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The Battle of Caporetto in 24TH October 1917
The Battle of Caporetto was one of the more decisive battles of World War One. The Italian Army suffered
major losses at Caporetto in terms of prisoners taken and equipment lost.
The Italian Army had enjoyed a number of successes around the Isonzo area of north Italy. However, none
of these victories had been decisive and they had also been costly in terms of manpower. The primary opponents in the Isonzo area had been Austro-Hungarian forces and after the Eleventh Battle of Isonzo, there
was a general concern amongst Germany’s senior military commanders that their allies here might falter
leaving Germany facing a soft-underbelly on her southern front. The commander of the Austro-Hungarian
forces in the Isonzo was Arz von Straussenberg. He asked Germany for more help and Germany’s commanders felt it was prudent to support him.
Aerial observations meant that the Italian Army was aware that a build up of sorts was taking place, though
the Italian commander, Cadorna, did not know the actual figures involved. The Germans had decided on a
mass attack on a front near Caporetto. It was the weakest spot in the Italian front line. Overall, the Italians
had a numerical advantage over the attacking Germans (by 41 divisions to 35) but around Caporetto, they
were more thin on the ground.
The attack started on October 24th. Aided by mist, the German attack completely surprised the Italians. The
German commander of the German force, Otto von Bulow, was surprised by the success of his initial attacks. Cadorna ordered the commander at Caporetto to man a defensive line. However, the commander,
Capello, decided on the opposite. He adopted a policy of aggression against the enemy which proved very
costly and unsuccessful.
By the end of the day, the Germans fighting near Caporetto had advanced 25 kilometres. Other German
assaults away from the central attack at Caporetto were less successful and an Austro-Hungarian force
made little impact on the southern flank of the attack. However, the success of the central thrust by the Germans had thrown the Italian Army into disarray. To counter it, the Italians would have had to withdraw men
from the sectors that were doing reasonably well against other attacking German and Austro-Hungarian
forces – thus handing the advantage to them and possibly initiating further German advances in other sectors.
Despite his earlier aggressive stance, Capello requested that his forces should be allowed to withdraw. This
was not allowed by Cadorna who hoped that the Italian Army would be able to regroup and fight back. This
was not to be. By October 30th, the Italian Army had been pushed back to the River Tagliamento. It took four
days for them to cross it. However, it was at this point that the Germans and Austro-Hungarian forces became victims of their own success. Their forward movement had been so great that their supply lines had
been stretched too far. The Germans were unable to launch a fresh attack against the retreating Italian Army
and in what must have seemed like a lull in the fighting, the Italians were able to withdraw to the River Piave
just under 20 miles north of Venice.
The Battle of Caporetto and the subsequent withdrawal, had a major impact on the Italian Army. The Italians
lost 300,000 men – of these, about 270,000 were captured and held as prisoners. Nearly all artillery guns
had been lost. Such was the state of the Italian Army after Caporetto, the Allies sent to the region eleven
divisions – six French and five British. Both forces were assisted by air power. Ironically, the disaster at Caporetto brought the new government under Orlando and the Italian people closer together. Patriotism rallied
the nation and previously popular anti-war sentiments were effectively squashed.
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Call for 2018 Contributors
Military History Group Members are invited
to consider presentations you might like to
give or hear next year. Please also let the
Convenor, Rob Ellis or Advisory 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 presentations
can be given if required.
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Our Centenary - World War 1 Timeline - September 1917 to November 1917
September 1, 1917 - On the Eastern Front, the final Russian battle in the war begins as the Germans attack toward Riga. The German 8th Army utilizes new
storm troop tactics devised by General Oskar von Hutier. Bypassing any strong points as they move forward, storm troop battalions armed with light machine-guns,
grenades and flame throwers focus on quickly infiltrating the rear areas to disrupt communications and take out artillery. The Russian 12th Army, under General
Kornilov, is unable to hold itself together amid the storm troop attacks and abandons Riga, then begins a rapid retreat along the Dvina River, pursued by the Germans.
September 20, 1917 - A revised British strategy begins at Ypres designed to wear down the Germans. It
features a series of intensive, narrowly focused artillery and troop attacks with limited objectives, to be
launched every six days. The first such attack, along the Menin Road toward Gheluvelt, produces a gain
of about 1,000 yards with 22,000 British and Australian casualties. Subsequent attacks yield similar
results.
October 12, 1917 - The Ypres offensive culminates around the village of Passchendaele as Australian
and New Zealand troops die by the thousands while attempting to press forward across a battlefield of
liquid mud, advancing just 100 yards. Steady October rains create a slippery quagmire in which wounded soldiers routinely drown in mud-filled shell craters.
Attack at Caporetto
WW1 German Stormtroopers
October 24, 1917 - In northern Italy, a rout of the Italian Army begins as 35 German and Austrian divisions cross the Isonzo River into Italy at Caporetto and then rapidly push 41 Italian divisions 60 miles southward.
By now, the Italians have been worn down from years of costly but inconclusive battles along the Isonzo and in the Trentino, amid a perceived lack of Allied support. Nearly 300,000 Italians surrender as the Austro-Germans advance, while some 400,000 desert. The Austro-Germans halt at the Piave River north of Venice
only due to supply lines which have become stretched to the limit.
October 26, 1917 - At Ypres, a second attempt is made but fails to capture the village of Passchendaele, with Canadian troops participating this time. Four days
later, the Allies attack again and edge closer as the Germans slowly begin pulling out.
October 31, 1917 - In the Middle East, the British led by General Edmund Allenby begin an attack against Turkish defensive lines
stretching between Gaza and Beersheba in southern Palestine. The initial attack on Beersheba surprises the Turks and they pull
troops away from Gaza which the British attack secondly. The Turks then retreat northward toward Jerusalem with the Allies in
pursuit. Aiding the Allies, are a group of Arab fighters led by T. E. Lawrence, an Arab speaking English archaeologist, later known
as Lawrence of Arabia. He is instrumental in encouraging Arab opposition to the Turks and in disrupting their railroad and communication system.
November 6, 1917 - The village of Passchendaele is captured by Canadian troops. The Allied offensive then ceases, bringing the
Third Battle of Ypres to an end with no significant gains amid 500,000 casualties experienced by all sides.

