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We have a pretty good idea from watching war on television, how battles are fought today. And we 
have an expectation that most soldiers will come home physically unscarred. Not so the First World 
War. It was probably no different from the Iraq War in terms of the type of young men involved or 
their motive for being there or the emotions they experienced. But it was surely a more terrifying and 
dehumanizing experience. And it was a war where territory was definitely more important than human 
beings. 

I have long wanted to discover my great-uncle Private Edward Michael Batten, ‘Uncle Eddie’. 
Because though he died so long ago I was aware his death caused great sadness for my grandmother, 
his sister. Even my aunt Meg Hughes who was only a toddler when he died was affected. No doubt 
my interest was captured too, in history lessons on the war and by such books as Erich Maria 
Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front.  It isn’t just Eddie I seem to be searching for, but all 
those young men who enlisted, yearning for heroism, and died in a futile field of mud. 

I obtained from the Australian War Memorial Eddie’s military papers, showing a brief impersonal 
history of his service from enlistment to burial. A grazier from Lue, Edward Batten enlisted in 
Bathurst on 15 April 1916, two days after his fortieth birthday (though he gave his age as 39 years and 
11 months). Red Cross files revealed ‘a decent sporting man of medium height’, ‘a tall ginger man’. 
He sailed from Sydney for England on 24 August on the troop ship ‘Anchises’ and arrived on 11 
October, remaining there till March 1917 when he went to France. The battle of Messines was his first 
battle. 

To understand Eddie’s experience at Messines we need an overview of the offensive. At this battle 
Australian soldiers experienced a new form of fighting on the Western Front, a form that would 
henceforth mark all battles on the Fields of Flanders. German machine gun units, like the allied ones, 
had previously fired from deep dugouts that often turned into water-logged traps. They were now 
shielded in shallow concrete shelters, later given the name ‘pillboxes’. Constructed right along the 
German lines these were hidden beneath soil and camouflage and could withstand a direct hit from all 
but the heaviest shells. Most pillboxes (also known as blockhouses) could only be taken from the 
exposed exit at the rear and were thus a frightening prospect to the oncoming allied infantrymen.  

The generals at Allied General Headquarters used lead pieces on table maps to work out their strategy 
for this battle they named ‘Magnum Opus’, the Battle of Messines, 7th June 1917. The objective - to 
capture the Messines ridge, (stage one) and then press the attack into the plains beyond the ridge 
(stage two) and ultimately into the town of Messines. Weeks before, engineers moved in to get the 
battleground ready for attack and lay the infrastructure for a large army – trenches, tracks, roads, 
buildings, but of more significance, minefields. Planes were used for reconnaissance of enemy 



	

 

positions and aerial photographs. The Germans had good reconnaissance too and knew a battle was 
brewing at Messines. In fact they had experienced an allied bombardment over the previous seven 
days.  

A battle usually began with a barrage of big guns, tanks and cannons, but the Germans weren’t 
expecting, at 3.10am on 7th June, just before dawn, the devastation, along the German defensive line, 
caused by nineteen mines, secretly laid by the allied engineers. The allied troops, who were assembled 
for battle, saw swelling mushroom-shaped balloons cast a rosy glow along the horizon; the Germans 
felt the impact. 

The mines achieved the purpose of dismaying the enemy as well as destroying equipment. Allied 
intelligence units checked enemy positions. Soon the infantry, waiting in trenches, were ordered to 
charge forward with their rifles and bayonets, under the cover of smoke and protected by Lewis 
machinegun units and snipers. Their aim was to overcome the enemy, take prisoners and weapons and 
take over the enemy position. Then they were to bunker down to protect the ridge so that the Germans 
could not retake it.  

And where is Eddie in all this action? His unit, a branch of the 45th battalion of the 12th brigade of the 
Australian 4th division is part of stage two. Unlike the brigades involved in stage one, Eddie and his 
fellow soldiers are aroused, not in the middle of the night but in the early morning, to dress, eat 
porridge and put on their kit, including their helmet, rifle, more than 200 rounds of ammunition, a 
haversack, entrenching tool and helve, bayonet and water bottle. They march in a four-column along 
the road, experiencing constant stoppages to allow tanks, trucks or other columns of men to move in 
front.  

Unlike stage one troops, there is cheerfulness rather than anxiety and frustration. They’ve been given 
the news that the attack is going successfully and they can see the cavalry winding its way up the 
Messines ridge. They have not been disturbed by gun-fire nor heard the gentle plop plop of gas 
bombs, nor had to respond to their sergeant’s urgent shout to put on their masks. They have not had to 
walk half blind and trying to stay calm in order to breathe properly, in single file through Ploegsteert 
Wood, under a constant fall of German shells. Nor, with gas lying densely on the ground, have they 
had to pass horses and mules gasping piteously on the edge of the road; or pass lifeless bodies caught 
in the shellfire.  

Indeed by 11am Eddie’s brigade, and another one who are to be part of the afternoon attack, reach the 
former allied line. As if in a gallery position they watch the battle scene before them – shells 
exploding on the summit, planes fighting in the sky, parties digging communication trenches, troops 
assembling behind flags, tanks marshalling in fields. One officer described it ‘more like a picnic than 
a battle’.  

Eddie must have felt enormous relief as, almost drowsing in the hot midmorning sun, he watched this 
scene of his first overseas battle and waited for orders to advance to the jumping-off position, which 
was just at that time being taped out. He wasn’t to know that troops working on the new trenches had 



	

 

been detected by the Germans, so that as the 12th brigade moved around the edge of Messines they 
experienced a fierce barrage. He also wasn’t to know that the afternoon attack would be put back by 
two hours, and they would be under even fiercer fire as they waited, exposed, for the new attack time. 
Even before the real battle had begun a number of his battalion had fallen dead or wounded. The 
others were exhausted by the long and anxious march. No it wasn’t a picnic. 

The order was given to ‘fix bayonets’. The barrage of large guns advanced at a quick pace and the 
infantry followed. Then they were on their own. It was as they approached the Oostaverne Line that 
the Australians met intense machine-gun fire from those pillboxes. The struggles now became 
ferocious.  Racked by machine-gun fire from a protected murderous enemy, seeing their fellow 
soldiers mown down in a barrage of gunfire, powerless at the prospect of several feet of concrete, they 
worked their way around to the back of a blockhouse, and with a maniacal shriek sprayed bullets or 
grenades into enemy targets even as the enemy raised their hands in surrender. The nobility of war 
was forgotten. It was a desperate, ruthless, feverish combat.  

We’ll never know at what stage in that battle Eddie received a gunshot wound to the neck or in what 
circumstances he was taken off the battlefield. Official records show he was wounded in action in the 
field on 7th June 1917. Three days later, on 10th June, he was admitted and transferred to the 76 Field 
Ambulance. On 15th June, eight days after being wounded, he was admitted to No 18 General Hospital 
at Camiers. Had he lain in the field for three days without medical attention?  Did he then lay on a 
stretcher at the edge of the battlefield for another five days? Did he get any relief for his neck wound? 
Who was with him? How badly was he wounded? How much did he suffer?  

All up Eddie spent six weeks in hospital, followed by another month, presumably convalescing or 
doing light duties. On 18th August 1917 he returned to his battalion to fight his last big battle at 
Passchendaele.  

Reference: C E W Bean, Official history of Australia in the war of 1914-1918 on-line 

 


