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Digging Up a War

War and writing about war has been so much part
of my life that it is not possible to separate the
personal aspects from the professional. My pre-
occupation with armed conflict should not,
however, be taken to indicate that I glorify war or
gain any satisfaction from it. Few people who have
experienced war in all its horror would claim that
it had any element of glory. In truth, war is
barbarous and evil while participation in warfare
as a combatant is dangerous and shocking,
exhausting and filthy. When in action, soldiers—
much more than warriors of the sea or air—are
often bitterly cold or gaspingly hot, soaked with
rain or sweat, strained to the limit of physical and
mental endurance ,and sometimes desperately
afraid.

Following my youthful direct participation in
war, my interest in conflict became intellectual and
historical. Leadership, morale, courage, fear and
other military stresses, all intrigue me, as do
differences and disputes inspired or exacerbated by
religion, nationalism, imperialism, expansionism
and rampant commercialism.

As an historian, I track the course of combat,
from the clash of great armies to the No-Man'’s-
Land patrols of only a few soldiers. Much can be
learned from the written word, in the form of
official records or personal letters and diaries, and
I have spent a lot of time in libraries and archives,
delving, analysing and assessing.

But my researches go beyond this. Armed with
maps of various kinds, with a compass and
occasionally a metal detector, I venture onto old
battlefields in an effort to get closer to the soldiers
of earlier generations and their activities. In a
vicarious and sometimes emotional sense I want
to join them. This applies most of all to my own
people—the Australians—and in particular to the
Diggers of the Great War, or what we now call
World War 1.

They saw active service on the Western Front,
which, in France and Belgium, divided the armies
of Germany and its allies from those of the Western
allies, on the Gallipoli peninsula and in the deserts
of Palestine. In all three theatres of war I have
sought evidence of the Diggers’ presence through
the objects they left behind. This involves digging
into the battlefields. I long ago coined the term
battlefield archaeology to describe this exploration,
which in practical terms is a matter of unearthing
relics from trenches, shell-holes, mine craters and
No-Man’s-Land.

Except in a few areas these battlefield features
no longer exist, having long since been obliterated
by farmers, foresters and others reclaiming the land
which war had disfigured. However, it is possible
to locate precisely where trenches and craters
existed and where the trenches and the belts of
barbed wire which protected them created No-
Man’s-Land, the disputed territory which lay
between the opposing armies. By the same means
of research—described in detail elsewhere in the
book—1I can place the position of mine dug-outs,
as they were called, the deep shelters where large
numbers of soldiers sheltered from barrages of high
explosive and shrapnel shells. Similarly, I know the
position of military hospitals and of dumps where
stocks of shells, ammunition, rations and other
impedimenta of war were stored. In addition, I
have located many barns and farmhouses where
soldiers were billeted.

These are the places where, beginning in 1956,
I have carried out my battlefield archaeology. It
is a form of archaeology with an extra dimension
compared to traditional archaeology, since I include
the artefacts of military history that I find in barns
and billets where soldiers once sheltered and slept.
I justify this in a metaphorical sense, since [ am
‘digging up’ such artefacts.

Knowledge of the soldier’s way of life and his
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3 Where to Search

Anybody visiting a battlefield may become an
archaeologist, for a limited time, with nothing more
complicated than a wartime map, a modern road
map, a guidebook and a military history relevant
to the place to be explored. As a professional
historian following in the footsteps of the Diggers
I need trench maps, battalion and other unit
histories, the official histories of the campaigns and
aerial maps taken during the war as well as current
aerial maps. The memories of old soldiers, whether
in note form or on tape, can be useful but their
directions cannot be relied upon.

Perhaps the most significant tool is a military
feel for the ground. As a result of training and ex-
perience, I can recognise where men must have
sheltered from shellfire, where an artillery observer
or a sniper must have stationed himself, where a
machine-gun crew would be likely to set up their
Vickers or Maxim gun. But I have met several
people without experience of war who, after study-
ing the ground, can point to a place where a com-
mander might have set up his headquarters or
where an 18-pounder crew could have established
their gun position. It helps to understand the
military thinking of the time—or lack of thought
in the case of the generals of World War 1. The
British and French generals sent men in their
thousands charging over exposed crests: find an
exposed crest and you find a killing ground. The
sheltered side of hills, that is the side facing away
from the enemy artillery, can be a fruitful archaco-
logical field. In sheltered places army hospitals,
dumps and bases of various kinds were established.

