

and prisoners came down in batches of 500. 

 

Saturday 6 October 

Rose to cold, raw rain. Dread rides twice through slush ankle-deep and mire-like in ponds. Shrapnel 

Corner desolate. Going back passed troops marching patiently up with bent head, waterproof sheets 
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slung flapping around them. The hail pelted down, blinding. The mud was fouling them more and more. 

I would get wedged behind a wagon, car or lorry, or sink into mire with my crankcase foundering on 

the protruding boulders, nearly rupturing myself with  the  jarring.  All the time the belt slipping, so 

wet with water, the engine getting hot and running out of oil. Shells fell near and horses leapt and 

pawed – the sodden misery of the men going to get shot at and endangered until hurt, gassed or killed, 

just because, despite all the many times they’ve been flung in before, they haven’t yet got killed. I wonder 

they stick it. They get no medals or praise, but they are the winners of the war – the men whom I 

honour and bow to in admiration. Bronzed, magnanimous, defiant, and ready to go to death without a 

whine, without a prayer – and treated like dogs, for they are the nobodies. 

 

Monday 15 October 

In all the pressure, we have had battles on 20 and 26 September and 4, 9 and 12 October. 

 

Thursday 18 October 

Rained heavily. At night woke and heard the sinister and   ominous dripping on the roof. Pitied the 

poor fellows out on the front. The roads all deep in paste and could scarcely ride in the filth.  

 

Friday 19 October 

At Shrapnel Corner, sky bronzed and streamers of grey and storm – Fritz shelling wildly. Fumes, fires 

and shrapnel on the ridge before me. As I left dugout, cataract of rain and bitter hail – traffic blocks 

the road absolutely. Wet, wound in and out of horses and shell- hole puddles with lumps sticking up, 

banging crankcase and nearly rupturing as bike canted over. 

 

Saturday 20 October 

Visited Ypres. It was not so knocked about as I had imagined from rumours. Came in at Lille gate 

end – Anzacs sunning themselves    in the open. Quite a bustling place now – an ordinary divisional 

distance behind the line and scarcely none wearing tin hats. Old Jack’s depot still intact, but the roof 

above damaged each side and the base sand-bagged. I climbed up. Life has flowed up into the 

desolate city, desolate no longer, but gay for war. 

 

Saturday 3 November 

At Voormezeele heard a racket and saw running and was told a Hun aeroplane was over,  machine-

gunning all he saw.  Sure enough, as   I got past the big railway siding, he came swooping up from 

the ridge, not above 200 feet up. Archies were clattering at him from every side, but he ignored 

them, unhit. The field and road were suddenly empty. Like the hero in an HG Wells story I found 

myself alone on the field without weapon, chased by the plane. I started to run towards Curry’s loft, 

seeking company, for there was no soul in sight. The plane seemed to intercept me and I wavered – 

wondered why he didn’t machine-gun me. I suppose I wasn’t worth his while and he was dodging 

shrapnel. I darted to a bivouac-shaped dugout in a ditch nearby and lay down, expecting a bomb. 

With phoo and phit, shrapnel bits fell around but nought else. 

 

In evening to ‘Whizzbangs’ – 5th Division concert party, to which my cousin Harold used to belong. 

Anzac crush. 
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Sgt A Barwick – Flanders 
6th October 1917 

According to the boys they had a very easy win as far as the Hun infantry went. They even 

met them coming over in mass formation with full packs up, & from papers captured their 

objective was Dickebusch, nearly 6 miles away. Their time for launching the attack was 10 

mins too late, for the boys were on them, & our wonderful & deadly barrage caught them 

& fairly butchered them. 

As the barrage swept over them they went to turn back but could not get near our wall of 

fire, so they were caught in a nice trap, a deadly barrage behind, & a more deadly foe in 

front, for by this time the Batts had hopped over & were making for them. When the Huns 

saw them coming they were terrified, threw down their rifles & ran towards our chaps, 

hands up & begging for mercy. Some of them even grovelled at their feet, so terror struck 

were they. Only here & there did they make a stand but nothing will stop our lads. 

