
 C h a p t e r   31  

435 
 

I considered this most necessary as it had some distance to 

traverse before reaching the 1st line German trenches, 

secondly in order to straighten its first line of advance it 

had to move half left before the right of the company could 

rest on Bay Point; thirdly previous to the intense 

bombardment enemy machine-guns had been particularly 

active and I wished to get the men through our wire whilst 

this bombardment continued; fourthly, it seemed of vial 

necessity not to run any risks in being late for the pre-

arranged barrage up to the Pommiers Redoubt.7 

B Company’s first wave was led by 20-year-old Lieut. 

Joscelyn Hugh Rawes.  Advancing at 7.30 am they were 

exposed and sky-lined on the crest of Carnoy Spur, every 

surviving German rifleman and machine-gunner in the 

vicinity homing in on the easy target.  Capt. Bull, recalling 

in a letter to Lt. Col. Price remembered:  

On leaving our trenches all four waves came under heavy 

machine gun fire - casualties occurring immediately - 

reinforcements going up immediately - it was carried out 

like a parade movement.8 

The CO commented in his report: 

As the machine-gun fire, even on cessation of the intense 

bombardment, was still very galling, the waves hurried 

through the gaps in the wire and doubled down the slope.  

It was on the gaps and the top of the slope that the machine 

gun fire was principally directed.  There was practically 

none at the foot of slope.9   

As the following rear B Company waves rushed out and 

formed up they encountered the same withering fire:  

We had only just got through the barbed wire when the 

officer fell, leaving me in charge.  On we went for about 

200 yards, under the most terrible fusillade of machine-gun 

bullets and shells.10            

Out in front Lieut. Rawes led the charge down the slope of 

Carnoy spur towards Austrian Trench.  The air was a lethal 

web of lead, cutting across and through the Bedfords from 

all angles.  The CO recounted:      

The machine-gun fire still continued to be very active and 

casualties were seen to occur before Austrian Trench was 

reached, but the waves still continued on their way, 

seemingly without a check.11 
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I3i The lead waves quickly gain Emden 

Trench but casualties are high.  The 

Battalion is forced into trenches for cover 

from a German machine-gun on the left of 

The Triangle.  I4i While R Fusiliers bomb up 

towards the Triangle Pte. Fish creeps up and 

bombs the machine-gun. I5i After a further 

advance in the open the Battalion is held up 

outside Pommiers Trench for 30 mins.  

Grounds work up Popoff Lane and through 

wire to make entry into Pommiers Trench.  

I6i Sergt.’s Laughton and Slough attack a 

German machine-gun that has come up out 

of a dugout after the lead waves have past. 

I7i Again the Battalion advances in the open 

but is checked outside Pommiers Redoubt.  

I8i A mixed team of Bedfords and R Berks 

bomb up Pommiers Lane. 

I1i Three German machine-guns one in The Triangle, one in Popoff Lane and one near 

Bund Support engage before and after Zero Hour.  At 7.27am two 500lbs charges destroy 

several bays of Austrian Trench and two Vickers fire along the German Parapet.  At 

7.28am Casino Mine detonates.  I2i The Battalion crosses No-Man’s-Land in six Waves.     
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One of the first casualties was Lieut. Rawes.  His runner Pte. 

Noah Faulkner was behind the officer and witnessed him die.  

Faulkner, who was also wounded, later wrote from hospital:   

As we tried to get through the German barbed wire, around 

10 yards from the German front line a bomb exploded next 

to him and the Lieut. doubled up and fell to the ground.12 

On the left, C Company, who went over slightly later than 

B, pelted through the gaps in their wire and then darted into 

the valley bottom in ones and twos.  The enemy fire was not 

as heavy, and they reformed into extended lines and 

advanced towards Austrian Trench.  

The German troops opposing 54th Brigade were Badeners of 

III Battalion, RIR 109, commanded by Haupt. Wilhelm 

Olischäger.  His Headquarters were initially siutated in The 

Triangle, then later in Pommiers Redoubt.  The forward zone 

was garrisoned by No.12 Kompanie, Leut. d. Res. Emil 

Gierich, with a sector that spanned from Bay Trench to just 

short of where Austrian Trench met the Mametz-Carnoy 

Road.  No.9 Kompanie, Leut. d. Res. Satter, garrisoned Bay 

Trench to Casino Point.  In the rear, No.10 Kompanie, Leut. 

d. Res. Ludwig Heiler held Pommiers Redoubt.  Haupt.  

Olischäger had inherited a defensive system that lacked 

adequate numbers of underground shelters, particularly in 

the first two trenches and the intermediate line, Pommiers 

Trench.  He had also been subjected to several large 

incursions ‘raids’ into his lines during the period of the 

preliminary bombardment.  This had drawn him to revise his 

defensive strategy.  It would be suicidal to hold his first two 

trenches due to the lack of shelter from the British 

bombardment.  As a result, he transformed Austrian Trench 

into a killing ground, constructing obstacles in the trenches 

intended to slow or channel attacking troops.  The forward 

trenches were abandoned and in-depth Austrian Support, 

Emden Trench and Bund Trench were garrisoned lightly but 

with machine-guns and snipers.  His main defensive line 

would be The Triangle, Bund Support, Popoff Lane and 

Pommiers Trench.13  

As the lead waves arrived at Austrian Trench, some found 

impassable obstacles forcing them to take detours.  For his 

report the CO received information from several survivors:              

The Company Sergeant Major of the right attack states that 

the German front line where he crossed it was filled with 

barbed wire and spiked stakes.  From previous reports it 

would appear as if the Germans only held parts of the front 

line and these parts are defended with machine-guns 

only… The CSM further states that the wiring and spikes 

seemed to him recently put in.14   

Casualties mounted, especially in officers as B and C 

Companies pushed on to Austrian Support and Emden 

Trench.  Close quarters fighting soon developed as the 

Bedfords closed with the Badeners.  Capt. Bull, following in 

the third wave of B Company, made it across No-Man’s-

Land uninjured.   

I entered trenches near Bay Point and saw the leading 

waves advancing on Emden - the right flank came under 

rifle fire from a party of Germans at the foot of Bay Lane - 

they caused considerable casualties - a lot of bombs were 

exchanged - eventually 3 or 4 surrendered - but the 

majority doubled off up Popoff Lane I fancy. The men 

advanced on Bund - I remember being stuck with the few 

men.15 

The 7th Bedfords fought doggedly forward.  Due to the heavy 

fire in the open, most entered the German trench system, 

fighting and bombing along the confines of the trenches bay 

by bay.  There appeared to be three enemy machine-guns, 

one on the right flank, firing from somewhere in the 6th R 

Berks area of attack.  The CO reported the second as:   

Severe machine-gun fire seemed to come from Popoff Lane 

which did considerable execution.16   

And a third: 

The left of the right attack was held up by a machine-gun 

in the right corner of the triangle, firing across the front of 

the right attack.17 

As the Bedfords approached Emden Trench, the left attack, 

C Company had no officers.  Lieut. James Cunningham was 

dead and the OC Capt. Ernest Clegg was wounded as were 

most the SNCOs.  It was 7.35 am, the 7th Bedfords were on 

track as per the artillery timetable, however it had been a 

deadly 5-minutes.  It was now that 19-year-old Sergt. Samuel 

‘Sam’ Impey took charge.  The young Sergeant would lead 

the left attack company unsupported to Pommiers Redoubt, 

it would result in the award of the MM.  On the right, B 

Company was in the same predicament, being practically 

leaderless as regards officers.  Only Capt. Bull and Lieut. 

