THE MINERS - SOMEWHERE IN FRANCE

The following are a series of articles written for the Sydney Morning Herald under the nom-de-plume of ‘Willie Wombat’, a member of the 2nd Tunnelling Company.  The early work of the Tunnellers was totally secretive and therefore little information of their duties was publicly given.  These articles, printed months after the events, gave the families some insight as to the Tunnellers role in the war.  The articles are arranged chronologically as they appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald.

[The articles below have been transcribed by Donna Baldey from microfilm held by James Cook University, Townsville.]


Wednesday August 16, 1916

WITH THE ANZACS

FIGHTING IN FRANCE

GAS ATTACK THAT FAILED

(By Willie Wombat)

SOMEWHERE IN FRANCE June 26 [1916]

   The Anzac army has been having for several days a period of comparative quietude.  So much the better, for it means a surer foundation for events ahead.  Occasional raids take place with great effect, and the Hun now knows what it is to reckon with a raiding party of Anzacs.  Although there has been a lull in heavy engagements, constant work continues.  Communiqués tell the public daily with great moderation of mine explosions and raids on trenches, but these statements tell nothing of those who have not lived in the midst of the operations in question.  The images conjured up are too fragmentary, too transient, to allow the average reader to receive a deep or enduring impression.  But nothing escapes, and each series of incidents are being linked with each other.  These discreet statements do not bring into relief the activity which has never seemed to reign on the front held by Britain’s armies; a front which demands the most vigilant watchfulness and hardest effort.  And it is in that honourable front that the Australian and New Zealand soldiers are being regarded with pride and confidence.

  The arrival of the Anzacs on this front was the subject of absolute insults by the enemy, hoisted on notice boards, and was typical of the well-known German methods.  Our lads merely joked about it, but underneath that jollity was plainly discernable the determination—“All right Fritz, we’ll meet you, anon!”  And any time that they have clashed with Fritz—well Fritz knows all about it!

  Gas is an old German dodge, not many nights ago several cylinders of abominable stuff were discharged into the air, with the object of poisoning the Anzacs, but the diabolical scheme did not work.  It was into our trenches it was directed, but just as it was travelling before the breeze, in all its deadliness, a gust of wind came to scatter and expend itself in less concentrated spots.  Be it understood that the wily enemy did not spring a surprise.  The gas attack was expected, and once its presence was established all was in readiness.  Dame Fortune came to our assistance, however, at the critical moment.  A couple of young girls and two children in a village behind the lines, where a cloud of gas had been carried by the wind were poisoned.

   I must tell you another story.  A sniper was busy at a certain point not so very long ago.  The lads knew the “joint” well, so it was decided to give him a target.  A dummy man was rigged up, and was gradually hoisted over the parapet in style which might be interpreted as in the act of creeping over. Fritz’s watchful eye soon spotted the figure, and several snipers were quickly at work.  Bullet after bullet pinged across, but the dummy man gradually took up the position of standing erect.  Fritz was properly wild by this time, and a terrific volley came across.  There was a lull for a few seconds, and the dummy man in khaki was lowered into his trench.  There was side-splitting laughter.  They had got Fritz wild.  That was their delight.

   “Give him a kerosene tin” suggested one.

   This was no sooner said than done.  It was no sooner there than it was riddled with lead.

   “Wave them a washout,” came another suggestion.  And so on, in the sporting, merry way, Australian lads came to worry the Hun. 

Wednesday August 23, 1916
ANZAC RAIDS

THE SPORTING SPIRIT

BEWILDERING THE GERMANS

(By Willie Wombat)

NORTHERN FRANCE, July 3 [1916]

     The tactical novelty of the British army in France at the time of writing is that of trench raids, or, in other words, penetrating the enemy lines.  I have referred to these raids previously, but as time goes on they are growing in importance.  To the Canadians it must be given the credit for establishing these well-planned items of the war programme.  Now almost every regiment of the British army is carrying out well-organised surprises.  They are proving the most valuable form of attack from many points of view that have yet been systematised in trench warfare.

  One of the chief features is the information obtained, for in almost every case something is important is found or located.  These raiding parties have established themselves as valuable parts of our intelligence department.   And in addition, they are a very excellent means of giving a true impression to the Germans of what they will actually have to meet and endure when that great hour comes—the hour of the onward move.  And whether that hour will maybe tomorrow or a week hence or a couple of months hence it is impossible to say, and therefore, we must be content to be puzzled in order that the Huns may also be.

   That the responsible authorities of the British army have recognised this novel way of getting at the enemy is proved by the methodical method in which the great series was organised.  The most likely looking lads in stature and physical proportions have been given the opportunity in almost every instance, and it is because of that that the Anzacs have become to regard it as a war sport.  The chosen for such adventures are simply regarded by Australians generally as if they were their chosen cricket team and by the New Zealanders as the Rugby fifteen.

   It is simply gripped by our lads in the light of one battalion against another for the greatest honour and the greatest deeds of daring, plus the information for the general good to be gained.  And, by the way of illustration, one the party of raiders is picked it goes into training physically and mentally for the issue before it, and it is then that the Anzacs show their fine sporting spirit.  Their chosen comrades receive every attention that they can give them, and take as in rubbing them down and keeping their muscles elastic as if they were going to compete in some great Olympic game where the honour of them all was at stake.  That these necessary preliminary precautions are of great importance is evidenced by the quick time in which these excursions have been carried out.  Slickness and presence of mind are the two great essentials for these affairs, and without doubt the lads from “down under” excel in this new method of brushing with the enemy.

  That these raiding parties are forming the prelude to some great event may be very possible, but it is interesting to note that a few weeks ago these hops over the parapet, were only occasional, whereas to-day it is quite a common thing for ten or a dozen of them to be carried out and worked in such a way that they all link up the great chain.

   For the successful carrying out of these sporting expeditions a good deal depends upon the effective work of the artillery, and in that respect there is every kind of regard between the raiders and the guns at the back.  All raids are practically similar in these methods.  With but a few exceptions the purport is the same.  Usually about midnight or in the early hours of the morning the fun commences.  The trench mortars begin the work of chopping up the enemy’s barbed wire, whilst the guns barrage the communication trenches and put a curtain of shellfire around the portion to be attacked.  It is then that the men go forward with truncheons and bombs.

   And as these raids have developed in numbers, so has the intensity of our gunfire, with the result that the British front is now almost one continual roar of guns.  The enemy, as a result, are showing themselves very nervous and alert, and where Fritz ventures to throw across his shells he gets back six for his one, the result being that the combined efforts of our tactics are having a most demoralising effect.

   In addition to the protection being afforded to our raiding parties, terrible havoc is the result in the enemy’s lines.  Their batteries are being destroyed, their defensive works are being broken up, their ammunition stores behind the lines are being blown up, and their observation balloons are being brought down.  The object also extends further to reach men in the communication trenches, in their billets and resting camps.  And, better still Huns are being killed and being given a sample of our best ally—Time—has done for us, with a minimum cost to ourselves.  Yes, during the past few days the zone of our shell fire has been wide and far-reaching; shrapnel and high explosives having searched many unexpected spots.

   The activity that has commenced is gladly welcomed by all troops—not forgetting the Anzacs, whose comparative inaction for sometime has been rather trying—and they are keen for sprints across No Man’s Land into trenches of the enemy.  So far the losses in these adventures are extraordinarily light and insignificant.

  Almost every raid accounts for a certain number of prisoners, who admit that the frequency of the stunts are having a very worrying effect on their troops, who are now kept in a constant state of terror, for they never know what moment they are going to be pounced on.  One prisoner taken recently by an Anzac raiding party, and who could speak fairly good English, told a couple of raiders that his regiment had only been moved recently to that part of the line, and that the Anzacs were the ones who their comrades had told them were the most dreadful of all.  The suddenness and fury of their raids were bewildering.

   Whilst our lads are harassing and demoralising the Huns and striking terror into their hearts, they themselves are marching to the trenches singing and whistling and playing mouth-organs.  The present is the happiest time since the beginning of the struggle, Fritz, they openly avow, is the man they want, and when they do get him they easily become the masters.

Wednesday August 30, 1916

EXCITING RAIDS

AUDACIOUS ANZACS

TERRIFYING THE GERMANS

(By Willie Wombat)

NORTHERN FRANCE July 7.1916]

   I have previously referred to the important part that Australians and New Zealanders are playing raiding the enemy trenches.  Each one is proving more successful that the previous one, and the Germans, our lads state emphatically, are absolutely terrified when the Anzacs hop over.  Their persistency, dash, audacity and inquisitiveness during their short stay have made Fritz hold his breath on several occasions, or else lose it.  Once over the parapet these Anzacs bring the enemy up at the point of the bayonet.  If they are to accompany them, well and good and if not—well, they must accept the inevitable.  And the dugouts are not forgotten.  The bomb throwers soon account for them.  Information to bring back in the shape of enemy equipment of any kind is another part of the programme.  All these things have to be accomplished in a given time, which is not more than from 10 to 15 minutes’ duration.

   To the New Zealanders now belongs the honour of one of the most successful raids yet accomplished, not that their spirit was in excess that of other troops, but fortune favoured them a night or two ago, and they made the most of it.

   By way of a blind our artillery our trench mortars made things lively for about half an hour early in the night.  There was a lull for about an hour, and once more our shells were hurled across, going this time pretty well an hour.  About 1a.m. fire opened once more, and fiercer than ever.  Out hopped half a hundred New Zealanders.  Fiercer and more intensely our guns belched, cool and collected.   Each movement bringing them nearer their hated foe.  What would the wire entanglements be like?  A very natural thought, because if well chopped up so much time would be gained.  To time the party were at their appointed spot.  The guns flung their missiles at another point.  The barb-wire was well cut; it was in pieces.  There was no scrambling or crawling to be done.  It was lying flat.  Every muscle, every nerve, was palpitating with delight.  “I felt as if I had just guzzled down a small bottle of fizz” one of the party remarked to me.  “And as for the rest of the boys, some such feeling must have come over them,” he went on.  “Anyhow, we were soon across it, and over the parapet and right into Fritz’s trenches.  Nobody was excited.  We came to do a job, and we intended to do it.  The first lot that we came across received us in a sort of terror.  A few showed defiance.  That was the end of them.  A couple thought life was sweet, and surrendered.  The lads did not come over solely to kill.  Our object more than any thing else was to get information.  We found an important plant, and a few engineers with the party soon settled that.  Elsewhere there was grab in the midst of the din and yells of Germans going to their long home.  The next great surprise for us was a find of two officers.  They did not show fight, but calmly came with us.  They were good game.  The next I saw was our sergeant.  He was a parson at Masterton before he came to do his bit.  His name is Old, and his people live in Christchurch I know.  I ran across him marching a prisoner to those appointed to look after them.  ‘Wait a minute until I get rid of this joker,’ he called to me.  In a second he had the German at the double.  He returned in about a minute.  ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘I think I’m on something good.’  In a short space of time we pulled up at a dug-out.  It was occupied by two more officers.  He asked them to come out.  They refused.  I next saw him whip his hand in his pocket.  ‘Look out,’ he sang out to me.  ‘Are you coming?’ he demanded once more.  They did not move.  Next I saw him raise his hand, and as he flung a bomb he yelled out ‘Well, if you won’t come divide that between you.’  That was the end of them.  Time was getting short.  Everyone was now getting ready to get back.  Of booty we had plenty, and valuable stuff it was, too.   In all we had nine prisoners, two of whom were officers.  Our casualties only amounted to a few minor wounds.  It was a good night’s work all right.  In addition to our prisoners we have calculated that we ‘outed’ 30 to 40 Germans.”

   This is the kind of excitement our Anzacs enjoy.  The same night as these New Zealand chaps made their name several other raids took place, and all were successful.  When the New Zealanders get moving they put on the old Rugby dash, and introduce a forward rush.  When the Australians get there it is the ‘round armer’ every time—without screws or breaks, but still a “full pitcher.”

Wednesday September 6, 1916.

ANZAC RAIDS

TALES OF HEROISM

A SAXON PRISONER

(By Willie Wombat)

NORTHERN FRANCE July 7 [1916]

      As our push continues to manifest itself in our favour, that part of the programme which was the prelude to it all—raiding—goes on in other parts of the line where the Anzacs are making themselves so horribly distasteful that Fritz does not know whether he is on his head or his heels.  The Huns thought they had a clue in the earlier part of the new game; that the opening of a bombardment meant another visit, but in the past couple of weeks we have entirely mystified them.  The result is that the enemy are ‘standing to’ at all times, and are undergoing a period of great nervousness and physical exhaustion, a fact which has been proved by the prisoners passing daily through our lines.  They give the idea that they are up against it and a bit more.  Their expressions are of the wearied order that portrays a losing game.  So much for the activity of our guns.

   Many stories are going the rounds of the dugouts de luxe, in which our enemies are quartered.  Not many nights ago an Australian battalion made a dash with its representative party—a party which maintained the traditions of the Anzacs by bringing back men and guns and other information, and found out that the German dugouts were made of concrete, with iron doors.