Their first objective was taken in a few bounds & some of them even ran into our own 

barrage so impatient were they. Over the ridge & through the “pill boxes” they swept, & 

established a line 400 yards down the other side of the slope & thus completed the capture 

of the famous ridges. It was a great & clean victory & adds another bright spot on the 

Australians’ record of successes, so once again the Kaiser’s picked troops had been met & 

soundly beaten by amateurs, or at least that is what they used to call us at one time, but 

how things have changed. 

8th October 

Raining heavily for the last 12 hours. One of the saddest sights on this great battlefield is 

the great number of fine horses that have been killed. There are hundreds of them along 

the corduroy roads. I don’t know how we would get on if it was not for our horses in spite 

of the motors, trains & etc. The latter can only bring things a certain distance & it then 

falls on the horse to plough through the mud, water, shell holes & etc, & they have the 

shells to face for theirs is a dangerous road, but they never seem to flinch, not even when 

they see each other getting blown out. They are much more courageous than a mule. 

Stan was killed on October the 8th, between Zonnebeke & Passchendaele. 

14th October  

You should have seen the tiny parade at church this morning. Easy to see the Battalion has 

been severely handled. It was the smallest parade I have ever seen. 

18th October 
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Rained steadily during the night but the morning broke nice & sunny & it remained good 

all day. 

This morning General Birdwood & Staff inspected the Battalion & the usual “polish” was 

thrown at us. Old Birdie said that we all knew what terrible sufferings & hardships the 

Australians had gone through & all this sort of thing & how nobly & gloriously they had 

fought, never failing in anything they had been asked to do. He finished up by saying, “ 

And now, boys, I know what you have done before you can do again. There’s only one 

more ‘ridge’ to take & we must have a hand in that.” 

This one more ridge is getting a trifle monotonous. There has been this one “ridge” ever 

since we started fighting & it still seems to be there, but still the lads are in as good a spirit 

as ever. 

26th October 

News has just come down of another push. Canadians & Australians took all their 

objectives as usual. 

30th October 

We are moving this morning into safer diggings under the rampart in Ypres. There we 

shall be safe from bombs & shells, at least for a few days before moving up. 

6th November 

There are no Russians behind but men 10 times more deadly to meet & who give little 

quarter. These are the Canadians & they are after the village of Passchendaele this 

morning. 

8th November 

We moved away from Anzac Ridge at 1.30 this afternoon & made off up the duckboard 

track that leads to the remains of the village of Zonnebeke. We passed through the top of 

Remus Wood where poor Stan was killed; the wood is practically torn to pieces in places. 

We had to wade through mud nearly a foot deep, the most mud I have seen since the good 

old Somme days when we practically swam in it. 

Of all the torn & shattered battlefields as ever I have seen the one round here takes first 

place. I have never seen such frightful holes shattered out of land & there are so many of 

these craters; the whole place has been turned over & over many times. It would be hard 

to picture a more dreary & desolate scene, everything blasted & shattered to ribbons. 

9th November 
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A funny thing happened at the dressing station a few days ago. They brought a wounded 

man down & when they cut his clothes off to dress the wound, the Dr nearly fainted, for 

the supposed man was a girl. She had been in one of the Berkshire regiments for nearly a 

year & no one dropped to it. What price her for a game kid. I believe she was sent straight 

on to Blighty & she deserved it & more besides. 

11th November 

When our Coy were going out they come across a poor little Tommy who was stuck in the 

mud nearly up to his armpits, & his mates were standing open mouthed, gaping at him, 

didn’t know what to do. Lew & a few more dug him nearly out with their hands & they had 

to stand up to their knees in mud & water to do it. Even then they had to take their 

equipment to pieces & pass the straps round his body & pull him out by sheer force. When 

they hauled him out he was a sorry-looking object covered with mud from head to foot & 

nearly dead with fright & cold. He lost his respirator & when he saw it was gone he burst 

into tears & said that he would be crimed & punished if he went back to his Batt without 

his respirator, so Lew took pity on him & gave him his own. That’s how the Imperial Army 

treat their men. 

