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I welcome this new edition of the Australian War Memorial’s guide to the Anzac 

battlefields on the old Western Front. It sets out the many interpretive enhancements 

created on the battlefields to commemorate the centenary of the First World War and 

the changes inevitably wrought by progress since the first edition appeared in 2011. 

At the same time, it retains the elements that made the earlier edition so successful. 

Fittingly for a publication with ‘Anzac’ in its title, Australians and New Zealanders 

receive equal attention in this guidebook. Their battles are explored in numerous 

drives and walks, designed as much for the casual visitor as the military historian and 

heavily illustrated by easily followed maps, modern and period photographs, and 

artworks. Though brief essays on key personalities and military developments lend 

context and all relevant cemeteries and places of interest are described, the emphasis 

is on what actually took place. The aim is to put you on the scene of the action.

What happens next is up to you. As Dr Peter Pedersen emphatically points out, you 

should call on your imagination to visualise the scene as it was. It’s not hard. Feeling 

that I owed it to the men who fought on them, I often let my imagination take over 

during my many visits to the battlefields as Australia’s Ambassador to Belgium, 

Luxembourg, the European Union and NATO between 2006 and 2012. The reward 

was an appreciation of the enormity of what those men endured and achieved. Put 

your imagination to work and you’ll feel the same way.

The two and a half years that their soldiers spent on the Western Front remains 

arguably the worst ordeal that Australia and New Zealand have undergone. On the 

Memorial’s Roll of Honour, the 46,000 Australians who died on the Western Front 

easily outnumber the dead from all our other wars combined. Most of New Zealand’s 

17,000 fallen died on the Western Front too. Yet there is no denying that the war was 

won there. Australian and New Zealand soldiers played a leading role in that 

outcome. 

If you let it, this new edition of the Memorial’s guidebook will bring the Australian 

and New Zealand experience on the Western Front alive. You’ll then more easily 

understand why we emerged from the Western Front having earned the admiration 

of the world, and with a greater confidence in ourselves and a deeper awareness of 

what it means to be an Australian or a New Zealander.

Those who contributed to the guidebook — and there were many of you — should 

be proud of the result. The commitment of the Australian Department of Veterans’ 

Affairs and our publisher, Wiley, deserve special acknowledgement. They needed no 

convincing of the need for a new edition and did everything possible to bring it to 

fruition. The team here at the War Memorial were also tireless in making it happen.

All of you have my thanks. The Australians and New Zealanders who visit the 

battlefields thank you too.

The Hon Dr Brendan Nelson AO
Director, Australian War Memorial

Canberra, 2017 
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During the writing of the first edition of this guidebook in 2009/10, the Australian 

Department of Veterans’ Affairs was planning a trail that would link the sites of  

the major Australian battlefields on the Western Front. Called the Australian 

Remembrance Trail (ART), it was to be completed over the First World War centenary 

period, 2014 to 2018. The first edition could do nothing more than foreshadow its 

creation. Now the ART is well-established and New Zealand’s Ministry of Culture and 

Heritage has set up Ngā Tapuwae Western Front, trails that embrace the main New 

Zealand battlefields. Downloadable apps enhance the interpretation on both the ART 

and Ngā Tapuwae. An updated edition of the guidebook that includes these 

enhancements became necessary.

User experience and the changes that have occurred on the battlefields since 2010 

reinforced the need. There are now more windmill farms. Houses – and housing 

estates – have sprung up where there were none before. Tracks have been ploughed 

over and become part of fields. New roundabouts and one-way streets have altered 

traffic flows. Copses have been cut down. Tree and vegetation growth have made 

some reference points harder to spot. The commercial premises that marked some 

sites have gone. Additional outbuildings have altered the look of some farms. Progress 

makes such developments inevitable. Continuing research has resulted in new 

information that requires occasional modification of the old. That’s progress too. 

Though it is well and truly reflected in this update, the march of progress has 

– thankfully – not compelled any significant adjustments to the battlefield drives and 

walks. Except for some minor changes to Bois Grenier, Fromelles and Villers-Bretonneux, 

they remain unchanged. True, some things you are looking at might not be as obvious 

as they once were, but this is easily remedied by heeding the advice given in the first 

edition and repeated here: PUT YOUR IMAGINATION TO WORK! But you’ll do that 

anyway. It’s the key to understanding what happened on the battlefields and, 

therefore, to making a visit to them a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

Peter Pedersen

Canberra 2017
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Many people contributed to this book. 

Brigadier Chris Roberts AM, CSC (Retd) stood head and shoulders above all of them. 

Chris served with the SAS in Vietnam and has always been keenly interested in 

military history. His book on the ANZAC landing has become the standard work. I 

know Chris from our army days together and was delighted when he volunteered to 

help with the project as a researcher. From the outset he was infinitely more than 

that. He plotted the data gleaned for each battle on the relevant map and then drew 

up a detailed framework for the drive or walk that was invaluable for me. His 

comments, as a soldier who has led in battle and also held senior command, on 

tactics and terrain during our visits to the battlefields were immensely helpful. Chris 

also undertook the myriad ancillary tasks, some unforeseen, that arose during the 

project’s course. Mate, without your enthusiastic help, I’d have laboured to get the 

book done. I dedicate it to you with ‘the deepest of gratitude and respect’.