   A few nights ago Fritz took it into his head to try a raid on a front line trench held by a section of Anzacs.  It was preceded by a furious bombardment, and some extra special big stuff was sent over for the occasion, with the result that things were somewhat lively for a bit.  But our entrenchments stood the inferno capitally, and all was got in readiness to combat Fritz’s adventure.  It is a standing order that Hun trenches can and may be entered, but Huns must not get into our trenches, and if they do they mustn’t be allowed to return.  Anyhow, the Huns put in appearance, and then a fiendish fight commenced.  Bombs, rifles, revolvers, and bayonets were the wall that had to be encountered before the parapet could be reached, and the result was a number of heroic individual exploits.  The Huns did not get across, with the perception of a wounded few, who crawled in after the melee was over.  The Hun raiding party failed, and very few escaped to their own lines.

   “The fools thought, I suppose that we would do something like themselves—clear out when visitors arrived,” was how an Anzac declared himself after classifying the affair as a “dinkum scrap.”

   Those raiding incidents have always resulted in heroic and daring deeds by our boys, and when on the defensive on this occasion they were not found wanting.  As a matter of fact, they were at their best, and as an old saying puts it, “Britishers are never better than when they have their backs to the wall.”  And certainly on that memorable night the Anzacs stemmed a strong rush.  They fought with a coolness and determination characteristic of them, and which has been styled as magnificent.  The hotter things got, the fiercer the Anzacs fought.

   There was one event of the night which individual bravery could scarcely be surpassed.  In fact, I have little doubt but that deed will have the reward of merit which it deserves.  A corporal and five men—bomb-throwers all took up a position with a supply of bombs.  As far as can be authoritatively ascertained—for the hero of the deed now lies in hospital with three wounds, one in the neck, one in the left shoulder, and another in the thigh—early in the combat the young Anzac leader found himself alone, his mates having been cut off.  He stood by his post and hurled bomb after a bomb until the supply was exhausted, causing havoc and panic amongst the Boches.  As soon as his bombs had given out he drew his revolver and discharged fully fifty rounds into the seething, maddened enemy around him.  When his revolver was lying by his side, the empty shells of the last round still in the chambers.  It was a feat of which his comrades were proud, but it is one more of those glorious deeds which made the name Anzac famous.

   The official communiqué briefly referred to this incident, by saying that wounded prisoners had fallen into our hands.  And in connection with one of those prisoners “thereby hangs a tale.”  Amongst our own wounded and those of the enemy a stalwart, big hearted Anzac soldier found a Saxon lad of no more than 16 years of age.  He took him in charge and hoisted him on his back and carried him in short spells out of the trenches.  The unfortunate lad was almost terrified at the beginning, but he was soon at ease when he found kind attention.  When he had recovered from his collapse the first desire appeared to be to make an explanation.  After considerable effort to make himself understood he finished up by saying “Comprehend, I am no Hun, but a Saxon, and Saxons do not fight the English.”

   This lad’s statement bore out a fact which had been long known by our troops, that the Saxons never show any desire for fight when manning the trenches opposite the British lines.

   Needless to say, this Saxon lad got everything possible in the shape of food, water and cigarettes from our lads until the time came when he had to be removed to the proper quarter for attention to his wounds, in the first place, and after to become a prisoner of war.

Wednesday September 13, 1916.

ANZAC RAIDS 

IN NORTHERN FRANCE

A MAORI’S BRAVERY

(By Willie Wombat)

NORTHERN FRANCE July 18 [1916]

   During the past month I have told several stories of raids carried out by Anzac troops into the enemy lines.  Official sources up till two days ago stated that eleven of these adventures took place during the month, so it is this evident that these “stunts” as the lads call them, were justified.  Recent events have proved their usefulness and the more the Anzacs come in contact with the enemy the more they are satisfied that their midnight excursions have served very useful purposes.

   When these raids were first inaugurated they proved a complete surprise to Fritz.  Our artillery continues to pour shells onto the enemy trenches, causing infinitely causing more harm and havoc than any the Huns have ever thought of.  As the raids continue, so does the nervousness of the Huns grow.  And the proof of it goes from day to day; so much so that captives candidly admit that the suspense and continual watch for our boys are simply nerve-wracking and a great strain.  It is believed that the Anzacs are simply “tickling the Huns to death.”

   As time goes on, and as experience is being gained, these raiding parties have grown in numbers—the teams now consist of more men, with the result that things are becoming desperate with the enemy.  I have been informed that a raiding party of Maoris carried out a skilful piece of work a few nights ago, and that they carried the whole affair off with great credit to themselves and everybody connected with them.  It was their first try, and they gained their ends.  The event was one which they had been training hard for, and the courage and dash which they exhibited have won for them great praise from all the troops as well as their superior officers.  Under cover of a furious bombardment New Zealand natives and their officers calmly made their way across “No Man’s Land.”  It was a passage full of excitement, and before they had gone very far enemy machine guns commenced to play all round them.  They soon got down to it, and continued their journey in a crawling attitude.  One Maori lad, who is considered to have the speed of a snake in such performances, got well ahead of his mates, and continued through the barb-wire right up to Fritz’s parapet.  With great care he succeeded in having a peep into the enemy trench.  He very quickly discovered the enemy were make preparations to attack the raiders, and also the men were being brought up from the support trenches.  There was no Tai hoa, and this lad immediately set out to pick up those he left behind.  He reported the matter to his officer, who at once despatched a messenger back to the trenches to inform the artillery of the movement.  The rest of the men he moved up to the barb-wire where a series of noises and tappings were made on the wire along a fair stretch of front.

     It was a few minutes of great suspense.  It was not for long.  The Maori lad brought back such accurate information that within the first few minutes our shells were churning and milling the enemy trenches with such effect that the ground fairly trembled for miles around.  It was a quarter of an hour’s terrific pounding, and the slaughter must have been considerable besides the damage done to the enemy’s earthworks.  The Maoris did not get into Fritz’s trenches, and it was lucky for them, too, because everything was in readiness for them, and there might have been many casualties.  Anyhow, thanks to the daring native lad, all returned safely and Fritz once more got the worst of the affair.

   Last night a company of New Zealanders were again in the field, when they made a glorious attempt to raid a section of the enemy’s front line.  The move had been anticipated by Fritz, and the raiders met with a withering fire from machine-guns.  They abandoned the attempt after some loss, which was mainly due to taking cover in a sort of creek or channel which traverses No Man’s Land at this particular place.  The enemy expected such to be the case and had their plans laid accordingly.

   A striking example of the devotion of officers to their men was afforded that night.  A major and a captain each returned with a wounded man.  The former returned a second time and once more rescued an unfortunate soldier.  The third attempt resulted fatally to himself.  Captain ----- brought in three men and in his attempt to bring in a fourth man, he too, died nobly in No Man’s Land.

   And as the result of that night’s work an incident occurred which I can never forgive the Huns for, and is in direct opposition to an affair recorded by an Australian representative of the press, and which, of course, I do not for a moment suggest was incorrect.  The incident reported was that a famous British regiment had made a glorious attempt to reach the German trenches, but owing to the long distance across No Man’s Land, the enemy beat back the attempt by a furious machine-gun fire.  The correspondent continued: “I do not know whether the Germans were touched by their gallantry, but they did what was unprecedented in this theatre of war—helped the British carry the wounded.”  Unprecedented was the word to use.  And the isolation of the case no doubt tempted the publicity of it.  The incident which I refer to is this.  As soon as daylight began, wounded New Zealanders were to be seen up to their waists in a swamp signalled for help, and a party of Red Cross men immediately set out to their assistance.  But the Huns, who were nervous and harassed, and who now had their parapets well manned, opened fire on the Red Cross party.  Several attempts were made to give assistance, but the machine guns from the parapet rose in a constant crescendo in every instance.  It is one of those instances which are occurring very often on the Anzac front, and which are spurring our boys on to greater determination.

   It is a pretty well-established fact that the Anzacs are keeping some of Germany’s best troops in a state of continual torment.  An Anzac who was through the Gallipoli campaign said to me a few days ago: “Thank God I came through that lot all right, and I’m certain my luck is in to be privileged to have a box on with these curs.  The Turks were fair fighters, but those over there,” indicating the Hun lines, “they’re ----.”

Wednesday September 20, 1916.

FRANCE TO-DAY

HATS OFF TO THE WOMEN

WORK IN THE FIELDS

(By Willie Wombat)

NORTHERN FRANCE July 18 [1916]

   On my way through France nearly three months ago I was much impressed with the forward state of crops, and the great amount of agricultural work that had been established, every possible inch of ground being in use with some kind of crop.  But what puzzled me most was that, strain my eyes as much as I liked, I could not see any man, with the exception of a few well advanced in years, and those unfit for military service.

   Since then I have had the opportunity of seeing conditions in Northern France and part of Flanders; where the farming is purely and simply intensive.  For miles and miles there are nothing but crops of wheat, oats, hay, peas, beans, mangolds, etc., and the more I see of them the more I marvel at the fortitude and patience of the women of France, and the old men, too, their hour of sacrifice and trial.

   Unlike Australia and New Zealand, there are no rules of fencing, and the hundreds of acres of crops which present themselves to the eye show no lines of demarcation or boundaries of any kind.  One comes across at times several acres of wheat, yet the whole may belong to half-a-dozen different people.  Being purely an agricultural area, very little stock is raised, so that there is no need for fences to protect crops.  The boundaries between the various plots are really only known to the owners, who, by long years of occupation, know them exactly.  The whole as it presents itself would convey to the stranger the possibility of a great communal system being in vogue, but such is far from being the case.

   Despite the fact that there is a period of wetter weather than usual this season (the month of June I understand was one of the wettest on record), the crops are looking very healthy, with good prospects.  The time is approaching when the green of their youth will be transformed to the gold of their maturity, and one can now form a fair idea of what the future will be.  Wheat and oats are looking remarkably well.

   I am pleased to be able to record the fact, for it will be of great assistance, and form the big factor in the might programme of France; also it will be a just reward for the unselfish and untiring energy of the women in France.

   Of the women of France I cannon speak too highly.  What have they done in the Great War will be recorded in history.  I have seen them out in the sunshine and rain from daylight to dark, working in the fields and amongst the crops.  And they have succeeded.  No item of farming life has been neglected, including the rearing and care of young stock of all descriptions.  True, these women have been accustomed to country life but, nevertheless it goes to prove the great value of women in these times of extreme emergency.  And that brings me to this point.  In Australia the greater part of the population is to be found in towns, whilst the same applies to New Zealand on a slightly lesser scale.  One has only got to examine the distributions of populations in both places to arrive at the conclusion that there is too much inclination for town life.  And the same applies to an extent to the homeland.  France has not had to establish elaborate institutions to teach womanhood of its country how to till the soil and rear stock.  France as it is today is being admired by the thousands of Australian and New Zealand soldiers in that country, and they all proclaim with one accord, “Hats off to the women of France.”

  It has all been a great eye-opener to the Anzacs, who can always be relied upon to give praise where praise is due.  Our lads look and look, shake their heads, and exclaim, “Bien, très bien.”  The men of France are busy with the duty of their country, and the women of France are keeping the home fires burning.

Wednesday October 4, 1916.

TRENCH WAR

ANZACS IN FRANCE

DETERMINED IN SPIRIT

(By Willie Wombat)

                                                                                       [Undated but around July/August 1916]

   If there is one thing more than another that the Anzacs are accomplishing in France it is that of cementing stronger than ever the bonds of Empire.  The condition prevailing in resting periods are different to those of Gallipoli from the point of view from closer friendships being made.  In France, behind the firing line, opportunities are such that soldiers from all parts mingle in what social life there is, and some very warm friendships are the result.  Englishmen, Irishmen and Scotchmen will sit and listen by the hour to tale of Australia and New Zealand, and again the colonial lads will sit and listen to stories of the homeland.  I had the pleasure to be one of the party who journeyed a few miles back to attend a concert given by an English regiment.  The party consisted of both Australians and New Zealanders, and the reception given us was splendid.  In the upstairs room of an old factory, with all the plaster coming off the ceiling and the walls as the result of Hun occupation in bygone days, was erected a nice little platform adorned with views, all of which had been painted by the soldiers themselves.

   Raiding, as you know by the cables, has been the feature of this summer’s initiative.  A well-prepared series still preceded the move-off at the Somme.  Although there is continued and successful activity in that quarter, raiding in other parts of the line has continued as the sport of trench warfare.  There was a raid not so long ago of the larger variety, when Fritz got a very big fright.  It was a daring adventure, and the major part of it thrust on the Anzac troops.  The bombardment which is usually the precursor of such events commenced early in the day, and the dull thud of a continuous rain of “plum duffs” accompanied by the smaller fry guns with drum-like roll, began the programme.  Half an hour of continuous fire had been in progress, when “Big Dolly” and “Hefty Annie” and others of similar calibre joined the song.  All these things are worked with a method and a purpose, and punctual to time the gunners of the heavier type stood stripped to the waist ready to send their greetings.  A piece of chalk forms part of an artillery equipment, and a spare piece is usually found with which to brand the case of the first shell, with such messages as “Love to all” and “Forget me not” are despatched.  When a battery opens up there are usually a few minutes between each shot, in order that reports from observation posts may come to hand for the direction of the shooting and the zone to be traversed by the fire.  After a certain time the range is lifted, and one, two, or three from each gun picks up a bullet, an ammunition depot, a railway line of station.  Once more the range is moved back to its first length, and with great accuracy the destruction of the enemy’s works continues.  In the meantime the smaller guns keep pounding on, chopping barb-wire and levelling parapets.  This trench warfare is, by reason of the absolute necessity of guns of all calibres and shells of all descriptions, purely siege work.  I have no doubt that it was a very trying performance once; in the days when shells were scarce and retaliation was mild and timid.  But to-day things are different.  We found Fritz when we liked.

