
Lieutenant-General Sir 
Richard Haking. In 1918 
he featured prominently in 
a War Cabinet discussion 
of offi cers judged to be 
incompetent.

CHAPTER 2

1916

although only to the German support 

line, 140 metres to 180 metres behind 

the front line and 1.4 kilometres short 

of Aubers Ridge. Though the ridge is 

nowhere more than 25 metres above sea 

level, the Germans ensconced on it still 

looked down on the front lines. Given its 

modest objective, the attack was never 

going to deprive the Germans of their 

view. Monro got his way nonetheless.

Provisionally fi xed for 17 July, the 

attack would be carried out by the 5th 

Australian Division, which was loaned to 

XI Corps, and the 61st Division, also 

recently arrived in France, from XI Corps. 

Haking would be in charge. On 14 July 

he directed that ‘[Each] Division will 

attack with 3 brigades in line, each 

brigade with 2 assaulting battalions, and 

each battalion on a front of assault of 

about [300 metres]’. The preliminary 

bombardment was to last seven hours. 

Half of the 5th Division’s 12 battalions 

had been in the front line for two days 

and the other six had not seen it at all at 

this stage. The 4th Australian Division’s 

artillery, which would support them, was 

deemed too raw to go to the Somme; 

Planning
Arriving in France in June 1916, the 5th 

Division, commanded by Major-General 

James McCay, began entering the line 

in the nursery opposite Fromelles on 

10 July. The raiding program carried out 

earlier by the other Australian divisions 

before they left to take part in the 

Somme off ensive had not stopped the 

Germans sending troops from the 

nursery to the Somme too. As stronger 

action was required, General Haig’s 

headquarters re-examined a proposal 

from Lieutenant-General Sir Richard 

Haking, the commander of XI Corps, for 

an attack on Aubers Ridge. It blocked the 

western approaches to Lille, the industrial 

centre of Flanders, 20 kilometres east. 

Haking wanted to take ‘the two main 

tactical localities on the ridge’, the high 

ground around Fromelles and Aubers. 

Initially it was decided to rejig Haking’s 

scheme as an artillery demonstration, 

using a long bombardment to suggest 

that a new off ensive was starting. But the 

commander of the First Army and 

Haking’s superior, General Sir Charles 

Monro, insisted on an infantry advance, 

FROMELLES
Sitting atop Aubers Ridge, Fromelles has always been a sleepy French Flanders village. 

But in the fi elds below it on any Sunday after the harvest, clusters of men festooned with 

ammunition bandoliers check their weapons as if gearing up for the Gunfi ght at the OK 

Corral, move off in line and then stop as one to send a volley of shots rippling through the 

stillness. Weekend hunters blasting rabbits and anything else that moves to smithereens, 

they unknowingly create an atmospheric link to the past. Across these same fi elds on 

19 July 1916, the 5th Australian and the 61st (South Midland) Divisions carried out an 

attack that constitutes a rare vintage for connoisseurs of military incompetence. 
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14 ANZACS ON THE WESTERN FRONT: THE AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL BATTLEFIELD GUIDE

RUE DU BOIS

AUSTRALIAN MEMORIAL PARK

RUE PETILLON

The view that the Germans had across the plain from Fromelles church in 1916; the same 
view today as the morning mist starts to lift.
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FROMELLES 1916 15

by enabling it to catch an assault fl ank on 

with no dead ground for cover. Haking 

gave the Germans another ace by setting 

the interdivisional boundary for the 

attack virtually on the Sugarloaf. As this 

meant that the strongpoint could rake 

both the British and Australian assaults, 

the commanders either side of the 

boundary had to be able to act instantly 

without compromising each other, not 

easy when they were out of touch in the 

heat of battle. The boundary should have 

been drawn so that only one division was 

directly aff ected. 

Moreover, the Germans knew the area 

intimately. The 6th Bavarian Division had 

held it for well over a year and many in 

its ranks, such as Lance-Corporal Adolf 

Hitler, had been fi ghting since the start of 

the war. In May 1915 they helped to 

shatter a British assault on Aubers Ridge 

in which Haking and Monro were senior 

commanders. What experienced divisions 

had been unable to do on much the 

the 5th’s was rawer still. Nevertheless, 

McCay was gratifi ed that his division, the 

last Australian division to reach France 

from Egypt, would be the fi rst to see 

serious action on the Western Front. He 

placed the 14th Brigade between the 

8th Brigade on the left and the 15th on 

the right.

Problems 

The tactical diffi  culties were immense. 

Protected by wire entanglements fi ve 

metres deep, the German front-line 

breastwork comprised a sandbag wall 

over two metres high and six metres 

across that was impervious to all but the 

heaviest shells. Machine-guns in the 

Sugarloaf Salient enfi laded the ground on 

either side. Owing to its fl atness, they 

were also capable of grazing fi re, in 

which the centre of every burst does not 

rise above the height of a standing man. 

The combination of enfi lade and grazing 

fi re maximises a machine-gun’s lethality 

Major-General Sir James 
Whiteside McCay 
Commander, 2nd Brigade 1914–15, 
5th Australian Division 1916

Irish-born McCay was intelligent, energetic and brave but also 
conceited, pedantic and abrasive. A fi ne scholar, he became a 
successful teacher, solicitor and militia offi  cer before entering state 
politics in Victoria in his early 30s. Shifting to federal politics, McCay 
became Minister for Defence in 1905. By 1914, he had left politics altogether but 
remained active in the law and was a colonel in the militia. He led the 2nd Brigade 
at the ANZAC landing and was seriously wounded a fortnight later. Invalided back 
to Australia, McCay received a hero’s welcome. He took command of the new 
5th Australian Division in March 1916.  
 Many Australians blamed McCay for the Fromelles fi asco. His manner had also 
made him unpopular with his staff . Troubled by declining health and particularly by 
his wound, McCay left for England in January 1917 to take charge of the AIF’s base 
depots. He was appointed KCMG in 1918 and KBE in 1919. Believing that history 
would judge him well, McCay never sought to justify himself after the war. 