The staff of the Australian War Memorial took the project to their hearts. Major-

General Steve Gower AO, AO (Mil), the Memorial’s Director, gave me every 

encouragement and support. So did Nola Anderson, Head of National Collections 

Branch, and Helen Withnell, Head of Public Programs Branch. Marylou Pooley, Head of 

Communications and Marketing, who had the idea for the project, was a tower of 

strength throughout. My colleagues in the Research Centre and the Military History 

Section shouldered extra duties so that I could concentrate on my writing. I must 

mention Craig Tibbits, Senior Curator of Official and Private Records, in this context. 

Craig did a superb job while filling in for me as Head of the Research Centre towards 

the end of the project, which gave me a clear run to the last full stop. Janda Gooding, 

Head of Photographs, Sound and Film, Hans Reppin, Manager, Multi-Media, and Bob 

McKendry, Image Interpreter in Multi-Media ensured that the illustrations were of the 

highest quality possible. Anne Bennie, Head of Retail and Online Sales, handled the 

considerable administrative dimensions of the project.  

The maps reflect Keith Mitchell’s cartographic skill. Less obviously, they also reflect 

his forbearance and good humour in accommodating the frequent changes needed 

to get them exactly right. 

On the battlefields, Martial Delabarre in Fromelles, Jean Letaille in Bullecourt, 

Claude and Collette Durand in Hendecourt, Philippe Gorczynski in Cambrai, Charlotte 

Cardoen-Descamps in Poelcapelle, and Johan Vanderwalle at Polygon Wood were 

unstinting in their advice, assistance and hospitality. Closer to home, Dolores Ho, 

Archivist at the Kippenberger Military Archive in the New Zealand Army Museum at 

Waiouru, and, in Wellington, the staff of both the National Library of New Zealand/

Alexander Turnbull Library and Archives New Zealand exemplified the ANZAC bond 

by handling every request for information promptly and efficiently.   

To one and all, a heartfelt thanks. 
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I would like to thank the many users of the first edition of this guidebook whom I 

have met on the old Western Front and back in Australia. Your compliments are 

deeply appreciated and made the work that went into the guidebook worthwhile. 

They were also the inspiration for this update, which seeks, like its predecessor, to 

encourage visits to the battlefields and ensure that the experience remains rich. 

Major General David Chalmers AO, CSC, First Assistant Secretary, Commemorations 

and War Graves at the Australian Department of Veterans’ Affairs, Ian Fletcher, the 

department’s Director of Overseas Projects, and Dr Brendan Nelson AO, Director of the 

Australian War Memorial, fully realised the need for a new edition of the guidebook 

and their generous support ensured that I had the means to complete it. In France, 

Wade Bartlett and Caroline Kempeneer took time off from working on Australian 

commemorative projects to take me around the battlefields so that I could revalidate 

each walk and drive. The frequent backtracking and rechecking involved proved that 

they had inexhaustible reserves of humour and patience. Wade’s astute user 

comments along the way were especially helpful. He also took many of the new 

photographs. John Wiley and Sons Australia, publishers of the first edition, leapt at the 

chance to do the second one. The enthusiasm of Ingrid Bond, Senior Editor, and her 

team was heart-warming.

Without your help, this second edition would not have seen the light of day. All 

those who want to know more about these great campaigns and the immortal 

legacy left by the Australians and New Zealanders who fought in them are in your 

debt.



Congratulations on buying this guide. You 

may have done so out of an interest in 

the Australian and New Zealand role 

on the Western Front. You may have 

wanted to follow in the footsteps of a 

forebear or see where he fell and where 

he rests. Each of these reasons is an 

acknowledgement of what Australia and 

New Zealand did on the Western Front. It 

was the decisive theatre of the First World 

War and both nations made their greatest 

contribution to victory there. Gallipoli was 

a sideshow, though it helped to establish 

the Australian and New Zealand national 

identities and enriched the English 

language with the word ANZAC. But for 

Australians and New Zealanders a certain 

romance attaches to Gallipoli, with its 

idealised images of bronzed men 

storming ashore at ANZAC Cove and 

clinging to cliff-top positions. The Western 

Front, on the other hand, evokes only 

images of appalling slaughter for a few 

acres of mud. It cost Australia and New 

Zealand more casualties than all of the 

conflicts they have fought since put 

together. Not surprisingly, then, the 

Western Front has always stood in 

Gallipoli’s shadow. You are helping to 

bring it out into the sunlight. 

Walks and drives 
Australians and New Zealanders often 

forget that the term ‘ANZAC’ refers to 

both of them and not to just one or the 

other. As the title of this guide contains 

the term, the pages that follow lay out 

detailed instructions on walking or 

driving the major battlefields on which 

the Australians AND the New Zealanders 

fought on the Western Front. The battles 

are covered more or less in the order in 

which they occurred from 1916 to 1918. 

This format allows them to be fitted 

clearly within the context of the war, 

which, in turn, makes for an easier 

understanding of how the war played out, 

the important tactical milestones passed 

along the way and how the Australian 

Imperial Force (AIF) and the New Zealand 

Expeditionary Force (NZEF) evolved to 

meet the war’s changing demands. 

Unfortunately, the chronological order 

doesn’t match the geographical one. 

