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The Battle Of Verdun 

This World War I siege stemmed from German General Erich von Falkenhayn’s edict to elicit major bloodshed 
from the French defence of the fortress complex around Verdun. German forces advanced quickly in February 
1916, claiming Fort Douaumont and Fort Vaux after brutal subterranean melees.  

Despite coming within two miles of Verdun cathedral, the Germans called off their offensive in mid-July, and 
Falkenhayn was relieved of his position. The French retook their forts and pushed back the line, and by the time 
their forces ground to a halt in December, both sides were left with more than 600,000 casualties. 

In February 21, 1916, more than 1,220 guns around an eight-mile perimeter opened fire. It was the sort of drench-
ing shell storm that would distinguish the battle. Verdun did act as a “suction cup”: three fourths of the French 
Western Front divisions would eventually serve there. But even from the start, the “Meuse Mill” did not achieve the 
five-to-two kill ratio Falkenhayn had predicted. The attackers soon forgot this object. Orders went out to take 
French positions “without regard to casualties.” At the end of the first week, the Germans had advanced six miles; 
a few men walked into an almost undefended Fort Douaumont and took possession. For the French, that marked 
the low point. Fighting degenerated into isolated struggles for shell holes, forcing the French into an impromptu but 
successful defence-in-depth. At the beginning of June, the Germans took another key stronghold, Fort Vaux, after 
hideous subterranean melees. A few of their troops actually reached a point from which the twin towers of Verdun 
cathedral were visible, two miles away. Then, on July 14, the Germans called off their offensive. Falkenhayn was 
dismissed shortly after, largely for his failure at Verdun. 

Now it was the turn of the French. In the autumn they retook Douaumont and then Vaux. By the time their advance 
ground to a halt in mid-December, they were close to the line where the battle had started ten months earlier. 
Casualties for both sides totalled between 600,000 and 700,000 and were roughly equal. (The total casualty figure 
for the entire war in the Verdun sector approaches 1.25 million.) Even today the skeletons of Verdun still surface, 
to be added to the towering bone piles in the basement of the Douaumont ossuary. 

Anonymous French soldiers  

“Men were squashed. Cut in two or divided from top to bottom. Blown into showers; bellies turned inside 

out; skulls forced into the chest as if by a blow from a club.” . 

“You eat beside the dead; you drink beside the dead, you relieve yourself beside the dead and you sleep 
beside the dead. People will read that the front line was Hell. How can people begin to know what that one 
word – Hell – means.”  

“Hell cannot be so terrible as this. Humanity is mad; it must be mad to do what it is doing.” “An artery of 
French blood was spilt on February 21st and it flows incessantly in large spurts.” 

“I saw a man drinking avidly from a green scum-covered marsh, where lay, his black face downward in the 
water, a dead man lying on his stomach and swollen as if he had not stopped filling himself with water for 
days.” 

“To die from a bullet seems to be nothing; parts of our being remain intact; but to be dismembered, torn to 
pieces, reduced to pulp, this is the fear that flesh cannot support and which is fundamentally the great 
suffering of the bombardment.” 
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Call for 2016 Contributors 

Military History Group Members are 
invited to consider presentations you 
might like to give or hear during the year. 
Please also let the Convenor, Rob Ellis 
or Committee Members  know of guest 
speakers who could be invited to share 
military experiences which would be of 

interest to our Members.  

U3A equipment can be organised and 
assistance in the preparation of presen-

tations can be given if required. 
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NEWSLETTER 
 

World War 1 Timeline  - January 1916 to June 1916 

January 1916 - President Woodrow Wilson begins an effort to organize a peace conference in Europe. 

February 18, 1916 - In West Africa, the German colony of Cameroon falls to the French and British following 17 months of fighting. This leaves only one Ger-
man colony remaining in Africa, known as German East Africa. There, 10,000 troops skilfully commanded by General Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck prove to be an 

elusive but deadly target, as they are pursued by a British-led force ten times larger. 