   The murder of Captain Fryatt and the abductions from Lille are two of the latest crimes which have been added to our enemies’ already long list from the great national point of view, the minor ghastly, fiendish acts of the battlefield not being included, and the result is that there is a growing feeling in the field that when the time comes for peace negotiations there should not be any treatment with the Kaiser and his responsible authorities, but that the Allied nations accept the precedent of the Allies of the Napoleonic wars, when peace was arrived at as the direct result of negotiations with the French people, in other words, the Kaiser and his arch followers should have to answer personally before a tribunal of the civilised world for the rivers of blood which have flowed, and the million of broken hearts which are in the world to-day.  Our troops are discussing it, and if they have any way in what the final issue will be it is hoped that they have in their hearts that the memories of their lost comrades will be best rewarded by bringing to justice the wild beasts of Europe in a manner that will leave no doubt in the minds of anyone of that the great object for which they have strived has not been in vain.  Failing this, they are prepared to fight on and on until their object has been achieved.

   The soldier in the field encounters many fiendish acts of which the world hears little.  At the Somme, several days after our smashing offensive commenced, two British Red Cross men, who were engaged attending to the wounded and the dying, had just finished treating five Germans when they were shot by an enemy sniper, who had crawled his way among the wounded and slain.  The murderer had been spotted, however, and a small party secured his capture.  The fate he met at the hands of his enraged captors was, I suggest, too good for him.

Wednesday October 18, 1916

THE GREAT PUSH

HOW IT WAS CARRIED OUT

MARVELLOUS ORGANISATION

(By Willie Wombat.)
NORTHERN FRANCE

Preparations are now being made for a raid of the enemy’s lines on a bigger scale than anything that has yet taken place.  The work for the greater part is being entrusted to Anzacs, and in as far as I can understand, being launched for the purpose of rendering valuable assistance to our work at the Somme.  The preliminaries are now well in hand, and our lads are looking forward with quiet interest and enthusiasm to events ahead.  It is going to be a pretty big “stunt,” as the boys call it; so big that it will mark itself in history as one of the first big important affairs of Anzac troops on the Western front.

I have had a look round to-day, and the countryside is fairly bristling with guns of all descriptions and sizes, so that when they commence there will be music in the air.  I saw two pieces of “ironmongery” to-day as the men of the royal field Artillery proudly termed them.  They were only two of the many of the same calibre, and are known respectively as “Big Dolly” and “Hefty Annie.”  One of the gunners put it in a nutshell when he said, “She ought to make a good road for the boys to move on.”  And that is exactly what will occur.
I have really seen more traffic within the past twenty-four hours than I have ever seen in ten years of my life.  And in all these movements of guns and munitions we have been especially favoured by the elements, which have been dull and hazy, rendering conditions unfavourable for observation from the air.  Fritz is having the luck he deserves, because his aeroplanes can do no good, neither can his sausage balloons.  The organisation of it all is really marvellous, and under cover of the favourable conditions great things are being done.

The coming “strafe” is the sole topic of the Anzacs, and many bright-eyed boys and men who are longing for the hour to come and the word to go will when that time comes march on sure and certain; and, although many of them know that the land which they dove so well will never be seen by them again, no thought of that is apparent.  As they go forward to take up their positions their hearts are merry, and they are singing their favourite songs.  Fritz they think of with contempt, for they know that the result of their work in France has simply demoralised him.  With greater joy and pleasure no men have ever gone forward to take their place as the battle-line on a foreign shore than the sturdy, gallant Australians and New Zealanders.  I now thoroughly understand why they are to-day the admiration of the civilised world and a terror to the Huns.  .  .

THE “PUSH” BEGINS.

The Great Push has begun.  Punctually at 11.30 a.m., under excellent weather conditions, the morning having cleared up, the great “push” started.  For half an hour previous four ‘planes were exceptionally busy going backward and forwards.  Several small field batteries covered their actions by opening fire at intervals, leading the enemy to believe that they were directing their fire.  At 20 past 11 the battery ‘planes circled round the guns and transmitted whatever information was gained.  Beside “Big Dolly” and “Hefty Annie” stood the gunners stripped to the waist.

With watch in hand, the officer in charge of “Big Dolly” watched the time. To the minute he gave the order “Load.”  Four strapping men picked up the tray, on which was a shell ready, bearing the inscription “Love from all.”  Into the breech it was shot with machine-like action and rapidity.  Next came the charge of explosive; then the word “Fire” came in a clear voice.  “Hefty Annie,” who was only a few seconds behind “Big Dolly,” sent her greeting “Forget-me-not.”  The other guns sent similar greetings.  There was a short pause to await a report from the observation post.  This was not long in coming to hand.  “Big Dolly’s” message had been delivered with an accuracy creditable to all.  The other guns received similar reports.  The necessary notes and adjustment having been made, they all settled down to work, pouring out high explosives of 280lb weight each at the rate of one per minute.

The earth shook and trembled for miles around.  Tiles on the roofs of farm houses tumbled down, and windows were smashed to pieces within a similar radius.  The screech of these monster missiles as they tore through the air was more deafening than the explosion which sent them on their journey.

SIX HOURS OF IT

The artillery duel of battle of big guns has now been in operation for six hours.  The roar of our guns has been incessant, and I believe they are playing fearful havoc with the enemy’s trenches.  Our new trench mortars, with their “plum duff” shells, are levelling Fritz’s parapets in a manner hitherto unknown, and our big guns are pounding into dust their support trenches and billets.  The intensity of our bombardment so far of all classes of guns is estimated from 10 to 15 times greater than that of the enemy.  As a matter of fact, his reply is feeble, and so far no attempt has been made to discover our big guns.  There are excellent grounds to believe that Fritz has been hit in an unexpected spot.

I have just heard an authentic story as regards the result of our big artillery, which is to the effect that “Hefty Annie” has lobbed a “greeting” into a building believed to be occupied by a German Headquarters Staff.  There are also other excellent reports testifying to the splendid work being done by “Big Dolly & Co.”

Yes six hours of thunder-like strokes and intense bombardment has been the case, and the men are now moving up from the supports to the front line of trenches.  All are happy.  It seemed to be the supreme time of their lives.  Fritz in mortable combat was the man they wanted.  Soon after this movement was completed the Huns opened fire on the right and left communication trenches, but were five minutes too late on the former and ten too late on the latter.  This good luck was considered a happy omen, and the men’s spirits were high.

BRITISH PLUCK

And at this crucial moment the good luck which was theirs was the result of good British pluck.  Two Taubes were up, their business evidently being to ascertain what were the movements in the British lines.  But a British airman saw the move.  He went straight for them and immediately engaged them in battle.  There were a few preliminary dives and circles, and then, going straight for one of them, he opened fire.  The audacity of this one plane nonplussed the enemy, and both planes made a move to separate and travel in different directions.  But the British airman had picked out one, and he stuck to it.  And, what is more, he appeared to know that he had been beaten.  On swept our plane, and, firing with deadly accuracy, soon had the Taube in trouble.  Another manoeuvre by the Briton and all was over.  The Taube was hurtling to the earth.  The second one had deemed discretion the better part of valour, and made for home, being followed up by volley after volley from our anti-aircraft guns.  This grand example of British pluck was a magnificent preliminary, and was much appreciated by the lads.  No braver act could mortal man wish to infuse the spirit necessary for the coming command.  And, to crown that heroic performance, the airman swept down; and flying low, raked the enemy’s trenches with machine gun fire.  It was a moment of superb inspiration to all.  And it was during that time our supports were coming forward.  “I’m satisfied who is the master of the air,” was the cry all round.  “No Hun would ever do that.”  “He’s a beauty.”

“LOOK TO IT, LADS!”

Time is getting short.  Everybody is ready.  Jokes are the order.  “Look to it, lads.  Five minutes to go.  Watch for the big explosion on the left.”  Some glance over their rifles, others feel their pouches, and others check their bomb supply in a most unconscious manner.  They are all ready.  Officers are now to be seen with their watches out and crouching and springing about as if they are going to break a record in a hundred yards sprint.

But at a point stood two officers and two sergeants, one checking the time and the other carefully seeing that instructions should be carried out exactly.  They all of one accord looked at each other.  “Five seconds to go.” “Correct,” was the reply.  The eight eyes were alert.  The button.  Press.  Forty seconds to six.  Then was a rumbling of the earth in that locality.  A sudden standstill, a shock.  Not an earthquake.  It was worse. “No Man’s Land” trembled.  It did move, it danced an Irish jig.  Who set the tune?  A company of the Mining Corps.  It was all a matter of seconds, but when one comes to reckon up seconds the time is no longer than generally imagined.  The explosion was the signal.  All eyes were looking for it.  The earth was trembling.  That wasn’t all.  A roar, a volume of smoke, a canopy.  “Go!”

And, like the men that the Anzacs are, the front wave was over the parapet.  In extended order they galloped.  They were a picture.  Steady, aye steady.  There wasn’t a flinch.  “No Man’s Land” was easy.

This second wave of khaki tres bien.  The third and fourth were not quite so lucky.  Fritz woke up.  Shrapnel showered over “No Man’s Land.”  It was like a hailstorm.  But our lads went on sure.  And the braving of it all can best be described by the hearty cheers of British regiments on the left.  Australia!  New Zealand!  Went up from thousands of throats.  An Anzac who was in the fourth wave said to me after it was all over “That Tommy cheer gave hundreds of us new life.”

The first line of trenches gained, the Anzacs displayed their skill with bombs and bayonets.  The Huns were practically cut off.  Our big guns were playing on their support and communication trenches.  None of the enemy could get up, and few could get away.  Those that showed fight got all they wanted, whilst a number of others surrendered freely.  System after system of the enemy’s defences were penetrated by the Anzacs’ great dash.  And a noteworthy fact of the whole affair was that many of the troops engaged were under fire for the first time.

NOT THE ANZACS ONLY

Although the Anzacs played a big part in this demonstration, I do not want to localise the event, for great credit is due to the bravery and gallantry of English regiments moving up on both flanks.  I recognise, of course, that our own press in Australia and New Zealand give first thoughts to the heroic exploits of the men who are representing them, but all the same it would be as well if our people recognised that after all the gallant Anzacs are but only a small percentage—but nevertheless a helpful one—in the great struggle.

Despite the fact that our losses were severe, as already reported from official sources, the grand demonstration was an eye-opener to the enemy.  It proved many things.  It proved we could pound their trenches into smithereens, shatter their concrete dug-outs into atoms, and choke up their mine shafts, as well as blocking their exit from dug-outs de luxe well under ground, and occupied by German officers; it proved, too, that our men were superior individually at close quarters.  Our losses were not due to the individual efforts of German soldiers, but to artillery fire.  And with regard to this latter fact it demonstrated to us what the fearful effect of our fire must have had, because it was ten times greater than that of the enemy.

For eleven hours our men held them, but as the result of investigation it was ascertained that nothing would be gained by hanging on—although the fruits of their accomplishments were sweet.  The attackers did not return empty handed. They brought back about 200 prisoners and many trophies of war.  The prisoners admitted that the raids which have been in progress for some time have been making their life a hell in the trenches.  The continual watch necessary to meet these parties is playing havoc with their nerves.

And as for our own wounded, well they were the happiest lot imaginable under their trying conditions.  They were truly wonderful.  I saw one Anzac making his way to a dressing station.  He was wounded in both arms, in the right shoulder, and in the calf of the leg, but was cheerily smoking a cigarette.  When I asked him how things were, he replied “Good.”   This attack, which was launched in the country south of Armentieres, will, it is understood, have results in another direction.

Wednesday November 15, 1916
THE MINERS

WORK IN FRANCE

UNDERGROUND DUELS

(By Willie Wombat.)

FRANCE, Sept.18, 1916

The arrival of the Australian Miners in France, and more especially to the firing line, was a matter well-known to the enemy.  It is truly marvellous where they get their information from, and nothing will convince me but that there are a big number of spies located in many positions which control the lines of communication to the scene of active operations.  For instance, a portion of the Mining Corps was taken quietly to its billets one afternoon, going into the trenches the next night under cover of darkness, and much to the surprise of all concerned, the next morning just shortly after daybreak the enemy hoisted a notice over their parapet welcoming 500 Australian Miners, and as a matter of fact the estimate at that time, and at that particular point, was surprisingly near the mark.