Lawrence at Rabigh, north
of Jeddah, 1917

Wounded Canadians on way to aid-post
during the Battle of Passchendaele

Soldiers of an Australian 4th Division field artillery brigade on a
duckboard track passing through Chateau Wood, near Hooge in
the Ypres salient, 29 October 1917
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Network of World War One 'training tunnels' Discovered
A "unique" network of tunnels which were used to train soldiers for World War One has been found in Wiltshire, along with graffiti soldiers scrawled there.
Archaeologists working with the Ministry of Defence, which is creating hundreds of military homes at the site in Larkhill, Salisbury Plain, made the discovery. The
site was used to mimic conditions that soldiers would face in the trenches of France and Belgium during the war.

The tunnels were discovered by archaeologists and represent a 'unique' find.

Australian soldiers in the training tunnels

Soldiers left their names scrawled all over the walls of the tunnels. More than 100 pieces of graffiti have also been uncovered in the chalk walls of the trenches.
Soldiers who left their names include decorated war heroes and one man who was recorded as a deserter. The names include men from Wiltshire as well as West
Yorkshire coal miners, and two brothers wrote "Semper Fidelis" (Ever Faithful) underneath their names.
Archaeologist Si Cleggett, who said the discovery was "unique", said: "It has been a humbling experience to stand and read the names of young soldiers in the
very spaces they occupied before leaving for war. "Having stood in their footprints a century after their time at Larkhill, we really will remember them." Items left
over from training, such as ammunition, food tins and grenades, were also found at the site.