Ferdinand N Sherwell remained.  In Emden trench the lead 

waves had all mingled.  The German machine-gun in The 

Triangle was still firing, engaging D Company who were 

now advancing in support.  From Emden Trench a short 

communication trench ran directly to The Triangle.  Utilising 

the cover of the trench, a 

mixed bombing party of B 

and C Company speedily 

crept along the covered 

approach route.  Once 

close, Pte. Herbert Fish, 

who had performed acts of 

gallantry in the past, 

crawled along the rear of a 

parados right under the 

noses of the crew servicing 

the Maxim.  He pulled the 

pin from a Mills bomb and 

tossed it among the 

unsuspecting Germans.  

The detonation put an end 

to the machine-gun and its 

team.  Undoubtedly Pte. 

Fish’s actions saved many 

lives, he was subsequently 

decorated with the DCM.  

 

Sergt. Sam Impey MM led the Left 
Attack Company from Emden Trench 

to Pommiers Redoubt. 
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A second situation developed on the right flank when a 

German machine-gun was bought up from a dugout in 

Emden Trench which had been missed by the lead waves 

who had passed it by.  As soon as the Maxim came into 

action, 22-year-old Sergt. George Laughton and his chum 

Cpl. John Slough of D Company on seeing the threat, made 

straight for it.  A German officer who was directing the 

machine-gun, seeing the fast-approaching soldier friends, 

lifted a Mauser rifle and shot Sergt. Laughton18 dead.  In 

turn, the officer was killed a split second later by Cpl. 

Slough.   

It was time to move, it was essential the lead waves stayed 

up close with the artillery bombardment.  Back in the open, 

B and C Companies advanced in one long extended mass.  It 

was less than 200-yards to the next German line, Bund 

Trench, the ground was covered quickly and fortunately with 

very little opposition.  As the lead Bedfords crossed Bund 

Trench Capt. Bull arrived near its junction with Popoff Lane.   

At this juncture I came across three or four small groups 

of Berkshires going in the direction of ‘C’ Coy they said 

they were bombers – they’d came over with their third wave 

and I took them along with me and joined the leading waves 

in Bund trench. I do not know what opposition the men had 

encountered here - but think very little. A strong bombing 

party had gone up Popoff Lane & we started off the near 

Pommiers Trench.19 

The Battalion slowly climbed the slope towards Pommiers 

Trench and their first objective.  So far the timetable had 

been adhered to.  However, it was at this point, just short of 

the first objective, that the Germans, many of whom had 

pulled back from the first four lines of trenches, made a 

stand.  Capt. Bull recalled. 

We must have got within 70-yards of Pommiers Trench 

without any opposition when suddenly we came under 

heavy rifle fire and machine gun fire from Popoff Lane and 

also from Pommiers trench and I remember seeing a good 

stretch of uncut wire to my immediate front, so we went to 

earth, those who found shell holes got good cover, but 

those lying in the open and those crawling for shell holes 

were picked off.20 

The Battalion was checked the wire in front had few (if any) 

gaps.  Any movement drew heavy fire from either Pommiers 

Trench or Popoff Lane, and to make matters worse, friend 

artillery was supposedly dropping short.  Capt. Bull 

continued: 

For some time, the ground was swept with a machine gun 

firing very slowly and very low from Popoff Lane, 

movement of any description was very difficult. The time 

was about 7.55 am, the barrage had just shifted to the 

redoubt.  Popoff Lane was approximately 100-yards to my 

right, evidently not cleared.  Further along on my left I 

could see troops advancing apparently without opposition, 

but between myself and these troops there was an interval 

of some 200-yards or more where there were no troops, 

behind this gap well down the slope I could see a 

considerable number of troops lying down, some of whom 

I subsequently found out were ‘D’ Coy.  This gap and 

formation is now explained to me by the fact that one or 

more of our big guns was pounding big stuff into this gap 

and dropping a few amongst us.  In the noise it was difficult 

to locate where shells were coming from, but at the time, 

we were all convinced it was our own artillery, this further 

confirmed by the fact that when our barrage lifted off 

Pommiers Redoubt it ceased and moreover before we left 

our own trenches shells of the same calibre were pitching 

into the parados where ‘C’ Coy were.  I saw it and Mr 

Sherwell has confirmed it and my view is it was the same 

gun or guns.21 

It would now take the bravery and ingenuity of small groups, 

individual men and JNCOs, to edge forward towards 

Pommiers Trench and carry the position.  Capt. Bull sent for 

reinforcements from D Company in Support. 

My orderly who I had sent to ‘D’ Coy for reinforcements 

returned with ‘D’ Coy Sergeant-Major and he arranged to 

Captured German MG08 fixed to an improvised mount. (Authors Collection).  
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get some men up behind me and also to send some up 

Popoff Lane.  I had already sent an orderly over to the right 

to get in touch with the Berkshires and he had returned with 

a very unsatisfactory message to the effect he could see no 

troops on our right.  

The D Company Sergeant-Major was CSM. Ernest Amos,22 

an old soldier and battalion legend.  Amos returned with 

more men, some of which were sent to Capt. Bull, whilst 

others were detailed to push up Popoff Lane.  Capt. Bull’s 

letter continued.  

During this period small groups of men on my right, 

entirely on their own initiative were cutting at the wire, 

although under rifle fire, they were most persistent.  It was 

very costly.  Our casualties here were very heavy.  

Eventually a few groups succeeded in getting into 

Pommiers Trench through the gaps on my right, they were 

followed by few men who had come up, probably ‘D’ Coy.  

It must have been shortly before 8.30 am that these men got 

through.  I cannot say what became of them, no doubt some 

went straight on to the redoubt, but a small party must have 

gone along Pommiers to Popoff Lane, because I remember 

coming across 3 or 4 badly wounded somewhere about the 

junction of the two trenches.23  

The identity of these brave and resourceful men is unknown.  

It is possible they saved the day, not only for the Battalion, 

but also the Brigade.  Their story and fate remains unknown.  

The Divisional History concluded: 

The preliminary training had been so thorough that the 

men remained cool and undisturbed.  In spite of the noise 

and of their unaccustomedness to this deadly type of 

fighting, the minds of individual men were so set on their 

own immediate job that they carried on methodically.24 

Once a foothold was established in Pommiers Trench it was 

exploited, sections of men cleared to the left and right.  Pte 

Victor Charles Taylor25 moving along the top of the trench 

saw one of his own battalion cornering a traverse.  A German 

was waiting for him with fixed bayonet.  Twelve more 

Germans waited behind.  Taylor seized the Bedfords soldier 

by his equipment and pulled him bodily out of the trench.  

Then he bombed the surprised Germans, killing six of them, 

whilst the others were made prisoners.   There was no escape 

for the remaining German garrison.  With nowhere to run, 

they were trapped between the Bedfords and Berkshires on 

the right and the Royal Fusiliers on the left.  Some tried to 

bolt across the open and up the slope towards Pommiers 

Redoubt, all were shot down to a man.  The remainder in 

Pommiers Trench were given no quarter.  On the left, where 

a machine-gun had been mounted on the enemy parapet and 

used against the Battalion, hundreds, even thousands of 

empty brass bullet cases were discovered.  Testimony to the 

weight of fire that had been unleashed on the Battalion 

during the 30-minute period they were caught and checked.   

Capt. Bull announced:     

The half-hour outside that trench will be a nightmare for 

years to come.26 

Momentum was not lost.  Climbing out of Pommiers Trench 

the intermingled C, B and D Companies advanced headlong 

up the slope towards the main prize, Pommiers Redoubt.  In 

parallel, on the right, a mixed bombing team of twenty 

Bedfords and roughly the same number of Berkshires 

bombed up Pommiers Lane.  On the left flank the Royal 

Fusiliers were also nearing the Redoubt.  The German 

garrison was estimated at several hundred, mainly No.10 

Kompanie and one platoon of No.8 Kompanie, RIR 109, and 

stragglers from No.’s 12 and 9 Kompanies who had 

scarpered back up the slopes from the forward positions.  