At another point where others were located for several nights the road leading to their communication trench was heavily shelled with the hope of catching them on their way to the firing line, but the game did not last long, for on the third night the Australian artillery put the Hun batteries out of action.  The batteries which had the task of trying to get our men never revealed themselves during the day, or at any other time, other than when engaged for about half-an-hour on the road and communication trenches.  Therefore it took the second night to locate them, and as soon as they opened fire on the third night they were the direct targets for our artillery, with the result that in less than twenty minutes there was complete silence.  The baptism of fire was an ordeal quickly got over by the Miners, and within surprisingly quick time they had the grip of everything, and were sapping against Fritz for all they were worth.  Men of tried experiences down below soon proved their worth, and the art of “kicking it out” and listening was soon on footing equal to anything previous, if not better.  For instance, No. 2 Company relieved on the front the crack engineering company of the army, which moved off to a new portion of the British front at that time being taken over from the French, and so good was the work done by the Australians that the officer in command very soon found himself in possession of a very satisfactory congratulation from many high sources.

The front taken up by the three tunnelling companies of the corps was an extensive and important one in two adjoining sectors, and it is interesting to relate that at not one point have the Huns been successful in their “blows” in the matter of inflicting casualties on our men.  We have had a few casualties, but none of them was inflicted as the result of mining work, whilst a captured officer, as the result of a battle on July 19 admitted that every time our mines had been blown their galleries of earthen works had been destroyed and their sappers had been severely punished.  So far, No. 2 Company has been the most active in defensive and offensive work, and success has been theirs right through the piece.  The enemy has blown at times, but with little results, whilst that company has blown many times, with results as stated, and damage has been done on every occasion to the enemy.

IMPORTANT WORK

Sapping is one of the most important items of trench warfare, for if the enemy’s works were unheeded underground, the results some fine night might be very disastrous to a big number of men.  Mostly the work being done is defensive—that is, to prevent mines being laid under our trenches, and to stop any mines whereby access might be gained by some subterranean passage; whilst the offensive work is so planned for the blowing of craters to cover and assist in an infantry attack.  The method of raiding warfare which has been inaugurated since the beginning of this summer has been of considerable service in damping the ardour of the enemy in their underground schemes, for it has proved to them that our men are not relying on the use of underground ways to gain the enemy trenches.  The enemy must know that our active mining is mostly defensive.

With these raiding parties engineers go across, and in the time available locate enemy shaft-heads and saps, and, with their mobile charges, do much havoc.  By reason of facts and daily happenings a certain amount of knowledge becomes inevitable, and by expert listeners and mechanical contrivances for the purpose, the position of the enemy gets location at points which they little dream of.  There is one thing that our sappers have found to be an absolute fact, and that it is when the enemy find we are getting near them, they invariably abandon their attempt temporarily, and in that respect we have trapped them on more than one occasion by methods best known to those concerned for the time being.

STORY OF THE ROYAL ENGINEERS

Engineers, and afterward, in almost the same locality, to the second Australian Tunnelling Company.  When I heard the story of the Royal Engineers I was inclined to take it with the proverbial grain of salt, but after events proved that there could be no reason for doubting it.  Suspicion arose that the Huns were somewhere in the immediate vicinity of the R.E. sap, and they meant mischief.  A captain of the company stopped work and placed himself in a listening position.  For eight weary hours he lay still without any result, and the suspense in the cold, damp ground, many feet under the surface, was a trying ordeal; but feeling that he had every reason to believe that something would happen, he continued in the grim silence to listen, listen.  Suddenly the deadly stillness was broken by distinct sounds on the enemy’s side.  Another few minutes and the activity was increased.  Now he knew for the first time that the enemy were breaking through.  With lights out, and handling his revolver and torchlight carefully, he awaited results.  At length the last layer of earth fell, and a hole connected to enemy and British galleries.  A few more movements with the spade, and there was a hole big enough for a man to get through.  The Hun sappers had done their work.  There was another period of quietude for about five minutes, during which time the British officer waited, scarcely breathing for fear he would be heard.  He studied his position, and knew the exact attitude a man would be in coming through.  Suddenly there was a flash of light from a torch.  Somebody was coming.  There was another pause, and the torchlight was flung right and left to make certain there was no-body about.  Presently a German officer came through, closely followed by another.  Quick as lightning two revolver shots rang out, and two moaning enemy officers lay huddled up in the gallery.  Springing from his wearisome position he went straight to the newly-made hole and discharged the contents of his revolver in the dark into the enemy’s sap.  He next cleared the gallery of his own men, who were “standing-to,” and proceeded to explode the charged mine.  After investigations proved that the explosion had done good work.

Several months after a patrol party had an encounter with a few of the enemy in No Man’s Land when three were taken prisoners.  On being taken to the quarters where prisoners are interrogated, one of the Huns was observed to be wearing a decoration.  On being questioned what it was, the prisoner replied that it was for rescuing a badly wounded officer of high rank in the saps.  Further questioning revealed the fact that the officer rescued was one of the two who had been shot by the brave British officer.  The other officer he could not rescue, because the mine explosion had taken place just after he had reached a point of safety with the first man.

AUSTRALIAN’S EXPLOIT.

The story I am about to repeat concerning the second Australian Tunnelling Company is as brimful of excitement as the one told.  The beginning of the affair was somewhat similar to the R.E.’s experience.  Fritz was about.  But instead of lone weary waiting, it was quickly and definitely established that he was there.  Therefore it was decided to blow immediately.  A Major who a year ago was a corporal at the Liverpool Camp, and who was present at the time, together with the officer in charge of the sap, proceeded to the chamber to inspect the mine and connect up.  Both were busy at their duty when a bore suddenly came through into our gallery.  These two officers had a few moments of intense excitement, but manifested the greatest coolness.  The Major knew that there were a few minutes to spare before anything desperate could take place, and that the blowing of the mine was the greatest essential!  It had to be accomplished.  He continued coolly and calmly.  A hand was thrust through the bore—a fact which revealed how close both parties were to each other—and four revolver shots were fires.  The Huns had discovered that a mine was being got ready, and in their attempt to carry out their project they knew that to succeed they must kill the man who was preparing to kill them.  But the shots missed both officers, and the fine finishing touches were completed.  The Major then drew his revolver, and thrusting his arm through the bore-hole fired two shots.  This had the effect of proving to the Huns that their scheme had failed.  The blowing of the mine was of the first importance, and to this the Major gave his immediate attention and succeeded.  Fritz’s earthworks suffered considerably.  This underground duel has appealed strongly to his men.

THE CANARY TEST

One of the best friends that the sappers have in the trenches is the canary.  After a blow, or when air may be bad or gases are prevalent, the canary is taken down by properly equipped men for the purpose of testing.  If the canary survives everything is right, and the mines are fit for men to work in.  If gases are prevalent the canary soon shows it.  I have in my possession a bird called the “little hero,” which lived in the trenches for a little over four months.  He took no notice of “whiz bangs,” trench mortars, or anything of the kind, and when hanging outside a dugout in his cage on a sunny morning used to sing and chirp away as the most unconcerned veteran would do.  One morning a small shell hit the dugout at which he was located, and succeeded in smashing the cage and liberating the “little hero,” who fluttered across to the parapet.  Being a bit stunned by concussion—his escape was marvellous—he remained still for a time, long enough for a coat to be thrown over him to secure him.  He was too valuable a bird to be lost, and into the bargain was a very great favourite.  In addition to this venture, the “little hero” collapsed from gas effects no fewer than eight times during his four months in the thick of it.  This bird’s feathers were once a beautiful bright yellow; to-day they are a dull dirty white, as the result of gas and bad air.  He is a lively little chap, and is now enjoying a well-earned rest back at the billets. 

Thursday November 30, 1916

A GAS ATTACK.

ENEMY CAUGHT NAPPING

THE TUNNELLING CORPS

(By Willie Wombat.)

SOMEWHERE IN FRANCE Oct, 10.

Not many nights ago, at a certain point in an interesting sector held by Anzacs, gas was discharged to the enemy's lines.  The venture was a complete success, the wind being extremely favourable.  Soon after the poisonous vapour was sent over terrific yells could plainly be heard.  The enemy were caught napping. This distance across No Man's Land at this point was only about 150 yards, and several state that they could hear the most pitiful screaming and yelling.  Nobody was sorry, for in the hearts of all there was that hatred which is hard to erase when all remembered that the perpetrators of such dastardly weapons of war in a civilised world were the enemy being punished after their own fashion-hoist on their own petard, so to speak. Everybody was agreed on the point that it was playing them at their own game, and paying them with their own coin.

A patrol party, which went across several hours later to investigate results, found that good work had been done, and that the emission had been a success.  Evidence, too, proved that the Germans had been taken unawares, for many had been found to have succumbed to the effects before they could utilise their gas protectors.

Once more a few days ago an Australian Tunnelling Company carried out a very successful operation against the enemy, in the lower depths of No Man's Land.  A few weeks previously the work of continuing the drive had been stopped for reasons best known, and instead several listening posts were established with the object of waiting for the Germans.  However, after long and weary waiting, extending over several shifts, a listener distinctly heard the sounds of the approaching Germans.  The matter was immediately reported, and very soon it was established beyond doubt that the enemy was making our way.  The necessary mines having been put into proper order after the cessation of work little was left to be done, but blow the enemy when the right time came.  This was effectually done by the commanding officer, and we destroyed a large area of the enemy's galleries, with no damage to our own. In addition to the damage done valuable information was gained.  A highly satisfactory piece of booty obtained was one of the enemy's listening machines.  This is but one more to the list of successful blows carried out by this company and is a guide to the successful and tactful work of the company commander, inasmuch as this further venture was carried out with no loss to ourselves in either men or work.  It is a significant fact that since the company has been in the field there have been no casualties in active mining operations.

The weather for the past week has been of a very mixed character.  Cold winds and showers have been experienced, and all now realise that the coming of winter is not far off.  Preparations for winter conditions have been in hand for some considerable time.  I venture to tip that the coming winter will be the liveliest one that the Huns will have experienced since the beginning of this war.  He is getting pounded successfully at many important points, and I think there will be little respite for him, winter or summer, until the end.

Wednesday December 6, 1916

IN FRANCE

THE AUSTRALIANS

SUCCESS OF THE RAIDS

“OUR FRIENDS THE SAXONS”

(By Willie Wombat)

NORTHERN FRANCE, Oct 16.[1916]

   Although all interest in the Western front it centres on the grand progress at the Somme, it must not be assumed that on other parts of the British front nothing is being done.  True, no advances are being made, but there is a continual harassing of the enemy at many points by guns of all calibre, aircraft, mining, and raids.  Day after day at some point or other, perhaps at two or three points, a violent bombardment commences, and parties hop over for investigation; and the results achieved of late weeks are of the greatest importance.  The schemes have been so methodical that the enemy’s first line of trenches, it is estimated, for more than over half the entire British front have been battered and pounded into conditions which make them untenable.  The points at which such has happened are well known, and not only is the first line being prevented from being renewed but the supports and communication trenches are having a lively time.

   For every Taube that has the luck to get across our lines for observation purposes thirty of our ‘planes go across and survey the enemy’s lines and movements, as well as bombing vital points.  In fact the percentage is higher, and I know that I am safe in saying that during the past four weeks at an interesting point in the line no more than six enemy machines have been allowed to get over our territory, whilst, on the other hand, four or five of our ‘planes cross the enemy’s lines daily, and I have seen on several occasions as many as from 12 to 20 making the flight.  As to the Hun raiders in the same sector, they have not met with any success, because they have never been allowed to penetrate our first line in any numbers, and the few who have done so in the general mix up have never returned to tell the tale.

   It is interesting to note how this raiding business has developed.  It was the precursor to the battle of the Somme, and for all one can tell it may be the forerunner of some other move later.  Right through the piece violent bombardments lasting over varied periods of time have always preceded these adventures.  The beginning of them was for investigation purposes and to ascertain damage done.  These were resisted stoutly, but owing to the careful manner in which they had been planned the result was always in our favour.  Time went on, and the enemy adopted a new method of dealing with these troublesome tactics of war, and for a time our men went over at many points finding the trenches empty, and as a raider told me one day “the trenches were upside down.”  It became evident that the enemy had adopted the policy of withdrawing their men at the beginning of a bombardment.  After establishing beyond doubt that such was the case there was a lull in the raiding business.  The enemy evidently believed that their tactics had been a success, and that the raiding had been abandoned.  After a further few days a patrol one night returned to report that the front line was well manned along a given distance.  All the guns in the sector were let loose, and after about a quarter of an hour’s terrific shelling the range of fire was lifted late the supports, and for a whole hour, from the front line to the supports, and from the supports to the front line, our guns pounded and battered their defences and killed Germans—the main thing, which a party of adventurers afterward reported.

   Then a new surprise was sprung.  The next raid took our men into the second line of trenches and out of which they bombed the Germans—playing havoc with their dugouts.  For three successive nights picked men from several Scottish battalions carried out this performance with a minium of loss, and on two nights Anzacs adjoining did likewise.  The Anzacs have done a very big proportion of the raiding work on their front.  The Scots were particularly successful in their work—three nights running at the same front was more than the enemy could understand.  The Scots are especially bitter against the Huns because of the German Emperor’s epithets anent these petticoated men.