 

THE AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL 

(With Courtesy)   

Battle of Passchendaele (Third Ypres) 

Overview 

After mid-1917, and following mutinies in the over-strained French Army, the British 
Forces had to assume an even greater role in the war on the Western Front. For 
Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, the British commander-in-chief, this provided an 
opportunity to launch an offensive that he had long wanted. Attacking from Ypres in 
Belgium, he planned to drive the Germans from the surrounding dominant ridges and 
even hoped to reach the Belgian coast. Following on the success at Messines in 
June, he unleashed his great attack on 31 July 1917. Fighting went on, often in 
appalling weather and despite crippling losses, until November. Finally, with the 
army stuck in muddy fields churned up by the artillery fire, the bloody offensive came 
to an untidy close. Many would afterwards call this offensive, actually a series of 
battles, after the name of the village that had become the last objective – 
'Passchendaele'. 
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Menin Road and Polygon Wood 

The Australian infantry divisions joined the Third Battle of Ypres which had been 
going on since 31 July when they took part in the battle of Menin Road on 20 
September 1917. Fortunately a change in the weather brought for them better 
fighting conditions. The side-by-side advance of the 1st and 2nd Australian Divisions 
took them up to the splintered remnants of Polygon Wood not far from Zonnebeke. 
The 4th and 5th Divisions then took over and, as part of the wider effort, they 
attacked on 26 September. In both cases the fighting was bloody. German concrete 
pillboxes often blocked the Australians' progress, and many men fell under shell and 
machine-gun fire. However with heavy artillery support the objectives were taken and 
enemy counter-attacks held off. These systematic step-by-step advances, staying 
within range of the supporting artillery, pushed the line forward by a few kilometres, 
but they were made at a heavy cost; in just over a week there were almost 11,000 
Australian casualties. 

It was on the Menin Road that I first noticed the condition (of) our 
men coming back. A couple passed us, going very slow. They were 
white and drawn. C.E.W. Bean. 

http://awm.gov.au/collection/ART03327
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Broodseinde and Passchendaele 

The 1st, 2nd and 3rd Australian Divisions captured Broodseinde Ridge on 4 October 
1917. It was a vital victory. But, then it began to rain. Five days later the 2nd 
Australian Division suffered heavily in a further attack in the mud. Finally, on 12 
October, another attack, involving the 3rd Division assisted by the 4th, was made 
against the village of Passchendaele atop the main ridge. In the face of heavy fire, 
the men fought in the mire while struggling to keep up with their artillery barrages. 
Ground was taken but it could not be held. In wretched conditions, with casualties 
mounting at an appalling rate, the Australians had to fall back. The troops were 
finally exhausted and could do no more; by 15 November they handed over to the 
Canadians. 

I have often thought that many a youngster when he was hit 
out there on the Passchendaele heights … and he knew that 
the end had come – must have thought to himself: "well at 
least they'll remember me in Australia". C.E.W. Bean 
 

WE WILL REMEMBER HIM 

 
WE WILL REMEMBER THEM 

http://awm.gov.au/collection/ART02927


237 
 

 

 
Australian Passchendaele Barrage Map 

Plan of Advance (Route) 
Jump off from the Menin Gate and take the third right along the N8. This is 

the Menin Road. 

Circa 2km you arrive at a large roundabout “Hellfire Corner” 

(This was as far as the Hun got in their Spring Offensive of 1918) 

Go past the Hooge Crater Cemetery which is opposite the Hooge Crater 

Museum. In the grounds to their right is the Hooge Crater, some preserved 

trenches and concrete shelters. 

Turn left at Oude Kortrijstraat. 

Go over the flyover and you will come to Black Watch Corner at Polygon 

Wood. Polygon Wood harbours the 5th Aust Div Memorial, the NZ Memorial, 

the Buttes New British Cemetery and the Polygon Wood Cemetery along with  

a number of concrete structures. 
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From Black Watch Corner take a left along Lotegatstraat. The ANZAC Rest 

Café at the corner of Lange Dreve is well worth a visit. There is a small 

museum upstairs which plays an informative film. 

Continue along Lotegatstraat until you meet Grotemolenstraat where you 

turn right.  

Carry on until you arrive at Berten Pilstraat.  

Turn left until you meet the N332 then take a right for 200 metres before 

turning left down Langmarkstraat. 

After Circa 250 metres you arrive at Schoolweg Road on your left. On your 

right is the Australian Walk along the bed of the old Ypres-Roulers railway. 

Information panels along the walk will tell you what happened here. 

At the end of the walk you will be at the Blue Line final ojective point on 4th 

October 1917. Turn left and make your way towards Tyne Coat Cemetery. 