Some Frenchmen once told me that at a certain
place near Aix Noulettes near Arras I would find
an entire field hospital long since covered over but
complete with cots and corpses. A glance at the
ground was enough to tell me that not even a small
medical station, such as a regimental aid post,

would be placed in such a position, let alone an
entire hospital. In the same region I was taken to
a hillside where local inhabitants pointed to a hole
and told me it was a ‘soldiers’ tunnel’. It was only
a natural drainage hole, twisting angularly but
perpendicularly into the hill. It was much too
narrow for even a slim soldier without equipment.
In any case, a tunnel in that particular place would
have made no sense.

The one indispensable record necessary for a
serious search is the trench map. Army Field
Survey companies composed of map specialists
existed for no other purpose than to supply reliable
maps which showed trenches, barbed wire defences
and artillery positions. These maps included the
usual features shown on ordnance survey maps—
height contours, churches, buildings, dams and
lakes, railways and many other aids to identifica-
tion of position. They were kept up to date on a
regular basis or amended immediately after an
offensive when trenches, barbed wire entangle-
ments and strongpoints had changed hands. It was
literally a matter of life or death to possess a well-
drawn trench map, and British Field Survey units
were superbly efficient.

Trench maps rarely indicate what battalions,
brigades and divisions might be holding a partic-
ular trench system, partly because units were so
frequently changed but mainly so that vital
information would not be revealed should a map
fall' into enemy hands. However, with a dated
trench map in one hand and a unit history in the
other it is possible to place a particular military
formation in a certain position at a definite time.

One map in my possession was used by, a staff
officer of the 59th Infantry Brigade. The map itself
was issued by the 96th Field Company in May
1918 and covers the area of Souchez, Givenchy and
Vimy, extending as far east as the German
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form of battlefield archaeology—the view behind
the lines as the soldiers saw it.

The evidence of trench maps is always more
reliable than the memories of veterans who are
often ‘certain’ about the position of a trench or field
where they were in action when, in fact, they could
not have been within half a mile of it. The fact that
their memories are unreliable after so many
decades is understandable. In their time vast
stretches of battlefield had few, if any, distin-
guishing features. As far as the eye could see were
churned-up acres of ground or mud crisscrossed
and scarred with innumerable trenches. But
generally the eye could see nothing except through
a trench periscope. The man who poked his head
high enough to take a good look at the country-
side would almost certainly get a sniper’s bullet
through it. There was a terrible sameness about
much of the country and when soldiers were in the
open they had no time to look at it; they would
have been making an attack and needed all their
concentration for the job in hand.

Well behind the front line it was much easier
for old soldiers to be certain that they recognised
a particular place and this was especially so about
billets if the buildings survived the war. In the late
1970s an old Canadian ex-soldier returned to a
house in a village behind the lines near St Eloi on
the Vimy front. He had come on a sentimental
pilgrimage, he told the family now living in the
house, and asked if he could go into the back
garden. The French people were happy to welcome
the old warrior and were amused when they saw
him take some bearings. From the back door and
at right angles to it he stepped out fourteen paces,
then he turned at 45 degrees and marched four
more paces, after which he asked for a spade. The
French family smiled at one another and humoured
the old man who prised up some bricks which
formed a path and then dug cautiously into the
earth. After 15 minutes’ exertion he carefully lifted
out a full gallon jar of rum. ‘I hid this on the
seventh of April 1917” he said, ‘and I swore I'd
come back for it.” When he buried the rum on
7 April he must have known that two days later
he would be taking part in the great attack on Vimy
Ridge and he wanted to preserve it.

I have dug up or found on the surface several
rum jars and many jar fragments but never one
with rum in it. Many a full jar must have been lost
in the mud but salvage teams which scoured the

fields soon after it became safe to do so would have
given full rum jars their instant attention.

While each of the maps I have described has
some special quality, ordinary trench maps are also
informative and anybody wishing to make a start
on battlefield archaeology can use them. The
conventional signs on these maps indicate enemy
supply dumps, ammunition dumps, dugouts, huts,
observation posts, listening posts, barbed wire
entanglements, mine craters, fortified mine craters,
gun emplacements, machine-gun and trench
mortar pits, and organised shell holes, that is, shell
holes which have been set up as machine-gun posts.
Sometimes enemy airfields are shown.

Map 36 SE for an area near Lille has all these
places marked and as it is labelled Trenches corrected
to 30.7.1918, only three months before the end of
the war, may be regarded as definitive.

