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John Thomas O’Connor

My father enlisted in the Australian Army in March 1917 at the age of 22.

At that time he lived with his foster family, the Sullivans, at a farm called Sunnyside at
Newlyn, midway between Ballarat and Daylesford.

His enlistment papers indicate he was a blacksmith. He underwent special gun training at
Queenscliff before sailing for Europe in May.

His journey took him to Suez, for a stay in Egypt of two months, then on to Taranto in Italy
followed by a long train ride to Southampton and then to a camp at Devonport in August of
1917.

He was based there until November, when he joined the front line in Flanders. After the
armistice he spent about six months in France, and then in camps in southern England,
before sailing home in April 1920.

On discharge he had spent three and a half years in the Army.

Dad’s role in Flanders from November 1917
trained gunner. He was assigned to the First Australian Siege Battery equipped with
Howitsers.

These guns had a range of 10,000 yards, so he would have been up to two miles behind
the lines. The guns took time to set up as special trenches had to be constructed to
accommodate the recoil of the guns and storages for the heavy ammunition had to be built.

The gun positions were camouflaged or hidden as much as possible. Once in position they
were not easy to move; most moves involved horses, though some motor transport was
used (crawler tractors) in long movements and on better roads.

Figure 1 shows the First ASB in action.
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Figure 1 : First Australian Siege Battery in Flanders, 1917



The fixed position of the guns gave a stronger sense of permanence to the army life of a
gunner when compared to that of an infantryman, while their location behind the lines
meant that they probably had more chance to develop connections with communities in
local villages near where they were set up.

Artillery and the War in 1917-1918

The sense of something special and different about being an artilleryman was reinforced by
a change in tactics that made the artillery a much more important part of the war effort from
about the time Dad arrived in Flanders.

By 1917 the role of the artillery had been refined and its purpose in attack changed. John
Monash, as head of a recently reorganised Australian Corps, played a major role in this re-
definition.

His idea was to use artillery in conjunction with the movement of troops, rather than as a
separate operation, which stopped as infantry began to move forward.

Monash’'s ideas called for very accurate and c;.
communications between the infantry and the artillery so that the troops could move forward
underthe cover of the artillery, a tactic called

In this way artillery began to play a new part in military strategy after 1917 and there was
great pressure to ensure accuracy in shooting.

Effort was put in to training gunners and developing ways to gauge the accuracy of fire.
Dad’ s training at Queenscliff prior to | eavin
strategy.

Artillery was also used in much greater quantity in the latter part of 1917 and in 1918. In
1914 the British Expeditionary Force had 486 guns; by 1918 that number was 6,700.

The Germans had also developed artillery and assembled 6,473 pieces for the attack of
April 1918” (Terraine 1978: 38).

War as an Artillery-man

The report of a New Zealand artillery unit written in mid 1917 about the place where Dad
was later to be stationed gives us some idea of what the life of an artilleryman was like:

“At the southernendof t he ridge near Pl oegstraat Woo
because it was in the first line of fire.

Even i f the flashes of the guns werenodt se:
of the hill, there was no mistaking where the fire was coming from and the Germans
habitually gave it their full attention.

In the slit trenches behind the gun pits and in the dug outs burrowed and tunnelled
into the hillside beside them casualties were high and life was uncomfortable.

All last night and today he has been strafing our batteries and roads hot and strong.
During the night he put over shell gas and our men had to sit up at the guns for a
couple of hours with gas hel mets oné.

The shelling didnét cease for another half
an appalling sight. The wind and the rain lashing down. It seemed as if every gun
Fritz had was trained on this smallarea” ( Macdonal d 1978: 33).
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The noise was obviously a significant feature of the work, and one of the officers observed
t h ahke nofse was deafening and the whole countryside for a few days quivered
rhythmically for long periods” ( Manchester 1978:122).