 You may wish to re-trace your steps back into Zonnebeke where you turn 

left at the N332 (Roeselarestraat) until you reach the crossroads at 

Broodseinde. 

Turn left until you reach Passendale (Passchendaele). 

At the top of the street you come to a church. This is as far as the Australia 

Division got. They discovered no-one else in support so they left, leaving it to 

the Canadians to eventually take the town. 
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TYNE COT CEMETERY 

 
Location Information 
Tyne Cot Cemetery is located 9 Kms north-east of Ieper town centre, on the Tynecotstraat, a 
road leading from the Zonnebeekseweg (N332). 

 
Historical Information 
'Tyne Cot' or 'Tyne Cottage' was the name given by the Northumberland Fusiliers to a barn which 
stood near the level crossing on the Passchendaele-Broodseinde road. The barn, which had 
become the centre of five or six German blockhouses, or pill-boxes, was captured by the 3rd 
Australian Division on 4 October 1917, in the advance on Passchendaele.  
 
One of these pill-boxes was unusually large and was used as an advanced dressing station after 
its capture. From 6 October to the end of March 1918, 343 graves were made, on two sides of it, 
by the 50th (Northumbrian) and 33rd Divisions, and by two Canadian units. The cemetery was in 
German hands again from 13 April to 28 September, when it was finally recaptured, with 
Passchendaele, by the Belgian Army.  
 
TYNE COT CEMETERY was greatly enlarged after the Armistice when remains were brought in 
from the battlefields of Passchendaele and Langemarck, and from a few small burial grounds, 
including the following:  
 
IBERIAN SOUTH CEMETERY and IBERIAN TRENCH CEMETERY, LANGEMARCK, 1,200 
metres North of Frezenberg, close to a farm called by the Army "Iberian". These contained the 
graves of 30 soldiers from the United Kingdom who fell in August-September 1917, and March 
1918.  
KINK CORNER CEMETERY, ZONNEBEKE, on the road to Frezenberg, containing the graves of 
14 soldiers from the United Kingdom, nine from Canada and nine from Australia, who fell in 
September-November 1917.  
LEVI COTTAGE CEMETERY, ZONNEBEKE, near the road to Langemarck, containing the 
graves of ten soldiers from the United Kingdom, eight from Canada and three from Australia, who 
fell in September-November 1917.  
OOSTNIEUWKERKE GERMAN CEMETERY, in the village of Oostnieuwkerke, containing the 
graves of 20 soldiers and 2 airmen from the United Kingdom and two soldiers from Canada who 
fell in 1915-1917.  
PRAET-BOSCH GERMAN CEMETERY, VLADSLOO, in the forest on the road from Kortewilde 
to Leke. Here were buried six officers of the R.F.C. and R.A.F. who fell in 1917-18.  
STADEN GERMAN CEMETERY, on the South-East side of the road to Stadenberg, containing 
the graves of 14 soldiers from the United Kingdom and ten from Canada who fell in 1915-1917.  
WATERLOO FARM CEMETERY, PASSCHENDAELE, 650 metres North-East of 's Gravenstafel, 
containing the graves of ten soldiers from Canada, seven from the United Kingdom and two from 
New Zealand, who fell in 1917-18.  
ZONNEBEKE BRITISH CEMETERY No.2, on the road between Zonnebeke and Broodseinde, in 
which the Germans buried 18 men of the 2nd Buffs and 20 of the 3rd Royal Fusiliers who fell in 
April 1915.  
 
It is now the largest Commonwealth war cemetery in the world in terms of burials. At the 
suggestion of King George V, who visited the cemetery in 1922, the Cross of Sacrifice was 
placed on the original large pill-box. There are three other pill-boxes in the cemetery.  
 
There are now 11,961 Commonwealth servicemen of the First World War buried or 
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commemorated in Tyne Cot Cemetery. 8,373 of the burials are unidentified but there are special 
memorials to more than 80 casualties known or believed to be buried among them. Other special 
memorials commemorate 20 casualties whose graves were destroyed by shell fire. There are 
also 4 German burials, 3 being unidentified.  
 
The cemetery was designed by Sir Herbert Baker.  
 