I treasure trench maps which show Australian
positions. One that I have found particularly useful
in my searches is Hendecourt, Edition 5, Special Sheet,
scale 1: 20,000 showing parts of 5IBS. W., S.E. and
57C N.W., N.E. This map was prepared in
mid-1917 just after the Battles of Bullecourt, in
April and May 1917, where the AIF was so heavily
involved and suffered so many casualties.

On the bottom or SW section of the map is the
Bullecourt battle area, stretching from the village
of Noreuil and the valley beyond it, where the AIF
brigades formed up for the assault, to Bullecourt
and through the battefield to Riencourt and
Hendecourt. These two places were part of the
Germans’ Hindenburg Line. The maps shows
British/Australian trenches in blue and German
lines in red—and there is infinitely more red than
blue on the map. Leading northeast from Noreuil
are Melbourne Avenue, Sydney Avenue and
Hobart Avenue, all running forward to the railway
cutting and embankment from where began a large
part of the AIF assault in the two battles. I have
walked these trench lines—now farm fields—to the
cutting and beyond onto the battlefield itself. Many
relics still lie there.

Australians wanting to search battles of the
Western Front should take with them photocopies
of battle maps in those volumes of C.E.W. Bean’s
official history dealing with the AIF in France and
Belgium. It is useful to have with you volumes III
to VI but they are heavy and take up a large part
of an airline luggage allowance. Other maps appear
in General John Monash’s Australian Victories in
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4 "loday’s Evidence of Yesterday’s
Battle

In Europe, the most telling evidence of war is
provided by the thousands of cemeteries the length
and breadth of the Western Front and for many
miles in the rear of where the trench lines were
situated. In France and Belgium, Diggers are
buried in 758 of these cemeteries.

The greater the number of cemeteries and the
greater the number of burials, the more intense and
protracted the fighting. Cemeteries proliferate in
two areas in particular—the Somme of northern
France and the Ypres (now Ieper) Salient of
Belgian Flanders.

Many cemeteries were established by fighting
units and these, probably without exception, are
to be found in places where much fighting actually
took place. For instance, AIF Burial Ground, near
Flers, was at one time in the middle of the combat
area.

Bodies of slain soldiers were not taken further
than necessary because of the great effort involved
and the potential for danger to the men carrying
them. During the war there were many more small
cemeteries than there are now. After the war the
Imperial War Graves Commission (since 1960, the
Commonwealth War Graves Commission)
disinterred the bodies buried in some small
cemeteries and concentrated them in larger ones,
so a grave in a particular battlefield cemetery does
not necessarily mean that the soldier was killed
nearby, though he probably was.

Other cemeteries such as Vaulx Australian Field
Ambulance Cemetery, a few miles from Bullecourt,
were started by Field Ambulances. Many wounded
soldiers were evacuated from the battlefield but on
the often long journey to the rear they sometimes
survived only as far as the Field Ambulance
position or a casualty clearing station.

Some of the really big cemeteries were started
by field hospitals, stationary hospitals, general
hospitals and base hospitals. These were all well
behind the lines and in nearly all cases out of enemy
artillery range. The vast majority of dead in these
cemeteries died of wounds as they reached the rear
area or the hospitals. With few exceptions, these
men were identifiable and thus are buried under
named headstones. By contrast, the battlefield
cemeteries contain large numbers of dead marked
only as ‘Known unto God’. It might be recorded
that a soldier is Australian, English, Scottish,
Welsh, South African, Canadian, Indian or from
New Zealand, but nothing more. This meant that
he had been identified by his national or regimental
badge. AIF men had the rising sun emblem on
their hat badge, collar badges and some buttons.

Many battlefield cemeteries are set in farm
fields, with crops of wheat, maize, potatoes or
sugarbeet growing right up to the walls of the
cemetery. It may be assumed that fighting took
place in these fields. Farmers who find shells in
their fields during ploughing or harvesting—a
frequent occurrence—usually place them at the
corner of the cemetery and the access road, ready
for collection by the authorities. For safety’s sake
do not touch them. You might be lucky enough
to find a bayonet or remnants of a steel helmet at
the same spot. I make a practice of walking right
around the outside of every war cemetery I visit
in the hope of finding a relic of some kind. I am
rarely disappointed.

Battlefield cemeteries, then, are pointers to the
battles which raged around them while rear area
burial grounds indicate the location of hospitals.
A hospital area can be a fruitful source for war
explorers. I have found badges, coins, bottles of
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