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The Battle of Cambrai, an attack launched against the Hindenburg Line in November 1917, was yet another 
bloody and pointless offensive on the Western Front. Nevertheless it revealed tactical innovations on both 
sides that would be used to great effect in the fighting of 1918 to end the deadlock which had paralysed the 
belligerents on the Western Front since 1914. 
 
The most spectacular of these was the British Army's use of tanks which were, for the first time, to be a deci-
sive element in a battle; however the new counter-attack methods employed by the Germans were probably 
the most important leap forward in the short and medium term. 
 
Tanks were first used by the British in September 1916 during the Battle of the Somme and were revealed to 
be of little use once the enemy got past the initial element of surprise. Fighting in 1917 seemed to confirm 
the growing doubts about these unreliable machines which were both slow and vulnerable to heavy artillery. 

Attempts by the British to field them at 
Arras and Passchendaele and the 
French at Chemin des Dames Ridge 
ended in disaster. 
 
German High Command was not slow to 
express its contempt for the new weap-
on either, judging it to be of little use and 
having no future. However, on the Brit-
ish side, the officers of the Tank Corps 
made a determined effort to promote the 
use of their cumbersome machines, 
insisting that they could bring about the 
much hoped for breakthrough. One of 
these officers was Lieutenant-Colonel 
John Fuller and he advocated using 
tanks en masse on dry terrain as op-
posed to the muddy fields of Flanders. 
Repeatedly rejected by General Douglas 
Haig prior to Cambrai, a large tank oper-
ation became inevitable when the British 
realized that the Third Battle of Ypres 
was turning into a tragic failure. From 
that moment on Haig counted on tanks 
to provide him with the decisive break-
through expected by an Allied public 
opinion worried by the weakening Rus-
sian resistance. 
 
Cambrai was chosen by British com-
mand as the scene for the offensive. 
The town, one of the principal railway 
intersections and German garrisons of 
the Western Front, lay on a vast chalky 
plain which was ideal terrain for the 
tanks. The town was indeed protected 

on its western side by the powerful defences of the Hindenburg Line; however British intelligence knew that 
the point of attack was held by troops who had been weakened by great losses at Ypres and subsequently 
transferred to a portion of the front which the Germans considered to be of minor importance. 
 
The plan of attack devised by General Julian Byng, commander of the British 3rd Army, was extremely so-
phisticated. He proposed a frontal attack on the Hindenburg Line to create a breach in the German front 
which could be exploited by three divisions of cavalry which would go on to envelop and capture Cambrai. 
Preparations for the attack also broke with recent military dogma: there would be no preliminary heavy 
shelling in order to preserve the element of surprise, hundreds of tanks would be used to open up a route 
through the defences, and air support would intervene at the German rear to check the arrival of reinforce-
ments.                                                          CONT. PAGE 2 
 

 

The Battle of Cambrai 20th November—4th December 1918 

http://www.remembrancetrails-northernfrance.com/history/the-battlefield/the-hindenburg-line.html
http://www.remembrancetrails-northernfrance.com/history/weapons/tanks.html
http://www.remembrancetrails-northernfrance.com/history/battles/the-battle-of-the-somme-july-1916.html
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The Battle of Cambrai Continued 

The attack began on 20 November at 6.20 a.m. along a ten kilometre wide front. The Tank Corps provided 476 tanks (of which 350 were armed) to lead six infantry 
divisions into the field. The bombardment which accompanied the attack was carefully timed and took the Germans by surprise. The British also used Livens pro-
jectors to shower poison gas on various parts of the front. 
 
Preceded by a rain of explosive shells, the tanks made quick progress and soon reached the enemy's trenches. The Hindenburg Line had never before been so 
deeply penetrated. The surprise and terror provoked by the tanks among the German ranks caused several units to retreat and the British took 8,000 prisoners on 
the first day of the offensive. Never had an attack advanced so quickly since 1914 and by the evening of 20 November the British vanguard had won nine kilome-
tres of terrain and was closing in on Cambrai. 
 