The AIF and NZEF areas of operation 

stretched 150 km from the Belgian coast 

at Nieuport to the Hindenburg Line near 

St Quentin in France. In 1916 the AIF and 

NZEF started off in French Flanders in the 

north before moving south to the Somme 

River. In 1917 most of their major battles 

were in the north again, around Ypres in 

Belgian Flanders. In 1918 they headed 

back to the Somme and then advanced 

eastwards. Following the battles in 

chronological order would necessitate 

duplication in the geographical order; 

following the geographical order would 

reduce the chronological one to 

incomprehensible nonsense. 

By grouping the battlefields into four 

operational sectors, though, and 

travelling to and within these sectors in a 

prescribed sequence, the chronological 

order can be approximated. The 

Australian War Memorial successfully 

used a similar structure in its battlefield 

tours for many years. Simply start from 

Ypres in Belgian Flanders in the north, 

continue south to the Somme and then 

travel east to the Hindenburg Line. To 

reach Ypres from Calais, head east from 

the ferry terminal on the A16-E40 

autoroute and then swing onto the N8 as 
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chapter includes information on nearby 

places of interest, perhaps text boxes on 

relevant personalities and issues, and, 

where relevant, the locations of the 

bas-relief commemorative plaques hand 

sculpted by Melbourne periodontist 

Dr Ross J. Bastiaan. These can now be 

found on virtually every battlefield on 

which Australians have fought. Local 

cemeteries pertinent to Australians and 

New Zealanders are also covered. There 

is a tendency nowadays in both 

guidebooks and on battlefield tours to 

‘do’ the battlefields by going from 

cemetery to cemetery. Make no mistake, 

this guide emphatically puts the fighting 

that took place then on the ground as it 

is now. Everything else is secondary. 

The length of each walk or drive is 

given but the time you spend on it is up 

to you. To do them all thoroughly would 

take about three weeks. If you have the 

time and inclination, fine. Few people do. 

But you can whiz around most of them 

in half a day; less if you decide to go only 

to the locations of particular actions. The 

walks can be partly driven. Whether 

walking or driving, do not forget that the 

Australians and New Zealanders fought 

as part of a British Expeditionary Force 

(BEF) that also included Canadians and 

South Africans as well as, predominantly, 

soldiers from Britain. Large French and, 

towards the end, American armies fought 

alongside the BEF. 

General advice to travellers
Your first decision is when to go. In 

making it, consider one factor above all 

else: the old Western Front is a long way 

from Australia and New Zealand, so you 

can’t come back tomorrow to see what 

you missed out on today. That means 

doing as much as possible in whatever 

time you have, which suggests the 

European summer, June to August, as the 

optimal time. The weather is at its best, 

by European standards anyway, and the 

days are long, so you can pack a lot into 

them. The trouble is, everyone else thinks 

you approach the Belgian town of Veurne. 

From Paris, head north on the A1/E17 to 

Lille, pick up the A27/E42 (direction 

Tournai) and then the A17 and A19. On 

leaving Ypres, take the N366 and N365 

to Armentières, followed by the A1 to 

Bapaume and then the D929 to Albert or 

Amiens. You are now on the Somme. The 

recommended sequence of battlefield 

walks and drives in each sector is:

•	 Flanders 1916–18:
– Ypres

– Messines

– Menin Road

– Polygon Wood 

– Broodseinde

– Passchendaele

– Bois-Grenier/Fleurbaix

– Fromelles

– Hazebrouck 

•	 North of the Somme 1916–18:
– Pozières/Mouquet Farm

– Flers (NZ)

– Flers/Gueudecourt

– 1917 Hindenburg Line advance 

– Bullecourt

– Hébuterne/Le Signy Farm/Rossignol 

Wood/Puisieux

– Bapaume (NZ)

– Dernancourt/Morlancourt 

•	 South of the Somme 1918:
– Villers-Bretonneux

– Hamel

– Amiens 8 August 

– Lihons, Proyart and Chuignes

– Etinehem, Bray, Curlu

– Mont St Quentin/Péronne/ 

Bouchavesnes 

•	 Hindenburg Line 1918:
– Hindenburg Outpost Line 

– Hindenburg/Beaurevoir Lines

– Montbrehain 

– Trescault Ridge to Beaurevoir 

Line (NZ)

– Le Quesnoy (NZ)

Of course you can be selective and only 

visit the battlefields that interest you. 

There are plenty to choose from!

Each battle has its own chapter. As 

well as the battlefield walk or drive, the 
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location and find when you get there 

that you’ve left what you need in the car. 

As the battlefield walks occasionally 

utilise farm tracks and the adhesive 

qualities of Western Front mud are 

legendary, good hiking shoes or boots 

are a must. While walking, carry plenty 

to drink, particularly in summer, and 

something to munch on. To make the 

best use of your time, get the 

necessary victuals in the nearest town 

and have a picnic lunch. In an ironic 

contrast to the war years, there are 

many idyllic spots on the battlefields 

today where you can do so — the 

banks of the Somme and the Ancre 

immediately spring to mind. 