1864–1930
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16 ANZACS ON THE WESTERN FRONT: THE AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL BATTLEFIELD GUIDE

KASTENWEG

DELANGRÉ FARM

LAIES

SITE OF AUSTRALIAN MEMORIAL PARK

SUGARLOAF

FROMELLES

RUE DELVAS

A wartime oblique aerial photograph showing the ground over which the 
5th Australian Division attacked. The Australians held the lower trench; the 
Germans the upper one.

same ground then, they were ordering 

two green divisions to do now with next 

to no notice against strong defences 

manned by veterans.  Birdwood and 

White protested from the Somme that 

the Germans would have to be dopes to 

take such a limited attack seriously. It 

would hardly deter them from sending 

local units there. On the spot, Brigadier-

General Harold ‘Pompey’ Elliott of the 

15th Brigade showed a British liaison 

offi  cer the 400 metres of no-man’s-land 

in front of the Sugarloaf that the 15th 

had to cross. The offi  cer predicted ‘a 

bloody holocaust’. Despite their rawness, 

the soldiers were uneasy at the rushed 

preparations. Many had not yet been 

issued steel helmets. 

On 16 July Haig’s headquarters 

suggested cancelling the attack because 

the transfer of German reserves to the 

Somme had slowed. Claiming that 

morale would suff er, Haking resisted and 

the attack stood. But with rain hampering 

observation on 17 July, Haking was 

forced to seek a postponement. This 

time Monro advocated cancellation. 

He was told that Haig now wanted it 

to proceed because a German 

counterattack on the Somme seemed 

imminent. The attack was rescheduled for 

19 July. At dawn that morning the 

Australians saw a sign on Aubers Ridge 

asking: ‘Why so long, you are twenty four 

hours late?’ They had shot away the 
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FROMELLES 1916 17

previous one, which read: ‘ADVANCE 

AUSTRALIA — IF YOU CAN!’ 

The attack

As the clock wound down, some 

Australians relaxed with a pre-battle drink 

in the local estaminets. Used only to 

puny shelling, the Gallipoli veterans were 

awed by the intensity of the 

bombardment. But the gunners’ 

inexperience told as many ‘dropshorts’ 

landed on the Australian line. The 

German artillery pummelled it too. At 

6 pm, with over two hours of daylight 

left, the assault began. Shot down before 

the Sugarloaf, the 61st Division made 

only small gains elsewhere that it could 

not hold. The Germans in the Sugarloaf 

now dealt with Elliott’s assault. Cheering 

as the 59th and 60th Battalions 

clambered over the parapet, they wiped 

them out. 

Marked today by VC Corner Cemetery, 

no-man’s-land was much narrower ahead 

of the 8th and 14th Brigades. They 

overran the German front line and the 

muddy ditches behind it, and then set up 

in them after going 600 metres further 

without fi nding the support line. The 

smoke and dust from the shelling 

reduced visibility. Taking over the 53rd 

Battalion on the right of Rue Delvas after 

its commanding offi  cer was killed, 

21-year-old Captain Charles Arblaster had 

intermittent contact across the road with 

the 54th Battalion and thought he was in 

touch with the 60th until bombing 

started on his right. Moving along their 

old front line, which was empty because 

McCay had directed each wave to keep 

going, the Germans struck the open right 

fl ank where the 60th should have been. 

Arblaster hurriedly organised its defence.

The 32nd Battalion anchored the left 

fl ank 1.1 kilometres away in the 

Kastenweg, a communication trench 

running past German-held Delangré 

Farm. A mine had been blown in 

no-man’s-land there in the hope that the 

The attack at the Sugarloaf
The 60th climbed on the parapet, heavily laden, dragging with 
them scaling ladders, light bridges, picks, shovels and bags of 
bombs. There was wire to go through, and stinking ground; a 
creek to cross, more marsh and wire; then the German lines. 
Stammering scores of German machine-guns spluttered 
violently, drowning the noise of the cannonade. The air was 
thick with bullets, swishing in a fl at criss-cross lattice of death. 
There were gaps in the lines of men — wide ones, small 
ones. The survivors spread across the front, keeping the line 
straight. There was no hesitation, no recoil, no dropping of the 
unwounded into shell-holes. The bullets skimmed low, from 
knee to groin, riddling the tumbling bodies before they touched 
the ground. Still the line kept on. Hundreds were mown down 
in the fl icker of an eyelid, like great rows of teeth knocked from 
a comb, but still the line went on, thinning and stretching. Men 
were cut in two by streams of bullets. And still the line went on.

Downing, WH, To the Last Ridge, Sydney, 1998, p. 8

Unlike at Gallipoli, cameras were strictly forbidden in the front line on the 
Western Front but Lance-Corporal Charles Lorking of the 53rd Battalion 
fortunately had one on him before the 53rd attacked. Of the eight men 
shown above having a tense last-minute smoke, only three, all wounded, 
would be alive the next day.
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18 ANZACS ON THE WESTERN FRONT: THE AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL BATTLEFIELD GUIDE

abandoned them when they thinned out 

the forward defences months earlier. 

Aerial photographs revealed the change 

but Haking’s headquarters missed it. 

Standing in knee-deep water, the 

Australians tried to fi ll the few sandbags 

they had with soil so clayey that it clung 

to their shovels and had to be put into 

the sandbags by hand. As shell-bursts 

choked the Laies, an irrigation ditch in 

no-man’s-land into which other ditches 

drained, the water rose higher and mud 

had to be used. Any man hit while 

working drowned unless his mates were 

close enough to help him. 

As ammunition and bombs were 

constantly needed, the carrying parties 

faced the daunting prospect of having to 

shuttle back and forth. Most did not. On 

reaching the old German line, they joined 

the fi ght instead of returning to their 

own line for another load. Fresh parties 

had to be formed. With reinforcements 

also being drip-fed into it, the battle 

became a black hole that sucked in most 

of the 5th Division. Meanwhile, Haking, 

upon hearing of the 61st Division’s 

drubbing, had countermanded a 

previous order for it to attack again at 

9 pm. McCay’s headquarters was advised 

but failed to inform Elliott, who had 

readied the 58th Battalion to support the 

attack. Duly going over the top, the 58th 

crumpled in a torrent of fi re from the 

Sugarloaf that sounded like a thousand 

sheets of calico being rent at once. 

By then German reserves, newly 

arrived from Aubers Ridge, were 

counterattacking. The 8th Brigade on the 

left fl ank held on grimly. On the right 

fl ank, where the Germans had earlier 

been halted, the 53rd Battalion was all 

but cut off  by 1 am. Arblaster led a 

charge to break out but it was doomed. 