February 21, 1916 - On the Western Front, the German 5th Army attacks the French 2nd Army north of the historic city of Verdun, following a nine-hour artillery 
bombardment. The Germans under Chief of the General Staff, Erich Falkenhayn, seek to "bleed" the French Army to death by targeting the cherished city. At 
first, the Germans make rapid gains along the east bank of the Meuse River, overrunning bombed out French trenches, and capture lightly defended Fort Dou-
aumont four days later without firing a shot. However, the German offensive soon stalls as the French rush in massive reinforcements and strengthen their de-
fences, under the new command of Henri Petain, who is determined to save Verdun. An early spring thaw also turns the entire battlefield into mud, hampering 

offensive manoeuvres. 

March 6, 1916 - Germans renew their Verdun offensive, this time attacking along the west bank of the Meuse River, targeting two strategic hil ls northwest of 

Verdun that form the main French position. However, by the end of March, the heavily defended hills are only partially in German hands. 

March 18, 1916 - On the Eastern Front, the Russians oblige a French request to wage an offensive to divert German resources from Verdun. Although the 
Russians greatly outnumber the Germans in the northern sector of the Eastern Front, their poorly coordinated offensive around Vilna and at Lake Naroch is 

swiftly defeated by the Germans with 70,000 Russian casualties. 

April 9, 1916 - The Germans attack again at Verdun, now along a 20-mile-wide front on both the east and west banks of the Meuse River. Once again the at-

tack only yields partial gains in the face of stiff French resistance. 

April 18, 1916 - President Woodrow Wilson threatens to sever diplomatic ties between the United States and Germany following the sinking of the passenger 
ferry Sussex by a U-Boat in the English Channel. The attack marked the beginning of a new U-Boat campaign around the British Isles. But in response to Wil-

son, the Germans call off the U-Boats. 

April 29, 1916 - In the Middle East, the five-month siege at Kut-al-Amara in Mesopotamia ends as 13,000 British and Indian soldiers, now on the verge of star-
vation, surrender to the Turks. The largest-ever surrender by the British Army comes after four failed attempts by British relief troops to break through to the 

surrounded garrison. 

May 3, 1916 - At Verdun, the Germans begin another attack on the west bank of the Meuse. This time they gain the advantage and within three days capture 

the two French hills they had been striving for since early March, thus achieving a solid position northwest of Verdun. 

May 15, 1916 - Austrian troops attack Italian mountain positions in the Trentino. The Italians withdraw southward, forcing the Austrians to stretch their supply 

lines over the difficult terrain. The arrival of Italian reinforcements and a successful counter-attack then halts the Austrian offensive completely. 

May 25, 1916 - The era of the all-volunteer British Army ends as universal conscription takes effect requiring all eligible British men between the ages of 19 and 

40 to report, excluding men working in agriculture, mining or the railroads. 

May 31, 1916 - The main German and British naval fleets clash in the Battle of Jutland in the North Sea, as both sides try, but fail, to score a decisive victory. 
Forward battle cruisers from the British Grand Fleet are initially lured southward toward the German High Seas Fleet, but then turn completely around, luring the 
entire German fleet northward. As they get near, the British blast away at the German forward ships. The Germans return fire and the two fleets fire furiously at 
each other. However, the Germans, aware they are outgunned by the larger British fleet, disengage by abruptly turning away. In the dead of the night the Ger-
mans withdraw entirely. The British do not risk a pursuit and instead head home. Both sides claim victory. Although the Germans sink 14 of the 151 British ships 

while losing 11 of 99 ships, the British Navy retains its dominance of the North Sea  d the naval blockade of Germany will remain intact for the war's duration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Invincible blowing up after being struck by German shells from Lützow and The Battle of Jutland 
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HMAS Darwin seizes large weapons cache 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Commanding Officer HMAS Canberra, Captain Chris Smith briefs 

Australia's High Commissioner to Fiji,  
Margaret Twomey on the capability of the ship. 

Personnel, plant equipment, tools, heavy vehicles and aid were just some 
of the material either flown off by Army and Navy MRH-90 Helicopters, or 
by sea on Light Landing Craft, as Australia’s humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief mission gathered significant momentum. 
 
HMAS Canberra, stationed off the Coast of Fiji’s Koro Island, began am-
phibious operations in earnest, with a major muscle move of material and 
personnel on the 2nd of March to help those affected by tropical Cyclone 
Winston which struck on the 20th of February. 
 