The garrison was supported by a few machine-guns of 

Musketen Detachment 132.   

As the 7th Bedfords ‘extended-line’ broke the crest of 

Montauban Ridge their upper bodies and heads were 

silhouetted against the morning sun, bayonets glinting.  They 

were only 200-yards and closing on the Redoubt.  A short 

distance to their front the first belt of barbed wire was 

visible, in places it remained an obstacle, whereas in other 

areas lanes had been half cut by the artillery.  Beyond the 

Redoubt, the supporting bombardment, which had only just 

lifted off the Redoubt, was falling on Beetle Trench, 

Montauban Alley, and sections of Maple Trench to the east.  

Then as if in one volley, tens of small flashes could be seen 

along the line of the Redoubt’s parapet.  A split second later 

bullets filled the air with a deafening whistle, smacking into 

flesh and equipment.  Men fell everywhere, some men fell 

unnaturally, their legs collapsing beneath them as if a rag 

doll, whilst others spun violently.  Within seconds the whole 

line had gone to ground, those that were capable crawled 

through the grass to any cover they could find.  Where men 

could, they returned fire.  Again it was going to be down to 

individual soldiers and small groups to slowly edge forward.  

With a herculean effort, slowly the line crawled closer, some 

firing covering shots, some moving, others cutting wire, but 

all the time under fire, casualties mounted.  Lt. Col. Price 

summed up the situation in his post operational report:   

I would here call attention to the close co-operation of the 

assaulting companies, from The Triangle to the Redoubt 

this was from all accounts most marked, it enabled all 

engaged to keep to the time-table laid down…As regards 

Capt. Wilfred Herbert Bull 

OC B Company. Wounded 

1 July 1916 returned later 

and killed 31 May 1917.   

2nd Lieut. Ferdinand Sherwell   

B Company. Wounded 1 July 

1916 returned later and killed 

13 June 1917.   



Z e r o   H o u r   5 4th   B r i g a d e 

440 
 

the actual storming of the redoubt, this was carried out 

piecemeal, by elements of B, C and D Companies, the later 

having pushed in sections here and there, all taking part.  

It is quite clear that the front face was forced by parties 

swinging around to the flanks.27   

On the flanks, bombers of the Bedfords and Berkshires had 

progressed.  After cutting their way through a ‘trench block’ 

of interwoven barbed wire, they gained a small footing in the 

west of the Redoubt.  On the left the 11th Royal Fusiliers 

were flanking from the east and rear of the Redoubt.  The net 

was closing in on the Badeners.  With pressure from three 

sides the Germans found difficulty in holding off or 

engaging each attempt to gain ground closer to their position.  

Inevitably, opportunities were seized by a few brave 

individuals.  Lt. Col. Price remarked:             

Here many individual acts of gallantry and devotion to duty 

were performed, as the German front trench which was 

held very tenaciously by the enemy was filled with their 

dead.  Here to our losses were heavy, many of the dead lay 

around the front and flanks of the redoubt.  It is 

unquestionable that the Germans who remained in the 

redoubt were either ordered or fully prepared to defend 

this vital point in their line of defence to the last.28 

One of those gallant individuals was a 22-year-old former 

agricultural labourer from Mildenhall, now L/Cpl. Henry 

Arthur Stebbeds.  While the Bedfords’ advance became held 

up outside the Redoubt by a second uncut belt of wire and 

enemy snipers, Stebbeds, a Lewis gunner, crawled some 

hundred yards to a flank with his gun.  Here he succeeded in 

getting into a fire position on the enemy’s parapet.  To his 

surprise, he was looking down a long stretch of straight 

trench filled to the brim with German soldiers.  He took aim, 

squeezed the trigger and holding the gun tightly ‘loosed off’ 

all 47-rounds of ammunition in several long bursts.  Within 

seconds it was over.  The scene to his front was of utter 
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carnage.  Most of his bullets went through more than one 

man, the trapped Germans hadn’t stood a chance.  In total 

Stebbeds put twenty-five enemy soldiers out of action, with 

many dead and others horrifically wounded.  His comrades, 

seeing his success, jumped to their feet and charged to his 

side.  The Bedfords had a foothold in the Redoubt.  L/Cpl. 

Stebbeds had not only inflicted heavy loss on the enemy, he 

had enabled the Battalion line to move forward.  For his 

gallantry Stebbeds was awarded an MM, although surely his 

actions were worthy of a greater decoration.  Despite being 

wounded, he survived the war, married in 1918, and died in 

1974 aged 80. 

The forced halt in front of the Redoubt had compelled D 

Company to close-up on the assaulting companies.  With the 

extra men re-enforcing, a small foothold in the Redoubt and 

with the Royal Fusiliers closing on the left flank, a dash was 

made for the forward edge of the position.  Groups of men 

made for gaps cut in the wire and surged forward.  There was 

very little response from the German trench, the enemy 

certainly being pre-occupied with the infiltrations on their 

flanks.  Led by D Company’s 2nd Lieut. William Joseph 

Wellesley Colley, CSM Amos and Sergt. William Bagg, C 

Company’s Sergt. Sam Impey and B Company’s Capt. Bull, 

the mixed parties entered the forward trench which was 

found to be full of dead and seriously wounded Germans.  

The living Badeners had either fled for the underground 

shelters or had pulled back towards Maple Trench.  Now 

followed a 20-minute frenzied bombing assault through the 

Redoubt, small groups peeled off, fighting along the 

confines of the trenches hurling bombs into every 

underground entrance.  No quarter was given by either friend 

or foe.  Lt. Col. Price described the bomb assault: 

The fight at this point was therefore extremely obstinate 

and costly to both sides, for the redoubt was not in our 

hands entirely until roughly 9.30 am.29 

It was now two hours since the Bedfords had gone over the 

top and along with other 54th Brigade troops they had 

captured their second objective, the vital ground of 

Pommiers Redoubt and the crest of Montauban Ridge.   

Almost immediately, the new gain came under a sporadic but 

sustained shrapnel barrage which wounded Capt. Bull -  but 

not before he had begun re-organising the mixed companies 

into groups that could continue the attack.  However, the left 

assault group, in an effort to avoid the falling enemy shrapnel 

and with a momentum that was unstoppable and now 

leaderless as Sergt. Impey was also wounded, continued 

onwards across the open towards Beetle Trench.  They 

advanced right into their own XIII Corps supporting barrage 

which immediately compelled them to fall back to Maple 

Trench from where they had started.      

Consolidation had started and the clearance of the ‘warren’ 

of underground tunnels was continued.  Meanwhile, 

Battalion Headquarters had relocated to the former III 

Battalion, RIR 109, Headquarters in The Triangle.  On 

hearing the news of the Redoubt’s capture, Lt. Col. Price sent 

orders to Capt. Arthur Ernest Percival OC A Company in 

battalion reserve, to advance from his current location in 

Bund Trench to Pommiers Redoubt and beyond to the third 

objective.  The situation on Montauban Ridge was still 

precarious.  Montauban Alley, which ran from the east of 

Pommiers Redoubt was being tenaciously defended by the 

remnants of III Battalion RIR 109.  The right flank was wide 

open due to 53rd Brigade being held-up fighting in Carnoy 

re-entrant and the left of the Brigade was also under threat 

as the 91st Brigade fought its way slowly towards the east of 

Mametz.    

