Fromelles
‘A Night of Horror and Doubt’".

Peter Dowling

The air was thick with bullets, swishing in a flat, crisscrossed lattice of death... Hundreds
were mown down in the flicker of an eyelid, like great rows of teeth knocked from a comb.
(Sgt Walter ‘Jimmy’ Downing, 15" Brigade, Fromelles, 1916)?

In the late afternoon of 19" July 1916, Australian soldiers of the 5™ Division waited
apprehensively in their trenches for the artillery bombardment to cease. The Division was a
mixture of experienced troops from the battlefields of Gallipoli, and raw, untried, soldiers
who had never fired a shot in anger. But they all had something in common; they were
facing their first great conflict on the Western Front.

Opposite them were the German front lines, with a heavily defended salient bordering
Sugarloaf Hill - not much of a hill in real terms, just a slightly higher area of ground in a flat
and cratered landscape. Nevertheless, the Germans of the 6" Bavarian Reserve Division, a
strong well-disciplined army who knew the ground well, had a commanding view of the
Australian front lines. Behind Sugarloaf, deeper in the German line, was another area of high
ground, Aubers Ridge, commanding an even wider view, including the 61* British Division
immediately south. The Allied artillery had been firing intensely at the German frontline for
seven hours and was due to cease at 6 pm when the command ‘over the bags’® was to be
given and the advance on the German lines was to begin. They were about to leap into Hell.

The Battle of Fromelles

Many of the soldiers of the 5™ Division had little understanding of why they were to go into
this battle. It had to do with a much bigger objective. Eighty kilometres to the south the
Battle of the Somme had ground to a bloody halt. A stalemate had occurred, with both sides
trying to blast each other out of their entrenchments. General Haig, commanding the British
forces on the Western Front, was concerned that German reinforcements would come from
the north to fortify the Somme defences and counter-attack his forces. A plan was devised to
mount a diversionary attack at Fromelles to keep the Germans occupied and prevent them
from coming south. The plan received the backing of General McCay, commander of the
Australian 5™ Division and his superior, General Haking (‘Butcher Haking’ as he was to
become known by his troops). Strategically, it may have seemed a reasonable plan, but in
practice it was a disaster. Brigadier General, Harold ‘Pompey’ Elliot, commander of the
Australian 15" Brigade, and a man who spoke his mind, called it a ‘tactical abortion’.
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Their objective was to break into the German front line and take the positions on Sugarloaf
and Aubers Ridge They were to advance across no-man’s-land in four lines. The first line
was to take the German front line with the succeeding lines to follow through and take their
appointed objectives. It was never intended that they advance far into the enemy lines; the
objective was to keep the Germans where they were. For Australia, the results were
catastrophic. They met a wall of machine-gun and rifle fire. The enemy barbed wire
defences had not been cut by the artillery bombardment. The Germans had observed the
build-up of troops and were well prepared for the attack.

Elliot’s 15" Brigade, advancing on the right, was badly hit by enemy artillery and ‘friendly
fire’ even before they left their trenches to face the impossible objective of Sugarloaf. They
were caught in the open, enfiladed by enemy fire, taking heavy casualties and unable to
advance. Their dead and wounded lay in no-man’s land as the remainder were forced to
retreat to their own lines. The 8" and 14™ Brigades on the left made better progress.
capturing 1,000 metres of enemy trenches, but in the confusion of battle had advanced too
far, leaving their flanks vulnerable. They began to take heavy casualties and by 8 am next
morning were ordered to retreat. The British 61% Division also penetrated the German lines
in a few places but was equally unsuccessful, taking heavy casualties before being driven out.

The Aftermath

By the next morning the attack was over; the Bavarians still held their positions and no
tactical advantage had been achieved by the Allied forces. The 5™ Australian Division
sustained 5,533 casualties, including 1,917 killed*, 3,146 wounded and 470 taken prisoner.
The losses were the highest for one Division, for one day, for the whole war. The other
combatants fared better. The 61° British Division had 1,547 casualties, with 519 killed; and
the Bavarian Division sustained 1,000 casualties.

The full extent of the Australian casualties was not made available to the public back home
for many months. Nevertheless, rumours of the losses began to spread. In August the
Minister for Defence, G.F. Pearce, when questioned about the heavy casualties said that they
were ‘quite unfounded’®. Pearce was no doubt aware that announcements of actual
Australian losses, even if they were accurate, would influence the referendum on conscription
that was to be held later that year. Putting a spin on the truth, even in these circumstances,
was not below the moral horizons of politicians. The British were also reluctant to admit to
the loss of Allied soldiers in this ill-planned feint and reported:

Yesterday evening, south of Armentieres, we carried out some important raids on
a front of two miles in which Australian troops took part. About 140 Germans
were captured.