The Canary Girls: The Workers the War turned Yellow

Women in munitions factories were tasked with filling shells with explosives
The sacrifice of soldiers killed during World Wars One and Two is well-documented. But the efforts of munitions workers stained yellow by toxic chemicals is a
story much less told. A campaign now hopes to honour the so-called Canary Girls, who risked life and limb to supply ammunition to the frontline. In 1915, while
men were fighting on the battlefields, thousands of women were answering the government's cry for help by joining the war effort. In their droves they signed up
fill the gaps left by those called into service, taking jobs in transport, engineering, mills and factories to keep the country moving. But while those who swapped
domestic life for the assembly line were spared the trauma of the trenches, their jobs were nonetheless fraught with danger.
Munitions workers battling the "shell crisis" of 1915 were prime targets for enemy fire, with sites routinely flattened by enemy bombs.
Those who were spared such a fate were no less safe, facing daily peril by handling explosive chemicals that carried the risk of them contracting potentially fatal
diseases. And for some, the effects of their work were immediately visible; a lurid shade of yellow that stained their skin and hair and earned them a nickname the Canary Girls.
"We were like a canary," said Nancy Evans, recalling her time at the Rotherwas factory in Herefordshire during World War Two. “We were yellow, it penetrated
your skin. Your hair turned blonde and on the top of the crown was the proper colour of your hair." Though temporary, the affects of packing shells with trinitrotoluene - more commonly known as TNT - ran more than skin-deep. According to Dr Helen McCartney, from King's College London, some workers gave birth to
"bright yellow" babies. Gladys Sangster, whose mother worked at National Filling Factory Number 9 near Banbury, Oxford, was one of them. "I was born [during
the war] and my skin was yellow," she told the BBC. "That's why we were called Canary Babies. "Nearly every baby was born yellow. It gradually faded away. My
mum told me you took it for granted, it happened and that was it." As well as suffering the cosmetic consequences of working with TNT, workers risked amputation
with every shell that passed through their hands. Amy Dale, who is researching munitions factories for her PhD, said those at Royal Ordnance Filling factories
(ROFs) risked losing fingers and hands, burns and blindness.
"In these factories, they would take the casing, fill it with powder, then put a detonator in the top and that had to be tapped down. If they tapped too hard, it would
detonate," she said.
"It happened to one lady, who was pregnant at the time, and it blinded her and she lost both her hands.
"She saw the pregnancy through, but the only way she could identify the baby was with her lips, which still had feeling."
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Boeing B-17E Flying Fortress the Swamp Ghost
High above recently captured Rabaul, New Britain, and piloting a fully loaded B-17E Flying Fortress, Capt. Frederick “Fred” C. Eaton, Jr. had just spotted his target – a 10,000-ton enemy freighter. As he lined up to unleash his payload, the bomb bay doors malfunctioned. The crew worked feverishly to
open the doors as he circled for a second attempt. Japanese anti-aircraft batteries zeroed in on the lone bomber’s altitude and unleashed a hellish
barrage, damaging the wings. Lining up the target once more, he went in. This time, the doors opened and the bombs fell toward their target. As if on
cue, Japanese fighters swooped in, guns blazing. Eaton and his crew were in a fight for their lives.
The aerial battle raged, bullets and cannon shells riddling the Flying Fortress as it ran for cover. In the skirmish, tail gunner John Hall claimed an enemy aircraft while waist gunners William Schwartz and Russell Crawford added two more claims to the tally. In the aftermath, Eaton believed the port
wing was bleeding fuel from an unexploded flak round. Knowing he wouldn’t reach the safety of the refueling field at Port Moresby, New Guinea, he
flew as far southwest as the fumes could carry them. Salvation revealed itself just as the crew determined the stricken bomber couldn’t climb over the
towering Owen Stanley mountains — an isolated swamp in the foothills of the New Guinea mountain range. Eaton slid the heavy aircraft into the
swamp water for a wheels-up landing. The B-17 slewed sideways and settled in the deep kunai grass without breaking up. Despite the running battle
and the crash landing, there were zero casualties. Six weeks and dozens of malaria-infested miles later, Eaton and crew finally reached safety. They
were assigned another B-17 and continued to fly for the rest of the war.
For more than seven decades, that lucky Boeing B-17E Flying Fortress, serial 41-2446, lay intact and virtually undisturbed, all but forgotten. In 1972 it
was spotted by a Royal Australian Air Force helicopter and local press dubbed it the “Swamp Ghost.” It is not the historical name of the bomber, but it
is the name history has given it.
Thanks to Museum supporter David Tallichet, working with aircraft archaeologist Fred Hagen, the B-17E now has a chance at a new lease on life. Now
housed at Pacific Aviation Museum Pearl Harbor, Swamp Ghost is arguably the world’s only intact and unretired World War II-era B-17E bomber, a
one-of-a-kind example of an aircraft that played an indispensable role in winning WWII. And it is the only B-17 in the world that still bears its battle
scars.
The “Swamp
Ghost” found in
the foothills of
the Owen Stanley
Mountains 1972