On his arrival in Pommiers Redoubt Capt. Percival 

discovered a worrying state of confusion.  There were men 

of four different battalions; Bedfords, Berkshire, Fusiliers 

and Essex, and he could initially find no Officers or NCOs.  

Percival immediately set about putting some order in place.  

At this time, the supporting barrage was falling on 

Montauban Alley and Beetle Trench and at 10.15 am it 

would lift to a new line further north.  Troops were organised 

with Royal Fusiliers on the left along with 2nd Lieut. Colley 

and three platoons of A Company in readiness, on the 

artillery lifting, to rush Beetle Trench.  Simultaneously all 

the Berkshires and Essex of 53rd Brigade were arranged into 

a large bombing party and sent up Maple Trench to a point, 

as close as they dare, to the southern edge of the 

bombardment.  At precisely 10.15 am the barraged lifted and 

both assault parties attacked.  On the right the mixed 

Berkshires and Essex bombers made little progress as the 

Germans fought stubbornly to hold onto Montauban Alley.  

However, on the left, Beetle Trench was rushed by the 

Fusiliers and 2nd Lieut. Colley’s three platoons of A 

Company.  Turning right, Colley led an aggressive bombing 

assault along 500-yards of Beetle Trench.  By 3.30 pm he 

had linked up with elements of the 6th Berkshires and 10th 

Essex in a communication Trench that linked the later trench 

with Montauban Alley.  The official account of this action 

recorded that 2nd Lieut. Colley was instrumental in carrying 

the position and went on to say: 

Capt. Arthur Ernest Percival. OC A 
Company. Went on to command 
the Battalion during 1918. Later 
Lieut. Gen. CB, DSO & Bar, OBE, 
MC, OStJ, DL (26 Dec 1887 – 31 
Jan 1966) he went to build a 
successful military career during 
the interwar period but is most 
noted for his defeat in the Second 
World War, when he commanded 
British Commonwealth forces 
during the Japanese Malayan 
Campaign and the subsequent 
Battle of Singapore.  Percival's 
surrender to the invading 
Imperial Japanese Army force, 
the largest capitulation in British 
military history. 
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He was absolutely regardless of any fire, 

however hot.  In fact, he appeared to enjoy 

it.  This example was of the greatest value.30  

For his leadership and gallantry 2nd Lieut. 

Colley was decorated with the MC.  There 

now only remained one last push across the 

open to achieve the third and final Brigade 

objective.  For this final phase three platoons 

of 11th Royal Fusiliers and one platoon of 7th 

Bedfords climbed out of Beetle Trench and 

walked through the tall grass and weeds 

towards White Trench, 500-yards deeper into 

enemy territory.  To their rear right and left 

they could hear the battle still raging, 

continuous muffled thumps of grenades 

detonating in trenches alongside the clatter of 

small-arms fire indicating the slow progress 

back on Montauban Ridge and Mametz.  To 

their front the situation was the opposite.  XIII 

Corps’ supporting barrage had finished, green 

fields and leafy woods could be seen for 

several miles, the larks were singing, and not 

a single German soldier could be seen.  Within 

10-minutes the mixed company had reached 

White Trench which they occupied without 

firing a shot.  A forward screen was deployed 

and consolidation was started.   

The Battalion’s losses for the day amounted to 

two officers killed and thirteen wounded. The 

ORs suffered 79 killed, 212 wounded, 6 

missing and 9 died of wounds. This totalled 

313.  One of the casualties was 20-year-old 

Pte. Fred Armstrong, whose body was found 

on the battlefield by Rev. G Jarvis-Smith the 

Battalion padre.  Fred’s brother Charlie, also 

7th Bedfords, served in the transport section.  

The padre knew the brothers well, he left the 

battlefield to find Charlie and inform of the 

sad news.      

Although the Battalion casualties were not the worst in the 

Division they were particularly high in the number of 

officers, Sergeants and Corporals.  Summing up in his post 

operation report Lt. Col. Price stated: 

In conclusion I would bring to your notice the wonderful 

steadiness and coolness of all ranks under heavy shell and 

machine gun fire.  As before mentioned from Emden 

Trench to the taking of the Redoubt the men were 

practically without officers and the majority of their senior 

platoon and section commanders - a truly wonderful 

performance when it is taken into consideration that their 

training had not reached its second year.  Both during the 

preliminary bombardment when the weather was very bad 

and the men were living in trenches filled with water day 

and night, and during and after making good their final 

objective, the cheeriness and high morale of all ranks was 

remarkable.31      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7th Bedfordshire’s Casualties:  I1i Sergt. William Hyde, DOW 2nd July, Buried La Neuville Brit Cem.  I2i Sergt. Percy Rickard, 

Thiepval. I3i L/Cpl. Charles G Cox, Buried Dantzig Alley. i4i Pte. Arthur Godfrey, Thiepval. I5i Pte. Charles Field, Thiepval. 

I1i L/Cpl. William Chandler, Buried Dantzig Alley.  I2i L/Cpl. Stanley D Swift, DOW 6th July, Buried La Neuville Brit Cem.  I3i 

Pte. Frank Gates, Thiepval. i4i Pte. Frederick H Carter, Thiepval. I5i Pte. Albert G Broadhurst, age 24, Thiepval.  

I1i Pte. Frederick Wildman, Buried Dantzig Alley Cem.  I2i Pte. Lionel Ralph Worsley, age 33, Thiepval. I3i Pte. P Hale, 

Wounded in 22 places. I4i Pte. Sidney Thomas Smith, Thiepval. I5i Pte. Stanley W Fensome, Thiepval. 

I1i Pte. Thomas Burgess Carr, age 38, 

Thiepval.                                                  

I2i Pte. William George Clarke MM, 

Buried Dantzig Alley Cem.                     

I2i Pte. Frederick G Tuck, Buried 

Carnoy Mil Cem. 
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I3i I2i I4i I5i 

I1i I2i I5i I4i I3i 
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11th BATTALION ROYAL FUSILIERS (ZERO 

to FINAL OBJECTIVE):  

The 11th Royal Fusiliers commanded by Lt. Col. Charles C 

Carr were in position by 1 am with A and B Companies 

occupying the first two assembly trenches.  On the right B 

Company commanded by Capt. William Hamilton Hall 

Johnston bordered the 7th Bedfords.  The left flank, A 

Company, commanded by Major Arthur Cyril Hudson, held 

the distinction of XIII Corps’ left most formation joining 

with the 22nd Manchesters, 91st Brigade.  The two companies 

would assault at Zero Hour in four waves in extended lines 

as ‘left’ and ‘right’ assault respectively.  In support 

occupying the third assembly trench was C Company 

commanded by Capt. Walter John Gerald Hoare and in 

reserve D Company held a trench named Hyde Road West.  

The Battalion’s assembly positions straddled the lower 

reaches of Carnoy Re-entrant.  No-Man’s-Land here was 

narrow, only 120-yards at its shortest and 150-yards at its 

furthest distance across.  The German first line Austrian 

Trench was slightly elevated in comparison to the British 

line and then four successive trenches climbed up to the crest 

of Montauban Ridge.  The distance from the British first 

trench to the top of Montauban Ridge was 1,200-yards.  This 

would be broken into two objectives supported by five 

artillery lifts.  The first objective ran along a line from 

Pommiers Trench on the right to Bucket Trench on the left, 

the plan called for it to be captured at 20-minutes after Zero 

Hour.  During this first phase the Battalion would be required 

to capture several small German strong-points including 

Austrian Junction, the right of Triangle Point, the junctions 

of Black Alley and Emden Trench and Black Alley and 

Pommiers Trench.  The attack companies would then bomb 

along Black Alley to its junction with Bucket Trench, the 

support company would simultaneously form a left flank 

protection covering towards Mametz Village.  The next 

phase would start after a 40-minute bombardment of the 

second objective, Maple Trench and the eastern edge of 

Pommiers Redoubt.  On the barrage lifting, the Battalion 

would assault once more, bombing up Black Alley and 

across the open to Maple Trench and Pommiers Redoubt.  A 

last phase would be an advance to White Trench down the 

reverse slope of Montauban Ridge including the capture of 

Beetle Trench.  