But once again the problem of capitalizing on the initial breakthrough reared its head. Anecdotal evidence points to a British tank compromising the movements of 
the cavalry in the vicinity of Masnières Hill but a more fundamental problem was the tardy arrival of reinforcements caused by the heavy congestion on the roads: it 
took fifteen hours for troops to cover the final five kilometres to the front... 
 
In fact, the impact of the first assault dissipated along with the element of surprise and the Germans were soon harassing the foremost troops from the heights of 
Bourlon Wood. On 23 November the British started to do something about this, just as the bells began to peal in Great Britain to mark what seemed to be a miracu-
lous victory. Under a hail of artillery fire, several tanks and a Welsh infantry brigade succeeded in getting a foothold in part of Bourlon Wood but soon found them-
selves isolated. 
 
Ludendorff's first reaction to execute a major retreat was rapidly abandoned in favour of mounting a counter-attack. He set about assembling twenty divisions and 
by the morning of 30 November they were poised to retaliate. Their success was immediate and devastating. Supported by a barrage of poison gas shells, the 
Germans advanced more than five kilometres in two hours and, at one point, threatened to envelop several British divisions which had become isolated in a minor 
salient. Ludendorff put into practice new methods of fighting which consisted of infiltrating the enemy's lines with small groups of highly-skilled and heavily-armed 
soldiers. Developed by the field commander Oskar von Hutier, these new infiltration tactics had already been successful on the Italian front. 
 
By the time the fighting had come to a close, on 4 December, the initial and unexpected success of the British Army had deteriorated into a total failure. All the 
terrain which had been won in the initial stages of the offensive had to be abandoned and the losses, although similar for both sides, were high. The British casual-

ties amounted to 44,000 killed, wounded and lost in action (including 6,000 prisoners) and the Germans 45,000 (including 10,000 prisoners). 

 

 

British  tanks destroyed at Cambrai 

A flight of No.2 Squadron, Australian Flying Corps, France, Nord Pas de Calais, Pas de Calais. No. 2 Squadron Operated at Cambrai 
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Our Centenary - World War 1 Timeline  - November 1917 to March 1918 

November 6-7, 1917 - In Russia, Bolsheviks led by Vladimir Lenin and Leon Trotsky 
overthrow the Provisional Government in what comes to be known as the October 
Revolution (Oct. 24-25 according to the Russian calendar). They establish a non-
democratic Soviet Government based on Marxism which prohibits private enterprise 
and private land ownership. Lenin announces that Soviet Russia will immediately 

end its involvement in the war and renounces all existing treaties with the Allies. 

November 11, 1917 - The German High Command, led by Erich Ludendorff, gath-
ers at Mons, Belgium, to map out a strategy for 1918. Ludendorff bluntly states he is 
willing to accept a million German casualties in a daring plan to achieve victory in 
early 1918, before the American Army arrives in force. The goal is to drive a wedge 
between the British and French armies on the Western Front via a series of all-out 
offensives using Germany's finest divisions and intensive storm troop tactics. Once 
this succeeds, the plan is to first decimate the British Army to knock Britain out of the 

war, and then decimate the French Army, and thus secure final victory. 

November 15, 1917 - Georges Clemenceau becomes France's new Prime Minister 
at age 76. Nicknamed "The Tiger," when asked about his agenda, he will simply 
answer, "I wage war. "November 20, 1917 - The first-ever mass attack by tanks oc-
curs as the British 3rd Army rolls 381 tanks accompanied by six infantry divisions in a 
coordinated tank-infantry-artillery attack of German trenches near Cambrai, France, 
an important rail center. The attack targets a 6-mile-wide portion of the Front and by the end of the first day appears to be a spectacular success with five miles 
gained and two Germans divisions wrecked. The news is celebrated by the ringing of church bells in England, for the first time since 1914. However, similar to past 
offensives, the opportunity to exploit first-day gains is missed, followed by the arrival of heavy German reinforcements and an effective counter-attack in which the 

Germans take back most of the ground they lost. 

