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Summary 

This document  expands on the official record of the 

military service of Thomas James (“Tom”) Barr (Serial 

Number 1072) by including details of the localities 

where Tom saw service and the momentous military 

operations in which Tom and his parent units 

participated. 

Tom in 1914 enlisted with the AIF for service abroad 

in WW1 and served initially in Egypt as a Sergeant 

with the 12th Light Horse Regiment.  He saw action 

with the Light Horse on Christmas Day, 1915, at the 

Affair of Waji Majid where a strong force of Senussi 

were defeated.  In 1916, associated with the formation 

of the Fifth Division Artillery, he transferred to the 

14th Australian Field Artillery Brigade.  He was taken 

on the strength of the Brigade’s 53rd Battery with the 

rank of Corporal.  In June 1916, the 5th Divisional 

Artillery  moved from Egypt to France as part of the 

move of the Australian divisions to the Western 

Front.  Tom fought in the first major Australian 

operation on the Western Front at Fromelles in Northern France in July 1916.  He became 

seriously ill with pneumonia while deployed on the Somme front near Flers and Geudecourt during 

the terrible winter of 1916. This caused him to be evacuated and hospitalised in England. He 

subsequently spent most of 1917 with the Reserve Battery of the Australian Artillery on the 

Salisbury Plain.  Tom rejoined the 5th Divisional Artillery in December 1917 and fought in the 

seminal battle of Villers-Bretonneux, where he was gassed on 24 April 1918 and again evacuated to 

England.  Tom rejoined his unit on the front line on 12 October 1918 for several weeks before 

falling ill and again being evacuated and hospitalised in England. He returned to Australia on 2 March 

1919. 

During his time with the field artillery, Tom had a signals role and spent most his time laying 

telephone lines and performing forward observation functions.  The significance of the contribution 

of Tom and his gunner mates to the war effort can be gauged from following appreciation in Horner 

(1995): “Essentially the war on the Western Front was won by the power of the British artillery and 

the Australian artillery was a major part of it.  The Australian Corps had been one of the spearheads 

of the British advance, and in this its artillery had matched the aggressiveness, dash and discipline of 

its infantry counterparts”.  

Information collated in 2014 by Victor Stewart. 

Tom Barr in France 26 February 1918 
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Enlistment  

4 August 1914 - Tom joins the Army on the first day of the war and is assigned to the 33rd 

Fortress Company of the Australian Engineers at the South Head Fort in Sydney. Here he serves as a 

Signaller with the searchlights for 10 months. 

12 July 1915 – Tom enlists with the AIF for service abroad joining the 5th Reinforcement for the 

12th Light Horse Regiment as a Signaller.  To ensure he would be accepted for overseas service, Tom 

first undertakes further signals training and displays a high level of proficiency. 

5 October 1915 – Tom embarks at Sydney on HMAT A32 Themistocles and departs with other 

members of the 5th Reinforcement of the 12th Light Horse Regiment  for Egypt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

  

 

 

HMAT A32 Themistocles 

Egypt 

20 November 1915 - Following arrival in Egypt, Tom is taken on the strength of the Composite 

Light Horse Regiment in Heliopolis and commences training. 

The Composite Regiment of the Light Horse was grouped together with other British territorial and 

cavalry units and New Zealanders into the Western Frontier Force commanded by Major General 

A. Wallace.  Operating out of MERSA MATRU, the force’s purpose is to fight against the 

SENUSSI, a 5000 strong religious movement of tribesmen based in Libya, that was supporting the 

Ottoman empire and threatened the British forces in Egypt.  

11 - 13 December 1915 – The period saw the Western Frontier Force engaging the Senussi at 

the Affair of Wadi Senab. 

25 December 1915 – Tom sees action as a member of the Light Horse at the Affair of the Wadi 

Majid where the Senussi are defeated with some 370 enemy being slaughtered after the British forces 

get behind them.  Swords are carried by the Light Horse and employed during the fighting. The 

engagement saw Tom’s horse being shot from under him suffering wounds to its rump. 

Notwithstanding, the animal was able to later be mounted and galloped back to Alexandria. 
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Egypt 

17 February 1916 - Formation of Fifth Divisional Artillery authorised by HQ Australian and NZ 

Forces, Ismailia. 

22 February 1916 - 12th Australian Light Horse  Regiment officially reformed at Heliopolis. This 

remedied the situation that had applied prior to the Regiment’s 1915 deployment to Gallipoli where it 

had been disbanded and split up to reinforce the three Light Horse Regiments already ashore. 