The Battalion attack would be supported by the previously 

mentioned divisional artillery and mortars.  In addition 66th 

Siege Battery would engage with two heavy 9.2-inch 

howitzers, lifting one-minute prior to each field artillery lift.  

A single 18-pounder field gun had been secretly moved 

during the previous week to a camouflaged emplacement 

northwest of Minden Post, close to the Albert – Peronne 

Road.  From its hidden position, it would open fire at 6.25 

am firing on a straight enfilade shoot along the length of 

Black Alley at a range, over open sights of 1,400-yards to 

the nearest point.  Also supporting the Battalion were the 

already mentioned six Vickers-guns in Caftet Wood. They 

would engage with direct overhead fire onto targets, lifting 

higher up the ridge and extending their range as the Battalion 

advanced.  Underground, 183 Tunnelling Company’s two 

shallow galleries each housed a 500lbs mine, one opposite 

each of the two assault companies.  Other ‘spur’ galleries 

housed the two Vickers and manhole exits close to the 

German first trench. 

The 11th Royal Fusiliers spent an uncomfortable and 

cramped night in the open assembly trenches.  To make 

matters worse, by first light a fine rain was falling and a mist 

had descended.  As a result, the men were described as 

‘thoroughly chilled’.   At about 4.30 am spirits were lifted 

when the Battalion cooks arrived with tea laced with rum.  

This was warmly appreciated and lifted morale in readiness 

for the big day ahead.  At 6.25 am the barrage increased in 

its intensity.  In the low ground of Carnoy Re-entrant the 

dense mist shrouded the foreground, cloaking the British 

bombardment from those peering over the parapet and from 

the forward artillery observers in the second assembly 

trench.  The noise at this narrow point of No-Man’s-Land 

was overwhelming.  The crack of the field artillery was 

continuous, joined every minute by a noise that resembled 

an approaching express train, as 9.2-inch high explosive 

shells weighing 290lbs whistled overhead. This was 

immediately followed by an almighty crash and boom, 

shadowed by the sound of debris and large clumps of earth 

thumping to the ground.  As the minutes ticked closer to Zero 

Hour the mist slowly dispersed, revealing the bombardment.  

The German lines were adorned in smoke and dust from the 

incessant detonations, and there appeared to be not a living 

soul occupying them.  The German reply to the final hour’s 

bombardment was described as ‘feeble’, which had kept 

casualties to a minimum, unlike other 18th Division vanguard 

battalions located higher on Carnoy Spur who had suffered 

substantial pre-assault losses.  At 7.22 am the 3-inch Stokes 

mortars came into action and began their bombardment of 

Austrian Trench and Austrian Support.  At about the same Lt. Col. C. C. Carr DSO Commanding Officer 11th Royal Fusiliers. 
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time the six Vickers machine guns in Caftet Wood fired on 

two targets, with four guns enfilading Black Alley along 

with the single 18-pounder field gun and two Vickers guns 

against Bund Trench.  Without taking a wide detour Black 

Alley was the only direct link to the forward German 

trenches from Montauban Ridge and so, not only was it the 

likely route enemy counter-attack troops would descend, it 

was also their escape route.  The long bursts of .303 bullets 

arced over the top of the Battalion frontage between the 

boundary of B and A Companies.  At 7.27 am Sappers of 

183 Tunnelling Company thrust down the plungers which in 

turn created an electronic current initiating the detonation of 

the two 500lbs mines.  There was a small rumble followed 

by two huge orangey yellow jets of flame which heaved 

chunks of soil and chalk into the air before dumping it close 

by.  On the right the explosive at the head of Working 1.3 

destroyed one enemy dugout and the left mine in Working 

2.3 collapsed a short length of trench.  Both detonations 

formed craters roughly 50ft in diameter and 12ft deep.  

As the dust and smoke settled from the two explosions, 

bursts of fire opened from the two Vickers in No-Man’s-

Land, each gun targeting the German parapet.  In the British 

front trench the first wave of A and B Companies climbed 

the trench ladders and moved out through the gaps in their 

own wire and lay down in extended lines of sections.  Behind 

them, the second wave formed up in their rear.  The men of 

first wave looked over towards their officers and section 

commanders.  On the left, A Company’s lead wave was 

commanded by Lieut. Wilfred Nield, with a wave of the 

hand he signalled his men to advance.  As the Regimental 

History portrayed it: 

The men went over the top like bloodhounds let loose from 

the leash.32 

In a short space of time, advancing at a quick trot, they were 

in line with the Vickers guns who ceased firing.  Soon after 

they encountered the remnants of the German wire, which 

was cut to shreds and offered no obstacle.  Pte. George S 

Mayne was one of the first to reach the German trench.  He 

later recalled: 

Out of breath and to gather my wits and strength I dropped 

into a shell hole just in front of the German wire.  I peeped 

over the edge, fired a shot at a round hat on a German head 

that suddenly appeared, rushed the last few yards and 

jumped into the German trench.  I saw nobody there, friend 

or foe.  It was very eerie but I recall facing our front lines 

and being appalled at the poor positioning of them.  They 

were absolutely clearly overlooked by the enemy for all 

those terrible months preceding the battle.  Sitting ducks 

we must have been, I thought.33 

As the first wave slid down into the half-filled Austrian 

Trench, the second wave started its crossing of No-Man’s-

Land.  Here, like the first enemy trenches opposing the 7th 

Bedfords, the Germans only held Austrian Trench and 

Austrian Support with a few sentries and an occasional 

machine-gun.  Pushing on across the open towards the 

German second trench, the unmistakable clatter of a Maxim 

opened.  Bullets struck the first wave at close range.  It was 

now that the Battalion’s first gallantry of the day was won.  

Pte. Albert Payne of the right assault, on seeing the slaughter, 

dashed over the open straight for the machine-gun.  The crew 

were taken completely by surprise and captured.  With the 

opposition temporarily reduced, the lead wave rushed 

Austrian Support.  Pte. George S Mayne recalled:              

I then went on to the second-line trench and jumped in, to 

see a German soldier lying on the parapet.  With fixed 

bayonet I approached, then I saw his putty-coloured face 

which convinced me he was mortally wounded.  The 

German brought up an arm and actually saluted me.  I 

understood no German language but the poor chap kept 

muttering two words “Wasser, Wasser”, and “Mutter, 

Mutter”.  It took me a minute or so to realize he wanted a 

drink of water.  The second word I could not cotton on to.  

I am glad to this day that I gave him a drink from my 

precious water.34 

Momentum was not lost, the Battalion surged forward 

capturing Emden Trench at 7.34 am on time and as per the 

timetable of lifts.  As the first wave pushed on, Pte. Henry 

Roland Wheeler found himself alone in Emden Trench 

alongside seven Germans.  Three of these he managed to 

shoot in quick succession before his bolt jammed.  Retiring 

behind a traverse, he climbed on top of the trench from 

where he shot the remaining four Germans with a revolver 

he had found.  Wheeler35 was decorated with the Battalion’s 

second MM of the morning. 