The battlefields are in rural areas and 

you really do need a car to get about on 

them, just as you would in rural Australia 

or New Zealand. Hiring a bike is an 

option in some places, particularly Ypres, 

where the battlefields are flat and 

compact, but you’ll still require a car to 

get from one battlefield to another. A car 

is also the quickest way of seeing the 

battlefields. Whatever means of 

locomotion you use, remember that the 

locals generally make their living from 

the soil. They get understandably angry 

when unthinking hikers tramp across 

like that. The battlefields are crowded — 

half of Britain seems to be on the Somme 

in July — and accommodation is at a 

premium. If the crops haven’t been 

harvested, forget extensive battlefield 

panoramas. You avoid most of these 

problems in spring and autumn, 

although the weather is sharper then. But 

winter is a rotten time to be outdoors, 

particularly for us antipodeans. The days 

are short and sometimes entirely 

fog-bound, and the battlefields are 

muddy and often snow-covered. 

Whatever the season, you’ll almost 

certainly experience the tendency of the 

weather, even in summer, to cram the 

four seasons into an hour. So pack a hat, 

sunglasses, sun cream and a waterproof 

smock. Most travellers bring a camera 

but overlook binoculars, without which 

you won’t be able to appreciate the 

views from the various vantage points or 

pick out the more remote locations. A 

compass will help you orient maps to the 

ground. You’ll probably have some 

reference material (like this guide!) as 

well. By wearing an angler’s or hunter’s 

vest, with its many pockets, or carrying a 

small haversack, you can have these 

things always on hand. It’s very annoying 

to leave your car to walk to a particular 

Hat, sunglasses, multi-
pocketed angler’s jacket 
and camera and binoculars 
on belt: the author, properly 
kitted out, at Caterpillar 
Crater, Hill 60.
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spoken in most of them. They’ll generally 

do a packed lunch but don’t serve dinner. 

The towns relevant to the ANZAC 

battlefields — Albert, Ypres, Péronne, 

Armentières and Cambrai — offer a 

range of accommodation, as well as 

restaurants that will take care of your 

dinner needs. The main cities, Amiens 

and Lille, offer a broader range of both 

but are less conveniently located. Take 

the busy city traffic into account and 

you’ll easily find yourself spending well 

over an hour a day getting to and from 

the battlefields, which amounts to the 

best part of a day out of a week’s stay. 

Details of local tourist offices, from which 

advice on accommodation can be 

obtained, and some handy websites are 

in the ‘Useful information’ section at the 

end of the guide. 

Anyone who has been a soldier will 

recall the warning about unexploded 

ammunition given before entering a live 

fire training area. ‘Ammunition is 

designed to kill’, it went. ‘If you come 

across any, leave it alone.’ The battlefields 

weren’t training areas. Millions of shells, 

including gas shells, were fired on them, 

not counting those the Germans sent the 

other way. A good percentage were 

duds. Farmers turn up about 90 tonnes’ 

worth every year while ploughing. As the 

ravages of time may well have rendered 

their fields and unthinking drivers block 

their tractors on the narrow roads. Stick 

to the farm tracks and the edges of the 

fields and, if in doubt, ask. The goodwill 

on which all battlefield tourists depend 

rests on these simple courtesies. 

Two points relate specifically to cars: in 

the vast majority of stops on the drives 

there is plenty of room for parking, but 

on occasion you will have to pull over 

onto the verge. Be careful when you do 

so. Secondly, the huge growth in tourism 

to the Western Front has naturally 

resulted in a huge increase in the 

number of cars, hired or otherwise, 

driven by battlefield tourists. They 

represent rich pickings for those with a 

malevolent bent. The upshot is a surge in 

car break-ins. Do not have your trip 

ruined by leaving valuables on view and 

becoming a victim. Lock them out of 

sight in the boot. As you would 

anywhere else in the world, carry 

important items on you. That angler’s 

vest really does come in useful.

One positive result of the rise in 

battlefield tourism has been the 

commensurate growth in battlefield 

accommodation. Quite a few bed and 

breakfasts have started up on the main 

battlefields, such as the Somme and 

Ypres. Some are run by British (and New 

Zealand) expatriates and English is 

Totem for location on Australian 
Dernancourt walking trail.

Information panel for New Zealand Nga Tapuwae Somme 1916 drive.
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Numbered roads aren’t necessarily 

continuous either. They can end at one 

place and start up again somewhere else, 

yet still have the same number. A road 

might also have several names along its 

course. This guide reflects the state of 

play as regards roads at the time of 

writing. It may well have changed when 

you get to the Western Front. As you’re 

now prepared for the eventuality, don’t 

have a sense of humour failure if it turns 

out to be the case. Armed with the maps 

herein, the IGN maps and the initiative 

for which Australians and New 

Zealanders are famous — and which our 

soldiers here had in heaps — you’ll still 

be able to get around comfortably.

How to use this book
Before starting a battlefield walk or drive, 

READ THE BATTLE NARRATIVE. It places 

the battle within the wider strategic and 

operational setting, outlines the planning 

factors and also helps you to overcome a  

very real practical limitation. The directions 

that the available roads and tracks take 

often preclude following the battle as it 

actually unfolded. You may be able to 

retrace an advance from start to finish on 

one flank, for example, but have to go 

from finish to start on the other flank. 

On big battlefields, such as the 

Hindenburg Line advance in April 1917 or 

the Amiens offensive on 8 August 1918, 

many key locations cannot be seen from 

one another. The battle narrative brings 

coherence and order to the battle, 

enabling you to visualise where the 

principal locations were in relation to 

each other and to set the local actions 

described along the route within the 

context of what was happening 

elsewhere. As you read, try to see the 

battlefield in your mind’s eye, which will 

give you a head start when you set foot 

upon it. 