November 20, 1917 - The first-ever mass attack by tanks occurs as the British 3rd Army rolls 381 tanks accompanied by six infantry divisions in a coordinated 
tank-infantry-artillery attack of German trenches near Cambrai, France, an important rail center. The attack targets a 6-mile-wide portion of the Front and by the 
end of the first day appears to be a spectacular success with five miles gained and two Germans divisions wrecked. The news is celebrated by the ringing of 
church bells in England, for the first time since 1914. However, similar to past offensives, the opportunity to exploit first-day gains is missed, followed by the arrival 

of heavy German reinforcements and an effective counter-attack in which the Germans take back most of the ground they lost. 

December, 7, 1917 - Romania concludes an armistice with the Central Powers due to the demise of Imperial Russia, its former military ally. 

December 9, 1917 - Jerusalem is captured by the British. This ends four centuries of its control by the Ottoman (Turkish) Empire December 15, 1917 - Soviet 
Russia signs an armistice with Germany. With Russia's departure from the Eastern Front, forty-four German divisions become available to be redeployed to the 

Western Front in time for Ludendorff's Spring Offensive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

January 1918 - President Woodrow Wilson outlines an elaborate peace plan to the U.S. Congress containing Fourteen Points as the basis of its establishment. 

March 3, 1918 - At Brest-Litovsk, Soviet Russia signs a treaty with Germany formally ending its participation in the war. Harsh terms imposed by the Germans 

force the Russians to yield a quarter of their prewar territory and over half of Russia's industries. 

 

A regiment of the Australian Light Horse on the march in Jerusalem  A large group of Turkish prisoners, being led by an Australian  
soldier of the Light Horse 

Workers and soldiers parade through the streets of Petrograd after 
the  

first Russian Revolution of February  

http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/firstworldwar/fourteen-points.htm
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The Australian Defence Force (ADF) will today honour the service and sacrifice of those who fought in Belgium during the First World War (WWI), during the 

100th anniversary of the Battle of Polygon Wood. 

The Battle of Polygon Wood took place on 26 September 1917 and was the first major battle fought by the Fifth Australian Division in Belgium. It was part of the 

Third Battle of Ypres, or ‘Passchendaele’, which was the major British offensive in Flanders in 1917. 

A hundred years on, members of the ADF will help commemorate the Battle of Polygon Wood and honour those who served in it by participating in a special 

Dawn Service at the Fifth Division Memorial, Buttes New British Cemetery at Zonnebeke in Belgium. 

The ADF contingent, led by the Vice Chief of the Defence Force Vice Admiral Ray Griggs, will be joined by the Governor-General, His Excellency General the 
Honourable Sir Peter Cosgrove, AK, MC (Ret’d), the Governor of New South Wales, His Excellency General the Honourable David Hurley AC DSC (Ret’d), the 
Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, the Honourable Dan Tehan MP, and Princess Astrid of Belgium, Archduchess of Austria-Este, representing the Belgian Royal Fami-

ly. 

Vice Admiral Ray Griggs said recognition of this significant battle was important for all Australians. 

“The first Australian Imperial Force helped to shape the course of history in WWI, and their story deserves to be well known both in Australia and globally,” Vice 

Admiral Griggs said. 

“While it only lasted a matter of hours, the Battle for Polygon Wood was declared a great success for the Australian Imperial Force at the time,” Vice Admiral 

Griggs said. 

“But of course ‘success’ on the Western Front is a highly relative term, and this victory came at significant cost to Austral ia with 5,770 casualties in this battle 

alone.” 

He said overall, in the eight weeks of fighting at Flanders, Australian forces incurred 38,000 casualties. 

“Australia experienced some of its greatest military sacrifices and most substantial losses on the Western Front,” Vice Admiral Griggs said. 

“The Australians who served there continue to hold a place in Australia’s national identity, and certainly in that of the contemporary ADF, even 100 years on.” 

Vice Admiral Griggs said the ADF’s contribution to the 100th anniversary commemorative service in Zonnebeke was part of a broader commitment to honour all 

who came before them during the Centenary of Anzac. 

“The centenary commemorations of these significant battles are an important acknowledgement of the enormous loss of life, and also the fierce courage under 

fire that the Anzacs became renowned for,” he said. 

“One hundred years on, the ADF reflects upon, and honours their service and sacrifice.” 

The Western Front was a crucial theatre of the First World War. Between 1916 and 1918, some 295 000 Australians served on the Western Front, where approxi-
mately 46 000 Australian lives were lost and more than 134 000 Australians were wounded or captured. During the course of the First World War, almost 60,000 

Australian service personnel were killed. 