The TYNE COT MEMORIAL forms the north-eastern boundary of Tyne Cot Cemetery and 
commemorates nearly 35,000 servicemen from the United Kingdom and New Zealand who died 
in the Ypres Salient after 16 August 1917 and whose graves are not known. The memorial 
stands close to the farthest point in Belgium reached by Commonwealth forces in the First World 
War until the final advance to victory.  
 
The memorial was designed by Sir Herbert Baker with sculpture by F V Blundstone. 
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Triumph on the Western Front  

Reviews & Comments 
 

“A wonderful human story that explores the highways and byways of the Western Front” 

- Peter Hart, Imperial War Museum, London 

-  

“Publication of his diary, long after his death, allows Oswald Davis once again to ‘do his bit’, 

this time for the historical record.” 

- Michael Carragher, First World War Historian, Dublin 

 

“Both sides knew the importance of strangling the other’s communications and the role of 

the runners, messengers and despatch riders were amongst the most dangerous of the war” 

- Matt Leonard, Conflict Archaeologist, University of Bristol 

 

“When you happen to read these diaries they are an extraordinary account of what is going 

on. It is a fantastic book it is a fantastic account”  

- Mark Sainsbury, Radio Live 

 

 “Add in his wonderful powers of observation for detail, his ability to adapt to what 

confronted him, his humanitarianism, his humour, wit and turn of phrase (at times acerbic), 

and you have a rollicking good yarn.” 

- Dion Crooks, Editor, RSA Review 

 

“One of the pleasures of reading this diary is its immediacy. The reader shares Davis’s fears, 

pleasures and feelings about his contemporaries. He is clearly a conscientious man and he 

rails against men who are lazy hypocrites and won’t pull their weight. On one occasion he 

fights one of his bete noires who calls him a liar in an informal boxing ring, and although he 

is smaller than his opponent, he gets the better of him”  

- James Colquhoun, Honourable Artillery Company Journal, Spring 2016 

 

“Have just finished reading this wonderful book and if I may add my comments: I thoroughly 

enjoyed the journey – It’s a wonderful story of an ordinary man doing the most courageous 

and extraordinary things”  

- Brian Nicholas 

 

“I would like to pass on my thanks to you and your family for publishing the diary of your 

great uncle Oswald Davis.  I have read his notes with fascination. And so often thought that 

a Peter Jackson type could transfer Oswald’s war years complete with pigeons and motor 

bikes onto the big screen. Have you tried? His views on British commanders were really quite 

distressing given they were playing with other men’s lives so casually. The “Can’t about 
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Khaki” said so much. And of course survival excluding the shocking management was pure 

luck. Our family lost two great uncles in the Messines area. And my grandfather was gassed. 

Thank you again for sharing Oswald’s story”  
- Geoffrey Laurence 

 

Note: Sir Peter Jackson is a New Zealand film director who directed the Lord of the Rings and 

The Hobbit trilogies. Sir Peter has used his filmmaking skills to create the Great War 

Exhibition at the Dominion Museum in Wellington where he brings to life many aspects of 

the First World War: 

 

 
Sir Peter Jackson’s powerful quote for WW1 Remembrance. Photo of advertising poster at Auckland Airport 
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Epilogue 
“Excellent story. Having spent four years dicing with death and living on his wits he clearly 

wanted to ‘stay in’. However his dopey sister got into a complete mess having run up a £700 

overdraft and filled the shop to the brim with goods people did not want. It sort of ended 

mid-sentence and left you wanting to know how life changed for him, but it was a good 

read, a couple of people locally wanted to read it.”  

- Peter Wilby 
 

Wednesday 26 February 1919 

Morning in stockroom going over the heaps of stock with amazement and feelings of insurrection to 

find that stock so high when inflated prices bound to fall so. Thought of all the money we’ve worked 

so hard for, turned into stock that will fall in price instead of in bank. Tried to bottle up wrath and say 

nothing to Ettie, but couldn’t help snarling and being dryly bitter. 

 

Friday 28 February 1919 

Looking at stock, in reality must have been £450 upstairs alone, and £600 in the cellar. Wept 

inwardly at sight of stock, so soon to fall headlong in value. 

 

Sunday 30 March 1919 

…..Heard from Vic Turnpenny that he’d been recommended by Wetham for sergeant in charge of 

pigeons in the Second Army. This made me feel bitter and perturbed, seeing how, after working so 

hard, I’d missed the fruits of my work by leaving army at this time. The job I coveted would have been 

mine, had I remained as I had wished in Germany. Galling this, and it upset me when I read the news.  