The walks are more detailed than the 

drives. You can stop anywhere, and more 

frequently, on a walk than on a drive, 

which allows the action to be covered in 

this ammunition extremely sensitive and, 

therefore, still extremely capable of 

fulfilling its original purpose of killing and 

maiming, the warning is very relevant 

today. If you see shells stacked by the 

road awaiting disposal by the military 

authorities, or the odd shell or grenade 

lying about in fields or woods, DO NOT 

TOUCH THEM. Otherwise you risk 

becoming the last ANZAC casualty of 

the Western Front. 

The last item on this checklist of dos 

and don’ts concerns a positive develop-

ment. Most of the main Australian and 

New Zealand battlefields now have some 

form of interpretation on them, ranging 

from a visitor centre or museum to a 

simple walk or an information panel. 

Installed as part of national programs to 

commemorate the centenary of the First 

World War, they are supported by online 

sites and downloadable apps, details of 

which are in the ‘Useful information’ 

section. DO take advantage of them. 

They will enrich your visitor experience.

Maps
You can complete the battlefield walks 

and drives using the maps in the guide. 

The Institut Geographique Nationale Blue 

Series 1:25 000 maps listed at the start of 

each walk or drive will enable you to 

orient yourself in relation to locations 

outside the battlefield area and navigate 

to cemeteries and places of interest that 

are also outside it. The IGN 1:250 000 Nord, 

Pas-de-Calais, Picardie R01 is useful for 

navigating from an arrival location, such as 

Calais or Paris, to the battlefields, and for 

navigating between battlefield areas that 

are some distance apart. These maps can 

be obtained from good bookshops in 

France, Belgium and the UK and in Maison 

de la Press shops or major supermarkets in 

France. You can also order them online 

from IGN at www.ign.fr. 

A few words of caution. French road 

numbers have a life of their own. Indeed, 

they seemed to mutate in between the 

research trips done for this guide. 

http://www.ign.fr
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way it did. Think about them and make 

up your own mind. 

There is nothing arcane about any of 

this. On reaching a location, you will be 

asked to position yourself in relation to an 

obvious reference point, such as a road, 

railway or wood, which gets you facing a 

certain direction. To follow the action in 

that location, just look to your front, right 

or left, or your right front and left front, 

the directions in between, as directed. 

Throughout the guide you will see the 

names of places, features and landmarks 

in bold font. Some of these bold names 

appear on the maps; others are in the text 

and denote locations of interest. At the 

back of the guide you will find a glossary 

of the military terms used throughout. 

In the end, it has been said, every 

battle comes down to the infantryman’s 

willingness to go forward. The walks and 

drives will bring you closer to him, to his 

problems, to his fears. But you will be 

doing them in daylight, whereas much 

greater depth. It is appropriate then, that 

Fromelles, Pozières, Mouquet Farm, 

Bullecourt and Passchendaele, perhaps 

the toughest battles fought by the 

Australians or New Zealanders on the 

Western Front, are covered in walks. But 

the itineraries for the drives and walks 

have one thing in common: they explain 

not only WHAT happened during the 

battle but also HOW it happened on the 

ground. This entails describing where the 

opposing lines ran and the objectives for 

an attack lay, the direction that the 

advance took and from whence the 

counterattack came, the location of 

German machine-guns, and what the 

ground itself offered to the Australians 

and New Zealanders on the one hand 

and to the Germans on the other. 

Considerations such as fields of fire, 

observation and keeping direction are 

constantly mentioned. Taken together, all 

of these things go a long way towards 

explaining why a fight turned out the 

Leave well alone. A dud near the A29 autoroute at Villers-Bretonneux.
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things. The guide will then have fulfilled 

its aim. 

A note on place names
This guide uses wartime spellings for the 

towns and villages mentioned in it. In 

the case of Belgian Flanders, these were 

invariably French spellings. Since the war, 

though, the Flemish spellings have been 

adopted. Look out for the following 

changes:

 Wartime  Modern  
 (French)  (Flemish)
Menin Menen

Messines Mesen 

Nieuport Nieuwpoort

Passchendaele Passendale

Poperinghe Poperinge

St Yves St Yvon

Warneton Waasten

Ypres  Ieper

of the fighting took place in darkness 

made more impenetrable by smoke and 

mist. So pay particular attention to the 

soldiers’ descriptions. The apprehension 

on moving up to the start line, the 

deafening noise and bone-jarring 

concussion of the barrage, the frenzy of 

infantry combat with bayonet and bomb, 

the gruesome spectacle of tanks 

crushing machine-gunners, the 

overwhelming sadness at the loss of a 

comrade held dear and the juxtaposition 

of humanity with brutality — the soldiers 

spare nothing. But this guide cannot fully 

bring their words alive. You have to 

breathe life into them by putting your 

imagination to work. You will then gain 

some understanding of what it must 

have been like to be there and also 

appreciate the battlefields as places 

where ordinary men achieved great 

CACHY

51ST BATTALION ADVANCE

GERMAN MACHINE-GUN

CACHY SWITCH

Using ground. How a German 
machine-gun was sited to 
catch the 51st Battalion 
in enfilade as it advanced 
across the Cachy Switch at 
Villers-Bretonneux.