SAXON PRISONER’S STORY

   A strange thing took place in connection with a Seaforth man.  He was about to bayonet this man when, much to his surprise, the German in question begged for mercy, stating that he had lived in England for years.  He spoke perfect English.  “Right,” replied the Seaforth.  “Come on.”  On arriving in our lines the prisoner told the following story—“I am a Saxon.  I never wanted to be here, but I had to come.  I have lived in Manchester for years, and my place of business is ____.  I traded with Germany to a big extent, with the result that I had strong commercial relations—not love.  It was a good market to buy in, and I suppose that was the reason of my commercial relationship.  Three months before war broke out I received an urgent business message from a well-known German firm stating that they had an important business proposition to put before me.  I went there.  The lines offered me for spot cash were so good that I accepted.  It wasn’t a speculation.  I knew I had got my value, and the firm with which I was dealing had a reputation.  I paid.  This was three months before the war.  I vested my cash.  Then I had to join the army.  I left an English wife and four children behind me.”  When brought to headquarters this prisoner told a similar story, and offered to give any information that was in his possession, which he did.  The results of the next few days’ work proved the man to be genuine.  He said he knew Germany couldn’t win.  All Saxons hated Germany, but they were compelled to fight.  I understand that as the result of the capture and the information imparted this prisoner had recommendation made on his behalf that he was entitled to be put in a special camp for prisoners until the end of the war.

   The same night the Scots captured a bag of mail from relations to the German troops in the trenches.  Some important facts were brought to light by the Intelligence Department.

MESSAGE FROM THE SAXONS

   It is a well-known and accepted fact that the Saxons on the Western front are greatly averse to fighting British troops, and very often incidents occur which prove that the feeling truly does exist.  I am aware of the time, when Saxons were in front of Anzacs in a most important sector, when early in the mornings a signal would come across for a talk.  At this point the trenches were only about one hundred and fifty yards distant, and Anzacs and Saxons used to climb up on heir parapets and ask each other how the war was going.  Suddenly there would be a signal, and both sides would be under cover once more and firing at each other.  One morning a Saxon in splendid English, shouted over that they had to be careful, as they had some Bavarian and Prussian officers with them.

   The latest story I have heard concerning the Saxons was told to me by a Seaforth Highlander.  It was at the Somme one afternoon, and things were fairly quiet.  A battalion of Saxons were holding the opposing lines. Suddenly three rifle grenades one after the other came over, and all failed to explode—they were “duds.”  “Thinking that this was the beginning of some ‘strafe,’ we proceeded to let them have it, and there was hell for about an hour,” explained the Seaforth man.  “After it was all over,” he continued, “We decided to investigate two of the three duds.  The third one we couldn’t find.  To our surprise it contained a message instead of explosives.  The message read: “Private —, of Seaforth Highlanders, died from wounds last night.  Gave him a military funeral this morning.’  We felt a bit sorry about sticking it into them, because we know by experience that the Saxons will not fight us except when they’re pushed to it.”

   So much for our friends the Saxons.

A COMPETITION

   An interesting competition amongst mining and tunnelling companies on a big portion of the British front was held lately, and lasted over a period of days.  The teams consisted of eight men from each company.  A large number of companies competed, and included Canadians, Australians, and several R.E. companies.  The event resulted in a win for the Canadians, with No. 2 Company of the Australian Mining Company second.  The event created much interest in sapping circles.

Wednesday December 20, 1916

FEEDING THE TROOPS

ARMY SERVICE CORPS

A GREAT ORGANISATION

(By Willie Wombat)

   NORTHERN FRANCE, Nov 4. [1916]

   There are many organisations playing their part in the Great War, about which the general public does not hear a great deal.  The Army Service Corps is one of these.  After six months’ experience on this front I feel compelled to chronicle my admiration of this great and indispensable branch of the Service.  Everywhere the organisations under the headings of motor and horse transport are simply magnificent, and reflect the greatest credit on the master minds which have devised and control this arm.

  Take the British army alone in the field to say, three millions of men, and try to imagine for a moment the quantities of food and clothing necessary every day to keep men in good nourishment and condition, in order to be able to wage war and add to that the enormous necessary weapons and munitions; and the hundred and one other incidentals to assist in the work of ‘straafing” the enemy.  Then you may be able to form a rough idea of the colossal magnitude of it all.  I do not propose to refer to the work in the primary industries, neither do I intend to deal with the process of getting the mountains of goods to the points of distribution for such vast armies.  Suffice it to say that the responsible authorities have done this work well, and that everything has been delivered in good order and condition to the various railheads.  I shall begin my story at the railheads, that advanced point of distribution, where by food and warmth for the body comes in actual reach of the fighting man.  From the base of the railhead comes all requirements, allocated on a basis of statistical knowledge.  These then go to the divisional motor trains.  These trains divide into columns, so arranged as to cater for a given number of units, comprising so many men.  Each column has its own dump, and it is from this point that the daily distribution of food and other necessaries takes place.  At these dumps, morning after morning, you will find motor lorries, horse trains and mule trains in long strings, each under the charge of the Company Quartermaster Sergeant, waiting to be supplied with fresh meat, vegetables, bread, and other incidentals requisite for the diet of a hard-working soldier.  These scenes of activity are usually to be witnessed from daylight in the morning until about 10 o’clock, the various columns having done their work in the darkness of the night.  Our vast armies are not dependent upon the continued successful results each day of getting supplies up, and therefore have always in their possession an emergency ration in case of accidents.  This applies more particularly to the men from the supports to the front line, and is arranged with the idea of preventing one man suffering the pangs of hunger in the event of a barrage of fire.  The supply of this emergency ration is sufficient and more to cope with anything of the kind that the enemy might hope to inflict upon their opponents.  So important a matter is the emergency ration that any man in the firing line being unable to account for his is seriously dealt with.  But whilst these make-sure methods are insisted upon, the risk from enemy barrages of fire has been reduced to a minimum because of our supremacy in guns and munitions.  Events in the great battle of the Somme have proved that the enemy were unable to prevent supplies coming up, whereas, on the other hand, it has been repeatedly admitted by German prisoners that their armies have suffered acute privations owing to the intensity and terror of our gun-fire.

   It is from the dumps that the great business of distributing the necessities of units begins, from division to brigade, to battalion to company.  Men of a company may in part be doing fatigue duties, be in the front line of trenches, or be scattered about in billets.  However, wherever they may be, they have to be fed, and this is where a good quarter-master shines.  A good one is a real treasure.  He lifts a big responsibility off the officer commanding, and is a benefactor to all ranks by keeping their stomachs well filled.  And when one witnesses, day after day, these long columns and units and sub-units of the Army Service Corps, one can only marvel at the splendid system in operation.  Whilst on the point of the methods of distribution, I may say that there is a system closely allied by which the haulers of these supplies—horses and mules—are provided for on an equal scale of efficiency.  Each column has in its van every day dozens and dozens of wagons full of dodder for these faithful beasts of burden.  In many cases there are special columns for nothing else in order to provide for the teams which haul artillery.  One thing that has struck me very forcibly is this branch of the army, and I have seen it conducted by divisions representing many parts of the Empire, is the great difference—a very noticeable one—between the handling of all transport, motor and teams, on the road in charge of Australians and New Zealanders to that of men from other parts.  There seems to be a perfectly easy and natural way with our men in the conduct of this class of work.  In the motor work there is a dash on their part that is irrepressible.  Amongst the horses there is a confidence equal to an understanding; so much so that when at work they appear to be component parts of each other.  I am thoroughly convinced that the colonial lad has the best method of getting to know his dumb friends.  In this great transport work the men engaged are those who have guided teams and know how to get the best out of their horses on rough and seemingly impassible roads, men who have followed the plough and worked horses on station or farm from the cradle.  Despite all these favourable experiences, it means that the men must be possessed of steady nerves and cool judgement to be able to work amid the endless chain of traffic—motors of all descriptions, wagons, limbers, columns of artillery; all rushing to and fro.

   In all this ever-coming and ever-going stream of traffic necessitated in the feeding of the soldiers and supplying them with war stores, it is amazing the few accidents that occur.  Mishaps certainly happen, but they are seldom, because of the excellent system of precautionary methods in the matter of directing traffic.  At all cross-roads and dangerous curves soldiers will be found directing proceedings with as much skill as men trained to it for years in our biggest towns.  Summing up, the whole and various methods of the work of supplying the soldier in the field, I must say, our transport system certainly excels and I venture to aver, stands second to none.  Men from all parts of the Empire are sharing in its successes, and all are proud of it.  In fact, it is to-day the greatest and best organisation within the fighting arena, for there are few hitches, and everything is up to time and well directed.  The value of such a highly creditable system of transport is best known to the men in the field, and they are truly thankful to know that such a splendid organisation, which can be absolutely relied on, is at their back.

Wednesday April 18, 1917

IN FRANCE WITH THE MINING CORPS

HARD WORK AND GOOD RESULTS

(By Willie Wombat.)
IN THE FIELD, FRANCE, Feb 8.

It is just bordering on a year since the Australian Mining corps embarked from Sydney on active service.  It is still fresh in my memory, and when I reflect and think of the high opinion to which the corps was held throughout Australia it is a great source of satisfaction to me to be able to chronicle occasionally that it has not been found wanting, and has achieved all that was expected of it and more.  The companies of the corps are being controlled as separate units.  All have been successful; all have done highly important work.  The Australian tunnelling companies are known over a very long part of the British front, and have established a reputation for themselves that redounds to the credit of Australia and to the men who originally laid the foundation of such highly valuable units.

Under the establishment and administration of work all companies of the corps are classified in the field as Royal Australian Engineers, as distinct from the field companies, and it occurs to me that when these units return to their native shores some steps should be take to perpetuate this establishment, and that the future forces of the Commonwealth would do well to have included in them such a combination as R.A.E.’s not merely because of their great utility in modern warfare, but as a remembrance of so highly graded a position in the British army earned in the din of battle.  The officers commanding each company earned the recognition of Field-Marshall Sir Douglas Haig, a noteworthy and memorable foundation for the tradition of the future, for by the mentioning of these officers the honour and glory of such a tribute is reflected on the Australian miner.  Australians recognised from the beginning the novelty of the battalion, and that very distinguishing mark which it bore from its infancy is carried to-day, although enhanced with a greater brilliancy, in that the various units are separate and apart in the matter of work and administration from that of other military systems, though at the same time forming a part of the great whole.

The great mining centres of Australia evinced much interest in these corps, and have continued to do so, as the men well know, by reason of the amount of comforts which have come to hand.  The splendid work being done is of a kind which it is probably hard to conceive.  As the aerial man is to the infantry and guns, so is the miner, and Australia’s quota to-day stands out as representative of great efforts as any other country of our world-flung Empire.

SOME DECORATIONS

Lieutenant Woodward (now captain) has been awarded the Military Cross for successfully carrying out a demolition job by blowing up a house in “No Man’s Land,” which was suspected of being a strong point, and a rendezvous of the enemy’s patrols.  Sergt Mitchell, for an act of conspicuous bravery by rescuing three entombed men at a peril of his own life, was recommended for the V.C. but instead was awarded the D.C.M. and Montenegro Medal, the latter being in addition to the D.C.M. award, in view of the special circumstances connected with the valorous act.  Sergt. Mitchell, who is a New South Welshman has been the recipient of many congratulations from his comrades.  He is regarded as one of the pluckiest of his company, and at all times when there is anything doing in the thick of it.  Sergt. Jock Stevenson, a Queenslander, has also been awarded the D.C.M.  Sappers H. Kerr (Victoria) and D. Reeves (South Australia) have each been honoured with the Military Medal, and thereby hangs a tale of how a handful of miners defended their saphead and beat back an enemy raiding party.  It happened this way.  At a certain time one night a few weeks ago our battalions were changing over, with the result that for a few minutes the front line was thinly held there only being a shift party standing by close to some mining operations when the enemy suddenly launched a barrage of fire for cover of a raiding party.  The barrage was successful, or rather lucky, for it prevented the men coming up to take up their positions in the front line from doing so, with the result that the handful of miners—about a dozen—performed an act that was not only a credit to them, but to Australia.  

The fact was quickly established that it was a saphead that was the objective of the enemy, for by some means during the time the Hun raiding party were making their presence known opposite the saphead, two Hun sappers crept into our trenches, each with a mobile charge, for the purpose of blowing up the head of the mine.  But they were caught, and both were killed, and the charges secured.  Meantime the enemy raiding party were making a furious attempt to enter our trenches, and a plentiful supply of bombs being at hand the dozen Australian miners, by sheer grit and pluck, and flinging of bombs turned the party back after inflicting several severe casualties.  A sergeant, after the event, confided to me that while the “stunt” was on, such language and yells he had never heard, and he felt certain that it was the best exhibition of “Australian” that he had ever seen or heard.  “Anyhow.” Concluded the sergeant. “It served its purpose, for it bluffed the Huns, and made them think that there was a big crowd of us there.”  It was in this short and sharp affair that Sappers Kerr and Reeves earned their distinction.