(Diary ends.) 

  

A tragic ending to Oswald’s War Diary. His days in the army were the happiest days of his life. In the 

army he was someone, as a civilian a nobody.  It brings the reader down with a bump. I felt his 

sadness and despair. After many years building up Davis Bros Drapery in Coventry Road, Birmingham 

then going off to war only to find out that the person you left in charge had virtually bankrupted it….  

 

Because of this, Oswald had to leave the army early and thus miss out on becoming the Second 

Army Pigeon Sergeant. If that had happened then we might well have seen Oswald build upon the 

romance that had been budding with Adrienne from the Saint Martin estaminet. Maybe a future in 

France with children. Who knows? It was not to be. Oswald remained a bachelor for his whole life 

which enabled him to motorcycle around every European country except Russia. He did this well into 

his 60’s. He ended up writing twelve books. Six books of poetry, four novels and two monographs. 

His younger brother, Wilfrid, looked after the shop until circa 1930 when he moved down to 

Croydon to become a sanitary inspector. 

  

Oswald died when aged 79 in 1962. He had asked for his war diary not to be published until his 

death. You can see why. He writes candidly about his family and calls the bad people bad and the 

good people good. Names too many names! 
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My father and 3 uncles tried to get it published in the 60’s but the Imperial War Museum had run 

out of funding and Oswald’s publishers were only interested in WW2. I suppose grainy B&W could 

not compete with big budget Hollywood glam and colour that the WW2 flicks were offering to an 

eager public with recent memories of the war. 

  

The mantle fell to me, and I picked up the baton in 2005 when I managed to get my hands on a copy 

of the diary. So it has taken 55 years for my family to get them published. It has taken over 100 years 

for his banned/censored article “Cant About Khaki” to be published. I guess that being a poet it has 

overtones of Sassoon, Graves and Owen 

 

Inspired by Oswald 

 

Oswald is an inspiring character. He is a decent chap and one you could trust. When you 

read his War Diary you get to know him pretty well. Michael Carragher wrote that Oswald 

was not the kind of chum you would pick to go for a night on the town, but he was certainly 

a man you could trust with your closest secrets.  

 

But inspiration comes in manifold ways. Inspired by Oswald’s observation and depiction of 

Victoria Station, my daughter wrote an insightful piece. I hope many others will likewise be 

inspired. 
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Victoria 
A thin film of deception covered one’s eyes; 

Erect in all its glory, a work of art – many marvelled at the sight of its imposing 

importance. A divine figure of royalty, majestic to all, glamorous in each shadow and 

suggestion. Boastful, but respected. Still, but moving. Worth silver, but paid in gold – a 

common fool’s belief. 

 

Seen with stunning symmetry, perfect alignment in its posture. A beautiful model. 

Strutting its detail, its thick-bodied structure and all its solid pillars and bricks. Its face 

remained upturned toward the sky, always; ignorant in admiration. People gazed at it, 

ever-praising, ever-appreciative of the ever-answered question it portrays. Twirls 

embellished into its marble-hard skin. Frolicking architecture draws all attention to its 

face. Rigid arms encourage all to hasten, to go on through. Individual in its beauty. 

 

Nestled between Palace and Parliament, London’s pride. 

 

A beast.  

 

Beneath the veneer hid a dark secret. To the perceptive eye a fraud was revealed. Few 

though, saw past the film of deception. A whitewashed tomb full of dead men’s bones. 

 

Terrifyingly captivating in its camouflage of lion dressed as a unicorn. Everything – its’ 

sight, feel, and reputation all designed to delude the unsuspecting. Even its name – 

‘Victoria’ was an innocent façade, inspiring royal duty and sacrifice for King and 

Country. 

 

Letting out a mighty roar, the lion pounced on the oblivious victims. Mere morsels 

thrown by its Royal Masters, championing their servant hordes relentless march to 

oblivion. 

 

Seemingly a thousand eyes, each arranged in order, stared out towards the bustling of 

human life. 

All people, short and stout, tall and thin rushed in different directions, driven by duty. 