 

New Zealand Army Corps, known, like 

those who belonged to it, as the ANZAC. 

The extra formations necessitated the 

creation of another corps. I ANZAC, 

comprising the 1st and 2nd Australian 

Divisions, and the New Zealand Division, 

was commanded by Lieutenant-General 

Sir William Birdwood, who had led the 

original ANZAC. The 4th and 5th 

Australian Divisions made up II ANZAC, 

which Lieutenant-General Alexander 

Godley commanded. These 

arrangements were not ironclad. The 4th 

and 5th Divisions mostly served 

alongside the 1st and 2nd in I ANZAC, 

which left Egypt for France in March 

1916. II ANZAC followed in June and the 

New Zealand Division transferred to it 

soon after. The 3rd Australian Division 

joined II ANZAC on reaching the Western 

Front from England in November. 

Whereas the isolation of its enclave on 

Gallipoli had made the ANZAC essentially 

an independent force, on the Western 

After their withdrawal to Egypt at the 

end of the Gallipoli campaign in 

December 1915, the AIF and NZEF were 

greatly expanded. Largely by splitting 

veteran battalions and using the huge 

pool of reinforcements in Egypt to bring 

the resulting half battalions up to 

strength, the number of Australian 

divisions went from two to four. Another 

division was raised in Australia and sailed 

directly to England. There were now five 

Australian infantry divisions. A brigade 

formed from reinforcements and another 

that had arrived from New Zealand 

joined the New Zealand Infantry Brigade 

in a separate New Zealand Division. The 

New Zealand and Australian Division, in 

which the New Zealanders had served 

with the 4th Australian Brigade on 

Gallipoli, was disbanded. 

I and II ANZAC
The AIF and NZEF had made up a single 

corps on Gallipoli, the Australian and Brigadier-General  
Brudenell White.



xxiv ANZACS oN the WeSterN FroNt: the AuStrAliAN WAr MeMoriAl BAttleField Guide

attempt to take advantage of it in  

August 1915 failed. On the Western Front 

there was no way around. The trenches 

stretched from the North Sea to the 

Swiss border and the Germans defending 

them were highly skilled. They could only 

be attacked frontally, in other words, into 

the teeth of the defence. 

Somme
Service in colonial wars, which all the 

British commanders and some Australian 

Front I and II ANZAC constituted a 

fraction of a BEF that was already 50 

divisions strong. The decisions of British 

commanders affected them much more 

directly. Those commanders faced the 

problem that the combination of trench, 

machine-gun and barbed wire had 

decisively tilted the balance in warfare in 

favour of the defence over the attack. 

Although the same problem had existed 

on Gallipoli, an open flank offered a way 

around the defence, but the ANZAC’s 

Lieutenant-General Sir 
William Riddell Birdwood
Commander ANZAC 1915, I ANZAC 1916–November 
1917, Australian Corps November 1917–May 1918 
and the Fifth Army from then until war’s end

Birdwood had an imperial pedigree that matched his mandatory imperial moustache. 
The grandson of a general and the son of the under-secretary to the government of 
Bombay, he was born in India, educated in England and had served abroad since 1885, 
mainly in Indian frontier campaigns until going to South Africa as Kitchener’s military 
secretary. A teetotaller with an occasional stammer, he had the ambitious man’s flair for 
self-promotion. But Birdwood also took men for what they were rather than what their 
appearance suggested. He had commanded a brigade though not a division, and was 
secretary to the Army Department, government of India, and on the Viceroy's Legislative 
Council before being appointed to command the ANZAC. He also commanded the AIF. 
 Birdwood’s indifference to danger and informal manner won him many friends 
among the ANZACs, whose affection he reciprocated. But he was no tactician and often 
failed to grasp the big picture. On both Gallipoli and the Western Front, he depended 
heavily on his Australian chief-of-staff, Brigadier-General Brudenell White. Courteous, 
restrained, cerebral, White had planned the withdrawal from ANZAC, which went off 
without a hitch. Birdwood told him to make sure all the signal wire was reeled up. White 
was flabbergasted: ‘Heavens! What does he think we are doing here — why I would 
gladly have left all the guns behind if we could only get the men off safely.’ This episode 
highlighted Birdwood’s limitations. Not for nothing did he take White with him on 
leaving the Australian Corps to command the Fifth Army in May 1918. Looking back, 
White could not recall Birdwood ever having drafted a plan, and as for his much-vaunted 
visits to the trenches, ‘he never brought back with him a reliable memory of what he had 
seen’. Lieutenant-General Sir John Monash, who replaced Birdwood as commander of 
the Australian Corps, had the vision, intellect and tactical grasp that Birdwood lacked. 
 After the war, Birdwood returned to the Indian Army and became its commander-in-
chief in 1925. He lobbied, unsuccessfully, to become Governor-General of Australia. 
Knighted in 1914 (KCMG) and 1917 (KCB), Birdwood was appointed GCMG, created a 
baronet and granted £10 000 in 1919. He became a field marshal in 1925. 

1865–1951
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48 Australian battalions in France. But 

the possibility of obtaining the needed 

replacements through conscription 

disappeared when a proposal to bring it 

in was defeated in a divisive referendum 

in Australia in October 1916. Though 

the AIF would remain the war’s only 

volunteer army, manpower shortages 

dogged it from now on. 