Those Australian families who had lost loved ones were informed that they were missing in
action. Many had to wait until after the war to receive news of their ultimate loss, but even
today there are many families who still do not know the fate of their ancestors other than that
they died at Fromelles.

Following the battle, the Germans collected the dead Allied soldiers, including many
Australians, and with as much ceremony and reverence as could be achieved in the
circumstances, buried them in a mass grave at Pheasant Wood behind the front line.
Unmarked, but never really forgotten, this mass grave has recently been discovered through
the dedicated and persistent work of Lambis Englezos AM.

Recovery and ldentification at Fromelles

Members of the Oxford Archaeology team begin to excavate the site by hand (Oxford Archaeology/Tim Loveless, 2009)

The Australian and British governments, together with the Commonwealth War Graves
Commission have employed an experienced team from Oxford Archaeology to undertake a
controlled excavation of the mass grave. The aims of the project are twofold: first, to recover
the bodies and place them in a newly constructed cemetry nearby; and secondly, to attempt to
personally identify individuals. Such a project of recovery and identification has never
before been attempted with First World War dead. The task is massive.

Ecavations of the grave site has now been completed and 250 skeletal remains together with
1,200 artefacts have been excavated. An early analysis of the remains and the artefacts
indicate that a large proportion of the recovered remains appear to be Australian.’
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Recovery of such a number has beenno easy task in itself, but to attempt to individually
identify them, give them a name and a family, is. With today’s modern technology in DNA
profiling and molecular genealogy research there is a high probability that at least some of
the soldiers could be identified.

A pilot study, to test the viability of DNA extraction, was recently undertaken on a small
sample of the remains. The Minister for Defence Personnel, Material and Science, Greg
Combet, announced that the pilot study was successful and that full-scale DNA testing on all
the recovered remains would be undertaken.® As the bodies are recovered, small samples of
bone will be have been removed to a laboratory for DNA extraction. The remains are being
kept in a temporary moprtuary for re-burial with full ceremonies in a dedicated war grave
prepared nearby.

A computer generated visualization of how the cemetery will look when it is completed (Commonwealth War Graves
Commission 2009

The DNA extraction will result in individual genetic profiles that can can be matched with
living relatives. The project is also building up a database from living relatives of the
Fromelles dead who have volunteered their DNA for inheritance matching. The project
managers do not expect that individual identification by DNA profiling will be possible for
all individuals. That is such a long shot that it is almost impossible. Nevertheless, there is a
good chancethat some of the soldiers will be identified. Further means of personal
identification, using physical examination methods on the skeletons, and personal items
which can be attributed to a particular person, will also be used to further strengthen the
identification process. But no matter how ambitious the project, it is still worthwhile if it
gives at least some peace or solaceto the families who have, for over ninety years, not known
the fate of their ancestors or where they were buried.

4



Where there is ground-breaking research there are also critics. The media in Australia and
Britain, in their fervour to produce controversy where it did not exist (nothing new there),
claimed the recovery operations were being done at a ‘cut-price’ rate and that the
archaeologists were in “crisis’ with ‘toxic ground water dispersal...derailing the dig’® and
used unprofessional excavations methods.™® Despite strong denials by the respective
Ministers for Defence, the Australian Prime Minister and the archaeologists themselves, the
media continued this story line. However, without evidence to support their claims, the story
has had a short life and has now receded into the archives of silliness. The success of the
DNA pilot study belies the claims of the media.

The first stage of recovery in now complete. The DNA profiling and family matching will
continue for some time to come.

Note: There is another casualty who could be added to the list of dead from that awful day:
Brigadier-General Harold (‘Pompey’) Elliot, Commanding Officer of the 15" Brigade, who
saw his ‘Boys’ mowed down on the Fromelles field and sobbed uncontrollably. He survived

the war but never recovered from that day. Beset by internal disquiet, he quietly took his

own life in 1931 while in hospital, diagnosed with ‘a definite form of nervous disorder’.™*

For more information on the progress of the Fromelles recovery and profiling:
Commonwealth War Graves Commission

www.cwgc.org.fromelles

A listing of the soldiers who died at Fromelles —
www.defence.gov.au/army/fromelles/identification.asp

Australian Fromelles Unit

www.army.gov.au/fromelles

or ring 1800 019 090



http://www.cwgc.org.fromelles/
http://www.defence.gov.au/army/fromelles/identification.asp
http://www.army.gov.au/fromelles
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