LT Samuel Thurnhill

Direct Fire Amid the Wreckage of Pozieres
22-23 July 1916

Major Darryl Kelly OAM




Outline

* Background

* Command Selection
* Mission

* Execution

* Filling in the Gaps
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Background............

* 19/20 July 1916 - Fromelles had been fought and lost
* Interest now switched to breaking the deadlock on the Somme

* Theipval, Pozieres and Butte de Warlencourt #

e are still in enemy hands
 wouldn’t fall to allies until the 315t of December #

* Pozieres attack cancelled twice previous *

e Australian 15 Division is brought up to try and break the deadlock

* Eve of the Australian assault on heights of Pozieres
* One commander seized this delay as an opportunity
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LTCOL Alfred Bessell — Browne
Commander 2" Field Artillery Brigade




LTCOL Alfred Bessell — Browne

* Perth Artillery Volunteers - 1896

* Decorated Boer War veteran (1t & 5" WA Mounted Infantry)

e Battery Commander 37 Battery (Militia)

* Graduate of a Military Science Degree*

* Commanded 8 Battery throughout Gallipoli and Cape Helles Campaigns

* Forward thinker but stifled at Gallipoli
« Ammunition shortages, Ammunition types, Out of date tactics, Command friction

* Now he had the flexibility somewhat, to seize the initiative and command




Outline of the Mission

* Single gun with sufficient ammunition

* Direct fire task

* Enfilade enemy defences and destroy the enemy’s barricade

* Personal reconnaissance forward

* Cease fire in complete darkness and move to selected area

* Deploy in complete darkness and under cover of main barrage
* Watches synchronised every hour from 1800hrs 22 Jul

* Withdraw

* Simple in theory BUT




Command Selection...........

* 6 Battery allocated the task

 Wanted an officer in command

* Didn’t allocate the task until the evening (
* Twilight / Sunset — 2047 hours

* Moon Rise — 2322 hours

* 45% illumination with intermittent cloud
e Zero Hour — 0030 hours — 23 July

h) of the 229 July



LT Samuel Thurnhill

* British born

e Came to Australia in 1912,

* Enlisted in 1914 with onset of war

* Served at Gallipoli in 8 Battery

* Wounded August 1915, shrapnel wound to left ear

* Evacuated to Malta

e Returned to battery, March 1916

* Posted to 6 Battery as gun number

 Commissioned to 2" Lieutenant - 12 March 1916

* Promoted to Lieutenant — 10 July 1916 — no formal officer training




Preparations......

* Review of available intelligence
* Fixation / Orientation

* Detailed reconnaissance by Thurnhill
* Route selection
* Vulnerabilities
« Ammunition type and quantities
* Location friendly troops
* Withdrawal / Escape / Destruction Plan

* Reconnaissance conducted under extremely heavy fire




End Jul 16
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Thurnhill’s
Left Flank

THIEPVAL

OVILLERS POZIERES

.AUST RALIAN WAR MEMORIA
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Preparation of the gun and horse teams

* Extra grease on pivot points, axles and wheel hubs
* Sandbags wired to wheel rims

[ " TIW b o
o

* Truck types were cut down and wired to wheel rims ﬂ "

* Chains were wrapped in sandbags
e Sandbags wrapped and tied around horses hooves

All this was done within hours
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Zero hour........

* 0000h - 23 July 16 — steady stream of fire falling on enemy trenches
* Thurnhill and detachments manhandle gun and wagon forward

* 0028h - 23 July 16 — All guns of the 15t Division open up

* Free fire for two minutes

* 0030h - Guns lift fire to orchard area
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Zero hour

* 0030h - Thurnhill opens fire
* 0030h = Infantry goes over the top

» After expending all ammunition (115 Rds), Thurnhill ceases fire and
withdraws gun

e Detachment withdraws

* The gun is pushed into a shell crater
* recovery can occur later
* breech and firing mechanism removed and carried separately *




* This was a ‘Maverick Undertaking’ by Bessell-Browne

* No mention
e 1 DIV Operational Orders
e 1 Div Arty Operational Orders
* 1 Div Arty Operation Summary (0200h entry) seemed vague, aloof and past tense
« 2"d or 4th Battalion Unit War Diaries

e He was a forward thinker

* Visited the captured German pillboxes at la-Boisselle and Ovillers
* Knock down houses but retain and improve cellars and lower floors

* |dentified the strength of German defences and their use of
reinforced concrete




Analysis / Lessons........

* Direct fire was still an valuable tactic — as he used at Gallipoli
* Carried the fight to the enemy by use of artillery
Thurnhill -
* Given a task and got on with it cobh
* Lateral Thinking and Common Sense
to get the job done
* Good use of the ‘What If?’