As the 5th Divisional Artillery was built up in Egypt, a wide range of transfers from the 1st Divisional 

Artillery ensured a fair proportion of seasoned gunners passed into the formation. Reinforcements of 

volunteers from the Light Horse also joined the Divisional Artillery (Ellis, 1919) 

The organisation of the 5th Divisional Artillery in February 1916 provided for four brigades and a 

divisional ammunition column. Of these four brigades, three consisted of four batteries each equipped 

with four 18-pdr QF guns. The other brigade was a howitzer brigade and it had only three batteries, 

each equipped with four 4.5 inch howitzers. 

29 March 1916 - The 5th Division is moved to train in ISMAILIA in Egypt prior to serving in the 

SUEZ CANAL defences for two months until 25 May 1916. The period saw no fighting according to  

Ellis (1919). 

1 April 1916 - Tom is taken on the strength of the 14th Australian Field Artillery Brigade as a 

Signaller. 

16 May 1916 - T0m is taken on strength of 53rd Battery as a Gunner and promoted to the rank of 

Corporal in the field. 

The 14th AFA Brigade, in whose 53rd Battery Tom served, included three other Batteries of 18 

pounders namely the 54th, 55th and 56th Batteries. The Brigade is under the command of LT COL 

O.F. Phillips, a Battery commander at Gallipoli. 

Move to France & Western Front 

20 June 1916 - Thomas embarked in ALEXANDRIA in Egypt to join British Expeditionary Force in 

France. 

23 June 1916 - Disembarkation and entrainment of the Division commenced in MARSEILLES and 

continued until 30 June 1916.  

30 June 1916 - Tom disembarked in MARSEILLES in France after a sea voyage under conditions 

which were generally described by Ellis (1919) as ideal. An element of excitement is engendered by 

the diversion of his ship to Malta due to the threat of attack by an enemy submarine . 

The train journey from MARSEILLES took the Division through the enchanting French countryside 

to HAZEBROUCK near the Belgian border as shown in the sketch following from Ellis, 1919. 

 



Page 4 Thomas James Barr (Serial Number 1072) - WW1 Service 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Somme Campaign and the Battle of Fromelles 

7 July 1916 -  The 14th AFA  Brigade arrives in BLARINGHEM in Northern France from 

HAVRE a week after commencement of the SOMME campaign. 

10/11 July 1916 - The Fifth Division takes over a four mile section of the front line about three 

miles south of ARMENTIERES known as the BOIS GRENIER sector.   

12 July 1916 - Batteries of the Brigade take over from batteries of the 4th Division. 

13 July 1916 -  Intermittent bombardment of the enemy commences. 

15 July 1916 - 53rd Battery ordered to commence wire cutting. 

16 July 1916 - Orders issued for the artillery preparation for an attack on the enemy trenches at 

FROMELLES, seventy kilometres north of the battle of the Somme, and the site of the first major 

Australian operation on the Western Front.  

19 July 1916 - Seven hours of artillery preparations precedes the infantry assault.  
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19 July 1916 - The attack at FROMELLES by the 5th Division and the British 61st Division was in-

tended to discourage the Germans from withdrawing troops from this area and sending them south 

to the battle raging on the Somme.  The attack failed to achieve its tactical objective of capturing the 

German trenches but did serve to delay the redeployment of German troops south to the Somme 

for several weeks. The attackers suffer a disastrous defeat with 7000 killed and wounded. 5533 of 

these were Australians, making 19 July 1916 the bloodiest day in Australian military history. 

Batteries of the 14th AFA Brigade are reported in the Unit Diaries as being engaged in wire cutting 

and bombardment of the enemy’s front line, support and communications trenches. 

Shortly after the FROMELLES battle, the Division extended left from its contracted line and reoc-

cupied practically its old front line with the 14th AFA Brigade on the left side. 

The constant offensive policy of the Division kept the artillery very busy and General Christian and 

his team were kept hard at work devising and carrying out artillery programs for the discomfiture of 

the enemy. Much wire cutting to prepare the way for raids was necessary, and the artillery work 

during the raid itself called for the extreme care and precision.  The general plan was to smother the 

few yards of enemy trench to be entered with a concentrated  bombardment lasting a few minutes.  

During this, the raiding infantry would be lying in No Man’s  land within 100m of the bombarded sec-

tor.  At the precise moment  of the assault, the artillery bombardment would shift to the support 

and flank areas and the infantry would dash into the wrecked trenches and secure their identifica-

tions.  After staying a few minutes to collect further information and demolish the enemy works, the 

infantry would return to their own trenches while the artillery and machine guns would cover their 

retirement with fire along the flanks of the raided sector of the trench. 

19 August 1916 - 13 October 1918 - The Fifth  Division carried out more than a dozen raids re-

quiring artillery support over the period . 

Although the work of the artillery was mainly offensive throughout the period, the possibility of its 

defensive employment was not overlooked and all the artillery brigades evolved defensive measures 

to cover any emergency that might arise. 

The division remained in the vicinity of ARMENTIERES for nearly three months following FRO-

MELLES and was reinforced in September.  