The War in 1917-1918

As shown on Figure 2, Dad’' s experience of the
Flanders on the France-Belgium border. It is a very small area, covered easily by car in an

hour. It has a line of hills running north-south and the rest is rolling farmland with small

villages and towns dotted at regular intervals.

It turned out to be a significant | ocation as
push west beyond Ypres in 1918 which expanded German territory as shown in the shaded
areas in Figure 2

As winter set in during Novedspiiingyda® 1 T oirt trmar KA
“Despite the valour in 1917, victory was still as distantasever” , even though t he
been some small gains in what became known as the battle of Passchendale (Gammage

1980:193).

These gains had pushed the front line two miles east beyond Ypres and a mile past
Messines and Armentieres (see Figure 3).

Matters stood at a stalemate through the winter as dad settled into his new position, and
both sides planned large activities for 1918.

As things evolved it was the Germans who moved first, nearly demoralising the Allies in one
giant push west and south-west moving about ten miles in one area in a week.

@

Figure 2 : Flanders and Northern France



Figure 3 : First Australian Siege Battery Retreat And Advance, 1917-1918

Dad’s Experiences in 1917-1918.

The history of his unit outlines four experiences in the time he was in Flanders:

1. astable base at the guns for a few months near the village of Neuve Eglise;

2. a staged retreat and an effort to keep firing and attacking the enemy, involving a
series of moves along roads and across fields 20-30 kilometres to the north-west;

3. rest and recuperation in France near a village called Zeggars Cappell;

4. attack and advance again, to re-occupy the Ploegstraat Wood positions and
eventually move on to Tourcoing near Roubaix as the Armistice was signed.

Ploegstraat Wood and Neuve Eglise

The first position was in a forest area of Ploegstratt Wood, as shown on figure 4.

Dad arrived at Ploegstraat Wood by truck from Ostend, after a channel crossing from
Southampton. His gun position was behind a forested ridge south of Ypres, close to two
small villages, Neuve Eglise and Ploegstraat.

This had been an artillery emplacement during 1917, where New Zealander artillery units
supported the Passchendale offensive.

The Australians occupied these positions in late 1917 and the batteries fired on road
junctions, bridges, transport sidings and troop positions the other side of the hill and east
beyond the front line, which was about two kilometres away.

This position was well known to the Germans, and experienced regular shelling.

The guns were set up in two places, one in the forest and another some 500 yards behind
it at Court Dreve farm.

The headquarters of the unit was further back in Neuve Eglise. These locations can be
seen on figure 4.
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Figure 4 : Ploegstraat Wood and Neuve Eglise, Flanders

Today the forest is thick with oaks and birches which provide a cool dark under-storey when
the trees are in full leaf as they were in July 2000 when | was there (see figure 5).

The area is a popular walking and cycling area and lots of people were out walking along
trails through the trees. Remains of concrete bunkers can be seen among the trees in the
area where the First ASB was set up (Figure 6).

The forest covers a steep ridge. In this ridge the Australian army personnel dug out a very
large underground chamber which they called the Catacombs (Spagnoly and Smith 1997).

This had a bar and a mess hall underground and would have been an important meeting
place.

It is not possible to visit this place today but the entrance is still visible.



Figure 6 : Gun Emplacement, Ploegstraat Wood, June 2000

From the forested position it was a short walk back to a collection of damaged farm
buildings alongside a narrow road (see figure 7).

This might in fact be the site of the second gun emplacement although it is not possible to
be sure.



Figure 7 : Old Farm Buildings Near Ploegstraat Wood, June 2000

Figure 8 : Approaching Neuve Eglise, June 2000

A little further back, along straight roads that today pass neat farm fields with crops and
cows (seen in figure 8), is the village of Neuve Eglise, where the unit headquarters was
established.



Dad would have visited here to collect pay or to be involved in any discussion concerning
firing orders. Soldiers at the time found “Dbil
moving in with established families who had decided to sit out the war.