Tanks made their debut when the New 

Zealand Division attacked on the Somme 

in September but they held more 

promise than substance at this early 

stage in their development. The New 

Zealanders also moved behind a 

‘creeping’ barrage, a curtain of shells that 

lifted steadily ahead of the infantry 

advance, suppressing the defences as it 

went. This really was an important 

tactical innovation and it remained 

standard for the rest of the war. Though 

ones had, was no help in these 

conditions. They had to be mastered 

virtually from scratch. The process was 

costly. When the 5th Australian Division 

attacked at Fromelles, in French Flanders, 

in July 1916, the British plan was poor 

and the Australian commander lost 

control of the battle. The 5th Division was 

destroyed in one night. Faulty planning, 

some of it Australian, cost the 1st, 2nd 

and 4th Divisions dearly in attacks on the 

Somme at Pozières and Mouquet Farm 

between July and September. Even when 

an attack succeeded, the crushing 

retaliatory German bombardments still 

caused grievous loss. Modern military 

technology had transformed warfare into 

‘mechanical slaughter’, one Australian 

said. The 28 000 Australian casualties from 

the Somme and Fromelles amounted 

to the equivalent of over half of the 

Lieutenant-General Sir 
Alexander John Godley
Commander New Zealand and Australian 
Division 1915, II ANZAC 1916-November 1917, 
XXII Corps 1918

An ambitious but impecunious mounted infantry officer who preferred 
the Boer War to Staff College, the 191-centimetre-tall British-born 
Godley had been appointed by Kitchener to command the New 
Zealand Defence Forces before the war. He showed his considerable organizational skills 
by revamping the territorial forces and in the raising of the NZEF, which he commanded. 
But Godley was highly unpopular among the New Zealanders owing to his aloof 
manner, short temper, sharp tongue and forceful wife, Louisa. ‘Make ’em run, Alex’, which 
she allegedly said while Godley reviewed some New Zealanders on parade, became  
his nickname. 
 ANZAC, where Godley led the New Zealand and Australian Division, quickly showed 
his feebleness as a field commander. He lost control of the all-important offensive to 
outflank the Turks in August 1915. Commanding II ANZAC on the Western Front, he was 
carried by his two outstanding divisional commanders, General Monash of the 3rd 
Australian Division, and the New Zealand Division’s General Russell. When II ANZAC was 
disbanded at the end of 1917, he took over XXII Corps.
 Knighted (KCB and KCMG) during the war, Godley was promoted to general  
in 1923 while commanding the British Army of the Rhine. He served as governor and 
commander-in-chief of Gibraltar from 1928 to 1932. 

1867–1957
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open warfare was as welcomed as it was 

easily made but it did not last long. Trench 

warfare returned with I ANZAC’s attacks 

on the Hindenburg Line at Bullecourt in 

April and May in support of a British 

offensive at Arras. Results were mixed. 

The artillery had little chance to shred 

the wire before the 4th Australian 

Division’s attack in April. At British 

insistence, a dozen tanks attempted to 

crush the wire instead even though the 

Australians had never worked with tanks, 

while Australian lapses precluded 

effective artillery support for the infantry. 

The 4th Division was shattered for no 

gain. Better preparation enabled the 2nd 

Australian Division to take part of the 

Hindenburg Line in May but the fight 

was gruelling and also drew in the 1st 

and 5th Divisions. I ANZAC was then 

thoroughly rested. 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.

Flanders
On 7 June II ANZAC participated in the 

British attack on the Messines Ridge. It was 

the first time that the Australians and New 

Zealanders had fought together in a big 

battle on the Western Front. Messines was 

a watershed for the BEF too. It now 

enjoyed artillery superiority over the 

Germans, which permitted a massive 

preliminary bombardment and a creeping 

barrage of great density and depth. The 

infantry’s advance was to stop well before 

resistance hardened. In order to keep 

German counterattacks at bay, a heavy 

standing barrage would surround the 

objectives while they were being 

consolidated. The new scientific 

techniques of flash-spotting and 

sound-ranging located German guns so 

that they could be knocked out 

beforehand. No detail was overlooked in 

the preparation. Numerous rehearsals were 

the New Zealanders did not experience 

fighting of the same intensity as the 

Australians, their losses were comparable 

because they stayed in the line for twice 

as long as any of the Australian divisions. 

But New Zealand had introduced 

conscription in August 1916, enabling 

the losses to be made up with reasonable 

certainty. Indeed for much of 1917, the 

New Zealand Division had a fourth 

brigade, making it the largest division in 

the BEF. 

After several weeks’ rest, the Australian 

divisions returned to the Somme towards 

the end of 1916. As the autumn rains had 

turned the battlefield into a swamp, their 

attacks got nowhere. It was also evident 

that their fighting efficiency had gone 

backwards as there had not been 

enough time to properly train the 

replacements for the losses from the first 

stint. Though its severity strained morale, 

winter brought a respite that allowed 

some of the deficiencies to be fixed. 