* Actions on compromise or possible capture .- & .74
* May have actually fired on Gibraltar as well




LT Samuel Raymond Thurnhill MC
Killed in Action
5 November 1916
at rest

Caterpillar Valley Cemetery
Longueval, France

Lest We Forget
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22. 7. 16

12 2&!1

to 12 350am

12 50am
t0o 1 am

1 0 am
to 1 50am

1 30am
to 2 am

2 0 am

2 Ogm

Iesued Divisional Artillery Order for action of
Artilleyy in attack on POZIEHES.

Bombardment by all batteries of trxench X 5 b 4.1 to
X 4d 1.1

First 1ift = All batteries on line X 5 b 24.3% to
X 4 c 7.4

Second 1ift - All batteries on line X 5 b 2.5% to
X 4 ¢ 7«4%

Third 1ift - All batteries on line X 5 a 24.8% to
X 4 ¢ 5*.5*.

All batteries except howitzers firing on thdrd 1lift.
Pate slackened to 100 rds per brigade perxr hour.

Received report fiom 0,C., 2nd F.A.Brigade that sbe
one gun under Liegt. S.R. Thurnhill bhad gone forward to &
position 200 yards behind oux front line on the main
ALBRERT = BAPAUME roud. At 12 30am this gun fired 115
rounds enfilading eremy's position. It was then with=
drawn into a orater and the detachment re turmaed without
casualties,

Short report from 2rd F.A.,Brigade stating that half
an hour before commencement of operations 0.C., 2nd
Battalion asked their fire to be lifted as our infantxry h|
had gohe out. This was done on instructions from CRAe.
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‘e

flank wos fully exmossd end resting on our front

Turing e onaritlon on ovening 20nd.July
naar POZIERDS, soting under instractlons issusd
by 0.0. 5th.Beotisry, Lieal.THURNHEILL was datailed
fto make 2 recohnaissances with o visw Lo toling
formard o sun on Join ALBTRT - BAFAIRIE road Taowx
the purpos? of dsmolishing eneny's barricads and
anfilading rozd through villape of POZITEES which
g to e attacked that nmignt., Licul . .THUREILL
med=s the reconraicszance and cventuvelly sarrisd
out this tesk, porticulors of which ars hareundet

To enrrig cut iz task he firet mulffled his
pun cnd wagon by wiring sandbags round the tyras
of his wagon end Tor the pun he uaed old tyres
from mechanical transport vans which he wirzd
to the whesls. The gun w2 coved forvord as far
3 posaible with tesams and then ruan out by hend
o close bohpird our ovn front line, ke toolk un
2 pogsliticn on the road wuihiich cnabled hiim o carr:

e ails tacsk. I wlll peirt out heras thzt hic lafy

line which ran parallsl to the ALBZRT - BAPAMLE
road. . Having successfully pot into posiiion h=
wmoited tntll the firet barrege of 2 nimtsz had
finished thenm hz ppomad fire ond exoonded 118
rovads omn his ftoske = 213 She gnoavicition e had,
and sucecesafully withdres his pun and Asiachnent
Fithout easu=liy. This task aenteiled carzful
rzoonnaizsanee under heovy fire cnd to have
Brousht it to o succasasgful isous meant it o be
garrisd out mothodically and sntailled comransou
determiraticon of thoss gongernzi.
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During the first assault, Lieutenant Thurnhill, of the 6th Battery AFA, had one of his 18 pounder guns
manhandled to within metres of the German positions, from where it engaged the defences with over
115 rounds of direct fire. In this way, many obstacles and enemy positions were destroyed which would
otherwise have been left intact, with potentially dire consequences. The only other way in which such
results could be duplicated would be through well aimed, observed indirect fire. It will be remembered
that such tactics were also used to great effect by the British, at Neuve Chapelle in 1915, but as with many
of the lessons from this earlier battle, it was not adopted as an accepted practice.

THE METAMORPHOSIS OF THE GOD OF WAR:
The Changing Face of Australian Field Artillery in World War One
LTCOL Nicholas Floyd
Royal Regiment of Australian Artillery



Promoted colonel and temporary brigadier general in January 1917, he was in charge of the 5th Divisional Artillery
until the end of the war and in this period emerged as an outstanding commander, constantly showing his capacity for
solving difficult problems of technique and command.

At Polygon Wood he sent three batteries to cover the Australians' exposed right flank: this was probably the first time
that defence of a flank by artillery had been attempted in a trench-warfare attack.

With the transition to mobile warfare after Villers-Bretonneux in 1918, he quickly adapted tactics to give close support
to the advancing infantry during the attacks on the support systems of the Hindenburg Line and the final penetration
at Bellicourt. Here, in its finest performance during the war, the 5th's artillery put down a creeping barrage at an angle
of ninety degrees from the line of sight to cover an attack at Le Catelet.
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