Over the following five minutes during fighting for Bund 

Trench, The Triangle and the lower section of Black Alley 

resistance intensified.  III Battalion, RIR 109, had 

concentrated its defence in-depth.  The Fusiliers’ main 

opposition came from No.12 Kompanie commanded by Lt. 

de Res. Emil Gierich.  Over the next two hours No.12 

Kompanie would disappear as a fighting formation.  Gierich 

was taken prisoner and two of his platoon commanders  

German aerial reconnaissance photograph taken Sept 1916 showing the two 
craters in front of Austrian Trench. (Authors Collection).    
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Rotzler and Wilke were killed.  The Kompanie Feldwebel36 

Paul Lehmann was wounded and five platoon 

Vizefeldwebels37 became casualties, with two killed, one 

wounded and two taken prisoner.  In addition at least another 

fifty-nine men were killed and fifty-one taken prisoner, 

many of whom were wounded.   

The Badeners in Bund Trench were soon overwhelmed as 

dedicated bombing sections worked left and right clearing 

the trench.  The Triangle, a junction of three trenches, was 

captured in a ‘pincer’ as the Fusiliers bombed north and east 

along two trenches and the Bedfords worked west along the 

third trench.  The German garrison was cut off with no 

escape, they surrendered or were killed.  There was little 

time for self-congratulations, as the supporting barrage was 

moving on and the lead wave had to stay within its shadow.  

A dash was made across the 300-yards of open ground for 

Pommiers Trench, the first objective.  As the first Fusiliers 

approached the objective, an unpassable belt of uncut wire 

was encountered and at once the enemy fire increased.  The 

Fusiliers were in the open and checked, as were the Bedfords 

who were in line on their right.  On the left, 22nd Manchesters 

were falling behind, leaving the Battalion with an exposed 

open flank.  While B Company was checked in the open 

field, A Company on the left bombed up Black Alley 

towards its junction with Pommiers Trench.  The Badeners, 

on observing the Fusiliers open flank, foresaw their 

opportunity to take advantage and counter attacked.  Leut. d. 

Res. Markwitz sent forward one platoon of No.7 Kompanie.  

Crossing the open from the direction of Mametz the platoon 

of Badeners advanced in extended order towards 

Kronprinzen Graben (Black Alley).  Their aim was to hit the 

Fusiliers in the left flank, enter Kronprinzen Graben and cut-

off A Company.  Advancing in rear and support of A 

Company was C Company, whose left platoons were 

responsible for left flank protection.  The left most platoon 

was commanded by 20-year-old 2nd Lieut. John Huskisson 

Parr-Dudley, known as Husky.  On seeing the advancing 

Germans the young officer wheeled his platoon half left and 

engaged.  The action that then followed is best described in 

a letter to Parr-Dudley’s parents written by his Company 

Commander Capt. Hoare:                       

Quite early in the proceedings he saw that the Battalion on 

our left was hung up.  Our flank was ‘in the air,’ and seeing 

a party of some thirty Germans coming out to attack us, he 

gallantly swung his men round on his own initiative, and 

opened up fire on them, thus guarding our advance.  

Unfortunately, whilst he was arranging his men in the best 

position to ward off the menace, a German machine-gun 

came into action some 500 yards away, and the poor boy 

was shot in the head, but not before he got in touch with 
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our people on the left, and ordered up one of their Lewis 

guns, which shortly afterwards accounted for the whole 

party, and thus secured the safety of our flank.38 

2nd Lieut. Parr-Dudley’s death was witnessed by one of his 

men, Pte. Charles Murphy, who confirmed his death by a 

bullet to the head.  Parr-Dudley was the only casualty, he is 

buried close by in Dantzig Alley Cemetery.  

With the threat to the left flank diminished, the Battalion 

worked forward towards Pommiers Trench which was 

manned by German riflemen and at least two machine-guns, 

one of which was embedded in an emplacement.  On the 

right B Company in conjunction with C Company in support 

edged forwards on their bellies either finding gaps in the 

wire or cutting their own.  On the left, A Company Bombers 

continued to bomb up Black Alley, traverse by traverse, 

while the remainder of the Company crawled and darted 

forward in short rushes, always under fire.  At one point the 

first wave commander Lieut. Wilfred Nield was hit by a 

sniper’s bullet that completely severed his wrist.  Refusing 

to go back for treatment, he had the wound bound with a 

handkerchief, continuing to advance until another shot 

struck him in the leg and made further progress impossible.  

He was then carried and placed with other wounded in a 

nearby deep shell-hole.  A few moments after, a German 5.9 

shell burst in the crater and killed all its occupants, including 

Nield.     

It would now take the gallantry of individuals and small 

groups of men to fight forward.  On the left, A Company’s 

bombers had run into trouble in Black Alley.  They had 

encountered a small section of German bombers, who with 

a slight height advantage and with the longer ranged ‘potato 

masher’ type grenades, had checked the assault.  The 

Bombing section commander, seeing no way forward along 

the trench, called over for assistance from Sergt. Walter 

Brisby, a former draper from the Kings Road Fulham, who 

2nd Lieut. John Huskisson Parr-Dudley 

2i/c C Company. Killed 1 July 1916 age 

20. Buried Dantzig Alley Military 

Cemetery. 

Lieut. Wilfred Nield                                  

A Company. Killed 1 July 1916  age 25. 

Buried Dantzig Alley Military Cemetery. 

Below: British soldiers advance along a captured trench. (Authors Collection) 
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was in the open on the left of the trench.  Brisby nodded and 

set off without hesitation, crawling through the grass to the 

flank of the Germans.  As he gained ground the German 

bomb thrower spotted him, and turning to his right he hurled 

a grenade towards the Sergeant.  Fortunately it hadn’t the 

range to reach him, falling short, it detonated with a crash.  

Not wanting to give the German another attempt, Brisby 

jumped to his feet and sprinted towards the enemy trench.  

He had only gone a short distance when a second grenade 

tumbled towards him, this time it went long, detonating 

behind Brisby as he closed on the enemy position.  As the 

German reached for third grenade Brisby raised his SMLE 

rifle and loosed off a close-range shot which instantly took 

down the ill-fated German.  With an unstoppable impetus 

Sergt. Brisby launched himself into the trench and headlong 

into the three remaining Badeners.  With a ‘kill or be killed’ 

aggression, he attacked with his rifle and bayonet.  As the 

Fusilier Bombing Section ran forward to his assistance they 

cornered the bay to find Brisby standing over four dead 

German soldiers.  For his gallantry he was decorated with 

the MM.  He was later wounded at Thiepval in September, 

during March 1918 he was awarded a DCM.  Surviving the 

war he returned to London where he died in 1932 age 54.   

Taking advantage of Sergt. Brisby’s exploit, A Company 

bombers continued the fight up Black Alley. Dugout 

entrances were quickly bypassed by the lead section, leaving 

them to be dealt with by the supporting sections.  At the 

junction of Black Alley and Pommiers Trench several 

German soldiers were taken by complete surprise.  Before 

they had a chance to grab their weapons they were shot down 

and killed.  No sooner than they had fallen to the ground, a 

second batch of enemy soldiers, led by an officer, suddenly 

appeared from a dugout exit.  The Fusiliers, many of whom 

had not had the chance to put another round in the chamber, 

dived into the Germans with their bayonets, rifle butts and 

fists.  The fight was brutal but short, in a brief few seconds 

it was over, the enemy soldiers’ bloodied bodies lying dead 

or unconscious around their dying officer.                             