Those attending the Dawn Service today will have the unique opportunity to walk through the one-kilometre ‘Reflective Trail’, an interactive exhibition taking visi-

tors through the Polygon Wood forest to the Buttes New British Cemetery.  

 

100th aCentenary of the Battle of Polygon Wood, Passchendaele of the 

Members of Australia's Federation Guard stand at ease during the Last Post Ceremony at Menin Gate  

https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwial6SDq-fWAhVDPrwKHch6C8YQjhwIBQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.contactairlandandsea.com%2F2017%2F09%2F26%2F100th-anniversary-of-the-battle-of-polygon-wood%2F&psig=AOvVaw3IeX
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Iraqi Army Brigade Sharpshooters are 2nd to None 

Iraqi Army instructors took the lead recently in training selected members of 
the Iraqi Army’s 2nd Brigade in precision shooting techniques at the Taji Mili-

tary Complex. 

The Advanced Marksmanship Instructor Course was conducted by Task 
Group Taji –5, a combined task force of 300 Australian and 100 New Zealand 

military personnel deployed to Iraq as part of Operation Okra. 

Iraqi Army instructors who had trained in the basic marksmanship course in 
the week prior with Task Group Taji returned to instruct on the course as 

mentors for fellow Iraqi personnel. 

Commanding Officer of the Training Task Unit, Lieutenant Colonel Giles Cor-

nelia said that this was a significant step forward for the Iraq Security Forces. 

“The ability for the Iraqi Security Forces to provide specialist training to their 
own personnel establishes a solid platform for the future of the Iraqi Security 

Forces,” he said. 

“Having well trained Infantry Brigades is absolutely essential for the total 

defeat of Da’esh and long-term stability and security of Iraq.” 

“The development of a solid core of experienced, well trained and competent 
Iraqi NCO specialists who can train their soldiers will greatly assist in achiev-

ing that.” 

The Advanced Marksmanship Course is the second of its type run by Task 
Group Taji – 5, however this is the first time that the course contains a signifi-

cant Iraqi contribution to the training delivery. 

Officer Commanding Kilo 6 – Rotation Five, Major John Crockett said the 
successful inclusion of Iraqi instructors in the training continuum demon-

strates the success of Task Group Taji’s mission in Iraq. 

“What we are seeing here is the pay off of a focus on high quality training by 

the Task Group,” he said. 

“The inclusion of Iraqi instructors on the course immediately inspired confi-

dence in the trainees. 

“It demonstrated that the Iraq Security Forces are rapidly enhancing their 

combat capability.” 

Newly qualified marksman will return to their units within the 2nd Iraqi 

Army Brigade ready to take on the remnants of Daesh. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Big Lift brings Tonnes of Help 
 

The RAAF’s C-17A Globemaster III strategic airlifters have brought tonnes of aid 

and relief to thousands of displaced citizens in Vanuatu. 

Deployed under Operation Vanuatu Assist 2017, the jet transports have delivered 
Australian Aid following the evacuation of the entire Island of Ambae and its ap-

proximately 11,600 residents, as the island’s Manaro Volcano threatens to erupt. 

The Australian Deputy High Commissioner to Vanuatu, Mrs Susan Ryle, said the 

aid is helping people who had to leave practically everything behind on the island. 

“The government here in Vanuatu declared a State of Emergency and evacuated 

the entire Island of Ambae,” she said. 

“People are now displaced and they're being housed Santo, Maewo and in the 

Island of Pentecost," said 

"The Australian Aid includes tents for families, community tents and a number of 

kitchen sets carrying pots and pans that can be used for basic cooking.” 

Many evacuees from Ambae Island fled to the nearby Island of Espiritu Santo, 
however Santo Pekoa International Airport on Espiritu Santo possesses limited 

infrastructure.    

This logistical challenge was overcome by the forward planning of the RAAF Mo-

bile Air Loading Team, with plenty of local hands willing to help too 

No. 36 Squadron C-17A pilot Flying Officer Jake Nicholas was impressed with the 

combination of RAAF expertise and local enthusiasm.  