Lieutenant-Colonel Walter Cass, the 54th 

Battalion’s commander, signalled: ‘Position 

almost desperate’. But McCay had 

spoil might shield the 32nd from the 

strongpoints at Mouquet Farm and the 

Tadpole beyond. It did not, leaving this 

fl ank exposed as well. Barricading the 

Kastenweg, the 32nd Battalion extended 

rightwards to link up with the 31st’s 

advanced line in the ditches but not with 

the bulk of the 31st, which was in the old 

German front line. The 54th Battalion’s 

advanced line did not connect with the 

31st’s at all.

The bitter end

At 7.30 pm, the 8th and 14th Brigades 

held a disjointed position with both 

fl anks open. The support line they sought 

once ran along the muddy ditches they 

were occupying but the Germans had 

Another photograph taken 
by Lance-Corporal Lorking 
of the 53rd Battalion just 
before the attack.
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FROMELLES 1916 19

Seemingly asleep, a dead Australian in the German line. He may well have 
been one of those the Germans buried at Pheasant Wood.

several months. Of the 1917 Australians 

killed, 1299 had no known grave. Some 

400 were taken prisoner. The 61st 

Division had 1547 casualties. The 

Germans lost 1582.

virtually no men left to send him. At 

2.30 am the Germans swamped what 

remained of the 8th Brigade. At 5 am 

news arrived that the 14th Brigade’s 

situation was dire. Monro ordered a 

withdrawal. 

Some in the 14th Brigade pulled out 

along a communication trench dug 

150 metres across no-man’s-land during 

the night, a Herculean feat. Many of 

those who could not reach it were shot 

down trying to cross no-man’s-land, or 

were killed in the German line. The scene 

in the Australian trenches was likened to 

‘the stock of a thousand butcher-shops’. 

‘They’ll get used to it’, McCay remarked. 

The Germans off ered a truce to gather 

the wounded but McCay, aware of the 

British policy on truces, rejected it. Men 

took matters into their own hands and 

slipped out to rescue their comrades.  

Sustaining the highest loss rate in all of 

Australia’s confl icts, 5533 casualties in a 

single night, the 5th Australian Division 

was destroyed as a fi ghting formation for 

The Germans recapture part of the advanced line held by the 31st 
Battalion. This ditch, part of the old German support line, was typical of 
those held by the Australians during the battle. Note the dead in the mud 
and the sandbags that the Australians stacked on the left of the ditch in an 
effort to make a parapet.

06_9781742169811-ch02.indd   1906_9781742169811-ch02.indd   19 8/1/11   7:10 PM8/1/11   7:10 PM

SAM
PLE
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VC CORNER AUSTRALIAN CEMETERY MEMORIAL

LE TROU AID POST

14TH BRIGADE 14TH BRIGADE

AUSTRALIAN LINE

Several points need to be kept in mind on the Fromelles 

battlefi eld. Because it is so fl at, good vantage points are 

nonexistent. The area around Fromelles church does offer 

useful views but is well outside the battle area. Be aware 

that Rue Delvas ran diagonally across the axis of the 

Australian assault until it passed VC Corner Cemetery, 

which is in no-man’s-land and not the Australian front 

line. Of the 700 blockhouses the Germans built in the 

area, 90-odd survive but many postdate the battle. 

On the plus side, landmarks that serve as markers 

to key sites abound. The hornbeams in VC Corner 

Cemetery are visible almost anywhere, making the 

cemetery an excellent orientation point and allowing 

the position of Rue Delvas and the two front lines to be 

estimated from a long way away. ‘Cobbers’, the statue 

dominating the Australian Memorial Park, is similarly 

prominent. The heaviest fi ghting took place around the 

park, which is situated where the German front line met 

Rue Delvas. As the battle in its entirety can be grasped 

from the park, a full description of it from there follows. 

The park is also the starting point for a walk around 

what is the smallest of the AIF’s major battlefi elds.

WALKING THE BATTLEFIELD

MAP IGN Blue Series, 1:25 000, Sheet 2404E, Armentières, 
Edition 4, 1996

From Ypres, take the N365 and swing 
left onto Rue de la Chapelle Rompue at 
the Y-junction on the outskirts of 
Armentières. Turn right on reaching the 
D933 and left at the roundabout onto the 
D945n. Once over the A25 autoroute and 
the Lys, head right at the roundabout 
onto the D945 for Sailly-sur-Lys. Turn left 
there onto the D166/D175, signposted 
Fromelles.

‘Cobbers’

You are now following the route that the 

5th Australian Division took to the battle. 

Stop after seven kilometres at the 

Australian Memorial Park and stand in 

the park with ‘Cobbers’ on your right and 

Rue Delvas on your left. VC Corner 

Cemetery is to your front on the right of 

Rue Delvas 200 metres along. Broken by 

farm buildings, the tree line to its right 

follows Rue Petillon. The D171 (Rue du 

Bois) extends across the horizon to its 

left. Overlooked by the needle-like spire 

of Laventie church, the D171 goes 

through Fauquissart, whose squat 

church steeple rises to your left. The 61st 

Division’s line began there and roughly 

parallelled the near side of the D171 

before swinging towards VC Corner 

Cemetery below Laventie church, where 

the Australians took over. Crossing Rue 

Delvas 250 metres beyond the cemetery, 

their line passed well in front of Cellar 

Farm, which is the long house facing the 
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GERMAN LINE

CELLAR FARM

8TH BRIGADE

8TH BRIGADE

The attack of the 14th and 
8th Brigades as seen from 
the Australian Memorial Park, 
along which the German 
front-line breastwork ran.

Now turn left again. On the sharp 

bend 220 metres away, where Rue Delvas 

swings eastwards past Rouge Bancs, 

stands a crucifi x memorial erected by 

his family to Lieutenant Paul Kennedy of 

2/Rifl e Brigade, who fell in the British 

attack in May 1915. The pillbox, in which 

Hitler possibly sheltered during the 

Australian attack, can be discerned to the 

right of the crucifi x one kilometre further 

on. The ground in rear rises to Aubers 

Ridge. Although the wooded slope 

conceals Aubers, Fromelles church is 

visible on the skyline to your left front. 