THREE CLASSES OF WARFARE

 There are three distinct classes of warfare on this front—in the air, on the surface, and underground.  Although they are distinct in method, each system forms part of the whole.  For instance, the airman “spots” for the guns which cover the infantry “stunts,” and the miner digs communications trenches, undermines No Man’s Land, makes a point of destroying the enemy’s earthworks, and blows craters for the infantry to take cover in as a protection mostly from machine gun fire.  All these classes are, needless to say, the active operations of the first line, which of necessity require great organisation at the back. 

The work which the airmen do for the guns is simply marvellous, for they can direct fire with wonderful accuracy.  The system of the plane directing is much in advance of the observation posts are very valuable.  The success of raiding, as well as of advancing, depends to a very great extent upon the big guns and the men behind them.  Preparations by the guns is an essential matter, and careful schemes of mining and communication trenches are as important.  The infantry movements must, as it were, revolve upon the axis of the combination of guns and mines.  And I have in my mind’s eye where a mine blown by No. 2 Tunnelling Company, besides serving a useful purpose in the operation in hand, at least saved the lives of three hundred young Australians.  That was the estimate of an officer in high command when tendering his congratulations to the company for the excellent work.

The miner digs and digs.  It is his work to shift clay, and he does it.  In these days the miner is a man of the greatest importance in warfare.  He not only saps to punish the enemy, but does many things which are for the benefit of all.  In his desire to carry out the object in view the Australian miner puts down the shafts and works his drives as if there was something well worth striving for ahead.  It is neither gold nor silver that he is clamouring for, but it is to out-do Fritz—a creature of this earth which he has little time for.

The war goes on day after day—several hundreds of days now—but it must not be thought that each one brings a dash into the open.  It is only on picked occasions that such efforts are required.  It is a war of “keep down” and work.  Prepare for the object in view out of sight.  And really the two great arms of the fight, or perhaps one might call them the two great guiding hands, are the airman and the miner.  The former can fly at a height with perhaps not too much risk that will give information which is useful for the direction of some move, and the latter burrows his way through to the enemy and gets under his strong points, sending them skyward like the eruption of a small volcano.  Also, he makes and constructs secret and devious work for our soldiers to move unperceived.

It must not be forgotten that the enemy were up to a point fairly successful in their mining operations.  But that time ended when large bodies of mining men from all parts of the Empire were organised, and put into the field.  Canadians, New Zealanders, and Australians have played a very big part in checking this enemy method.  So hated is the sapper by the Hun that it is an understood thing that a miner, of he falls into the enemy’s hands, is not taken prisoner.  In addition to the expert work of the miner, he controls a large amount of work, his knowledge being directed for the utilisation of labour in many ways.

Australian miners continue to operate successfully, and the No. 2 Australian Tunnelling Company continues to keep up its high reputation.  A very large number of Australians are at present operating in a very important salient, and more than likely before the spring speeds by some more creditable performances will be added to their already long list.  When the full story of the great surprise can be told Australia will be proud of its “wombats.”

Wednesday May 23, 1917

THE 'FREEZE."

AND WHAT CAME OF IT.

WITH THE AUSTRALIANS IN FRANCE

(By Willie Wombat.)

IN THE FIELD, March 5.

One of the most severe winters for many years has been the experience of those who have had their habitat in Northern France and Flanders during the past few months.  The freeze commenced with a fairly heavy fall of snow, which continued to lie on the ground for nearly four weeks.  To many Australians the weather, although very cold, was novel, a fact which diverted their attention to a certain extent from the actual discomforts of the conditions.  But, truth to tell, the barometer was that far below freezing point on many occasions that they had to bow acknowledgement to "the white heat." I heard a Queenslander express himself emphatically on the point several times, and when he remarked to me one day in heated language that he would rather have 116 in the shade any day in Townsville than 34 below zero on the plains of Flanders, I could not help agreeing with him.

And this paved the way for other things.  There was much activity in the air on both sides, and needless to say, the result was plenty of artillery work, with guns of all calibres.  Our 'planes were very active, and some excellent spotting is reported to have been accomplished.  There were several aerial combats, and of a dozen or more that I saw, Fritz came off second best.  Our fliers are too good for him, and this long period of splendid observation weather must have been very trying on the Huns' nerves, for our aircraft would persist in seeing what was doing, and handing on information to the artillery.  A few Huns got across on a couple of occasions, more by luck than good management, but, their stay was short.  I know of some that were brought down in our lines, and of a couple of others who were forced to seek terra-firma in their own lines.  And when I say that the guns of all calibres assisted the effort of our men, then it can be understood that the enemy were pounded from their front line to well back in their billets; the sort of thing the artillery like, for they know that their "Hefty Annies" and "Little Sues" were doing their job.  It must not be forgotten, however, that the enemy, too, were busy.  They sent over quite a lot of shells, but their effect is of little consequence, because their observation was bad.  Their airmen could do little or nothing for them, thanks to the gallantry of our masters of the blue.  I have one place in my mind's eye which the enemy ploughed and ploughed, and blew craters in with shells that well-nigh ran into four figures.  It was over a big dump, and had general batteries in its vicinity.

But now neither dump or guns were anywhere near, and there were scores of other such cases.  It caused much merriment to the gunners, and gave even greater incentive to any aircraft to keep the Huns back and clip his wings. 

So that it is easy to believe that this long period of beautiful fine weather was very much to our advantage, and of little use to the enemy.  I am not exaggerating in any way when I say that for every shell received, no matter of what size or class, our boys beat Fritz back an all-round average of 10. One afternoon, coming out from the trenches, there was a bit of a lull on both sides.  However, the Huns set the ball rolling again by starting to shell a certain place which he had been in the habit of shelling for several days, thinking that he had something good on.  But the very fact that he had dared to open his mouth brought down in wrath upon his head shells from a score of batteries and shells were screeching and screaming overhead on the way to the enemy line in a style that gives one real pleasure.  And I repeat, "wit pleasure," for the day has come in this war when it is a joy to hear the roar of their guns and the screaming of the racing shells on their way to inform the Germans that we are masters of the situation.  If there is anything that gives the soldier greater heart and satisfaction than the talking of our guns.  I do not know it.  When the artillery opens up, you will always see the soldier's eye brighten, and all movements of his body become more elastic.  The soldier in the trenches and at the front has long since learned that the guns are his best friends, and in thinking of them he has kindly thought of the thousands of munition workers who are toiling with increasing energy at home.  

Our freeze brought this splendid period of artillery activity, and it brought home to the hearts of thousands standing to in the front line of the battle, that their fathers and mothers, their brothers and sisters, big and little, are all fighting in the great cause, and doing their part well to help them win the battle.

June 6, 1917

THE TUNNELLERS.

A RECORD RAID

COMPLETE MASTERY OF THE WORK

(By Willie Wombat.)

SOMEWHERE IN FLANDERS

The anniversary of the embarkation of the Australian Mining Corps was fitly celebrated by a section in accompaning a raiding party of Londoners for the purpose of locating and destroying enemy mineshafts.  The raid turned out to be the record one of the British front, the Canadians having held the place of honour up till that time.  Glowing tributes have been published in all the English papers of the event, and much rightful praise has been poured upon the heads of the Londoners for their glorious achievements-a fact which brings to mind the bluff of the German Emperor when he told his people in the early part of the war the England's army was only a contemptible little one, and also, with, as it were, a wave of the hand, that our nation was only a lot of shopkeepers.  The raid took place between Hill 60 and a place known on the map as the Bluff.  The stories published of the event gave a fair amount of prominence to the successful blowing up of mine shafts, and would convey to the reader that the distinction gained in that direction was gained by the Londoners, instead, this work was done by an officer and four men of the Mining Corps-a job for which they were specially selected, and trained away from their own unit.  The Londoners did their job well, and the Australia Miners did likewise; they were special men for a special job; and they did it. I propose, in their own words, to tell the story of the record raid, and their share in it.

DEMOLITION OF MINE SHAFTS

Sapper J. R. (Roy) Smith, a Victorian lad, said: "It was my first time over the parapet. . . It was a few minutes to 5; the guns had opened up, and the barrage was taking form.  It was going well; but what astonished me most was when waiting for the word to go our officer paid not the slightest attention to the work of the guns; it was his watch, and exactly at the appointed time over we went in waves.  The work of the Londoners was certainly superb, and they deserve every bit of credit that they have been given. I saw them handle the Fritzies.  If they didn't come out of it, well, they got it, and that was an end of it. I did not have much to do in that time, neither did the rest of the Australian sappers and our officer.  Our job was to find the mine workings, and get our half-hundred weight mobile charges there.

We got one shaft, which was in working order, and made short work of it.  We found another one, but it had been abandoned.  I used up one charge in letting a big underground dugout have its entrance will bashed in.  Yes; I am glad I was in that raid, for it was a big success.  Every department of the game worked without a hitch.  The Hun prisoners, most of whom belonged to the 185th Brigade and a Prussian regiment, were good sport for us that night."  In reply to a question Sapper Smith replied: "Oh, yes; we have all got souvenirs," and he pointed to rifles, helmets, watches, coins, cards, etc.  The result of the night's performance was 119 prisoners and seven machine guns, as well as much destruction to the enemy line.

THE AUSTRALIANS' ADAPTABILITY.

As time goes on one gets the opportunity of realising the great importance of mining in the warfare of the Western front.  The Miners' share to-day in the great conflict is not only unique but of the utmost value.  The work being done by them since their organisation has facilitated many operations, in addition to having saved many thousands of lives.  The daily protection which they have effected for our troops is almost beyond computation.  They have turned out to be the great life-savers of the army, and the tunnelling soldiers are held in the greatest esteem, from the highest command to the ranker of all units.  In addition to the important work of tunnelling, units under the supervision of officers and n.c.o.'s thousands of infantrymen, the greater majority of whom were entirely ignorant of underground work, have been transformed into excellent wombats.  The work of the miner in the war of to-day is, perhaps, the most important of all the engineering branches, for his assistance is of the utmost importance in the majority of operations.  And the Australian miner has not been left at the post in the work over here.

As in other matters in connection with the war, he has displayed initiative and energy worthy of the highest traditions.  If saluting and other military details at times prove irksome to him, he gets happiness when he knows he is up against Fritz.  The lads who have toiled and sworn and cursed everything in front of them in the mines of Australia, at the Hill and Bendigo and elsewhere, toil with equal, if not greater, ardour when burrowing after the Huns, and swear-not perhaps so loud, for when down below in No Man's Land silence is golden-with greater fervour, assisted by a vocabulary of the most revised edition.  I have referred to the initiative of the Australia digger, and from observation I have no hesitation in placing him first on the list in that respect.  The great majority of our miners have spent many off periods at other labours, which has resulted in them having a greater and wider scope of practical knowledge than is generally the case, hence their quickness in adapting themselves to things as they find them, and proving themselves all-round handy men-a very valuable asset in such trying days as these. 

A FAMOUS COMPANY.

The pick of Australia's Miners are in the forefront of the battle in France, and they have done all that has been expected of them, and more.  Although work has been hard, and many privations and hardships have been endured in common with other units, they have to date borne the brunt of the battle creditably, manfully, and well.  All ranks have maintained, with regard to their work and duties, an esprit-de-corps that redounds to their credit as a body of men and to the honour of the country from which they hail.  There is no gainsaying the fact that all companies have done work and obtained results far beyond expectations.  The technical company of the corps has also been of great assistance, and has proved itself the pioneer of many new methods and innovations.  All is gold that come its way, for in every detail of work they have handled a signal success has been scored each time.  Their popularity has not been gained entirely by the tender caresses of Dame Fortune but by sheer persistency and hard work, together with the knowledge that the Hun was always good game for them.  If they have earned praise, and if they continue to win laurels, it is not by fortune's favour that they are obtained, but by sheer, grim, hard toil.  The following encomium from a high command recently speaks for itself:- "By the pluck and determination of all ranks we have completely mastered the mining systems.  Appreciation is recorded of the valuable assistance and technical advice with regard to other underground work."  Such an appreciation is very pleasing, but at the same time I know it was earned.  Yes; the Australian Miner is holding his own on the Western front, and, as I heard an officer of high rank express himself, "Yes; they've done good work, and their efforts continue to be excellent."

Saturday August 4, 1917

THE MINERS

(By Willie Wombat)

   Important success continues to be the lot of all companies of the Australian Mining Corps.  Excellent work of a most arduous kind has now been carried on for nearly a year, and the men are standing the conditions exceptionally well, only a few of the older one being unable to endure the climatic conditions.  Nevertheless, those who have broken down under the strain have done their bit, and done it well.