Commander Joint Task Force 635, Captain Brett Sonter said the level of 
devastation on Koro Island would provide a challenge for all personnel 
involved in the operation. 
 
“Koro Island was directly in the path of Cyclone Winston so subsequently 
there is very little on the island that hasn’t been damaged in some way,” 
Captain Sonter said. 
 
“Elements of the landing force proceeding ashore will contain two sections 
of engineers from the Republic of Fiji Military Force which we have trans-
ported from Suva at the request of the Government of Fiji.” 
 
“I am confident that the support provided to both the people of the island, 
and the Republic of Fiji Military Forces will assist in the alleviation of suffer-
ing on the island and subsequently foster recovery”. 
 
Beach clearance was conducted prior to landing by soldiers of the 2nd 
Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment ensuring the chosen landing sites 
were clear for craft. 
 
The landing points became hives of activity as all manner of breathing and 
mechanised capabilities came ashore. 
 
Commander of the Land Force, Lieutenant Colonel Michael Bas-
singthwaighte, said the force disembarking HMAS Canberra was united in 
its resolve to help out to help the people of Koro Island. 
 
“We have an incredible depth of talented and dedicated men and women 
involved in this operation,” Lieutenant Colonel Bassingthwaighte said. 
“A significant challenge lies ahead for those on the ground, but we know we 
will make a difference over the coming days.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AK-47, Rocket Launchers, Machine Guns and Mortars 

Captured By HMS Darwin 

HMAS Darwin’s boarding team has uncovered and seized a large weap-
ons cache, following a boarding of a fishing vessel during their deploy-

ment to the Middle East Region as part of Operation MANITOU. 

Operating under Combined Task Force 150, responsible for counter-
terrorism operations within the Middle East Region, Darwin intercepted the 
fishing vessel approximately 170 nautical miles (313 kilometres) off the 

coast of Oman to conduct a flag verification boarding. 

After assessing the vessel to be stateless, 1989 AK-47 assault rifles, 100 
rocket propelled grenade launchers, 49 PKM general purpose machine 
guns, 39 PKM spare barrels and 20 60mm mortar tubes were seized from 

the vessel that was headed towards the Somalia coast. 

The weapons were seized under United Nations sanctions which author-

ise interdiction on the high seas of illicit weapons destined for Somalia. 

Vice Admiral David Johnston, Chief of Joint Operations, said the seizure 
on Darwin’s first patrol of such a large haul of illicit weapons is highly 

significant. 

“Australia worked as part of the multinational Combined Maritime Forces 

(CMF) to discover and seize these illegal weapons. 

“One of the key reasons HMAS Darwin is deployed to the region is to 
contribute to global security and counter international terrorism,” VADM 

Johnston said. 

“Darwin’s successful boarding and subsequent seizure of the weapons 
concealed under fishing nets highlights the need to remain vigilant in the 

region.” 

Operation MANITOU is the current name for the Australian Government’s 
contribution to the multinational CMF efforts to promote maritime security, 

stability and prosperity in the region. 

Darwin is deployed as part of the CMF and is assigned to the Australian 
led Combined Task Force 150. CMF is a multinational effort to prevent 
terrorism, piracy and drug smuggling, encourage regional cooperation and 
promote a secure maritime environment in the Middle East and off the 

north east coast of Africa.  

Australia’s contribution demonstrates our commitment to making contribu-
tions to coalition operations that support Australia’s interests in a rules-

based global order. 

This is Darwin’s 7th deployment to the MER and the 62nd rotation of a 

RAN vessel in the region since 1990. 

Op Fiji Assist 2016 Begins Major Amphibious Move 



 

PAGE 4 U3A NUNAWADING M ILITARY H ISTORY GROUP  

NEWSLETTER 
 U3A MILITARY HISTORY GROUP NEWS LETTER QUESTIONNAIRE  

At the meeting 11th February our Convener Rob Ellis discussed the intention to conduct a survey amongst members to test your thoughts about continuing 

with the Groups Military Newsletter. 