No-man’s-land was much narrower to 

your left than your right. It was 220 metres 

across at the park. Attacking on the far 

side of Rue Delvas behind you, the 53rd 

Battalion was badly enfi laded from the 

Sugarloaf, before which the 15th Brigade 

had been shot down. ‘Parapet Joe’, a 

notoriously accurate machine-gun fi ring 

down Rue Delvas from the entrance to 

the park, was also troublesome. Captain 

Arblaster took over the 53rd when 

its commanding offi  cer, Lieutenant-

Colonel Ignatius Norris, was killed on 

the breastwork.

The 54th Battalion on this side of Rue 

Delvas had an easier crossing and caught 

the Germans emerging from the 

breastwork and the deep dugouts 

behind it. The 54th’s assault continued 

over the light tramway, which ran along 

the fence in front of you and on to 

park 750 metres away, and brushed the 

left side of the prominent copse on 

your right. 

The tree line to the left of the copse 

masks Cordonnerie Farm, while 

Delangré Farm and the Kastenweg are 

behind the tall, thickish growth to the 

right of the copse. Following the path of 

the telegraph poles between the two 

farms, the German front-line breastwork 

ran towards the park and passed just 

beyond the fence in front of you. A 

clump of bush in the fi eld to your right 

hides two blockhouses that formed part 

of the front-line system. In the opposite 

direction, the German line headed to 

the Sugarloaf, whose apex was in the 

fi elds 720 metres away on your left. 

Unfortunately, no convenient reference 

point exists to indicate its position. But all 

is not lost! 

Turn left and face the road. An old 

corner café 130 metres to your left front 

marks the junction of Rue Delvas with 

Rue Deleval. The fi rst house on Rue 

Deleval after the café is Delaporte Farm, 

site of a major strongpoint, and the next, 

a long white building, is La Ferme 

Equestre L’Hippocrate, Orchard 

House to the British. Draw an imaginary 

line from it left to right across your front, 

and the intersection with another line 

running at right angles to Rue Delvas 

from the park is the approximate location 

of the Sugarloaf. 

06_9781742169811-ch02.indd   2106_9781742169811-ch02.indd   21 8/1/11   7:10 PM8/1/11   7:10 PM

SAM
PLE



22 ANZACS ON THE WESTERN FRONT: THE AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL BATTLEFIELD GUIDE

should have been occupying. With 

anyone who could be spared, Arblaster 

held them for an hour until a lack of 

bombs forced him back. By then the 

Germans were virtually at the entrance to 

the park and only some barricades hastily 

thrown up by the 55th Battalion stopped 

them going further. 

Just after 1 am fresh German troops 

advanced from Delaporte Farm to your 

right front and struck along the 

breastwork and ditches. Some worked 

their way behind the 53rd Battalion’s 

advanced line in the ditches and fi red 

into them from the rear. Arblaster led a 

charge against these Germans but it was 

instantly destroyed. Badly wounded, he 

died in a German hospital. Sergeant 

Arthur Stringer rallied a dozen men and 

temporarily halted the Germans by 

hurling bombs from the parapet of the 

breastwork near the park entrance. Then 

Lieutenant Bill Denoon and 50 men 

regained 40 metres of the breastwork in 

an hour-long bomb fi ght that kept the 

Germans on the far side of the road.

At 2.30 am the Germans assaulted 

frontally astride the track to the left 

of the Kennedy Crucifi x. They soon 

reached their old front line and rolled 

along it to the Kastenweg, forcing the 

remnants of the 8th Brigade to charge 

through them to the Australian line. 

A group from the 31st Battalion, led by 

its commanding offi  cer, Lieutenant-

Colonel Frederick Toll, held out in the 

breastwork near the track until 5.45 am, 

by which time they had run out of 

Pheasant Wood below Fromelles 

church, while the 53rd on your right now 

crossed Rue Deleval. Some men from 

both battalions went 400 metres further. 

Unable to fi nd a clearly defi ned trench, 

they returned to some watery ditches in 

the fi elds ahead of you, which were the 

remains of the support line they had 

been seeking. 

The 53rd Battalion held a line of posts 

that began 70 metres to your front on 

Rue Delvas, paralleled the near side of 

Rue Deleval for 180 metres, then curved 

towards the German breastwork. A 

shallow wall of sandbags across Rue 

Delvas connected to the 54th Battalion, 

whose posts were in a ditch that ran 

across your front towards the track 

opposite the Pension pour les Chiens, 

the dog kennels in the two buildings to 

the left of the Kennedy Crucifi x. A gap 

existed between these posts and the 31st 

Battalion, most of which was on the far 

side of the track to your left front. 

Lieutenant-Colonel Cass set up the 54th’s 

headquarters in a luxurious dugout 

45 metres past the end of the park on 

your left. The 54th’s communication 

trench struck the German line behind the 

headquarters after being extended across 

no-man’s-land from the farm buildings on 

Rue Petillon during the battle.  

Shortly after the 53rd Battalion arrived, 

Arblaster saw Germans streaming along 

the vacant front line behind him towards 

Rue Delvas. They struck the 53rd’s open 

fl ank in the fi eld to your right, which the 

60th Battalion from the 15th Brigade 

AUBERS RIDGE

ADVANCED LINE 53RD BATTALION

RUE DELEVAL

DELAPORTE FARM

The 14th Brigade’s right fl ank 
on Rue Delvas, which was 
held by Captain Arblaster 
and the 53rd Battalion.
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The walk

Study the battle from the Australian 

Memorial Park 1 using the previous 

narrative, then head left on Rue Delvas. 

After 130 metres, turn right at the old 

corner café onto Rue Deleval 2. The 

1 am counterattack against the 53rd 

Battalion’s right fl ank came through 

Delaporte Farm, which is on the left 

bombs and their single machine-gun 

was crippled.

Linking up with this assault, another 

frontal attack came in between Rouge 

Bancs and Delaporte Farm, directly 

towards you. With its entire perimeter 

now being pressed, the 14th Brigade 

withdrew. As the advanced line in the 

ditches to your front was cut off , many 

had to charge rearwards to the 

breastwork, which Captain Norman 

Gibbins’ rearguard was holding at the 

head of the newly dug communications 

trench to your left. Safety lay at the other 

end but Gibbins did not reach it. After 

the battle, Australian wounded littered 

no-man’s-land and their comrades went 

out nightly to bring them in. 