Reconstructed in the Pearl Harbour Museum
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The Toilet that Sank the U-1206
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GOING TO SEA
On April 6, 1945, a German navy submarine named the U-1206 departed from the port city of Kristiansand, in Nazi-occupied Norway, and began its first combat
patrol. Assigned to the waters of the North Atlantic, its mission was to seek out and destroy British and American ships on the high seas.
For the 50-man crew aboard submarines like the U-1206, life wasn’t just extremely dangerous, it was also very unpleasant: Quarters were cramped, and the
bathrooms were no exception. There were only two heads (toilets), and because one of the heads was right next to the galley, the space was often used to store
food. When it was, the toilet was unavailable, meaning the entire crew had to share the remaining toilet.
UNDER PRESSURE
The plumbing on German subs of that era differed from American and British subs in one important respect: The German
toilets discharged their contents directly into the sea, instead of in a holding tank. Not having such a tank saved precious
space, but it came at a price. The toilets could only be used when the submarine was traveling on or near the ocean surface.
When the submarine was submerged, the pressure outside the hull was too great for the toilets to be able to flush.
If nature called under such circumstances, crew members had to use buckets, tin cans, or whatever other containers they
could get their hands on. They had to carefully store the contents of all those containers -don’t spill!- until the submarine
surfaced, when they could be poured into the toilets and flushed, or taken topside and emptied into the sea.
The ventilation systems on World War II German subs were
notoriously inadequate, which meant that even in the best
of circumstances, the air was foul with diesel fumes, human
body odor, and other smells. When the toilets were unavailable and all those buckets and cans were filling to overflowing with you-know-what, the stench was even worse.
HEADS UP!
The U-1206 had a new-and-improved plumbing system.
Unlike many subs in the fleet, it had high-pressure toilets
that could be used at greater depths than the standard heads could. But the new system was
very difficult to operate. The toilets came with complicated instructions manuals, and a few members of the crew had to be trained so that they could serve a toilet-flushing “specialists.”
Barely a week into the U-1206’s first patrol, Captain Karl Adolf Schlitt (who was commanding a
sub for the first time), had to use the head while the sub was cruising at a depth of 200 feet, some eight miles off the coast of Scotland. Rather than request the
assistance of the toilet specialist, Schlitt tried to follow the instructions in the manual to flush the toilet himself. Something went wrong -and when Schlitt asked the
toilet specialist for help, something went wrong again. The specialist opened the outside valve -the one that opened to the sea- while the inside valve was open,
causing a torrent of water to flood into the sub.
WHAT A GAS
It was then that another flaw in the U-1206’s design became apparent. When the submarine is submerged, it runs on electric motors powered by a giant bank of
batteries. And the U-1206’s batteries were in a compartment directly below the malfunctioning toilet. The seawater quickly combined with battery acid and created
deadly chlorine gas, which began to spread throughout the sub.
As the gas filled the submarine, Schlitt had no choice but to order the submarine to
surface so that the gas could be vented and replaced with breathable air. Because they
surfaced within sight of the Scottish coastline, they were quickly spotted by Allied aircraft
and attacked. One crew member died in the melee that followed; three others fell overboard and drowned.
The U-1206 was badly damaged in the attack and could not dive. Seeing no way to save
his submarine, Captain Schlitt ordered the crew into the lifeboats; then he scuttled the
ship, making it the only warship in naval history to be doomed by its own malfunctioning
toilet. Thirty-six members of the crew were rescued by small boats in the area; ten others made it to shore in their lifeboats and were captured.
POT LUCK
In its eight days on patrol, the U-1206 never did manage to attack any Allied ships. Not
that it would have made any difference to the Nazi war effort, which had just three more
weeks to go. On April 30, Adolf Hitler committed suicide in his Führerbunker in Berlin;
seven days later, Germany surrendered and the war in Europe was over.
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Some of our Senior Serving Ladies

Major General Simone Louise Wilkie, AO is an Australian Army
officer who was the Australian Deputy National Commander in the
War in Afghanistan in 2011 and 2012
Major General Simone Wilkie was commissioned into the Royal Australian
Corps of Signals in 1983. She served as a Lieutenant and Captain in a
range of regimental and instructional appointments in Land and Training
Commands.
Major General Wilkie has significant command experience including Officer
Commanding 136 Signal Squadron; Commanding Officer, The Royal Military College - Duntroon; and Commandant of the Army Recruit Training
Centre.
In 1993, Major General Wilkie deployed to Cambodia as the Adjutant of the
Force Communications Unit in the United Nations Truce Supervision Organisation. This was followed by further operational service as Assistant
Chief of Staff on the Headquarters Multi-National Force Iraq (MNF-I) in
2007 and as the Assistant Commander, Joint Task Force 633 in Afghanistan during 2011/12.
As a senior officer, Major General Wilkie has fulfilled the roles of Director
General Training Forces Command; Chief of Staff, Army Headquarters;
and after promotion to Major General, Commander Australian Defence
College.
Following the release of the First Principles Review of Defence by Government, Major General Wilkie was appointed to the newly established position of Head Joint Enablers. In this role she is responsible for the delivery
of joint enabling support to the Australian Defence Force. Major General
Wilkie also retained the role of Commander Australian Defence College.
Major General Wilkie has a Bachelor of Social Science (Human Resource
Management), a Graduate Diploma in Telecommunications Systems Management, a Graduate Diploma of Strategic Studies, and a Masters of Defence Studies. She is also a graduate of the Harvard Business School
Advanced Management Program. Her personal awards include Officer of
the Order of Australia, Commendation for Distinguished Service, and the
United States Bronze Star.