The Committee asked feedback with a handout  form asking if you read the Newsletter just a Yes or No and a short note that if  the Newsletter 

continues is it okay or can we improve it.  

The results of that survey are tabled under and will be discussed with the Military History Group Committee 

 

Comments as follows; 

 I do not own a computer but another in class passed a copy for me to read. 

 Keep up the good work. 

 You probably would like more contributions.  

 Short biographies of class members. 

 Maybe add; Newspaper articles, Results of WW11, Book Reviews, Current Defence Operations, TV Programs. 

  Newsletter is an interesting addition to presentations. 

 Great production keep it going please. 

 I will make some contributions if I can send them on line. 

 That there should be some focus on the group i.e. the new membership who they are etc. 

 News about members who have retired, died etc. 

 In short something about the group after all if no one attended there would be no military history group.  

 Whilst we do get presentations about World War 1 and Gallipoli it seems that World War 2 never occurred.  In short too much emphasis about the 

former and nothing much about the latter.   

 There are very new weapons around and about now like drones, the new Russian tanks which are reported to be revolutionary, nuclear submarines in 

short something about what is happening now-a-days.   

 Try to get more people to do presentations.   

 I understand the Transitions program but not everyone is au fait with the subject and others may well have something entirely different to offer which 

could be just as interesting. In short we must try not to become boring or prescriptive. 

 I can’t think of anything else at the moment and what I have said may not please but I think a little new thinking would not come amiss. 

 I have read your suggestions re the Newsletter and agree with them all. If you need me to help with anything just ask.  

 Please continue with this program, its not only  very interesting but a great adjunct to our course, I would be only too happy to help with items I can 
research if needed. Just let me know. 

 IT IS VERY GOOD.I APPRECIATE THE TIME AND EFFORT PUT INTO ITS COMPILATION AND PRESENTATION 

 This is the first I have received , seems  must have been left off the previous list even though I gave my email three times to different people.   

 I am also very impressed with that effort undertaken by the contributors to presentations for our benefit.    

 I can help with producing the Newsletter 

 

Thanks to everyone who provided feedback  
 

       U3A Nunawading now record web hits on the Main U3A site under Newsletters, it was also noted that 

there had been 317 external  readings of the Military Newsletter since inception.  

YES 

23 

NO 
- 



 

MARCH 2016—ISSUE NO .  8   PAGE 5  

The Indonesia-Malaysia confrontation was fought from 1962 to 1966 between the British Commonwealth and Indonesia over the creation of the Federation of Malay-
sia, with the Commonwealth attempting to safeguard the security of the new state. The war remained limited, and was fought primarily on the island of Borneo, alt-
hough a number of Indonesian seaborne and airborne incursions onto the Malay Peninsula did occur. On two occasions Australian troops from 3 RAR were used to 

help mop up infiltrators from seaborne and airborne incursions at Labis and Pontian, in September and October 1964. 

Following these raids the government conceded to British and Malaysian requests to deploy an infantry battalion to Borneo. During the early phases, British and Ma-
laysian troops had attempted only to control the Malaysian/Indonesian border, and to protect population centres. However, by the time the Australian battalion de-
ployed the British had decided on more aggressive action, crossing the border into Kalimantan to obtain information and conduct ambushes in order to force the Indo-
nesians to remain on the defensive, under the codename Operation Claret. The fighting took place in mountainous, jungle-clad terrain, and a debilitating climate, with 
operations characterised by the extensive use of company bases sited along the border, cross-border operations, the use of helicopters for troop movement and 

resupply, and the role of human and signals intelligence to determine enemy movements and intentions. 

3 RAR deployed to Borneo in March 1965, and served in Sarawak until the end of July, operating on both sides of the border. The battalion had four major contacts 
with Indonesian forces and several smaller ones—including at Sungei Koemba, Kindau and Babang during which they inflicted heavy casualties on the Indonesians—
as well as suffering casualties in two mine incidents. 4 RAR served a less-eventful tour between April and August 1966, and also operated over the border, success-
fully clashing with the Indonesians on a number of occasions.  A squadron of the Special Air Service Regiment (SASR) was also deployed in 1965 and again in 1966, 

taking part in cross-border operations and inflicting significant casualties on the Indonesians, even though they were often tasked with covert reconnaissance.  