Aust Memorial
Park     

Kennedy
Crucifix

Bramble
Memorial

Sugarloaf

VC Corner

Cordonnerie
Farm

La Boutillerie

Les Clochers

Fromelles

   L’Abbaye
de la Boutillerie

Les Rouges
Blancs

Le Trou

Pétillon

Mouquet Farm

Delaporte Farm

Cellar Farm

17

18

19
3

20

2

1
5

6
7

8

9

4

10

11

12

15

13

14

British trenches
German trenches

To
Aubers

0 400 m

To Le Maisnil

Pheasant
 Wood

La
ie

s

La
ie

s

Ru
e 

du
 B

ois

Rue  Deleval

Rue

Delvas

Drève   M
ouquet

Rue de la

Cordonnerie

Ru
e 

Pe
til

lo
n

D1
75

D2
2

D175

D175

D175

D22c

D22

D141

Rue de

la Biette

16

This walk covers the assault of each of the Australian brigades. 
It passes through the furthest points reached by these 
assaults, the main positions eventually held in the German 
line, and the German counterattacks. The Australian line, from 
which the assault started, and the Sugarloaf, from where the 
right fl ank was carved up, are also included.   
DISTANCE COVERED: 13 km
DURATION: 6 hours
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towards Fromelles. Colonel Toll and the 

rest of the 31st Battalion were in the 

breastwork on your left and Captain 

Gibbins’ men were in it on your right but 

the 270-metre gap between the 

advanced lines of the 8th and 14th 

Brigades to your front remained open. 

Having come down the road from 

Fromelles, the Germans attacked astride 

the track at 2.30 am and overran the 31st 

Battalion’s advanced line. Reaching the 

breastwork on Toll’s left, they raced along 

it to the Kastenweg, forcing the 8th 

Brigade’s chaotic withdrawal. Toll’s group 

exited around 5.45 am. The 14th Brigade 

withdrew a few hours later. 

Return to Pension pour les Chiens and 

continue along Rue Delvas. Just past the 

next bend, the raised bank of a pond on 

the right marks the end of Toll’s attempt 

to fi nd the German support trench at the 

start of the attack; he had walked 

through the Australian barrage to it.

Continue to the memorial to Sergeant 

Kenneth Bramble of 609 Squadron RAF, 

whose Spitfi re crashed here on 21 July 

1941, and head right at the fork towards 

Fromelles on what is now the D22. After 

460 metres, take the right branch of the 

next fork and stop 300 metres along at 

Rue de la Biette on the right. If you are 

feeling energetic and there is little or no 

crop growth, it is worthwhile walking 

along it for 800 metres to the football 

fi eld on the right. Just beyond the far end 

of the fi eld is a platoon-sized pillbox 6 

with machine-gun platforms at either 

end. Stills from the fi lm footage of Hitler’s 

after 300 metres. Continuing almost to 

the chapel on the right a little further on, 

walk to the end of the track 3 that is 

also on the right. You are now on the 

German front line between the Sugarloaf 

and the Australian Memorial Park, and 

also near the boundary between the 

14th and 15th Brigades. The dead and 

wounded of the 59th and 60th Battalions 

covered the ground on the left, back to 

and beyond the Laies, which runs across 

your front. 

Return to Rue Delvas and continue 

past the Kennedy Crucifi x. Some men 

from the 14th Brigade crossed the road 

here and kept going in their search for 

the German support line. The road makes 

a right-angle turn at the Pension pour 

les Chiens 4, opposite which a track 

heads left. Walk 50 metres along it and 

look to your right front. Sections of 

derelict trench running in that direction 

were occupied by the 8th Brigade’s 

advanced line, whose right fl ank, held by 

part of the 31st Battalion, was 160 metres 

away. Walk another 70 metres and look 

left towards the corner café. You are now 

level with the 54th Battalion’s ditch, 

which did not meet the track but swung 

back to the breastwork, 90 metres further 

along near the bush-covered 

blockhouses. 

Walk to the telegraph poles 5, 

which approximate the line of the 

breastwork, then turn about and look 

FROMELLES

ADVANCED LINE 8TH AND 14TH BRIGADES

KENNEDY CRUCIFIX
AUBERS RIDGE

Looking towards Fromelles from where the German breastwork crossed 
the farm track in the area held by the 31st Battalion. The Germans 
counterattacked along the axis of the track at 2.30 am on 20 July.
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railway that ran to the site of the 

Australian Memorial Park. The work 

compound for the exhumation, 

identifi cation and reburial of the remains 

was on the corner of the track and the 

D22. As you are now just 300 metres 

from Fromelles church 9, you might 

as well call in! The original church did not 

survive the war, but the concrete 

observation post that the Germans built 

return to his old Western Front haunts in 

June 1940 show him examining it 

minutely, which suggests he may have 

sheltered in it during the battle. Local 

tradition says, though, that he parked 

himself in another blockhouse on Aubers 

Ridge 500 metres west of Fromelles on 

the D141. Perhaps, but the Rue de la 

Biette blockhouse seems a likelier 

Führerbunker! The Australian Memorial 

Park can be seen from it one kilometre 

north. Parts of the 14th Brigade came 

almost this far in their search for the 

German support line. 

Return to the D22 and turn right for 

Fromelles (Pheasant Wood) Military 

Cemetery 7, 100 metres along on the 

right. At the time of writing, a track on 

the other side of the D22 led to the fi eld 

before Pheasant Wood in which the 

burial pits 8 containing the remains of 

those re-interred in the cemetery were 

discovered. The Germans no doubt 

brought the corpses here on the trench 

The blockhouse to which 
Hitler, a runner, may have 
come during the battle.

The area where the burial 
pits were located at 
Pheasant Wood.

[We] swept on with the intention of capturing the second and third trenches in the fi rst line system, 
but we went on and on but no trace could be found of same. It now appeared evident that the 
information supplied as to enemy defences and aerial photographs was incorrect and misleading. 

The ground was fl at, covered with fairly long grass, the trenches shown on aerial photos were nothing but ditches 
full of water.    