It is just possible that the first Australian Siege battalion had billets within the wrecked farm
house shown in figure 7, or perhaps in the houses in Neuve Eglise village, about a
kilometre away.

As | walked from the damaged farm house to the village it seemed to me that Dad would
have felt at home. The landscape, enriched by the ripe smell of cows and fertiliser, had the
feel of spud country near Newlyn.

Of course the pleasant scene | walked through with the sun on my back would have been
very different in November 1917. Photos from that time show a moonscape of shell holes
and mud. Dad often talked about the mud.

Approaching Neuve Eglise, the church spire is visible. The road narrows into a thin line of
buildings which look a bit grim and time-worn (see figure 9). It then opens into a small but
impressive cobbled square surrounded by faded red brick two- and three-storey buildings, a
few shops, a small town hall-type building and narrow fronted houses (figure 10).

Many have a second story with a stepped roof line, which is very common in this part of
Flanders. How many of these buildings are original and how many have been reconstructed
is hard to say.

This village was taken by the Germans in early 1918, and would have had a lot of shell
damage. | expect a lot of reconstruction took place, and considerable effort was put in to
matching the old style.

For example in nearby Ypres some buildings look centuries old, but all are reconstructions
as Ypres was totally flattened during the war.

Figure 9 : Road into Neuve Eglise, June 2000
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Figure 10 : Village Square, Neuve Eglise, June 2000

As | walked into the square a large crowd sat in the sun outside one of the bars (called
somewhat incongruously Charlie Chaplins). They were eating lunch, drinking beer and wine
and chatting noisily. Children played around the cobbles, watching me warily.

| ordered a lunch of cold meat, salad and beer. As | sat and ate my meal and drank the beer
| thought how this area would look in 1917 and early 1918 with soldiers milling around
enjoying a drink in their time off.

| wondered if Dad had sat near where | was and had a beer.

Life on the Guns.

Of course there was a war to fight, and most of the time would have been spent either in the
wood itself or at the farmhouse. The gun position was shelled regularly.

A serious incident occurred in February 1918:

“¢. 400 rounds were fired at the battery during
wounded. In addition, the trail of one gun was hit and a number of cartridges and shell

destroyed. The enemy subsequently harassed the position at night. It is probable an enemy

balloon did the ranging for the day shooting, though it may have been done by sound

ranging. " ( Manchester 1938:93).

Dad once told me about seeing a balloon up ahead and being aware that some shells went
over the top, and some went to either side, suggesting that it was only time until the battery
itself would be hit.

Whether he suffered an injury at this time, or in the major attack which followed in April, has
been difficult to establish.
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The German Attack of April 1918.

After the winter stalemate of 1917-1918, the German high command planned a major thrust
against the Allies (The Kaiserslacht) to break the long front line in two, and perhaps reach
through to the coast.

Much of this effort was directed to the south-west and in that path lay another group of
Australians at Villiers Brettoneaux, shown on Figure 2.

The western push was directed at Dad’s | ocati
gaining control of the rail transport network that the British used to supply themselves, and
in particular to gain the heights of a small line of the hills in this part of Flanders.

Early in the morning of April 9, 900 German guns (against 200 British) bombarded the
sector in an attack lasting four and a half hours (Wilson 1986:574). Bombardment was
accompanied by a gas attack.

The scale of the attack can be judged from the comments of a British general who saw it
“as so sustained and steady that it at once gave me the impression of some crushing,
smashing power” ( Terraine 1978: 59).

This attack had a new dimension as it included the use of storm troopers.

“Their task was not to advance in a steady line, maintaining contact with each other and

eliminating all pockets of resistance. Rather they were to penetrate where the British

defences had crumbled and to bypass those strong points that were still holding out. The

main object of the storm troopers was to get forward in a hurry so as to strike at the vitals of

the British defence by overrunning its artillery positions” ( Wi | son 1986 : 558)
artillery group were in the line of attack in a new and dangerous way.