In addition to operations in Malaysia, Australian troops patrolled the Indonesia-Papua New Guinea border during the confrontation. These operations were conducted 
by the Pacific Islands Regiment (PIR), which was an Australian Army formation manned by native New Guineans and led by Australian officers and warrant officers. 
Although there was only one shooting incident between the PIR and Indonesian troops, a number of incursions took place and these patrols–which were often con-
ducted in rugged terrain–placed considerable demands on Australia's already limited defence resources. The PIR was also expanded from one to two battalions in 
1963 in response to the increased threat posed by Indonesia, though a third battalion authorised in 1964 was not formed. Other precautions included the construction 

and upgrading of a number of airfields in Papua New Guinea for use by the RAAF. 

The Royal Australian Navy's (RAN's) involvement in the Confrontation also began in 1964. At this time two Australian destroy-
ers or frigates were always in Malaysian waters as part of the FESR and other warships, including the aircraft carri-
er HMAS Melbourne, made periodic visits. The Australian warships served as part of a fleet of up to eighty warships whose 

mission was to defeat attempts to infiltrate Indonesian Army units by sea, provide naval gunfire support and prevent piracy. 

RAN warships undertook coastal patrols in the Malacca Strait, off Singapore and  areas off Sabah. The six Ton class mine-
sweepers of the RAN's 16th Minesweeping Squadron arrived in May 1964 and were particularly successful in these tasks. 
Minesweeper HMAS Teal exchanged fire with an Indonesian vessel near Singapore on 13 December 1964, with the vessel 

surrendering after three of the seven Indonesians on board were killed. She captured another Indonesian ship carrying nine 
armed infiltrators in the Malacca Strait on 23 February 1965. HMAS Hawk was attacked by an Indonesian shore battery 

while operating within Singapore territorial waters on 13 March 1966. 

Twelve RAN warships served in Malaysian waters during Australia's involvement in the Confrontation, with several perform-

ing more than one tour of duty. One Australian sailor was wounded in action during the Confrontation and two died as a result  of sickness or accidents. 

The RAAF was also involved in the Indonesia-Malaysia Confrontation. During the 1960s four Australian flying squadrons were based at RAAF Base Butterworth in 
Malaysia as part of the FESR. The largest unit was No. 78 Wing RAAF, which comprised the Sabre-equipped No. 3 Squadron and No. 77 Squadron. The other flying 
units were No. 2 Squadron, which operated Canberra bombers and a small number of Dakota transports, and the UH-1 Iroquois-equipped No. 5 Squadron. No. 78 
Wing and No. 2 Squadron had been based at Butterworth since 1958 and No. 5 Squadron arrived in 1964 in response to one of the Malaysian Government's requests 

for assistance. 

No. 78 Wing made an important contribution to the defence of Malaysian airspace during the confrontation. It provided two of the three fighter squadrons in Malaysia 
at the time (the third being a Royal Air Force (RAF) unit equipped with Javelin interceptors based at RAF Tengah) and increased its readiness levels as the Confron-
tation expanded. On 17 July 1963 Australian Sabres sighted Indonesian Air Force MiG-19s near the Malaysian coast and tracked one of them back towards its base 
at Medan in North Sumatra. From October 1963 the wing kept two Sabres armed with Sidewinder missiles and cannons on alert at Butterworth during daylight hours. 
No. 2 Squadron also planned attacks on targets in Java and practiced strikes against Indonesia. Restrictive rules of engagement were initially in place, however, and 

Indonesian aircraft could only be engaged if they were either declared 'hostile' by the air defence commander or had first attacked a target in Malaysia or Singapore. 