"Coming into Santo we brought one forklift with us but with the help of the locals 
many hands make light work and they helped us offload the aircraft in a nice short 

time,” he said. 

Working in tandem with the forklift, a flatbed truck was reversed up to the rear of 
the C-17A to allow RAAF personnel and local workers to unload the valuable 

stores. 

"The C17 is perfect for this role,” Flying Officer Nicholas said. 

“We have a short airfield here, it's very narrow but we had enough fuel on board to 

come here and go back to Brisbane.” 

The initial humanitarian C17 flight to Santo Pekoa airport have been followed by 

several others. 

Mrs Ryle said the integrated DFAT-led Australian response approach allows Aus-

tralia to respond quickly to calls for help from regional nations. 

“DFAT is working closely with the ADF, the Government of Vanuatu and provincial 
authorities to ensure that we get this humanitarian assistance to those in need," 

she said. 

A separate C17 flight to the capital Port Vila carried an Army MRH90 helicopter 
that is being assigned to the recently arrived amphibious operations ship HMAS 
Choules in a sign of the tri-service nature of the ADF response to the volcano 

crisis. 
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The Tragedy of Yakov Stalin 

When July 1941 began, German army success in Operation Barbarossa was nothing less than stunning. From the Baltic to the Black seas, in ten days German 
troops had penetrated hundreds of miles into Soviet territory. Soviet leader Josef Stalin’s repeated “no retreat” orders compounded the debacle, condemning one 
Soviet army after another to annihilation. One such disaster occurred on July 16, 1941, at Smolensk just 120 miles west of Moscow. There about 300,000 Soviet 

troops were captured, among them Red Army artillery Lt. Yakov Dzhugashvili, the eldest son of Josef Stalin. 

Yakov was born in 1907 to Stalin’s first wife, who died of typhus seven months later. With the elder Stalin heavily involved in revolutionary communist activities, 
Yakov was raised by an aunt in Tbilisi. When Yakov left Georgia to live with his father in 1921, Stalin was a top official in the communist government and on the 

way up. 

Any benefit from his father’s position was undercut by the fact that the two did not get along. For all practical purposes the sensitive boy and aloof, brutal, paranoid 

man were strangers. Stalin constantly abused Yakov, both verbally and physically, and also forbade him from taking the last name Stalin. 

In the late 1920s Yakov began living with Zoya Gunina, the daughter of an Orthodox priest. When they told Stalin of their intent to marry, he flew into such a rage 
that Zoya fled the Stalin dacha in terror and Yakov, in a state of nervous collapse, attempted suicide, shooting himself with a pistol. The bullet entered his lung and 
not his heart and while Stalin’s second wife bandaged him and called for a doctor, Stalin, according to one version, walked away, dismissively stating, “You could-

n’t even do this properly.” Yakov and Zoya did marry, but it lasted less than two years. 

When the war broke out, Yakov, a reservist, was sent to the front. Instead of a personal send-off, Stalin telephoned him and said, “Go and fight!” 

It was several weeks before the Germans discovered Yakov’s identity. When they did, they were overjoyed. Leaflets were printed showing a picture of a smiling 

Yakov surrounded by German army officers. On the back was an exhortation for Soviet soldiers to follow the example of Stalin’s son and surrender. 

In August 1941 Stalin issued Order Number 270 stating that any officer or commissar taken prisoner was a traitor and would be executed if he returned to Russia. 
In addition, the prisoner’s relatives were liable for arrest. Stalin disowned Yakov. Yulia Meltzer, Yakov’s second wife, was incarcerated in Lefortovo prison for two 

years. Yakov, however, escaped that fate. 

Despite receiving preferential treatment, Yakov did not cooperate with the Nazis. At one point, Hitler offered a prisoner exchange: Yakov for Field Marshal Friedrich 
Paulus, who had surrendered at Stalingrad. Stalin refused, stating, “I do not trade field marshals for lieutenants.” Years later it was revealed that, despite his public 
position, Yakov died in Sachsenhausen concentration camp on April 14, 1943, under controversial circumstances. The Germans released a photo showing his 
bullet riddled body trapped in a POW fence – an apparent failed escape attempt. Rumours persisted that Yakov was a suicide. In 2000, after a 12-year Russian 

investigation corroborated by Soviet-German war authority Professor John Erickson, it was confirmed that Yakov was a suicide. 