Brigadier Cheryl Pearce. Commandant Australian Defence Academy
Brigadier Cheryl Pearce was born in Loxton South Australia and graduated from
the Officer Cadet School Portsea in December 1985, commissioning into the Royal
Australian Corps of Military Police. Brigadier Pearce’s regimental service includes
command appointments within both the operational and domestic environment.
During the period 2003 to 2006 Brigadier Pearce commanded the Defence Police
Training Centre (2003) and 1st Military Police Battalion (2004-2006) and was appointed as a Member of the Order of Australia for exceptional Service during her
four year command tenure.
Staff appointments include experience within Headquarters 1st Brigade, G3
Branch Land Headquarters, Staff Officer Commandant Australian Defence Force
Academy, Provost Marshal-Army, Directing Staff Australian Command and Staff
College, Director Network Centric Warfare Capability Development Group, Director
Special Operation Support and Chief of Staff Army Headquarters. Brigadier Pearce
also holds the Military Police Head of Corps appointment.
Brigadier Pearce attended the Australian Command and Staff College in 2001 and
Higher Defence College in 2013. Her post-graduate qualifications include a Graduate Diploma of Management in Defence Studies from the University of Canberra,
Masters of Intelligence, Policing and Counter Terrorism from Macquarie University
and a Masters of Arts (Defence Studies) from Deakin University. Brigadier Pearce
has also participated in a number of short courses including the Australian Institute
of Company Directors Course, Harvard Leadership Program, and the Commander
Joint Task Force Seminar.
Brigadier Pearce’s operational experience includes working as part of the United
Nations in East Timor (2002) where she was awarded a Chief of Defence Force
Commendation for bravery and her most recent appointment as Commander Task
Group Afghanistan (2016).
Brigadier Pearce has a partner Paul and two daughters Michallie and Maddison
who are currently studying at university.

Major General Wilkie is an avid sports follower. She is the Patron of the
Australian Defence Force Women's Australian Rules Football Association;
Patron of the Australian Defence Force Hockey Association and Chair of
the Australian Defence Force Sports Council. In 2015, she was appointed
as a Commissioner of the Australian Football League – the governing body
of the AFL.
Major General Wilkie is married to Bill, and hails from Ballarat, Victoria.
She is a keen sportswoman, renovator and traveller

Brigadier Cheryl Pearce as Colonel In Chief Royal Corps of Australian Military Police and the Duchess of Cornwall
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Some of our Senior Serving Ladies

Rear Admiral Robyn Walker is the first female
in the Navy to attain that rank and to take on
the job of Surgeon General for the Australia
Defence Force
Robyn Walker qualified as a medical practitioner in 1982 and worked in
the public health system in Queensland, Australia until 1990. Rear Admiral Walker joined the RAN as a direct entry medical graduate in 1991 with
the intent to continue her career in diving medicine.
Early postings in the Royal Australian Navy included Albatross (the Naval
Air Station), the Submarine Escape Training Facility at HMAS Stirling, the
Submarine & Underwater Medicine Unit at HMAS Penguin and
HMAS Westralia.
In January 1996 Lieutenant Commander Walker assumed the position of
Officer in Charge of the Submarine & Underwater Medicine Unit and
remained there until her promotion to CMDR in July 2000. On promotion
she posted to Maritime Headquarters as the Deputy Fleet Medical Officer
which included significant Sea Training Group responsibilities.
In July 2002 Commander Walker posted to Defence Health Service
Branch in Canberra as Director of Preventive Health prior to her posting
on promotion in January 2003 to CAPT as Chief Staff Officer Health
(J07) at Headquarters Joint Operations Command in 2004. In this position she was responsible for coordinating the health care to ADF operations in Iraq, Solomon Islands, East Timor and for the Banda Aceh tsunami response.
On 04 July 2005 she took up, on promotion, the position of Director General Strategic Health Policy and Plans in the Defence Health Services
Division. Commodore Walker was posted to the position of Director General Garrison Health Support within Joint Health Command on 11 August
2008 and to Director General Health Capability on 01 February 2010.
Commodore Walker has also been dual hatted as the Director General
Navy Health Service since August 2008.
Commodore Walker was appointed as a member in the Military Division
of The Order of Australia on 26 January 2010 for exceptional service as a
medical officer in the ADF. She was named as the ACT Telstra White
Pages Community and Government Business Woman and overall Telstra
ACT Business Woman of the Year in September 2011.
Rear Admiral Walker assumed the position of Commander Joint Health
and Surgeon General Australian Defence Force in December 2011.
Rear Admiral Walker is a qualified medical practitioner, a specialist medical administrator, has a Diploma in Diving and Hyperbaric Medicine and
is a Graduate of the Australian Institute of Company Directors. She is the
author of a number of scientific publications relating to diving medicine
and is co-author of a major international diving medicine textbook. She
remains an avid recreational diver.