The Germans achieved immediate success and the Ploegstratt Wood position felt the full
force of the attack. At 3.30 am the German barrage began over Neuve Eglise but then
s hi f t ecdmealirectly dver the 1st ASB positions” .

This must have been a chaotic time as the commanding o f f iwaseunablé to

communicate with the 1st ASB. The battery was ordered to pull out but was heavily shelled

just as the guns were being pulled out , the result being that one team bolted and badly

ditched the gun blocking all hope of getting the remaining gunsout” ( Manchester 19

One officer was captured at this time and was a prisoner of war for the rest of the war.

Soon after, personnel on the guns were forced out of position by a machine gun attack. The
situation was made more chaotic as (retreating) infantry were being driven though the
battery position in large numbers.

An attempt was made to continue firing but eventually the order was given to pull out and
t h e gohaway urider very heavyfire” ( Manchester 1938:110)

The impact of this attack can be seen in several small cemeteries in the area. These are
very neatly kept (as are all the war graves) but because they are often no larger than a
house lot they feel more poignant.

There are no large monuments, simply rows of head stones with many Australian, New
Zealand, Canadian and British names on them. Over the next few days | would come
across about ten of these small cemeteries.

The one near Neuve Eglise has a number of headstones of Australian artillery soldiers.
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The Retreat

The unit was ordered to retreat along a road to the north, to get into a new firing position 12
kilometres away at a place called Locre.

The road runs along a low ridge, with farm-land in valleys on both sides as can be seen in
Figure 11. It would have been in view of German artillery and was probably a dangerous
place to be.

The destination was nestled back into a hill, and may have offered a good location for

setting up the guns. The chaos ofrettcdi®miles" days
behind the lines, (perhaps to protect the guns from being lost to the Germans), which was
changed t he f advanoewacktglLode&ly t o *

An officer complained about “the effect on the men having to walk the greater part of the
journey backwards and forwards owing to the absence of transport, the drivers of which and
the caterpillar drivers particularly were absolutely exhaustedo(Manchester 1938:111).

The unit established a position near the Locre Chateau.

| walked this straight stretch of road (see figure 12) on a hot windy day in July 2000. The
farm land on both sides seems very fertile with small paddocks of vegetables, grains and
other crops in neatly ploughed rows, unfenced from traffic or animals. To the right one can
see Ypres, and beyond that the places where the German artillery would have fired from.
The road must have seemed very exposed for men travelling slowly with big guns.

On the edge of the village, surrounded by hedges is an impressive building currently used
as a restaurant. From its location | guessed it was the chateau referred to above.

Beside it the land provides a good view up the road of the retreat, and was probably the
firing position that the First ASB set themselves up. There is also a small cemetery here
and the headstones show Australian artillery personnel died in this area.

The pressure of the German attack was so substantial that the First ASB had to move
again. The unit history reports:

“The brigade column had a bad experience the same night as two huge bombs having been
dropped on the column, one hitting a gun limber and another alongside. 3 men were killed
and 2 wounded as the limber was blown to pieces” ( Manchester 1938:112)

Dad once told me his unit experienced a direct hit on an ammunition dump which blew him
up in the air—highenough—-and t hus | ong enough to “l ook ar
countryside. He suffered some injury and a gas burn.

(He carried a small piece of German shrapnel in his lower arm for the rest of his life). He
also said that everything was chaotic when he recovered and he joined the rushed retreat.
That memory is consistent with the unit history reports of these few days.

To get away from the Germans the unit moved some 10 kilometres down the side of a
valley through a village where shops and restaurants now follow the curve of the road round
to a pretty small cobbled square (figure 13).

The First ASB were based here for a few days before they had to move again. The unit
history reports there was a gas attack at this location and many were hurt in the evacuation.

From here the retreat involved hill climbing. It is possible that the unit was out of range at
this time, but still moving the guns up the steady hill would have not been an easy task. The
climb peaks at a monastery, Mont St Cats, and the unit dug in here for a time.
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Today, a narrow road follows the ridge line of the hill steadily upward through grassy fields,
with a hazy view across the valley to where the Germans would have been in early 1918.