The catalyst was the combination of the Nazis’ recent revelation of his father’s responsibility for the Katlyn Forest atrocity, where Soviet troops massacred Polish 
officers, his feeling of abandonment because of Order Number 270, and an argument with fellow British officer prisoners. Overwrought with shame, hopelessness, 

and anger, Yakov leaped on the electrified POW fence. 

“The guard certainly shot Yakov four times,” Professor Erickson said, “but it is now known that he fired the bullets into Yakov’s already dead body. . . . It was the 
shame of the Katlyn massacre that brought him to the end of his tether. . . . Although, in 1977, he was posthumously awarded the Order of the Patriotic War first 
class . . . his death remains a tragedy. ”Stalin had not truly abandoned his son. He secretly ordered two rescue attempts in 1942. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Lt. Yakov Dzhugashvili (Stalin) 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Katyn_massacre
http://www.hoover.org/publications/hoover-digest/article/6489
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Editor’s Note  

Articles in all editions of the Military History Group Newsletter have been sourced from the Australian Government, Army, Navy and Airforce newspa-
pers, 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.   

 
Royal Hospital Chelsea  

 

The Royal Hospital Chelsea was founded in 1682 by King Charles 11 as a home for old or wounded soldiers.  
 
The King was inspired by Louis XIV's 'Hotel des Invalides' in Paris and wanted to create an equally splendid home for his veteran soldiers. He commissioned Sir 
Christopher Wren to design the buildings. The project was later enlarged by King James II to be built around three courtyards. The first In-Pensioners were admit-
ted in 1692.  
 
Today the group of buildings is home for about 350 ex-servicemen and women. The permanent residents, known as 'In-Pensioners' wear a distinctive uniform, 
largely unchanged since the 18th century. Their undress uniform is navy blue but on ceremonial occasions the 'Chelsea Pensioners' are instantly known in their 
scarlet coats and tricorne hats.  
 
Designed in an English baroque style, the Royal Hospital has two residential wings linked by the Great Hall and Chapel. The Chapel contains a fresco of 'Christ 
Rising from the Tomb' by Sebastiano Ricco. The panelled Great Hall, opposite, features a mural of Charles II, on horseback, by Verrio and Cooke. This room is still 
used as the Pensioners' refectory.  
 
The entrance to the small museum has a large painting of the Battle of Waterloo by George Jones. The exhibition shows the history of the Chelsea Pensioners with 
a scale model of the Royal Hospital, records dating back to its foundation, a mock up of a residential room, as well as medals and uniforms.  
 
In the central (Figure) court is a statue of Charles II by Grinling Gibbons (placed there in about 1692) and on the north front is a statue of a Chelsea Pensioner 
erected in 2000.  
 
On a day close to Oak Apple Day on 29 May (the anniversary of King Charles' birth and restoration), the Chelsea Pensioners parade in Figure Court and are in-
spected, usually by a Royal dignitary. The statue of King Charles is dressed in oak leaves to commemorate his escape after the Battle of Worcester (1651) when 
he hid in the Boscobel Oak.  
 
The grounds surrounding the Royal Hospital include Ranelagh Gardens and can also be visited. A small pavilion, designed by Sir John Soane (who was also the 
architect of other buildings at The Royal Hospital), has a display illustrating the history of the gardens as an 18th Century pleasure resort. Then Ranelagh Gardens 

was a fashionable meeting place for London society. Now, in May the gardens host the famous Chelsea Flower Show.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chelsea Pensioners  

 The Christopher Wren  Designed Royal Chelsea Hospital 
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JOHN FRENCH VC 
John Alexander French was born on July 15, 1914 in Crow’s Nest, north of Toowoomba. His father, Albert French, was a barber 
originally from Tenterfield and his mother, Lucy, settled in Crow’s Nest with her family after moving from Charleville. John at-
tended the Crow’s Nest State Primary School from 1920 to 1928. In May of 1928, he sat for and successfully passed a demand-
ing State scholarship examination. As a boy, John excelled at sports, and in rugby league he was known as “The Fly-

ing Winger”. 