The landing of paratroopers in Johore during September 1964 caused an increase in tensions. Under 'Plan Addington' RAF V bombers were to be based at RAAF 
Base Darwin in northern Australia to strike Indonesian aerial facilities if targets in Malaysia were attacked. When the Australian Government became concerned that 
the parachute landings could lead to open hostilities it ordered the RAAF to deploy 16 Sabres from No. 76 Squadron, which was based RAAF Base Williamtown, to 
Darwin. The goal of this deployment was to protect Darwin against raids from Indonesian Il-28 bombers in the event of war. An Army anti-aircraft battery was also 
deployed to Darwin and additional Sabre pilots and ground crew were sent to Butterworth to reinforce No. 78 Wing. The Sabres arrived on 8 September and were 
maintained at a high level of alert until 17 October. After international tensions eased No. 76 Squadron began returning to Williamstown on 20 October. The rules of 
engagement for the Australian fighters in Malaysia were loosened as a result of the landing in Johore to allow any Indonesian aircraft which could be positively identi-

fied as being within Malaysian or Singapore airspace to be destroyed. 

RAAF aircraft also supported ground operations during the Confrontation.  

 

Military history of Australia during the Indonesia–Malaysia Confrontation 

An Australian soldier  on guard  

duty in Borneo during 1965  
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WW11 Cartoon - Bluey and Curley 

Shrine Of Remembrance Events    

- March to June (Poppies are Centenary Presentations) 
 

 

 OFFSITE TOUR: ALIENS TO AUSTRALIANS - REMEMBERING DUNERA 75 YEARS ON 

Tuesday 22 March, 2:00pm 

In September 1940, the requisitioned military boat Dunera docked in Sydney after an arduous journey from Britain, carrying 2,500 internees of German and 

Austrian background and mostly of Jewish descent  

 

 WILL DYSON: AUSTRALIA'S RADICAL GENIUS 

Tuesday 5 April, 5:30pm 

Ross McMullin’s illustrated presentation will illuminate the life, creativity and humour of the conspicuously talented, remarkably versatile and internationally 

acclaimed Ballarat-born artist–writer Will Dyson, who depicted Australian soldiers with profound empathy and sympathy as our first official war artist  

 

 MEET THE RATS 

Sunday 10 April, 11:00am 

Meet 2/24th Infantry Battalion veteran Jack Caple, one of the few surviving Rats of Tobruk. Hear about the battle experiences, living conditions and the 

camaraderie which was shared by the Rats during the long siege of 1941.  

 

 MORNINGTON PENINSULA LECTURE: A UNIQUE REGIMENT: THE 4TH LIGHT HORSE REGIMENT 1914 - 1919 

Wednesday 20 April, 5:00pm 
The 4th Light Horse Regiment was Australia’s only unit to fight on all three fronts during the First World War. They served dismounted at Gallipoli before 

being divided between France and Palestine.  

 CRETE 1941: THE BATTLE OF 42ND STREET 

Tuesday 3 May, 12:00pm 

75 years ago this month members of the Australian 6th Division fought a ferocious battle against elite German paratroopers on the island of Crete.  

 

 DECEPTION BY DESIGN (SCREENING) 

Wednesday 18 May, 5:30pm 
Through rarely seen archival footage, interviews with leading experts and arresting visual graphics, Deception by Design reveals the untold story of how 

artists were recruited by the military to fool the enemy in modern warfare.   

Participants to the Transitions Program During 2016 

Small Arms – Aldo Pitre;                Artillery – Maurice Scott;            Battleships – Joseph Borg; 

Submarines – Tony Tossel;          Other Warships – TBA;                  Road & Rail Transportation – Reg Roberts; 

Communications – Guy Hull;      Medical Services – Rex Gilmore     Reconnaissance & Military Aviation – Michael Lewino 

Food, Clothing & Equipment – Neville Betts & Geraldine Starbrook    Military Engineering — Mel Green 

Military Intelligence – TBA;        Propaganda Publicity & Photography – Harry Spiess. 
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THE VOLUNTEERS 

Still we stubbornly come to war 

Where our fathers often went before 

To the struggle that left their souls worn raw 

Nameless volunteers, all who may 

Gather in in ranks where the dead once lay; 

Rank upon rank of common men 

Those who must finish this job again 

As their sons will finish it—who knows when? 

After the final cannon spoke 

Was anyone freed from the tyrants yoke 

And able to laugh at this worn out joke? 

Or: Did your women's weeping drown 

The clatter as lives come crashing down, 

In the rubble and wreck of a nameless town?  

 

By Rob Ellis 


