The Battle of the Menin Road with reference to 8th Battalion, 2nd Brigade
After a long rest, the 8th Battalion marched to Reninghelst four miles south-west of Ypres.  ‘British camps, hutments, and railheads and other depots were scattered thickly throughout this low but, in summer, not unpleasant country.’ p.749 
The recently developed and new British attack plan was not to seize trenches but a series of defendable high ground.  In a phased attack, the lighter attacking force took the earlier objectives, whilst the stronger force of the later battalions ‘leap-frogged’ the shortest distance at the slowest pace.  This force, which included the 8th, had to be prepared to meet an immediate counter attack. (p.736)

Attacking troops hugged the artillery support, in the form of a protective ‘creeping barrage’.  The barrage descended 150 yards beyond the first wave at the jump-off tape and then progressed at 100 yards in four minutes, slowing to 100 yards in six minutes until the first objective, the Red Line, was reached.  After a reorganisation pause of one hour the barrage progressed at 100 yards in eight minutes until the second objective, (the Blue Line) was taken.  After a two hour pause the barrage moved at the same pace to the final objective, the 8th Battalion’s Green Line.  This same barrage remained to protect the 8th Battalion from the expected counter attack. p.743

By 18 September the attacking battalions, in battle order, were within an easy march of the front line. p.752  General Walker (1st Division) had decided that his two attacking brigades would all assemble at the front line, rather than being spread in the rear.  The 6th Battalion were to assemble 150 yards ahead of the main trench; the 5th Battalion, of the second wave, in the front line trench; and the 8th Battalion, in the third wave, close behind it.  p.751

Even before the quagmire of Passchendaele it was recognised that the weather and ground conditions aided the attack.  The first fortnight of September was ‘as bright and warm as August had been wet [and] the ground gradually dried’.  p.748  ‘September 19th had been a perfect day, ‘clear and windy … good beyond hope.  ’But that night the weather changed … when drizzle set in which increased, until 11 o’clock, steady rain was falling.  The surface of the battlefield changed from dust to mud.  Infantry tracks, where not duckboarded, became wet and slippery; some units awaiting to start [8th Bn.] became wet through. … General Plumer … decided to go on with the attack.  By the time this message came through, the rain had almost ceased and a brisk breeze was blowing.’ p.753-4

This would be the first occasion when two Australian Battalions would attack side by side.  The British were sceptical of the advantages.  p.759  The 8th Battalion were part of the 2nd Brigade (First Division), which took the right flank of the Australian attack.
The First stage

‘The battle of September 20th (Menin Road), … went almost precisely in accordance with plan.  The advancing barrage won the ground; the infantry merely occupied it, pouncing on any point at which resistance survived.  …  [I]n this battle the infantry were little more than a necessary adjunct to the artillery effort . …  With guns so concentrated, a fair proportion of shells inevitably burst short of the rest, making a fringe to the barrage, and in this fringe the Australian infantry worked.’  p.761

‘Pillboxes were scattered thickly over the whole battlefield and as each one showed up through the barrage-cloud, the advancing line made for it, expecting resistance especially at those places which intelligence staff had indicated as likely to be strongly occupied.’  The Germans occupying almost every pillbox seemed to dazed by the bombardment. The Australians, arriving with the barrage, found little resistance. p.761-2

The Second stage
During the pause at the Red Line the battalions of the second wave reorganised and moved through to continue the attack. p.768  The second stage was easier than the first.  On the right the pillboxes surrendered without resistance p.769 The 5th Battalion dug in but were caught by enfilade fire from pillboxes at Lone House and Black Watch Corner.p.771

On the right, where the ground dipped towards the Reutelbeek, fire from the higher land was harrowing.  To avoid casualties, the 5th Battalion bent back the right of its Blue Line trench and the 8th, organising behind it for the next stage, had to get into formation quickly and then lie low in shell-holes. Lewis gunners kept down the German fire. p.773 
The Third stage
The two hour pause at this stage was regarded and unnecessarily long. p.773  At 9.53 the pause ended and the short final advance of the 8th Battalion began. ‘But the operation had been complicated by troops forced to capture several pillboxes ahead of their proper start line.’ p.775  This may have include Carlisle Farm.
[image: image1.emf]

‘The advance to the Green Line occupied in the most parts only a few minutes.  Everyone expected further resistance at the points from which fire had been coming during the pause … But the renewed impact of the overwhelming barrage had dissipated any such tendency.  …  The only difficulty was hugging the British barrage.  …  [F]rom the row of pillboxes north of the Reutelbeek, Germans came running to give themselves up to the 8th Battalion.’  p.776

At this point Lieutenant-Colonel DA Luxton’s report says: ‘Captain FL Moore was mortally wounded by a man who had surrendered and who, when he saw an officer, dropped for the gun, fired a burst, and put his hands up again.’  Lieutenant WD Joynt VC, of the 8th, wrote that during the attack he came across troops surrounding a two-storied pillbox and firing at the upper story loopholes.  One Australian was killed.  Shortly after, the Germans in the lower chamber surrendered and the Australian troops relaxed.  A shot from the upper chamber, whose soldiers didn’t know of the surrender, killed another Australian.  The prisoners were bayoneted.  p.772 
By 10.15 the advance was finished and the 8th dug-in, in full view of the enemy, protected by Lewis guns 50 yards in-front.  On the right one or two pillboxes close in front, part of the concentration along the Reutelbeek valley, had to be seized. p.778  

During this time, the 8th Battalion suffered more from British artillery short-shooting, necessitating a temporary adjustment of the line.  One unknown18-pounder caused the loss of 30 men including RMS JR Taylor killed outside battalion headquarters.  At least one gun was firing short when the battalion withdrew the following day. p.777

At 7.08 the Germans were seen moving north up the Reutelbeek. The S.O.S. signal was answered within twenty seconds and the barrage lasted for an hour.  ‘An officer of the 8th Battalion said afterwards that his post ‘simply sat down and laughed’.  They knew the Germans could not get through it, yet they were praying for the Germans to get through’.  p.785-6

This barrage ended the actual fighting and the night was quiet.  Patrols from both side probed forward against a counter attack that never came.  p.786
‘… in the words of a young officer of the 8th Battalion ‘Had a good march out.  If only every attack could be carried through so cleanly and relief so quick, the men would be well content.  …  Amongst Australian troops the chief criticism heard after the fight was that they ‘could have done it in half the time’ and with less expenditure of ammunition.’ p.780
Adapted from CEW Bean’s account in Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918 - Volume IV,  The Australian Imperial Force in France, 1917, (11th edition, 1941), Chapter XVIII, Angus and Roberts, Sydney, pp 735 to 790
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