Colonel Toll on the search for the German support trench 
(Report on Operations 19/20 July 1916, 31st Bn War Diary, Item 23/49, AWM)
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26 ANZACS ON THE WESTERN FRONT: THE AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL BATTLEFIELD GUIDE

at the near edge of the copse leads to 

the pit from which a minenwerfer heavy 

trench mortar most probably smashed 

the 58th Battalion’s line before a raid on 

15 July that infl icted 160 casualties. The 

Delangré Farm strongpoint stood on the 

mutilated ground further on in the copse 

and overlooked the 32nd Battalion’s 

barricade in the Kastenweg, which 

crossed the road next to the gate and ran 

along the left side. Captain Frank Krinks 

and 11 men from the 32nd set up in shell 

holes on the right of the Kastenweg at 

the far edge of the torn ground, from 

where the Germans on the higher ground 

of the strongpoint were silhouetted 

against the night sky. Together with the 

32nd’s posts on the left of the Kasten-

weg, they blocked counterattacks from 

Delangré Farm along it. 

Continue 250 metres past the 

minenwerfer pit to a large shed. The 

German breastwork @ followed the 

path beside it. When the end was near, 

half of Krinks’ XI withdrew to the 

inside it did. Some stained glass and a 

table from the original church, and the 

fi rst Kennedy Crucifi x, are in the new 

church. Despite the trees and the urban 

sprawl, a brief walk around this area 

conveys some idea of the views it 

commanded over the plain. The site of 

the Pheasant Wood burial pits can also 

be reached by taking the track to the left 

of the church. 

Now return to the Bramble memorial, 

head right at the fork and continue 

looking in the direction in which you 

have been walking when you reach Rue 

de la Cordonnerie 0 on the left after 

200 metres. A machine-gun at Les 

Clochers, the hamlet 220 metres straight 

ahead at the end the road, ended the 

31st Battalion’s advance. The Türkenecke 

strongpoint was to your right in the area 

of the blockhouses. Reserves from both 

locations reinforced Delangré Farm !, 

which was in the copse on the right 200 

metres down Rue de la Cordonnerie, to 

which you should now proceed. A path 

Fromelles church after the 
war, when all that remained 
intact was the concrete 
observation post.
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battle, the 30th Battalion was within 

20 metres of the German line when the 

withdrawal occurred. The trench saved 

many lives. Take the track on the left and, 

after 250 metres, you will be on the 

Australian front line at the boundary 

between the 8th and 14th Brigades. The 

narrowness of no-man’s-land, which 

greatly helped their attack, is evident 

from the Australian Memorial Park and 

the telegraph poles denoting the 

German line. But it also accounted for 

the pounding the Australians took from 

breastwork near your location but the 

Germans seized two of them. The others 

turned back and freed their mates with a 

fl urry of punches. Krinks and three men 

reached friendly territory. From here the 

breastwork can be tracked to the 

Australian Memorial Park by looking 

along the line of telegraph poles through 

the clearing on the left. In the opposite 

direction, it slanted past the three 

blockhouses in the fi eld, which were 

probably infantry shelters. The buildings 

around the prominent barn to their right 

500 metres away approximate the 

location of the Mouquet Farm

strongpoint. Its enfi lade advantage 

against the Australians’ left fl ank, on Rue 

de la Cordonnerie 100 metres beyond 

the telegraph poles, is obvious. The 

Australian mine went off  in no-man’s-

land to the right of the road but the spoil 

did not shield the 32nd Battalion from 

the fl anking fi re.

Now walk to the sharp bend, 100 metres 

short of the buildings of Cordonnerie 

Farm#. Trying to dig a trench across 

no-man’s-land from here during the 

[We found] a solid cube of concrete, except for a stair 
so narrow that only with diffi culty could a normally 
built man ascend … It terminated in a loophole for 
an observer, who with a telescope could, with perfect 
safety to himself, count every sentry in our lines. He 
also had an extensive view across our back areas, and 
could at once detect any preparation for attack. 

Brigadier-General Elliott on visiting Fromelles church in March 1919 
(quoted in McMullin, R, Pompey Elliott, Melbourne, 2002, p. 508) 

CORDONNERIE FARM

AUSTRALIAN MINE CRATER

No-man’s-land where the 
Australian mine was blown.
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LE TROU AID POST

15TH BRIGADE

gasped. He was never seen again. From 

this area, too, Lieutenant Waldo Zander of 

the 30th Battalion witnessed the end of a 

Lewis gun crew cut off  in the German 

line ahead of you as the battle wound 

down: ‘After all the rest had fallen back 

they could still be heard fi ring. We could 

see the Bosche working in along the 

trench on both their fl anks toward them, 

but they still stuck to their post and the 

gun kept fi ring. We saw some stick 

bombs thrown into their little 

stronghold—then silence!’ The rumpled 

mounds on the left as you return to 

the road enclose the moat of a 

medieval farm. 

Return to Cordonnerie Farm. Cellar 

Farm$ is behind it and can be reached 

by taking the track on the left that runs 

beside both. In the fi eld between them 

on the right, some deep dugouts, begun 

in September 1916 to accommodate a 

battalion, are being excavated. The pump 

piping and its wooden sheaths are in 

perfect condition and thousands of rat 

paw prints indent the concrete lining the 

four shaft heads. Cellar Farm Avenue, a 

communication trench on the 8th 

Brigade’s left fl ank, passed through Cellar 

Farm en route to Rue Petillon, which it 

met to the left of Rue-Petillon Military 

Cemetery. The cemetery’s Cross of 

Sacrifi ce is clearly visible. 

Return to the road and turn left past 

Cordonnerie Farm. As you walk the 

their own artillery, especially in the 31st 

Battalion before they went over here. 

Some remembered a legless Australian 

crawling back towards your location on 

his stumps later in the battle. ‘Make way 

please’, the mortally wounded man 

The entrance to the 
underground accommodation 
at Cellar Farm.
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VC CORNER AUSTRALIAN CEMETERY MEMORIAL

AUSTRALIAN MEMORIAL PARK

GERMAN FRONT LINE

The view from the Sugarloaf 
site of the ground over which 
the 15th Brigade attacked.

was left of the 15th Brigade and assisted 

the wounded.