Captain Mona Shindy, is also the Chief of Navy’s appointed Strategic
Adviser on Islamic Cultural Affairs.
Head of the Guided Missile Frigate System Program Office, and as part of her
role as Strategic Adviser on Islamic Cultural Affairs, Captain Shindy works to
help create a better understanding among Defence members of the Islamic
faith, traditions and cultural sensitivities.
Captain Shindy explained how this work helps to improve Defence capability.
‘It gives our people, particularly when working with our close Muslim-allied navies, a better understanding and appreciation of serving Muslims, their needs
and how they view the world’, she said.
Another key function of the role is to increase the appeal of the Navy as an
employer of choice among the Australian Muslim community.
A member of a large, culturally diverse extended family, and involved in many
community and school mentoring programs, Captain Shindy is determined to
motivate and inspire others, and is passionate about encouraging more Muslims
to think about the ADF and the Navy as a career.
In 2013, Captain Shindy participated in the Community Relations Commission’s
outreach to the International Fleet Review. She was also instrumental in the
establishment of an Australian Navy Cadet Unit, comprising many culturally
diverse groups, in western Sydney.
‘The new cadet unit highlights the wonderful way in which the RAN gives back to
the community, enriching and enhancing the lives of young Australians’, she
said.
‘Through the Australian Navy Cadets Youth Development Program, teenagers
are given great skills for life. I feel privileged to be involved with this and I am
excited for the current and future youth of western Sydney.’
Egyptian-born Captain Shindy joined the RAN in 1989 as an undergraduate
engineer. She holds a Bachelor of Electrical Engineering (Hons) and a Masters
of Commerce (Advanced Major in Organisation and Management Studies) from
the University of New South Wales.
She said her career has exposed her to a broad range of technologies and
experiences in and around the Defence Materiel Organisation. She has seen
everything from active service at the start of the 2003 Iraq War to shore positions involving overseeing myriad complex programs.
‘As a mother, I would like to think I am helping to create a future for my children
where they feel understood, included, and respected’, she said.
Captain Shindy said that, although there have been challenges, the ADF and
the Navy are well positioned to improve cultural sensitivity. She said she is honoured to be working with the Chief of Navy and Defence on this critical issue.
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Role of Camp Followers in the British Army
Camp followers are all women, children and non-combatant men who were part of martial society in the 18th and early 19th centuries.
C.F., particularly women, are the forgotten characters in the great military dramas of the 18 th century. Women C.F. were not, as has often been suggested, parasites who battened on to an army and progressively weakened it. Quite the opposite: Men and women who followed the army fulfilled many important functions
around camp. Women provided vital logistical support such as cooking, cleaning, mending, nursing, carrying water into battle, protecting baggage carts and occasionally raising arms themselves, though not very often. Non-combatant men provided auxiliary skills the army needed such as blacksmithing and carpentry. C.F.
were also the officer’s servants and sutlers. Most of all they helped make military life bearable. It is also found that many of the sutlers in camp were also women,
who had a reputation for being formidable. C.F. were allowed ½ rations, and children ¼ rations. Rations were granted to no more than 12 women and their children per company. It was expected that the rations be topped up by provisions purchased privately.
Prostitution and other forms of sexual misconduct were perhaps not as common as is imagined, although a certain amount of women camp followers, as
well as male soldiers were known to misbehave. The majority of C.F. were in
fact the wives and children of the men serving in the ranks. It should be noted
that a good reason for the misconception that C.F. were of less than honourable character was that marriage customs were also somewhat less formal or
regulated among the ‘lower orders’ that made up rank and file. Many marriages considered valid by those involved were often judged unsanctioned and
immoral by outside observers. Also, if a woman lost her husband in battle, she
had very little time to find a new husband if she wanted to stay in camp, and
would seem barbaric to outsiders. Many men and women had other men ‘lined
up’ to step into the husband role, should they fall in battle.
Occasionally, some Ladies would also come to follow the camp, but mostly
only came for short visits. A “Lady” signified the spouse of an officer, and
would generally have the monetary means to be able to stay at home with her
servants. Sometimes, however a lady gained official status in the army, such
as one who was assigned Matron to the General Hospital in 1754. Her status
was evidenced by the fact that she was sanctioned a maidservant and a wagon to use as shelter.
Women and children of the ranks travelled by literally ‘following’. They were forbidden to ride on wagons and should only walk behind the ranks. Wives of enlisted men did not have the means to stay at home and take care of farms with no help, and most eligible men were in the army. Therefore, the choice was often
made to stay with her husband, and leave the homes they knew to follow the army. ½ rations were often better than nothing!
Families of soldiers were caught up in and part of the martial culture. With so many women following the army, there were many children. The estimate is that
there were 8 births per company annually, or 50 per regiment per year. Boys were literally ‘born into’ the army, and those growing up in the army were understood
to become soldiers themselves once reaching the required height. Boys by the age of six were granted half pay.
The look of the 18th century army is vastly different that the army of today. Instead of the absence of women being used to heighten aggression in the men, making them better soldiers, the presence of their own wives and children was used to raise the protective instincts of the soldier; and strengthen the identity of an
arms-bearing male. The close proximity of those with whom he had emotional ties would have been a powerful motivating force. A woman often shamed the
cowards among the soldiers into battle, and was a traditional role.
Unfortunately, there is very little record of C.F., but it is known that they were not parasites that mulched the soldiers of their pay, and felt very much a part of the
army. They provided a large range of goods and services to the army and helped make the military life tolerable.