Bullecourt
When the Germans withdrew to the 

Hindenburg Line in February 1917 to 

shorten their line overall and thereby save 

manpower, the Australians followed up 

skilfully. The switch from trench warfare to 

The Australian Prime Minister, William Morris Hughes, urges a vote in favour 
of conscription while on the stump in Sydney’s Martin Place during the 
1916 referendum campaign. Voters weren’t convinced. He failed to convince 
them in 1917, too.
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The Australian Corps
Yet this cloud did have a silver lining. Ever 

since the Australian divisions had arrived 

on the Western Front, the Australian 

government had wanted them to be 

together. But the British high command 

thought that a corps of five divisions 

would be too large for one man to 

handle and the system of reliefs within it 

too complex. A corps of four divisions 

avoided the problem because two could 

be in the line with the other two ready to 

relieve them. When the manpower crisis 

intervened, Birdwood suggested that the 

4th Division, which was the most 

battle-worn, should temporarily become 

a depot division to supply reinforcements 

for the others. Besides averting the 4th’s 

break-up, the proposal meant a corps of 

the magical four divisions. 

The British agreed and the Australian 

Corps came into being under Birdwood 

on 1 Nov ember 1917. Following a brilliant 

German counterattack at Cambrai at the 

end of November, the 4th Division was 

carried out on ground almost identical to 

that in the attack sector. Preceded by 19 

mines blown under the German line, the 

attack yielded a great British victory. 

Using the same methods, except for the 

mines, during the subsequent Third Ypres 

offensive, I and II ANZAC spear headed the 

assaults at Menin Road and Polygon Wood, 

and at Broodseinde, where they attacked 

alongside each other for the first time. 

Continuous heavy rain had earlier 

rendered the battlefield a muddy 

wilderness. But good weather blessed the 

ANZAC attacks and they succeeded. Only 

the final one, by II ANZAC against 

Passchendaele, failed. Though the rains 

had returned, again reducing the 

battlefield to an impassable quagmire, 

the British high command, and General 

Godley in II ANZAC, insisted on the attack 

going ahead. The Ypres campaign cost 

the Australians 38 000 men and led to a 

second conscription referendum in 

Australia. Even more bitter than the first, it 

was similarly defeated. 

Diggers. In what has become perhaps the iconic image of Australian soldiers in the First World War, Lieutenant Rupert 
Downes addresses his platoon during the great battle before Amiens on 8 August 1918. As a result of the AIF’s chronic 
manpower shortage by then, the platoon consists of 17 men, about half its normal strength. 
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Corps at Hébuterne, north of the Somme. 

Fighting astride the Somme on the BEF’s 

right flank, the other Australian 

formations played the main role in 

shielding the vital communications centre 

of Amiens. Their crowning achievement 

was the recapture of the town of 

Villers-Bretonneux in a difficult night 

attack on 24 April. When the Germans 

attacked in Flanders in April, the 1st 

Australian Division was rushed north to 

defend Hazebrouck, another important 

communications hub. Its stubborn 

resistance ensured the town’s retention. 

Advancing to victory
At the end of May, the final 

‘Australianisation’ of the Australian Corps 

occurred when Lieutenant-General Sir 

John Monash replaced Birdwood as its 

commander. Monash was Australian. His 

divisional commanders were now either 

Australian or had lived in Australia for 

many years. These changes coincided 

with the ebbing of the German tide. 

The British, French and American 

counteroffensives that ended in 

Germany’s defeat could now begin. In July 

1918 the Australians launched an attack 

that effortlessly captured the village of Le 

Hamel. Combining infantry, artillery, tanks 

and aircraft, and utilising surprise, 

Monash’s plan became the blueprint for 

the much bigger British thrust before 

Amiens on 8 August, in which the 

Australians and Canadians swept all 

before them. This was the first battle in 

which all five Australian divisions operated 

together. The Australian Corps broke 

through the German bastions at Mont St 

Quentin and Péronne on the Somme at 

the start of September in one of the 

Western Front’s rare manoeuvre battles. It 

went into action for the last time at the 

end of the month in the successful assault 

on the Hindenburg Line. 

Along with the Canadians, the 

Australian Corps had spearheaded the 

BEF’s advance to victory in the war’s final 

months. At a cost of 23 243 casualties, 

best positioned to go into close reserve 

at Péronne in case the Germans went 

further. Its brief stint as a depot division 

was over.

The creation of the Australian Corps 

came as a total surprise and was greeted 

with joy. Grouping the Australian 

divisions in a single formation took full 

advantage of one of the AIF’s major 

strengths, its homogeneity. When 

Australian divisions attacked alongside 

each other for the first time on the Menin 

Road, one commander estimated that 

the effectiveness of his formation had 

been increased by a third. As casualties 

and sickness in the Australian Corps were 

minimal during a mild winter, the steady 

flow of returning wounded briefly eased 

its manpower shortage. Having 

disbanded the 4th Brigade as a result of 

its losses at Ypres, the New Zealand 

Division now belonged to XXII Corps, as 

II ANZAC became.

Stemming the tide
Utilising divisions freed by Russia’s 

collapse, the Germans unleashed a 

colossal offensive in March 1918 in a bid 

to win the war before America’s 

involvement put victory beyond reach. 

The Australians and New Zealanders 

missed the start of the offensive and it 

was already faltering when the 4th 

Australian Brigade temporarily joined the 

New Zealand Division in the British IV 

New Zealanders lunching in the front line at Le Signy Farm, near Hébuterne, 
where they were heavily engaged during the German offensive in March and 
April 1918.