On the Battalion right several men were slowly gaining 

ground, closing in on the parapet of Pommiers Trench.  One 

soldier, Pte. James Nicholson, had stalked to a position on 

the side of a large crater with slight elevation.  Through long 

grass he could see the heads and shoulders of six German 

soldiers who were actively sniping at the advancing rear 

waves of the Brigade.  Pte. Nicholson took careful aim at the 

nearest German and squeezed the trigger.  The discharge and 

recoil came as a surprise, the first German collapsed.  

Nicholson quickly worked the bolt action, loading a second 

round into the breach, he realigned the sights on the second 

soldier and calmly squeezed the trigger, the second German 

dropped.  The process was repeated until all six Badeners lay 

dead in the trench bottom.  Further along Pommiers Trench, 

beyond the six dead snipers, Nicholson could hear the chatter 

of a MG08 machine-gun.  Crawling over to the parapet he 

dropped into the trench and crossing the bodies of his six 

victims, he worked his way in the direction of the Maxim.  

At the last corner of the traverse, before the bay with the 

machine-gun, he extracted one of his two Mills bombs from 

his tunic pocket, pulled the pin and tossed the grenade in the 

direction of the Maxim.  Seconds later there was a crash 

followed by a cloud of smoke and dust.  The machine-gun 

fell silent.  22-year-old Nicholson, a former railway van 

guard, appears to have received no recognition for his 

actions on Z Day.  He was later wounded, and in February 

1918 discharged from the Army.   

On the Battalion left, A Company bombers had worked 

forward reaching the junction of Black Alley and Pommiers 

Trench where they met stiff resistance.  It was here that yet 

another act of gallantry was performed.  Pte. William T 

Taverner located a machine-gun in Pommiers Trench which 

was protected in a covered emplacement.  Dashing towards 

the position it was found to be barricaded, Taverner being 

unable to get at the gunner, stood on the roof of the 

emplacement.  Exposed and under fire, he shouted to the 

advancing waves to scatter right and left, away from the 

machine-guns arcs of fire, thus saving a number of men from 

becoming casualties.  Taverner was consequently decorated 

with the MM.  With footholds both on the left and right, 

Pommiers Trench was systematically cleared.  By 7.50 am, 

as per the programme, the first objective fell to the Fusiliers 

and the Bedfords.  There was now a 40-minute halt as 

Pommiers Redoubt, Maple Trench and Pommiers Lane were 

pounded by XIII Corps artillery.  The 54th Brigade history 

describes the men during this pause in the battle as: 

Quite cool and collected, and apparently very happy.  

Several of them were holding little sing-songs, while others 

were very energetically shaking hands.39 

The history goes on to reflect the scene around them: 

During our halt in this trench we have time to realize more 

than ever what the din of battle is like; for the roll of the 

French 75’s, the crack of our 18-pounders, the blast of the 

60-pounders, the deafening roar of the heavies, the 

whizzing of bullets and bursting of shells, and the painful 

cry of the wounded, remind us vividly that we are taking 

part in the world’s greatest battle.40 

Little did they know that the worst of the morning was yet to 

come.   

During the 40-minute bombardment, A Company advanced 

further north along a short stretch of Black Alley, beyond its 

junction with Bucket Trench, narrowing the gap between 

themselves and the forward edge of the supporting artillery 

bombardment.  The left of Black Alley was still an open and 

dangerous flank, as the Manchesters were still lacking 

behind.  The Germans also occupied the northern junction of 

Black Alley where it met Maple Trench and Dantzig Alley.  

As they approached this juncture heavy small-arms-fire 

brought the Fusiliers to a stop.  However, from their newly 

gained advance position higher up Montauban Ridge, it was 

now possible to see down towards Mametz and Fritz Trench, 

which worryingly appeared to be heavily manned by 

Germans.  Fritz Trench linked with Black Alley by short 

section of Dantzig Alley and so an imminent threat of a 

German counter attack, in force, now existed.  It was now 

that Major Gen. Maxse’s training in the use and cooperation  
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between the new infantry support weapons came into play.  

The matter was dealt with in a simple way.  Two Lewis guns 

were positioned on the parapet of Black Alley in such a 

manner as to command the approach to Fritz Trench.  Two 

3-inch Stokes, under the command of Capt. Hooke, 54th BDE 

TMB, were brought forward and mounted in the bottom of 

the trench from where they commenced a deliberate shoot 

against Fritz Trench.  Once the bombs were on target and the 

base plate bedded in, a short rapid fire began.  Stokes bombs 

landed every 3-seconds from each mortar, detonating on the 

ground or in the trench, deadly razor sharp shards of metal 

were flung in all directions.  At once the Germans abandoned 

the trench, attempting to escape across the open.  However, 

they did not get far as the Lewis guns rapidly cut them down. 

The 40-minute bombardment was due to lift off Pommiers 

Redoubt, Maple Trench and Pommiers Lane at 8.30 am.  At 

two minutes prior to that time 66th Siege Bty RGA (2x 9.2-

inch Howitzers) and 9th Siege Bty RGA (4x 6-inch 

Howitzers) lifted onto Beetle Alley and Montauban Alley.  

At the same time the 18-pounders of the Left Field Artillery 

Group switched from shrapnel to HE ammunition.  The 

distinctive ‘crack’ sound of the HE shells was the signal for 

the Fusiliers and the Bedfords to move.  Along the length of 

Pommiers Trench junior officers and NCOs gave the order 

to go over, men scrambled over the parados of Pommiers 

Trench.  Very soon a long extended line was advancing up 

the gentle slope towards Pommiers Redoubt.  At first, while 

the last salvos of field artillery fell on the enemy position, an 

occasional bullet zipped overhead.  Only a small section of 

the forward trench of the Redoubt had a clear view down the 

convex slope.  At 8.30 am the field artillery lifted.  About the 

same moment the Fusiliers and Bedfords broke the crest of 

the ridge, German sentries screamed down the steps of their 

shell proof shelters, “Raus! Raus!” (“Out! Out!”). Germans, 

predominately No.10 Kompanie RIR 109, raced to man their 

battle positions.  As the German infantrymen took deliberate 

aim, machine-gunners mounted their Maxims.  Within 

seconds all hell had let loose.  The characteristic crack and 

thump of 7.92mm Mauser bullets was joined by the “tat, tat, 

tat” of the MG08 machine-guns.  The crescendo of noise rose 

to a point where fire orders shrieked at the top of 

commanders’ voices were inaudible above the din. 

Pommiers Tr 

7/R109 

11th R. Fusiliers Left Assault (Black Alley):  

Mametz 

Bulgar Alley 

Dantzig Alley 
Cemetery 

I1i A Company lead the assault on the left up Black Alley towards their first objective.  On the Left the 22nd Manchesters have fallen behind leaving the flank open.  I2i On observing the British advancing up 

Black Alley and on realising the Fusiliers flank is open Leut. d Res Markwitz sends one platoon of No.7 Komp across the open to attack the Fusiliers side.  I3i 2nd Lieut Parr-Dudley C Company in support 

following behind A Company sees the Germans and wheels his platoon half-left advances and engages. He repels the German attack but is killed.  I4i A Company continue the advance up Black Alley until 

they are checked by three German bombers.  The bombing commander shouts to Sergt Brisby on the left flank for assistance. I5i Sergt Brisby works around the left in the open and singlehandedly attacks 

killing the three Germans. I6i At the junction of Black Alley and Pommiers Trench A Company have a brutal hand-to-hand fight with a section of Badeners. I7i Pte Tavener spots a German machine-gun in 

an emplacement, unable to get at the gun he stands on the roof and shouts at advancing Fusiliers directing them away from its arcs of fire. I8i During the 40-minute bombardment of Pommiers Redoubt 

and Ridge A Company push along Black Alley and into Bucket Trench only stopping when they come under heavy fire from Maple and Fritz Trenches.  From their new position on the top of the ridge they 

can see into Fritz Trench.  Two Stokes mortars fire onto Fritz Trench causing the garrison to run across the open where they are shot down by two Lewis-guns I9i.   
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The men of A and B Companies charged forward into the 

curtain of fire.  However, they did not get far, the German 

fire cut them down like a scythe.  Everywhere individuals 

darted back down the slope for cover or dropped into the tall 

grass, crawling as low to the ground as was possible.  Bullets 

whizzed past inches above their heads.  Some men lay still, 

not daring to move in the event it attracted an aimed shot.  