   That the Mining Corps has been a success has been demonstrated by the demand for the services of the companies for important work, and the day may not be far distant when the crowning act of their splendid work may be recorded.  All companies have been engaged in most important work of late months, and there has been considerable activity on both sides.  However, I am glad to state that the Australian miner has achieved grand results, and that on all occasions he has been to many for his friend, Fritz.  Honours continue to come the way of our companies, the first grand coup, as I have previously recorded, having resulted in the officers commanding of all companies being mentioned in despatches.  Other decorations have followed, and have already been made public.  The latest awards have been to No. 2 Company, the D.C.M. having been awarded to Sergt. M.J. Morrison for gallant work on a night when one of our tunnels was crumpled as the result of “minnie” fire.  He rallied a squad of tunnellers, and successfully defended the position against raiders.  Cpl H.J. Fovnert has been awarded the Italian Bronze Medal for gallantry on another occasion of equal excitement, only, perhaps, not under exactly so trying conditions.  In No. 3 Company Lieut. Howie gained the M.C. for exceptional work over a long period of hours in dealing with shaft-heads.  All these things point to the good work that has been done by the Australian miner, whose name is honoured on the Western front.  I would like also to state that I know that the N.Z. Tunnelling Company have done some very fine work in a certain place, and that they are receiving much congratulations from many high sources.

   When the day comes that I can tell the whole tale, the mining world of Australia will be proud of their splendid men.

[Since the above was written, the battle of Messines has taken place, and as the cables have informed us, it was a wonderful triumph for the Australian and New Zealand miners, who, for 12 months, were tunnelling there.]

[[Tunnellers Website Note: Cpl H.J. Fovnert above is 562 FORREST, Herbert Gauntley of 2nd Aust. Tunnelling Company]]

Wednesday, January 2, 1918

MINING CORPS

THE UNDERGROUND ARTILLERY

AUSTRALIANS IN FRANCE

(By Willie Wombat.)

FRANCE, Nov 1. [1917]

   For considerably more than a year before Haig’s great ‘quake launching the battle of Messines, Australian miners, in conjunction with others from all parts of the Empire, worked in a mysterious silence.  Beyond an occasional scrap of news that they were doing splendid work, and engaged on a most important job, little was heard of them until that long-to-be-remembered morning when the news went forth to the world that the almost impossible had been achieved.

   But as some time has elapsed since that memorable event—or, in soldiers’ parlance, “stunt”—I will now essay to tell one of many stories that have yet to be recorded; one, in fact, that, when all stories of mining are told, will for activity on both sides for the given period establish a record; and if not, it will be not far from the top of the list.

   The tale that I am going to tell is about the second Australian Tunnelling Company—originally No. 2 Company of the Australian Mining Corps—and how it became to be known as “the underground artillery.”

   It was a certain place in a sector of considerable strategic and tactical importance in which there were at that time keen and active mining operations by the enemy.  This part of the line was held by Australians, and with the advent of the miners at this particular period the Huns, for the first time on the Western front, were confronted by Australians in every department of war with the exception of aerial work.  I have since learned that there were Australian flying men in the squadron which conducted observation work for the troops at that time.

KEEPING THE ENEMY BUSY.

   As was usual, our dashing infantry, in conjunction with equally as good artillery, maintained the usual high standard of their soldierly qualities as well as introducing to the Hun many new features of trench warfare as daring and bold as they were novel.  The enemy knew they were up against Australians, for did they not welcome them by displaying a notice over their parapet with the inscription, “Advance Australia!  If you can!” and the arrival of the miners gave them further opportunity in their publicity department to display in a like manner “Welcome 500 Australian Miners.”

   With these taunts in their minds it was quite natural that our army—I include the New Zealanders—would not take things lying down.  Many of the men were hardened veterans of Gallipoli and Egypt, and they very soon put into practice the adage that there should be no peace for the wicked.  They organised all sorts of “stunts,” anything and everything to pest Fritz.  “Keep tickling him up” was their motto; and they did.  And, as was only natural to suppose, this method of procedure drew retaliation—what was really asked for.  Events soon became interesting,

   A blow by either party would quickly go the rounds, and as this branch of warfare increased in activity the front-liners declared that the Miners were pumping more good stuff into the Hun than the artillery, and so it came to pass that as banter continued some wag referred to the diggers as “the underground artillery.”

   To be nicknamed by brother-soldiers from the same sunny clime was considered a very great honour and full of good fortune, as well as being accepted in a grand form of brotherly comradeship, for it was on this field that many old mates renewed friendship, and where brothers met, and father and son clasped hands for the first time since the main Expeditionary Force left Australian shores.  To the Miners it appeared as a happy omen that they should take up their posts in the front battle line, with their own kith and kin, and as a result of great national pride soon became established throughout the company.  It was only natural that they should try to acquit themselves as creditably and as gloriously as their veteran brothers.  And I believe that this lucky commencement was the real beginning of the fame and honour that have been their reward since coming to France, for to-day to its credit it must be recorded that it is regarded by General Headquarters as the crack mining company of the Western front.

AUSTRALIANS’ FINE RECORD.

   It is only my intention at present to cover a period of the first 20 weeks of the company in France, in which period the combined effort of the Australian and the enemy resulted in the explosion of 35 mines, 24 of which were blown by the former and 11 by the latter; or, in other words, the Australians blew twice as often as the Huns, plus a shade to spare.  And when one comes to realise the explosion on an average of over a mine per week it must be admitted that it was a very creditable performance, for human energy can only do its best.  In addition the geological conditions and otherwise were not the best.

   For several days the enemy had been heard working up in the direction of a certain sap, and it was decided to allow him to come as close up as advisable, and a week after our last blow we fired at half-past 7 in the morning, The listeners had a most anxious and exciting time, for minute after minute and hour after hour they could hear the enemy getting closer and closer.  Anyhow, all went well, for the miners exploded their mine just as the enemy were about to break through our subway.  This was an exciting piece of work, and proved to the most profitable, by reason of the certainty of the proximity of the enemy’s working.  After this punishment, and the apparent useless efforts of the enemy miners to get the best of the Australians underground, the Hun subjected this particular part of the workings to a heavy minenwerfer fire of the heaviest calibre.  These large-sized “Minnies” are capable of penetrating the ground for some distance, and on explosion blow a crater up to 20ft [7mtrs] deep by 40 [12mtrs] to 50 [15mtrs] feet wide, so that it will be apparent the amount of headcover necessary for safety in running galleries under no man’s land.  The attempt was, however, abortive, and no damage was done.

TREMENDOUS EXPLOSIONS

   A week after these last desperate attempts of the enemy, as the result of careful preparation and more hard and enduring work, the Australians fired another mine and with a success that was anticipated.  Our luck was in, so everyone said, but I firmly believe that, whilst a certain amount of it was in our favour, we had grasped from the very beginning the secret of defensive mining.  What evidently perplexed the Huns most was that they were of opinion that at this particular point our policy was offensive work.  Instead it was defensive.  The Australian miners’ work was to cut Fritz off and let him have it and to wait for him at other places and hand him out the usual medicine.

   For a week there was quietude on both sides, the Australian enjoying themselves in addition to exercising great care as to Hun movements in carrying out a tactical move by preparing a mine on the left as the signal for attack on the right of the Australian division in the Battle of Fromelles.  It was a 6 p.m. at this strategical point that a large mine was blown, forming an excellent crater in which many Australian infantry took cover, maintaining a withering and punishing fire on the enemy.

   Six days following this affair the enemy exploded another mine in the vicinity of our workings, doing neither damage nor causing any casualties.

   Almost three weeks elapsed before any more activity took place, when early one morning the enemy fired a charge which caused slight damage to our galleries and killed two men.  These were the Australians’ first casualties underground and were men from an Australian pioneer battalion attached to the company.  The same day the Australians replied with a powerful charge and gained their objective.  In this part of the sector nothing more was heard from the enemy in the matter of blowing mines for six weeks.

   By the time it was generally accepted that in this point of the mining system we had also mastered the Hun.  Anyhow, during that period three powerful mines were exploded with great destructive force, having in mind two things, first, to let the enemy know we were still active, and, secondly, to point out to him that he was beaten and that it was useless for him to continue the repairing of the wreckage caused.  However, at the end of the time stated, the enemy blew another mine which caused slight damage to our workings, but no casualties.  It was his last explosion in this part, and as it was the second vital spot of the mining system that had been completely defeated, he had to give the game up.  A week later, after this last effort, we gave him a final charge, which was the end of active mining in a sector which had asked for the best that human energy and endurance could give.  After making certain that the Hun had been completely defeated, the company took its departure to a certain place to assist in the good work that was being done in the ground preparation for Messines.

   And on their departure the officer commanding received a letter from the high command eulogising the patience and perseverance, energy and gallantry of all ranks of the company and asking that congratulations be conveyed to all for having “so completely mastered the enemy mining system.”

   During the period referred to, the company had placed to its credit one mention in despatches, one D.C.M. and five Military Medals.

Thursday, January 3, 1918

MINING CORPS

SHARP ENEMY ATTACK

SOME THRILLING ESCAPES

(By Willie Wombat)

SOMEWHERE IN FLANDERS, Nov 2. [1917]

   Not many months ago a company of Australian Miners attached to Imperial corps had an exciting and trying experience.  The particular place on the Flanders front at which the excitement occurred was at a point on the Yser Canal where our line was advanced for about 600 yards on the other side on a front which was not very wide.  The only means of communication with this more or less isolated spot was by three pontoon bridges.  And on a certain morning the enemy opened up a heavy bombardment, concentrating his fire mainly on roads and bridges.  Up till 1 p.m. the enemy fire was mostly directed on the roads in the back area, after which his artillery had the range of the bridges.  A regular hail of shells soon made short work of the bridges, which were all cut by 2 p.m.  On the other side were 47 miners and the same number of attached infantry holding the line.  After cutting the bridges the enemy maintained a terrific fire on the canal, preventing any possibility of re-establishing communications.  As the afternoon advanced the fire, with a big percentage of gas shells, became more intense, especially in the region of advanced billets, and at 7 p.m. the enemy attacked in large numbers the small isolated garrison.  The infantry and machine-gunners put up a splendid fight, but as the odds were against them they were unable to withstand the enemy onslaught, and those who were not killed were taken prisoners.  Of the 47 Australian miners affected one officer and 41 men were taken prisoners, whilst one officer and three men escaped after considerable adventure.

   Letters have been since received from the prisoners in Germany, and one stated that their position was due to enemy shells crumping the entrance to their tunnelled dugout, imprisoning them until next day, when they were dug out by the enemy.  They had no fighting chance, as the enemy was in possession of this small piece of ground, and they had to submit to the inevitable.

   The stories of those who escaped are of a most thrilling nature, and once more go to show the resourcefulness of the Australian when put into a tight corner.  Lieutenant E.P. Hargreaves, of Melbourne, recognised that the situation was hopeless, and as everybody in the shell portion was being affected by the severe attack, he assisted to dress the wounded, while the miners continued work down below.  Later, when the attack developed, he made his way to an infantry company’s headquarters, and in the midst of heavy shellfire destroyed all papers and documents which might be useful to the enemy.  At the last moment, after being cut off, he reached the canal, which he swam.  Half an hour later he reached his billet in a most exhausted condition, with his feet badly torn and cut on account of having to scramble through many waves of barbed wire.

   Another story is that of Sapper James O’Connell, of Bangalow, New south Wales, who has since been awarded the D.C.M.  He states that he was in the company cookhouse near the front line, when the enemy attacked.  As the enemy advanced in rather large numbers, and being practically isolated when he fully recognised what was happening, he started to retreat in the direction of the canal.  Knowing where there was a supply of bombs, he secured some, and flung them at the enemy as he was being forced back.  On arrival at the canal bank he was shot in the head, although not seriously, by a rifle bullet, and fell into the canal.  After considerable floundering about he dragged himself out.  He secured a further supply of bombs, and made another stand against a party of the enemy who were assailing him.  The next attempt by the Huns to dislodge O’Connell from his position was by flammenwerfer, with which he was severely burned.  During the pain and agony of the wounds from the liquid fire he once more fell into the canal, where he remained for nearly half-an-hour, his enemies believing that he had “gone west.”  He again struggled out, and, crawling to a dugout close by, found Lieut. Hargreaves, who dressed his wounds.  The situation by this time had become so serious that it was explained to O’Connell that he would either be taken prisoner or could escape by swimming the canal.  And O’Connell characteristically replied, “The canal for mine,” and he jumped in.  He reached the other side safely, being a strong swimmer.  But just as he was getting out of the water he heard cries for help from the middle of the canal.

   Despite his aching wounds, he plunged in once more, and rescued a comrade who could not swim and who was trying to escape by getting over a piece of wood.  It was a most exciting rescue, for an enemy plane was flying in the dark at a low height and firing machine guns along the channel.  O’Connell, however, succeeded in saving his man, and, on touching the bank once more collapsed.  This brave lad, who is 28 years of age, was recommended for the V.C., but instead was awarded the D.C.M., and was warmly congratulated upon his bravery.

   Two other sappers—F. Burke and J. Coade, both Victorians—also had an interesting experience as well as performing conspicuous acts of bravery and coolness.  They swam the canal at about the same time as Sapper O’Connell, and finding that a number of men were getting back, and were unable to swim the canal, they procured a raft*, and making it fast, swam back across the canal, paying it out as they went.  When they gained terra firms they tested the rope, and, holding it taut, exhorted their comrades to get hold of the rope and pull themselves across.  Both miners stood their post until the last of the party—about 20—had reached the other side and were safe from the hands of the clutching Hun.  For these acts of gallantry both sappers have been presented in the field with Military Medals. 

*raft in newspaper but should read rope.