Here and there old concrete bases for artillery positions are still visible, like the one in figure
14. Toward the crest there are signs for camp grounds and holiday parks suggesting this is
a tourist haven for Belgians and the French.

About the time the unit reached this place, the big German advance had been stopped, but
not before it had taken back land won in very hard fighting around Passchendale in the
previous year. The speed of the attack, and the scale of the land gains shook the British
High Command and the atmosphere in mid 1918 was very pessimistic.

One commentat or i n d..anaperatidn ttathadtshakeh Brigain to @ss  “
foundations. The enemy had achieved what seemed unimaginable compared to the small
gains of the British offensives of 1916 and 1917. It was also galling that the allies lost in two
days what had taken them three monthstowin” ( Wi | son 1986: 564) .

The retreat of British soldiers in the face of the German attack drew a lot of criticism from
Australian soldiers.

“There is a lot of feeling among our chaps against the Tommies. They were driven back at
Messiness as soon as we moved south and lost a village in a sector where they had

relieved us a few days previouslyé. A Tommy Bri
hare on the road to Amiens and said savagely
a chance who can runo. By 1918 abuseloateddo i ns ul

freely and frequently about their camps that Australians were reprimanded by the

authorities for hampering the war effort... ..during the war the Australian soldiers learnt their

own worth, which formerly they had doubted, and saw faults and cankers at the heart of the
Empire, which they once had imagined great and above every imperfection” ( Ga mmagg e
1980:209).

That atmosphere of criticism and mockery of t|
negative view of the British.

Rest and Recovery

The unit moved further west, well out of arti/
also time for repair and refit and a camp was established near Zeggars Cappell.

“The village of Zeggars Cappel is a typical quality country village frequently met with in that

part of France. Mot or | orry trips were arrang:
among batteries and with other units in the neighbourhood. The inhabitants treated us well

and had no cause for complaint as the conduct of the troops was excellent” ( Manchest el
1938:123).

Places like Zeggars Cappell

“el oomed | arge in the |ives of the Australians
Here they discovered the real France and met French people. They flirted with the girls,

played with the children and bought what they could from every madame. There can be few

farms in the region where the diggers did not once sit in family intimacy with madame and

her children and the few men not away at the war. Many of these places remain much as

the diggers knew itin1918" Laf fin (1992:54).
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The Zeggars Cappel | visited was a very quiet, small village, consisting of old stained red
brick houses around a square with a church and a number of small bars and shops, but little
else (see in figures 15 and 16).

|l received a cheery “Bonjour from some women
strange looks from the few others who had ventured out on what was a hot and humid day.

The country around the village was very pretty, with a mix of thick shady forest and farm
land, all neatly kept. It must have been a great place to have a break from the war.

Figure 11 : Zeggars Cappell, June 2000

During these rest breaks the Australian soldiers interacted with their British counterparts.
Some of the stories suggest the Australian larrikin tradition brought a bit of fun into
everyday life.

As one English soldier recalls:

“The colonel decided he would have a full dress parade of the guard mounting. Well, the
Aussies looked over at us amazed. The band was playing, we were all smartened up, spit
and polish on parade and that happened every morning. We marched up and down, up and
down. The Aussies could not get over it, and when we were off duty we naturally used to
talk to them, go over and have a smoke with them, or meet them when we were hanging
about the road or having a stroll.

They kept asking us Ado you | i kevatnhi & os arot idf?
coursewesaidfinmf course we donét. We are supposed t
webdbve got to posh up and turn out on paradeo.
060K cobbers, wedll soon alter that for youbd.
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The Australians did not approve of it because they never polished or did anything. They had
a band, but their brass instruments were all filthy. Still, they knew how to play them.