Families clambered about, making their way bravely into the cavernous jaws of the 

beast. Young men in spanking new uniforms marched inward. Children cried and wailed 

when entering the mouth – fearing the dark. Razor teeth protrude from the mouth, 

snagging at peoples’ clothing and flesh. The beast bellowed, barely interrupting the 

families in their sorrowful cluster. Posters and pictures plastered the inner cheeks, 

depicting an exciting, heroic experience; War! Words shot out towards each person; 

‘Join!’, ‘Duty!’, ‘You!’, ‘Now!’ Banners portrayed honourable soldiers parading, protecting 

– having a blast of a time! An explosion of glory! 
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Did these young men know what was truly beyond this rumbling monster which they so 

leisurely strolled through? 

 

From the hectic commotion of life, from the busy workers in stone buildings, from the 

eerie morning mist and smog, from the safety of their families, from the comfort of 

their beds to a distant land of cold, wet, misery. 

 

Unknowing of the thousands of souls which had willingly passed through the same 

mouth, they stood wonder-struck just as naïve. Unknowing of the thousands of souls 

that had lain in a muddy field at the dead of night. Unknowing of how they wept for 

home. Unknowing of the fear which eroded their mind.  Unknowing of the gruesome 

slaughter occurring at that moment. Unknowing of the death that awaited them. 

 

Kissing tenderly their young children – too young to understand that Daddy was going to 

die. Kissing passionately their heartache-filled wife, they said ‘goodbye’ to civilisation as 

they knew it. 

 

Boarding that train, their fate was sealed; another pawn in a game too big to control. 

 

As brakes released in a groan, and the heavy smell of oil filled their nostrils, a 

screeching monster set off on a one-way journey. Down, down the monstrous throat 

they plummeted all the way to the stomach’s pit. In acid fire from the Somme to 

Flanders they were digested. Some excreted as muck into the brown mud of the 

battlefields to remain, others vomited back to Victoria where they began. The dead, the 

lame, the insane and the scarred. Life will never again be the same for Victoria’s scraps.  

Palace and Parliament turned their faces away. 

 

The lion watches unmoved by the sniffles, sobs and wails of broken families.  

 

Past the empty railway line, through the now colourless swamp of passengers, past the 

once enticing stores, back out through the jaws and in to an unrecognisably lonely world 

did the pale-faced, broken families drag themselves. 

 

As they left, the giant, prowling lion hovered taller than ever, exultant and triumphant at 

its catch. But nothing can satisfy this malicious beast. For years it craves fleshly fodder, 

eagerly pursuing and consuming the innocent. Like a giant leech, sucking the life blood 

from the country. 

 

Victoria Station was what it was; 

 

“A vast chamber of doom with the nation going to its death” (Cpl O H Davis MM R.E. 11 

December 1917 - Triumph on the Western Front). 

- Written by Sarah Holdway-Davis (aged 16) 
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Recommended Reading 
Triumph on the Western Front: Diary of a Despatch Rider with the ANZACs 1915-1919 by 

Oswald Harcourt Davis. ISBN: 978-0-473-31463-7 

San Fairy Ann: Motorcycles and British Victory 1914-1918 by Michael Carragher. ISBN: 978-
1-908487-38-4 

 

ANZACs on the Western Front: The Australian War Memorial Battlefield Guide by Peter 

Pederson with Chris Roberts. ISBN: 9781742169811 

The Western Front: A Guide to New Zealand Battlefields and Memorials by Ian McGibbon. 

ISBN: 978-0-143-57201-5 

ANZAC: The Story of the ANZAC Soldier by John Vader. SBN: 450 00672 7 (New English 

Library)  

 

Despatch Rider on the Western Front 1915-1918: The Diary of Sergeant Albert Simkin MM by 

Albert Simkin. ISBN: 978 1 47382 740 0 

 

In Great Spirits: The WW1 Diary of Archie Barwick – From Gallipoli to the Western Front and 

Home Again by Archie Barwick ISBN: 978 0 7322 9718 3 

 

Storm of Steel by Ernst Junger. ISBN: 9780143571841 

 

Civilian Into Soldier by John A. Lee 

 

Somme Mud by E. P. F. Lynch ISBN: 978 1 74166 894 0 
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Philip Holdway-Davis 
Compiler & Editor 

A novice amateur WW1 historian and General Insurance Consultant. A Crystal Palace & 

Fullers Ale supporter  

 

As a great-nephew of Oswald H. Davis, I naturally am passionate about his Great War Diary 

and other works. After all, I grew up with the knowledge of Oswald’s War Diary which both 

my parents held in high honour. Oswald is certainly the family hero. But they did not have a 

copy of the War Diary. I only managed to get a copy of it in 2005.  