Eventually the German fire diminished.  Many of the 

survivors, now back over the lower crest of the ridge, re-

grouped.  Several had noticed uncut areas of barbed wire to 

the front of the Redoubt.  If the Brigade was to capture the 

top of the ridge they would have to find gaps or cut routes in 

the entanglements.  The two assault company commanders, 

Major Hudson and Capt. Johnson were mindful of their 

orders and mission, Brigadier Shoubridge had stressed the 

importance of the complete capture of Montauban Ridge to 

the success of, not only the Brigade, but also the Divisional 

attack.  They would have to try again.  Sections were re-

organised; a new attack line was formed and instructions 

issued.  The renewed assault would move in half section 

rushes.  The signal was given to advance, alternate half 

sections rose and rushed forward a bound before dropping to 

the ground.  The rear half sections now followed, moving 

forward and passing their comrades pushing on a bound in 

front.  As the next dash forward broke the crest of the ridge, 

the Germans, who were alert and ‘stood-to,’ opened fire.  

The skirmish line dropped into the grass, laying on their 

stomachs they came up on aim and returned fire.  After a 

split-second pause, Officers and NCOs barked orders for the 

rear half sections to get up and move.  Leading by example 

the young junior leaders jumped to their feet and sprinted 

forward, as they did the German fire intensified.  Some 

completed their bound whilst others fell short, dead, or 

wounded.  It was suicide, the Brigade operational report 

stated:                        

Several times the men reached the wire, only to be shot 

down.41 

It was impossible.  With the supporting barrage moved on 

and the Badeners holding the redoubt in force, shoulder to 

shoulder and with a determination not to allow the position 

to fall, the Battalion would have to try something different.   

Maxse had always instructed his officers and men to look for 

ways around an obstacle, use innovative tactics, look for 

openings on flanks and to utilise all the support weapons in 

their armoury.      

It was now that 32-year-old former cotton importer Capt. 

William Hamilton Hall Johnston,42 OC B Company, decided 

to attempt a left flanking manoeuvre.  His plan was to follow 

Pommiers Trench to Black Alley then north through A 

Company to the junction of Black Alley and Maple Trench.  

From there he would assault the Redoubt from an easterly 

direction.  As his Company fell back into Pommiers Trench 

Johnston led them west, picking up able-bodied men as he 

went.  Soon the ‘left flanking’ party had worked north along 

Black Alley where they met 2nd Lieut. William Howard 

Savage of A Company, who held a temporary trench block 

in Black Alley just short of Maple Trench.  Johnston swiftly 

organised his party into bombing sections and moved off, 

Mills bombs clearing their route.  At the junction with Maple 

Trench, a ‘blocking’ party turned left to protected the west 

(left) from the direction of Mametz.  The main assault group 

bombed east (right) along Maple Trench, each traverse and 

bay forming the next short objective.  Everything went to 

plan as the well-drilled teams slowly but methodically 

progressed towards the western boundary of the Redoubt.  

Then, when only 60-yards from their objective, the trench 

straightened, at the far end of the linear trench a German 

machine-gun protected the approach to the Redoubt.  As the 

lead bayonet men dashed along the trench, a burst of 

automatic fire cut them down.  The way ahead was blocked.  

Looking over the trench sides for an alternative route only 

attracted immediate sniper fire from the north and Beetle 

Trench, which was held by a small German force.  The 

Badeners of No.10 Kompanie were now under strain as they 

were being attacked on three sides.  On the right, bombers 

from the Bedfords, Berkshires and Essex were fighting up 

Pommiers Lane, to the front of the Redoubt, although 

making no headway, Bedfords and Fusiliers kept up a 

constant fire on the Germans forward trench.  The key to 

success was constant pressure and a decisive break-in to the 

Redoubt.   

Capt. Johnston worked back to 2nd Lieut. Savage to consult 

and request his assistance.  If Savage, who was already 

injured in the foot, could occupy or even better, take the 

German section holding Beetle Trench, Johnston would 

assault over the open in rear of the Redoubt.  To support the 

assault, Capt. Hooke would fire his Stokes Mortars.  

Johnston also positioned two Lewis-guns on the parapet of 

Black Alley, close to Maple Trench, from where they could 

enfilade the first two German trenches within the Redoubt, 

where German soldiers could be observed standing head and 

shoulders above the parapet.  It was about this time that Pte. 

James W Hughes, a battalion signaller, performed an act of 

gallantry that would see him decorated with the DCM.  

Knowing a message was very urgent, he chose a white 

signalling flag, the most visible and dangerous of all.  He 

stood on the parapet of Black Alley under a hail of shot and 

shell and, although soon wounded, he continued his work 

until he received a serious injury. 

Capt. Hooke’s Stokes, now aligned on the Redoubt, opened 

a deliberate rate of fire.  2nd Lieut. Savage’s party moved 

first, and while several snipers fired on Beetle Trench, 

Savage led his platoon west along Maple Trench and into 

Beetle Alley, taking the German garrison by complete 

surprise.  The Badeners were either killed in a fusillade of 

small arms fire and Mills bombs or retreated back along 

Beetle Trench, down in the direction of Caterpillar Valley.  

In his moment of triumph Savage looked over the trench 

parapet to check his left flank.  At this precise moment a 

German sniper squeezed off a well-aimed shot and Savage 

fell back, dead, into the trench.43 From Black Alley the two 

Lewis-guns teams climbed onto the open parapet, took 

careful aim, and opened rapid enfilade fire, .303 bullets 

ripped into and along the lines of Badeners lining the  
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I1i At 8.30am the 40-minute bombardment of Pommiers 

Redoubt, Maple Trench and Pommiers Lane lifts. Men of A 

& B Coy’s assault up the slope towards the redoubt with the 

7th Bedfords on their right. Under intense fire the attack fails 

with the survivors falling back   I2i A second attempt tries 

advancing in short rushes, this also fails. I3i Capt Johnston 

OC B Coy decides to try something different.  He leads his 

men along Pommiers Trench and up Black Alley to A Coy’s 

block at Maple Trench commanded by 2Lt Savage.  I4i 

Johnston leads a bomb assault along Maple Trench towards 

the Redoubt until they encounter a long straight section of 

trench which is under heavy fire from the Redoubt and a 

party I5i of Germans in Beetle Trench. I6i Johnston pulls back 

to Savage’s trench block and asks him to attack the German 

Beetle Trench party.  I7i Johnston organises two Stokes to 

engage the Redoubt and two Lewis guns to enfilade along 

the first two trenches of the Redoubt. I8i 2Lt Savage attacks 

the German party killing them or making them flee but is 

killed himself. I9i As the Stokes and Lewis guns put down 

covering fire Johnston leads his men in a wide loop attacking 

the Redoubt from the rear soon after the German resistance 

breaks and 54th Bde troops enter on all sides.  

Pommiers 
Redoubt 

Mametz Wood Caterpillar Wood 
Montauban 

020 
010 

030 

080 

050 

040 

060 

070 

090 

  