He was renowned for his sense of fair play and protected those who were weaker. One childhood friend, Alf Blinco, remembers 
a time when he was accused of stealing and unjustly punished, John found the real culprits and brought them to justice thus 
exonerating his friend. John enrolled as a State scholarship holder at the Toowoomba State High School and Technical College 
for his secondary schooling. He was popular and well regarded by his peers and the teachers. After completing his studies in 

1929, John returned to Crow’s Nest and commenced an apprenticeship with his father. 

When the Second World War became a certainty, John was the first in Crow’s Nest to enlist. He was posted to the 2/9th battalion and left home on October 

23, 1939. This was the first battalion raised in Queensland during the Second World War. 

On May 5 1940, after a period of intense training, the battalion embarked on the ‘Mauritania’ which carried them to the UK for further training. On January 1 
1941 the battalion sailed to Alexandria and successfully captured the Italian fort of Giarabub. The battalion went on to battle at Tobruk before engaging in 

further training in Syria. 

The battalion was eventually permitted to return to Australia for seven days leave followed by a new round of re-training using new methods. The men realised 
that a new enemy was to be faced to protect their families and their way of life, they must engage the Japanese. 
 
At 4pm on September 4 1942, ‘B’ Company of the 2/9th battalion of which Corporal French was a member, encountered heavy Japanese fire at Milne Bay. 

After ordering his section to take cover, John bravely wiped out two Japanese gun posts. 

As he advanced on the third however, he was hit with a barrage of bullets and fatally wounded but not before killing all of the three Japanese gun crews and 

successfully concluding the attack. John French was awarded the British Commonwealth’s highest award for gallantry, the Victoria Cross. 

“Wonder how the Navy’s getting on’ 

“Dunno haven't seen them lately” 

“I need a couple of guys who don’t owe me any money for a  

small routine patrol” 
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     The Men I Marched Beside         

 
Rain is falling on Tamara 

churning red mud all around 

and by a green capped djebel* 

a platoon has gone to ground. 

Each is sleeping in his blanket 

hearing not the bugle blow. 

Tread you lightly, young Tunisian, 

past the men I used to know. 

  
Other comrades see not Etna 

in that isle across the sea, 

for in the cornfields of Catania 

lie the men of Forty-Three. 

And the Lower Rhine at Arnhem 

flows past many that I knew. 

They lie their undefeated, 

Oaken-hearted, arrow true. 

  

Parachutes are long discarded 

on that silent dropping zone 

as the line of march goes onward 

through Bruneval and Beaune. 

I am hearing dead feet marching 

on the road to Oosterbeek. 

I hear again the roll call 

but the called-for do not speak. 

  

They come crowding in around me 

those faces of the bold, 

and my strength and resolution 

are fortified untold. 

The spirit that’s within me, 

lifts my head in silent pride 

recalling days behind me 

and the men I’ve marched beside.    

Anon 
This poem was sent to The War Poetry Website by Charlie Marsden with the following notes by way of explanation. 

“My late dad was in 2nd Parachute Battalion 1942 to 1947, & stayed in the Paras & SAS until 1972. He died 2 years ago, and I read this at his 

funeral. He'd had it tucked away for many years, and never knew who wrote it.   Charlie.” 

 

 “ Laurie Marsden joined the Royal Artillery as a Boy Trumpeter,  aged 15, in 1937. By 1941 he was a Bombardier PTI, and transferred to the 
newly formed Parachute Regiment. He was posted to C Company, 2nd Battalion, under Major John Frost, and jumped into Tunisia where he 

fought through the Campaign, being wounded several times. 

Then off to Sicily, where he was wounded again, but this time captured. Over the next 18 months he escaped three times, but was recaptured 
each time. He had learned to speak German, and was attached to the Military Police as an interpreter on his release. He stayed in the 
Parachute Regiment, both Regular and T A until 1964, when he was invited to become SSM of B Sqn 23 SAS if he passed selection. He did, 

and stayed there until he was 50 in1972. He died at home 5th Nov 2012, aged 90.”   