17/18 October 1916 - The Division, less the Divisional  artillery, entrained moved and moved via 

HAZEBROUCK, CALAIS, BOULOGNE and ABBEVILLE, to AILLY LE HAUT 

CLOCHER,  a charming village on the lower Somme.  

The artillery remained at work in the AILLY LE HAUT CLOCHER  sector for about one month 

longer.  
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Winter 1916 on the Somme 

20 October 1916 - Winter was spent on the SOMME with the Division holding the line in the vicin-

ity of FLERS and GEUEDECOURT without undertaking any major operation (Ellis, 1919). 

An insight into the terrible conditions prevailing on the Somme front around FLERS in November 

1916 is provided in the following observation by Cotterill: 

“… no pen could ever adequately describe the misery and privations of the men holding the 

line. The trenches were ghastly ditches full of water and mud, and the decomposing remains of 

heroes of already forgotten battles … Rain fell nearly every day, there was no drainage, and the 

weather was too cold for anything to dry … mud was the God of this sector … in looking back 

the troops have only one horrible memory of Flers, and that is of the mud. It was as if the 

whole region had wilted under the terrific strain put upon it, and as if the backbone had gone 

out of the land, leaving only a soft, viscous mass for the troops to die in,”  (Ref: Cotterill, in 

Walter Belford, Legs–Eleven, Being the Story of the 11th Battalion (AIF) in the Great War of 

1914–1918, Perth, 1940, p.360–1). 

20 November 1916 - The Division’s second tour of duty in the Somme trenches opened with the  

frontage of the new divisional sector lying between GUEDECOURT and LES BOEUFS. The terri-

ble conditions prevailing in the sector are reflected in the huge sick lists which saw 1450 sick, including 

the Divisional Commander General McCay, being evacuated before the tour of duty closed on 23 De-

cember 1916. 

2 December 1916 - Tom is admitted to hospital suffering from pneumonia. 

12 December 1916 - Tom is evacuated from ROUEN in France to England via HS Gloucester Cas-

tle. 

13 December 1916 - Tom is admitted to the 2nd Southern General Hospital in BRISTOL, England 

suffering from severe bronchitis. 

January 1917 – Tom is moved to BISHOP’s KNOLL, another hospital that a man who had been a 

Squatter in Australia had set up in his mansion to treat wounded Australian soldiers. Tom is released-

from hospital on 22 January 1917. 

February 1917 - Tom attends the Army Signals School at HEYTESBURY and learns about the op-

eration of a different type of phone,  

12 July 1917 - Tom is promoted to Sergeant and assigned to the Reserve Brigade Australian Artillery 

(RBAA) based at HEYTESBURY on the SALISBURY PLAIN in England. The RBAA was estab-

lished for the purpose of training reinforcements for Australian Field Artillery on their arrival from 

Australia, and for re-training personnel who had been evacuated from the front through wounds or 

sickness.  His function is train young men to become signallers. In total, Tom spends about ten (10) 

months in total on the SALISBURY PLAN.  

6 December 1917 - Tom rejoins the 5th Division Artillery after spending most of 1917 in England.  

 

During Tom’s absence from the line, the Fifth Division engages in and 

achieves victory in a number of important battles including:  Beaumetz,  

Doignes, Louveral,  2nd Battle of Bullecourt, P olygon Wood (Site of the 
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Messines/Wytschafte Ridge 

6 December 1917 – The Fifth Division is holding the 6000 yards of the front line between 

HOLLEBECKE and WARNETON on the MESSINES/WYTSCHAFTE ridge when Tom re-

joins the Divisional Artillery.  The latter had about three weeks before supported Canadian troops in 

their PASSCHENDAELE operation. 

18 December 1917 – The Divisional artillery withdraws from the front line and moves to the 

SAMER area for rest and training, being the last element of the Division to do so.   

25 December 1917 - The divisional troops are granted three days leave over the 1917 Christmas 

period and many go to the port of  BOULOGNE. 

The training around this time places special importance in training on defensive tactics in anticipation 

of enemy offensive action exploiting the strengthening of German forces on the Western Front with 

troops being released from the Eastern front by the withdrawal of Russia from the allied side.  

2 February  1918 – The Fifth Divisional artillery moves back to its old sector of the front line on 

the MESSINES/WYTSCHAFTE ridge and every effort is devoted to defensive preparations. 

19 February 1918 – The start of numerous raids by Divisional troops to obtain prisoners and elicit 

intelligence about enemy troop deployments and plans. These raids continue until the 15 March 1918 

with many involving adept artillery support. 

 

 

Tom Barr in uniform during WW1 
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21 March 1918 - Great German offensive (Operation Michael) launched with 64 Divisions conduct-

ing the attack 

25 March 1918 - Orders received to move the Fifth Division to the Somme District as reports 

come in of “English soldiers retreating” in the face of the German offensive. 