Proceed to the corner of Rue Petillon 

and Rue Delvas, face left along Rue 

Delvas and look towards Cellar Farm and 

Cordonnerie Farm to your left front. The 

Australian line ran from there to the near 

side of the farm buildings ahead of you, 

on the other side of which is VC Corner 

Cemetery, before crossing Rue Delvas. 

Having crossed Rue Delvas yourself, walk 

200 metres down the track * on the 

far side to where the 15th Brigade’s right 

fl ank met it. Turn left and face Aubers 

Ridge. If the fi eld to your front has 

been harvested, you can reach the 

Sugarloaf ( from this location by 

walking straight ahead across the fi eld for 

370 metres. Spent cartridge cases still 

come to the surface at the site. Striking the 

Laies means you have veered to the left.

As you walk, it is hard not to be 

numbed at the thought of the fate of 

those whose footsteps you are following. 

Reaching the Laies, the fi rst wave of the 

59th and 60th Battalions was hit by a 

devastating fusillade and ‘went down like 

400 metres to the Drève Mouquet %, 

the British line ran to your right. Look 

down the Drève Mouquet on reaching it. 

The German line crossed 300 metres 

along, at which point the Tadpole stood 

on a slight rise on the left of the road. 

Mouquet Farm was 150 metres beyond 

the Tadpole. After another 300 metres, 

turn left onto the D175 and again onto 

Rue Petillon 1.1 kilometres later. 

Rue-Petillon Military Cemetery ^ is 

next to the site of Eaton Hall dressing 

station, which received Australian 

wounded. Cellar Farm Avenue began 

230 metres further on. Starting after 

another 350 metres, Brompton Road, 

the 14th Brigade’s communication 

trench, parallelled it and was used by 

Corporal Henry Williams to move 

forward with the 56th Battalion.

Continue 250 metres to beautiful Le 

Trou Aid Post Cemetery &. Brigadier-

General Elliott’s headquarters and the aid 

post were in the hamlet on the left of the 

road. Looking like a man ‘who had just 

lost his wife’, Elliott wept openly as he 

shook hands in this vicinity with what 

The bodies of dead men lay thickly along its length. Here the [55th] Battalion moving up had 
suffered severely in the passage. The German shells still searched this sap and blew great craters 
along its length as we struggled through, trampling underfoot the dead that cluttered it. All the while 

we were losing men. Some of the wounded lay in pools staining the water with their blood. Dead men, broken 
trench-material, shattered duckboards that tripped us as we passed, the smell of the fumes of high 
explosives, and the unforgettable odour of death made this trench a place of horror. 

Corporal Williams describing Brompton Road (Williams, HR, In Gallant Company, Sydney, 1933, p. 57)
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30 ANZACS ON THE WESTERN FRONT: THE AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL BATTLEFIELD GUIDE

Rue Delvas to see the route that the 

German line took. Then look back to your 

starting point for the German perspec-

tive. As you retrace your steps, consider 

the folly of putting the interdivisional 

boundary so close to the Sugarloaf that it 

could despatch the British attacking it on 

your left and then catch the 15th Brigade 

in enfi lade to your right. 

Return to Rue Delvas and turn right. 

VC Avenue, the communication trench 

leading to the 15th Brigade’s line, crossed 

the road 60 metres along. The line itself 

went over after another 300 metres, past 

which Rue Delvas bridges the Laies and 

passes VC Corner Cemetery ). Both 

are in the old no-man’s-land. On your 

way back to the Australian Memorial Park, 

you might care to pause at the cemetery. 

The fi elds around it were carpeted 

with dead, Charles Bean said, and also 

with wounded who ‘could be seen 

everywhere raising their limbs in pain or 

turning hopelessly, hour after hour, from 

one side to the other’. They moaned 

for water or for an end to their agony. 

Their cobbers made nightly forays to 

fetch them. 

Humanity, tragedy and cruelty 

intermingled. Krinks and the three men 

who escaped with him were returning 

with their wounded when a panicky 

Australian sentry killed two of them with 

a single shot. Two Germans carried a 

wounded Australian to his own parapet, 

saluted and walked away. Unaware of 

what had happened, other Australians 

shot them. Preventing all attempts to 

save a man who had been blinded, the 

Germans let him stumble around near 

the Sugarloaf for several days before 

shooting him. Many simply could not be 

recovered. Wracked by pain, driven mad 

by thirst and the attentions of ants and 

fl ies, they met a ghastly fi nish. Some of 

them lie in these grounds. All of them are 

named on the wall at the far end. 

From the Australian Memorial 

Park, return to Ypres the way you 

have come.

wheat before the reaper’, wrote 

Lieutenant Frank Knyvett. The second got 

to the middle of no-man’s-land. Seeing 

no movement ahead, the third wave 

pressed on towards where it imagined 

the fi rst two must have been lying ready 

for the fi nal rush. It was also mown down, 

as a machine-gun fi ring down the Laies 

made the ditch a death-trap. Leaning 

over their parapet, the Germans looked 

‘as if they were wondering what was 

coming next’, said Lieutenant Tom Kerr. 

The fourth wave gave them their answer. 

They obliterated it. But the tragedy was 

not over, for the 59th Battalion was 

scythed later in the evening while trying 

to get across this ground. 

On reaching the Sugarloaf, look half 

left to the Australian Memorial Park on 

The Laies, as crossed by the 15th Brigade in 1916 (top), and today.
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nearby and from the battlefi elds around 

Aubers, this cemetery is on the D41 

750 metres from the village. Of the 

718 graves, 445 are unknowns. Most of 

the Fromelles dead were picked up from 

where they had fallen. Plot I consists 

almost entirely of 108 unidentifi ed 

Australians. Of the 16 named Australians, 

14 were from the 59th Battalion, which 

was on the 5th Division’s right fl ank and 

closer to Aubers than the other 

Australian battalions. 

Fromelles (Pheasant 
Wood) Military Cemetery

On the D22 300 metres short of 

Fromelles church, this was the fi rst new 

war cemetery to be built by the 

Commonwealth War Graves Commission 

in 50 years. It contains the remains of 

250 Australian and British soldiers who 

fell at Fromelles and were buried by the 

CEMETERIES 

Anzac Cemetery 
On the D945 500 metres outside 

Sailly-sur-la-Lys, Anzac Cemetery was 

begun by the 2nd Australian Field 

Ambulance near an advanced dressing 

station just before the Fromelles attack 

and remained in use until the Germans 

overran the area in April 1918. Of the 

300-plus burials, 111 are Australian and 

they include many Fromelles fallen, 

especially from the 31st Battalion. Captain 

Gibbins rests at I.A.5. There are eight New 

Zealand burials in the cemetery. 