Saturday, January 5, 1918

MINING CORPS

IMPERIAL OFFICERS' APPRECIATION

A SCRAP OF CONVERSATION.

(By Willie Wombat.)

SOMEWHERE IN FRANCE. Nov. 9.

The fine body of men who made up the quota of the Australian mining corps about established the record for any one battalion that has ever left Australia.  The subsequent reinforcements further illustrate the great care that continues to be exercised in the selection of men who are sent forward to fill the gaps which must be made in the ordinary course of active service.  Considerable satisfaction is felt that the men coming forward continue to be of a high standard, for the reason that the miners from this formation as a battalion have always had a pride in themselves and a confidence peculiarly their own by reason of their maturity.  Mining companies, once established in a sector, remain there for a length of time, and as a result the various Australian companies have not always been with their own divisions.  In fact, they have been with them very little.  They have been mostly attached to Imperial Corps, and in the matter of administration and discipline the miners have actually come more under direct Imperial control than any other Australian units.  Not only have they played the game, but in their great anxiety to outdo the Hun many little episodes that might have proved irksome have been brushed lightly aside.  In their working experience in the field they have come in close contact with troops from all parts of the Empire - Englishmen, Irishmen, Scotsmen. Welshmen, Canadians, South Africans and New Zealanders.  All have lived in the same billets with them.  These Australian "diggers" are widely known and enjoy a marked popularity over the Western front.  Troops have never been pleased to obey the order of duty in another direction when it meant severing connection with the Australian miners.  This feeling applies to all ranks - officers and men.  Such is the feeling of good fellowship among the Australian miners that if anything of importance is proposed all enter into it with a zest and enthusiasm that mean the success of the project. 

I heard two Imperial officers discussing our miners a few days ago.  These officers had been attached to an Australian mining unit, and had, therefore, actually worked with the miners.  "They're a happy-go-lucky lot of devils, and real good-hearted fellows as well," remarked one.  "There is no doubt about that," replied the other, "but what strikes me most is their fine comradeship and thought- fullness for one another."  And addressing an Australian officer he continued by asking: "Why is it that such excellent feelings of a so pronounced personal kind exist among such a large body of men?"  "Oh," answered the Australian, "I suppose it is due to the fact that prior to coming to this war my men have been up against the forces of nature all their lives, and been in some tight corners too.  And now that they are in a job that demands the best of all their patience and endurance, and what is even of greater importance to them - the right to live - the great ties which bind these men in civil life have become very much strengthened, no doubt due to the surroundings in which they are so willingly working."  "I see," said the 'Tommy' officer, "that accounts to a great extent for their many successes.  Splendid."  "I have no doubt about it" replied the Australian.  "In ordinary times they are determined, well disciplined men - real good fellows - accustomed to ups and downs of a variegated order, so that when it comes to a game like this - well, they're all out.  It's neck or nothing with them."

I could not help at once seeing the point, and as fact this scrap of conversation opened up an entirely new point for me as to their lives at war, although I knew that the miners were popular, and I knew, too, that any men, no matter where they came from in the Empire, who had worked and lived with them once would gladly do so again.

No doubt the fact that these men have more or less all their lives been up against the forces of nature has had much to do with some of the gallantry displayed on the battle-field, for the miners' path on the Western front has not been one of roses.  Instead, it has been bristling with thorns.  And when such is the case where determined men are concerned there is nothing else for it but to do all in their power to gain the upper-hand.  The Australian miner has to his credit today that he has done his best and that he has mastered the Hun miners and their systems, too.

August 10, 1918     

ANZAC DAY INCIDENT

(BY WILLIE WOMBAT)

FRANCE April 25.[1918]

   I must describe a little incident I saw to-day—Anzac Day.  In a shell battered village not very far behind the line where Australians are billeted all civilians have gone with the exception of old men; an Australian flag was flying from a billet.  It was not a very large one, yet it served the purpose.  The flag hung from a shattered window, underneath was printed in charcoal on a whitewashed wall “Pessimists shot on sight.”  The flag attracted the attention of the two old French warriors, one minus an arm and the other a leg—veterans of 1870—who wanted to know all about the flag.  On it being explained to them that it flew in memory of Anzac Day, they said “Très bien.  Vivent les Australiens.”  About ten minutes afterwards the two old men returned with a tri-coloured fluttering in the breeze.  Going to one of our boys, standing at the doorway, they said, “Pardon, Monsieur,” passed inside, and climbing the tumble-down stairs reached the window and proudly crossed the tri-colour with the flag of Australia.  As they performed the ceremony they exclaimed again and again.  “Vivent les Australiens—Vive la France.”  Despite the fact that several shells fell in the vicinity, these two warrior patriots of France all day hovered round the spot where the two flags were proudly floating in the breeze. 

Tuesday, August 13, 1918

AN AUSTRALIAN’S FEAT.

 (By Willie Wombat.)

FRANCE, June 18. [1918]

   There are many Australian who show an utter disregard for danger and treat with contempt any suggestion that they “weren’t game to put a ‘stunt’ on to Fritz.”  A brilliant young Australian, with a geological turn of mind, picked up a curiosity in chalk formation after a fight in the vicinity of Villers-Bretonneux.  He, however, lost it in a scrimmage that took place afterwards, and having an idea of the place he set out to find it.  He lost his bearings and got into the lines of an English division.  He told some of them what he was looking for, and they laughed, and suggested that if he wanted souvenirs there were plenty “over-there”—indicating the direction of the enemy lines.  They told him that they were expecting an attack from the Hun at any time, and a Hun would be a useful souvenir for information.  He agreed to the proposal without any argument—although, really, the division concerned thought they were taking a rise out of him.  He adjusted his equipment, and hopped over the bags into No Man’s Land.  He started off, wriggling like a snake, until he gained the leeward of a hummock, after which he walked boldly along.  Shortly afterwards he came in touch with an enemy working party, and after yelling and cheering and brandishing his bayonet after the fashion of some native war-dancer he ordered all hands to return to the dugouts except one, whom he wanted to have a chat with.  They seemed to understand, and did as they were told.  One German he guided back to the line of the English division, much to their surprise, at the point of a bayonet.  On arrival he absolutely refused to hand over his Fritz, whom he would himself hand over to his own divisional headquarters.  He didn’t mind their interrogating the prisoner, but as the captor was an Australian he would hand over the Hun to Australians.  It was impossible to make Australian headquarters that night without exceptional exertion, so he decided that the prisoner and himself should have a sleep.  So that the prisoner should not escape or fall into the hands of the others for delivery he strapped Fritz’s leg to his own and also buttoned his tunic to that of the prisoner.  This ingenious and gallant Australian delivered his prisoner in good order and condition.

Tuesday December 24, 1918

ENEMY ARMY ORDERS

TRIBUTES TO AUSTRALIANS

 (By Willie Wombat)

FRANCE, Aug 18 [1918]

   An interesting document signed by General von der Marwitz on July 6 was captured by the Australians.  It complains that divisional generals are permitting the enemy (Australians) in minor operations to take prisoners the whole front line battalions, as well as others from the supports, which he emphatically points out is due to bad leadership.  He says:—“The forward positions gained by us in our offensive contain too large a garrison, and the main fight takes place too near the front line.”

   Von Marwitz, accordingly instructed commanders that very few men were to be utilised in manning the front line, and as few as possible for a distances of a thousand yards back.

   The second army order was the beginning of a series of divisional orders.  The commander of the 41st division issued the following on July 9 :— “The enemy (Australians) penetrated the forward zone of the 108th Division at midday yesterday without artillery preparation, by means of large patrols, and did the same again at 11 o’clock with artillery astride the Villers-Bretonneux railway.  He occupied the trench where this outpost lay, and apparently captured the outpost, consisting of 15 men.  A larger part of the forward zone has been lost.”

   The order concludes with the following unique tribute:—“The enemy, who has grown up in the Australian bush, wriggles to our posts with great dexterity from flank and rear in the high crops, in order to overwhelm them.  It has often happened that complete pickets have disappeared from the forward line without trace.  I expect this division to remember its good reputation.”

   On July 13 von Marwitz issued the following further order:—“During the last few days the British (they were Australians) succeeded in penetrating and capturing single posts and pickets.  Gradually, sometimes even in daylight, they managed to get possession of the greater part of the forward zone of one division.  The tactical situation of the army front has thus been considerably altered for the worse.” 
Tuesday December 24, 1918

"BOOBY TRAPS."

LITTLE TRICKS OF THE HUNS.

(By Willie Wombat.)

FRANCE, Sept 17.

"Booby trap" hunting, while possessed of a certain amount of sport, has its element of risk.  It requires men with strong nerves, a clear head and a keen eye. Presence of mind, too, is a great essential; in all these the Australian miners excel.

Hunting for traps and mines is no sinecure.  The Germans have organised the system to such an extent, especially when making an organised withdrawal from certain positions, that great care must be exercised.  The most likely places for traps, and which are regarded with special suspicion by troops until expert parties of miners examine them, are elaborately furnished dugouts, dugouts under roads, single houses left standing where others are destroyed, all new work or new trench or other equipment in the midst of weather worn ground, second hand articles, recently disturbed soil, new metalling, new trench boards, souvenirs (such as helmets, shells, badges and bayonets left in conspicuous positions), articles sticking in the ground, such as stick grenades or shovels.

Methods of firing these traps and mines are many.  Delay action fuses depend on the eating away of a wire by a corrosive solution.  They are absolutely silent, and require no connections outside the charges.  The long delay action fuse is an imitation pattern of a Hun gun fuse, and is chiefly intended for blowing up guns and munitions.  Clockwork devices are of complicated make, and their only chance of discovery is by ticking being heard.  There are also percussion methods, which may be set in action by treading or pressing on a board hidden under earth, or by pressing against a railing, when a safety pin will be withdrawn or a striker may be driven into a detonator.  Electrical systems depend on a pull on a wire or pressure on some article to complete a contact.  Telephone wires found are cut at once.  Care, however, has to be taken in the matter of taut wires, which may be found mixed with stack wires as they may be empty supporting a weight which, if the wire is severed, will drop on a detonator.

Dugout traps are many.  A shovel stuck into the side of a dugout between the timbers when removed may pull a wire which explodes a mine.  A trench stove may have a stove-pipe dismantled, and one wire attached to the leg of the stove and the other to the stove-pipe.  When the stove-pipe is picked up a mine is fired.  A charge of 2000lb of perdite may be in the seemingly dead-end of the gallery of a dugout, and connected to ordinary telephone wires.  A window weight may be suspended by a fine cord stretched across the entrance of a dugout and on a man entering the cord would be broken and the weight fall into a box of detonators connected to a charge of explosives.  Cap badges, artificial flowers, bits of evergreen, pieces of shell, and other articles likely to be picked up as souvenirs, are left in dugouts and attached to charges.  Handrails on the steps of dugouts may be attached by wires to charges.  Charges may be placed in a chimney, with a length of fuse attached, which would be ignited if a fire were lighted.  A book on a table may have a wire down the leg of a table to a charge.  A step in the stairway of a dugout of thin planking walked on will make contact with a mine.

Other dugout tricks consist of placing a branch of a tree over the entrance as if to conceal it.  On moving the branch the explosion takes place.  A dozen stick grenades may be fired by means of a wire attached to a sandbag, which has to be moved before the door of a dugout can be opened.  A blown-in entrance to a dugout is not always a safety sign, as charges may be concealed in the un-destroyed portions-they are generally crudely arranged contact charges.

One of the timbers on the side of the staircase of a dugout was noticed to be projecting slightly inwards at the top, though it was in place at the bottom.  It was found that a nail had been driven through the lower end, and the point was placed against the cap of a cartridge, which had a charge of explosive behind it.  A slight push on the plank and the nail would have struck the cap and exploded the charge.

In the trenches the Hun traps are not so numerous but there are four kinds which are looked for.  They are hand grenades, liable to explode when kicked or trodden on.  Two days after the beginning of the Australian advance a party of Tommies, a corporal and five men, were coming along the road between Villers-Bretonneux and Warfusie, when one of the men in the lead carelessly kicked a grenade out of his way. It exploded, and three men were killed and the rest of the party wounded, two seriously.  New trench boards on the fire step may detonate grenades when trodden on.  Barricades, interlaced with wires, may be attached to stick grenades.  Hand grenades may be buried in a trench, attached to a telephone wire, just showing above the earth.

Mine traps on roads may be cavities hollowed out under the road, leaving only the crust, and 8-inch shells are placed in the cavities with contact fuses arranged to fire at the slightest pressure.  An automatic box mine, designed apparently to explode under a weight greater than that of a man has been found on a road, the box being a few inches below the surface of the road.  Some hundreds of this latter class have been discovered and destroyed by Australian miners and engineers during the past six weeks.

The setting of "booby traps" by the Allied armies is unknown. In our biggest retreat, from Cambrai to before Amiens, our engineers could have laid thousands of these if they had so desired.  The creation of craters on main highways and cross roads and the demolition of bridges before an advancing army must not be confused with "booby traps."  They are legitimate methods for covering a retreating army.

[The articles above have been transcribed by Donna Baldey from microfilm held by James Cook University, Townsville.]