Page 9

"Women and Children First!"
Under the command of Captain Robert Salmond, H.M.S. Birkenhead left Portsmouth in January 1852 taking troops to fight in the Frontier War in South Africa. The
Birkenhead, one of the first iron hulled paddle steamers in service travelled to southern Ireland, before heading for the Cape on 17th January.
The troops onboard included drafts of Fusiliers, Highlanders, Lancers, Foresters, Rifles, Green Jackets and assorted other regiments of the British Army.
After taking on fresh water and supplies the Birkenhead steamed out of Simon's Bay near Cape Town, in the late afternoon of 25th February, with about 634 men,
women and children on board. With weather conditions perfect, a clear blue sky and a flat and calm sea, the Birkenhead continued steadily on her passage.
Captain Salmond, whose family had served in the Royal Navy since the reign of Elizabeth I, had received orders to use all possible haste to reach his destination
of Algoa Bay. In order to speed up the trip he decided to hug the South African coastline as closely as possible. This course kept the Birkenhead within approximately three miles of the coast, maintaining a speed of approximately 8 knots.
It was in the early hours of 26th February, approaching a rocky outcrop called Danger Point, some 180
km from Cape Town that disaster struck. With the exception of the duty watch, everyone else was
tucked up asleep in their quarters. The watch were scanning the clear glowing waters ahead and the
Leadman had just called “Sounding 12 Fathoms” when the Birkenhead rammed an uncharted rock.
The churning paddle wheels of the Birkenhead drove her on with such force that the rock sliced
through into the hull ripping open the compartment between the engine-room and forepeak. Water
flooded into the forward compartment of the lower troop deck filling it instantly. Hundreds of soldiers
were trapped and drowned in their hammocks as they slept.
All the surviving officers and men who could, assembled on deck. Some of the soldiers stood barefoot
dressed only in their night-clothes, others less lucky were naked and many with the injuries sustained
as they clawed their way from the flooded troop quarters. The senior officer on board, LieutenantColonel Seton of the 74th Royal Highland Fusiliers took charge of all military personnel. He immediately summoned his officers around him and stressed the importance of maintaining order and discipline amongst the inexperienced soldiers.
Distress rockets were fired, but there was no help at hand.
Realising the hopeless position they were in, the captain ordered the lifeboats to be lowered. Much of the lowering equipment would not function, due to a lack of
maintenance and a thick layer of paint that clogged the mechanisms.
That night under a clear starry sky the great naval tradition of “women and children first” was established as eventually two cutters and a gig were launched and the
seven women and thirteen children were rowed away from the wreck to safety.
The horses were cut loose and thrown overboard. Only then did Captain Salmond shout to the men that everyone who could swim must save themselves by jumping into the sea and make for the boats.
Lieutenant-Colonel Seton, the soldier's commanding officer, quickly recognised that such a rush would mean that the lifeboats could be swamped and the lives of
the women and children onboard would thus be endangered. He drew his sword and ordered his men to stand fast. The untried soldiers did not move even as the
ship split in two and the gallant company slipped down into the waves.
The Birkenhead sank only twenty-five minutes after she had struck the rocks, only the topmast and sailcloth remained visible above the water with about fifty men
still clinging to them. The sea was full of men desperate for anything that could float. Death by drowning came quickly to many of them, but the more unfortunate
were taken by the Great White sharks.
The next morning the schooner Lioness reached the lifeboats rescuing those onboard, after which she headed for the scene of the disaster reaching the wreck that
afternoon, picking up the remaining survivors. Of the 634 people onboard the Birkenhead, only 193 were saved.
Rudyard Kipling immortalised the silent heroes when he wrote;
‘To stand and be still
to the Birken’ead Drill
is a damn tough bullet to chew’.