The next evening our Sergeant Major was taking the parade. Sergeant Rowbotham, a nice
man but a stickler for discipline. He was getting ready to bawl us all out when the
Australians started with their band. They marched up and down the road outside the field,
playing any old thing. There was no tune you could recognise, they were just blowing as
loud as they could on their instruments.

And poor ol d Sergeant Rowbottom, he couldnét |
fiasco. They never tried to mount another parade, because they could see the Aussies

watching us across the road, just ready to step in and sabotage the whole thing. So they

decided that parades for mounting guards should be washed out and after that they just

posted the guards in the ordinary way as if we were intheline” ( Mac Donai6®. 1978:

Advance

After a break it was time to return to the fray, and the unit moved west again on a two day

wal k setting up i n amsylvhnoglade snd asgeiet and (Racef@asar . “
cemetery” . | can vouch for thatveybotdayasdtltepped i n t
temperature seemed many degrees cooler under the thick trees.

After a few days the order was given to move east again, heading back toward the front
line. This took the unit to the forest of Nieppe, with a headquarters in a pretty little village
which today has neat houses and gardens on the approach to a small church. Once they
set up here they attacked the new German positions, eventually pressuring the Germans
into retreat.

As they retreated the gun positions moved forward across wide flat land with patches of
forest, through impressive towns like Baillieul shown in figure 17. This area seemed a lot
more prosperous than the part of Flanders near Ploegstraat Wood.

By August, Dad’ s unit had moved pagtandénterag nt i e
a town called Tourcoing. The unit history recalls that:

“¢..wonderful scenes of enthusiasm marked our
many (in fact most) of the inhabitants had never heard of Australians or Australia before yet
their welcome was warm.

The unit moved into palatial billets at Tourcoing. The troops were housed in two huge
factories which had been used by the German troops shortly before. At no time during the
war had our troops been so well housed.

The town of Tourcoing is close to Lille ..Nearby is Roubaix. Both are well known as wool
manufacturing towns. The enemy had removed all the machinery and not one mill was
working at this time. Food and clothing was scarce in Tourcoing although the civilians were
on the whole well turned out.

The town itself was well built, many of the private houses being veritable mansions. The
roads were pave. Much of the electric plant had been taken away by the Hun and in
consequence the tramway system between Lille and Tourcoing and Roubaix was out of
action for nearly two months” ( Manchester 1938:123).

As | travelled through this area | saw the palatial mansions, the massive old factories and
rode the new tram system between Lille and Roubaix. | also saw dirty red brick factories
and row after row of grimy two and three storey terrace houses. Dad must have felt he was
in the back streets of Collingwood or Richmond.
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| was in Roubaix for a conference. It was held in a converted factory, an impressive three

storey red brick building complete with decorative turrets, spires and chimney as seen in

figure 18. It did not surprise me that being |
after the small houses in the rural villages that had been home for the past few months.

Figure 12 : Old Factory, Roubaix, Northern France, June 2000

One of its benefits of this | ocation was that
record shows he had several visits to Paris in this time. He once said that he had learnt
sufficient French to ask a girl to walk alongside the Seine with him in the evening!

He al so went to Ilreland to visit the O Connor
a sAbsent WithoutLeave” i n January 1919!

| recall him saying an Irish doctor refused to sign documents declaring him fit for service

and he stayed in Killarney for an extended period of time. His records show he provided
“correspondence re period in Killarney Union Hospital from 10-16 February” a n ¢groduced
satisfactory medical certificates” t o cover t hejoiredtseamtinérancaimd r e
late February. So he used the Army life to have a bit of a look around after the war was

over!

in Flanders.

i on
ed in action ovel

By the time of the armistice Dad had spentayeari n a
ranks” in his wunit, 32 had

registered as wounded at some stage or other.

ct
di
So the artillery role, although behind the lines, was still a risky business. | guess we can be

pleased that Dad escaped with just a shrapnel wound and a gas burn.

Packing up in France and England took 16 months. His unit sailed home in April 1920.
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