Nineteen Australians lie in Sailly-sur-la-Lys 

Canadian Cemetery across the road.

Aubers Ridge British 
Cemetery

Established postwar to concentrate the 

burials from smaller wartime cemeteries 

LOCAL INFORMATION

Pheasant Wood Military 
Cemetery.
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The grave of Private Billy 
Ellsdale, Rue-David Military 
Cemetery.

now contains 356 graves. Most of the 207 

unknowns, 155 British and 52 Australian, 

were probably killed during the 

Fromelles battle. 

Rue-David Military 
Cemetery

Located 900 metres along the D176, Rue 

des Davids, which heads left from the 

Boutillerie crossroads beyond the Drève 

Mouquet, the cemetery was begun in 

December 1914 and became a 

concentration cemetery after the 

armistice. Almost half of its 893 burials 

are unidentifi ed. The proportion is even 

higher for the Australians, 256 of whose 

353 dead are unknowns. Many of them 

are thought to have fallen at Fromelles. 

Resting at II.E.44, Private Billy Ellsdale was 

probably the fi rst Aboriginal soldier killed 

in France. He died on 7 July 1916. 

Eighteen New Zealanders lie in this 

cemetery.

Rue-du-Bois Military 
Cemetery

Many Fromelles dead rest in this cemetery, 

which is on the D171 500 metres 

from the Petillon crossroads. It was 

started by the British in November 1914. 

As a result of graves brought in 

postwar from the battlefi elds and other 

cemeteries, the cemetery now contains 

832 burials, of which 242 are Australian 

and fi ve are New Zealanders. Major Geoff  

McCrae, who led the 60th Battalion at 

Fromelles, lies at I.F.33. 

Rue-Petillon Military 
Cemetery

Along with Le Trou, Rue-Petillon is one of 

the most beautiful of the local cemeteries, 

with entrance portals and grounds 

enhanced by weeping willows and other 

trees. Named after the road on which it is 

located at the opposite end to Le Trou 

and passed during the walk, it was begun 

Germans in fi ve pits just outside Pheasant 

Wood across the road. Following the 

discovery of the pits, exhumation and 

DNA tracing to identify the remains began 

in 2009. By the time the Prince of Wales 

dedicated the cemetery on 19 July 2010, 

the 70th anniversary of the battle, almost 

100 of the Australians had been named. 

Their numbers are likely to increase as 

the identifi cation process will continue 

for several more years. 

Le Trou Aid Post Cemetery

Shaded by poplars and willows and 

surrounded by a natural moat, this 

cemetery is literally an island of 

tranquillity. Passed during the walk, it is 

on Rue Petillon near its junction with Rue 

Delvas. Begun in October 1914 to serve 

Le Trou Aid Post on the other side of the 

road, it was enlarged after the war and 
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MEMORIALS

The Australian 
Memorial Park 

The park was opened on 5 July 1998. Its 

centrepiece, a 2.1-metre bronze statue by 

Melbourne sculptor Peter Corlett, is 

based on Sergeant Simon Fraser’s 

response to a wounded soldier’s cry, 

‘Don’t forget me, Cobber’. Fraser was one 

of those who had scoured the battlefi eld 

for wounded. Offi  cially known as 

‘Cobbers’, the statue depicts a soldier 

from the 57th Battalion, whom Corlett 

modelled on Fraser, carrying a wounded 

in December 1914. Like some of the 

other local cemeteries, Rue-Petillon was 

used for concentration purposes postwar. 

Of its 1136 burials, about half of them 

known, 292 are Australian and 24 New 

Zealand. Chaplain Spencer Maxted of the 

54th Battalion, killed while stretcher-

bearing, is at I.K.2. Perhaps the last burial 

in Rue-Petillon was Major Roy Harrison, 

the 54th’s second-in-command, whose 

remains were found in 1927 and 

identifi ed by his silver cigarette case. He 

rests at I.D.20. 

VC Corner Australian 
Cemetery Memorial 

Established after the Armistice on Rue 

Delvas in the old no-man’s-land crossed 

by the 14th Brigade, VC Corner is one of 

only two all-Australian cemeteries on the 

Western Front (Toronto Cemetery at 

Ploegsteert is the other) and, uniquely, 

contains no headstones. As none of the 

remains of the 410 Fromelles dead 

collected around it in 1918–19 could be 

identifi ed, they were interred in two 

areas, each marked by a fl at white cross, 

either side of a central grass avenue. The 

names of all 1299 Australian fallen with 

no known grave grace a screen wall 

memorial at the rear. 

Rue-Petillon Military 
Cemetery.

VC Corner Australian 
Cemetery Memorial.
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‘Cobbers’. mate from the 60th over his shoulder.

Though it may be seen as unrealistic, the 

action of the cobber, Australian slang for 

mate, in clinging to his slouch hat 

unmistakeably identifi es where the men 

are from and hence the memory 

sustaining them as they head towards 

their line. 

According to the local battlefi eld 

preservation group, the blockhouses 
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The Australian Memorial Park and its blockhouses.

The Fromelles museum. The ladder was recovered from a mine gallery in the 
Tadpole strongpoint in 1994.

in the park were built in 1917 and 

their damaged state refl ects the 

postwar eff orts of farmers to remove 

them. Exploration has revealed that 

the one closest to the road was an 

infantry shelter and the one furthest 

from it a stores dump. The centre 

blockhouse was a miners’ shelter 

covering the head of an unfi nished 

mine gallery. Partially collapsed and full 

of water, it juts 38 metres towards the 

British line.

MUSEUMS

Fromelles Museum

Housed on the second fl oor of the town 

hall and school building, which is on the 

left of the D141 150 metres past the 

junction with the D22, the Fromelles 

museum contains many relics of all the 

battles fought in the area. At the time of 

writing, opening hours were 9 am to 

midday and 2 pm to 7 pm on every 

second Sunday between April and 

December, excluding August. Visits at 

other times can be arranged by calling 

the mairie (03 20 50 20 43) three weeks 

in advance. 
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