 

When I finally got around to reading it what struck me first was the fact the parade ground 

commands, drill, army way of life and banter has not changed much since Oswald joined in 

1916 and I joined in 1978. Oswald could have borrowed a 70’s British Army uniform and 

joined my troop on parade and I could have done vice versa. We would have blended in and 

got away with it. Oswald would have been sent immediately to the sick bay for a dental 

check and I would have to run around the parade ground 5 times with a rifle above my head 

to lose some weight.  

 

The second thing that struck me was the amazing co-incidences. I have served in three 

Regiments: The Honourable Artillery Company (HAC), the Royal Engineers and the Royal 

Green Jackets (Sharp’s Rifles fame). Apart from sharing in the biting straps of a 55lb British 

Army Bergen whilst training for the HAC’s 30 mile version of Long Drag in the Brecon 

Beacons, which Cpl O H Davis also suffered from through swinging pigeon baskets 

containing up to 32 pigeons, “the load pulling and swaying at the straps used to cut into 

my shoulders so painfully”, it was in the Royal Engineers where most of the similarities lie: 

 

 Oswald left his work and joined as a volunteer to fight the menacing German Imperial Army 

– I left my work and joined as a volunteer to fight the menacing Irish Republican Army 

 Oswald was on active service in the Great War for three years 1916-1918 – I was on active 

service in the Northern Ireland War for three years 1980-1982 

 After the war, Oswald returned to his old job –  after my Northern Ireland time was up, I 

returned to my old job 

 Oswald joined the ranks – me too 

 Oswald joined the Royal Engineers – I had no knowledge of this when I joined.  Oswald and I 

are “Ubique Sapper” pals 

 Oswald was a R.E. Pigeon Despatch Rider Specialist– I was a R.E. Search Team Specialist 

 Oswald was nearly killed on the Western Front – I was nearly killed on the Somme (car 

crash) and right on top of the 102nd Tyneside Scottish front line trench. I could have died 

where some of them fell on the opening day of the Battle of the Somme 1st July 1916 –I was 

born on 1st July (such a meaningful date and another co-incidence).  
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 Oswald was attached to the ANZACs –  I emigrated to New Zealand 26 years ago and all my 

children now live and work in Australia/Britain. 

 Oswald is second from the right in this photo of five with bikes and pigeon baskets: 

 

 

 
 

 I am second from the right in this photo of five with Pigs (Armoured Cars) and ¾ ton IRA 

Bomb: 

 

 
 

You can see why I believe this WW1 War Remembrance Effort is meant to be. 

 

“Chin Chin All The Best” 

 

 

Philip Holdway-Davis (Great-Nephew). 
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The 2018 Centenary Battlefield Circuit 

6-10 August 2018 
 

Put this date in your diary if you wish to join me and others on this FREE 

battlefield Tour and Circuit. 

 

This Centenary completes Oswald’s circuit which starts and finishes in Calais 

and tours through the Somme and Flanders. 

 

The proposed itinerary is: 

 

Monday 6th August 2018  

Jump off from Calais and advance on the five Somme Objectives.  

 

Tuesday 7th August 2018 

Somme Battlefield tours with me or in your own time 

 

Wednesday 8th August 2018 

Advance to Poperinghe. 1400 Objective at Talbot House. Hopefully will be 

allowed to show Charlie Chaplin films in the debating room all afternoon (will 

ask their permission when I visit in July 2017) – ideally the very same films 

that Oswald saw. As Oswald mentions the Charlie Chaplin craze and soldiers 

sporting Charlie Chaplin moustaches and doing impersonations of him, you 

(men, women and children) are invited to sport a Charlie Chaplin moustache. 

I will be wearing mine!  

 

Thursday 9th August 2018 

Hop the bags from Pop to the other four Flanders Objectives. 

 

Friday 10th August 2018  

Flanders Battlefield tours with me or in your own time. 