Editor’s Note
Articles in all editions of the Military History Group Newsletter have been sourced from the Australian Government, Army, Navy and Airforce newspapers, the Australian War Memorial Canberra via their web site, the Shrine of Remembrance web site and other various public information sites. Most
articles have been précised to enable them to fit our publication.
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Neville Howse—Australia's First VC
Neville Howse was born on 26 October 1863 at Stogursey, Somerset, in England. He was educated at Fullard's House School, Taunton,
before studying medicine at London Hospital. Howse migrated to New South Wales, establishing his first practice in Newcastle before
moving to Taree. After undertaking postgraduate work in England, Howse returned to Australia in 1897 and settled in Orange.
In January 1900 he was commissioned as a lieutenant in the New South Wales Medical Corps and sailed for South Africa. He was serving with a mounted infantry brigade at Vredefort . On 24 July 1900, during the action at Vredefort, South Africa, Howse saw a trumpeter
fall, and went through very heavy cross-fire to rescue the man. His horse was soon shot from under him, but he continued on foot, reached the casualty,
dressed his wound, and then carried him to safety. For this action, Howse was awarded the Victoria Cross. The award was gazetted on 4 June 1901 and the
original citation reads:
The King has been graciously pleased to signify His intention to confer the decoration of the Victoria Cross on the undermentioned Officers, Non-Commissioned Officer, and Soldier, for their conspicuous bravery in South Africa, as stated against their
names :—
New South Wales Medical Staff Corps, Captain N. R. House [sic]
During the action at Vredefort on the 24 July 1900, Captain House went out under a heavy cross fire and picked up a wounded man, and carried
him to a place of shelter.
Howse returned to Australia, but went back to South Africa as an honorary major in the Australian Medical Corps
in February 1902, just as the war was ending. Howse was twice elected mayor of Orange and married Evelyn
Pilcher in Bathurst in 1905. When the First World War began in 1914 he was appointed principal medical officer
to the Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force to German New Guinea, with the rank of lieutenant
colonel. His medical knowledge and logistical skills ensured that there were no cases of serious illness and he
returned to Australia in time to join the first AIF contingent as staff officer to the Surgeon General, director of
medical services.
In December 1914 Howse was promoted to colonel and appointed assistant director of medical services, 1st
Australian Division. At Gallipoli he took charge of evacuating wounded men from the beach in the campaign's
opening days. "Shells and bullets he completely disregarded", wrote one officer, but "to the wounded he was
gentleness itself." Unafraid to speak his mind, at the Dardanelles commission in 1917 Howse described the
arrangements for dealing with the wounded at the landing as inadequate to the point of "criminal negligence" on
the part of the Imperial authorities. In September 1915 he was given command of ANZAC medical services and in November became director of the AIF's
medical services.
Based in London once the AIF moved to France, Howse made regular visits to France and retained control of the Australian Army Medical Corps in Egypt and
Palestine. He consistently endeavoured to maintain the physical standards of the AIF and late in the war attributed its success in part to the efforts he and his
staff made in ensuring the physical and moral fitness of Australian front-line soldiers.

Bruce Bairnsfather
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Prayer For Those On The Staff - Poem by Julian Grenfell
Fighting in mud, we turn to Thee,
In these dread times of battle, Lord.
To keep us safe, if so may be,
From shrapnel, snipers, shell, and sword.
But not on us, for we are men
Of meaner clay, who fight in clay,
but on the Staff, the Upper Ten,
Depends the issue of the Day.
The staff is working with its brains,
While we are sitting in the trench;
The Staff the universe ordains
(subject to Thee and General French).
God help the staff-especially
The young ones, many of them sprung
From our high aristocracy;
Their task is hard, and they are young.
O Lord, who mad'st all things to be,
And madest some things very good,
Please keep the Extra A.D.C.
From horrid scenes, and sight of blood.
See that his eggs are newly laid,
Not tinged as some of them-with green;
And let no nasty draughts invade
The windows of his Limousine.

When he forgets to buy the bread,
When there are no more minerals,
Preserve his smooth well-oiled head
From wrath of caustic Generals.
O Lord, who mad'st all things to be,
And hatest nothing thou has made,
Please keep the Extra A.D.C
Out of the sun and in the shade.

Died of wounds 26 May 1915 (aged 27)