4 April 1918 - The Fifth Division is ordered to proceed immediately to the BLANGY TRON-

VILLE area and to relieve the British Divisions located there. 

5 April 1918 - The Divisional front extends from just east of VAIRE-SUR-SOMME to VILLERS 

BRETTONEUX. 

9 April 1918 - The Second Great German offensive opens between ARMENTIERES and LA 

BASSE. 

21 April 1918 -  Tom witnesses the shooting down and death of the German air ace, Baron Von 

Richtofen in front of a hill in BONNAY in France at about 4.00pm.  The incident started when he 

saw a British plane coming over a ridge as it tried to flee a chasing German aircraft, the cocky pilot 

of which was waving at the troops below.  The Australian gunners opened up at a range of 500 to 

1000ft. The German aircraft jerked as it was hit but continued to fly on for a bit until it came down.   

The British plane that was being chased, piloted by a Canadian named Brown,  landed alongside the 

downed German aircraft.  The German pilot was dead when it came down. A claim was made that 

the machine gunners killed the Red Baron, but Tom’s recollection is that he was killed by a rifle bul-

let. Tom collected a piece of wing fabric as a souvenir. 

The Divisional history (Ellis, 1919) attributes the shooting down to the work of the anti-aircraft 

Lewis gun of the 53rd Battery manned by gunners Evans and Buie. 

23 April 1918 - The village of VILLERS BRETTONEUX and the areas around it are drenched 

with gas. 

Battle of  Villers Bretonneux 

24/25 April 1918 - German attack on the French village of VILLERS BRETTONEUX after 

heavy artillery preparation.  The 5th Division launches a successful counter-attack and succeeds in 

recapture of the town. The Division’s casualties of around 150 are wonderfully light according to 

Ellis (1919).  The decisive victory at VILLERS BRETTONEUX denies the Germans the chance to 

cut off the combined British Forces supply line and marks the end of the German advance towards 

AMIENS. 

24 April 1918 - Thomas is wounded (gassed) in action on the first day of the battle in France. 

21 May 1918 - Thomas is admitted to the 1st General Hospital, Stourbridge, Birmingham in England 

suffering from the effects of gas poisoning. 

22 September 1918 - Thomas departs England & proceeds to France. 
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1 October 1918 - The 5th Division less the Divisional Artillery is withdrawn from the line after 

three days of intense fighting and moved to a reserve position near HERVILLY.   

12 October 1918 - Tom rejoins his unit in the field in the vicinity of BELLICOURT. 

Around this time, Tom is sent out by himself to climb into a house to establish a forward observa-

tion station. Just inside, the house was struck and ceased to exist. Standing there he observes a mob 

of enemy making for nearby shell holes, sees a mound and jumps in beside it landing on a German. 

The German said “Don’t shoot, me Aussie”. “ You Aussie, Me Aussie – No”, responded Tom.  The 

German soldier turned out to be badly wounded in the stomach and dying. Tom showed his human-

ity in using his personal first aid kit to help the poor man, who died in Tom’s arms. In response to 

the dying man’s request, Tom undertook to do his best if he got out to return his gear to his 

mother. Tom returned to the Australian lines about 2 to 3 hours later when darkness came. The 

dead German’s personal effects were subsequently given to the Red Cross to send to his relatives.  

24 October 1918 - The Divisional Artillery withdraws from the line.  During the weeks prior, the  

Divisional Artillery cooperates in attacks by the 27th and 30th American Divisions. It also supports 

an attack by IX Corps in the Battle of the Selle River on 17 October 1918. 

30 October 1918 - Tom contracts influenza in the vicinity of ROUEN. 

2 November 1918 - Tom being evacuated. 

11 November 1918 – Armistice Day proved a memorable day for a man who started the day in 

his hospital bed suffering from Trench Fever.  Palling up with an American soldier who manages to 

get Tom out of his pyjamas and into an American uniform, the pair go down to the main gate of the 

hospital and hitch a ride into Birmingham on a brewery lorry. They are dropped outside a pub where 

Tom falls asleep on a couch and does not wake up until 4pm. Subsequently the pair go downtown 

and join the dancing in Birmingham Square. They subsequently meet up with two nurses and return 

to the hospital where they found the night nurse howling with worry about her missing patient. 

17 December 1918 -  Tom is admitted to 2/1st Southern General Hospital in England suffering 

from Trench Fever. 

Return to Australia 

16 January 1919 - Tom embarks in England for Australia on HMAT A64 Demosthenes (pictured 

below). This ship was the sister ship of the vessel that took Tom to Egypt in 1915. 

 

 

 

 

 

2 March 1919 - Tom disembarks in Sydney. 

14 June 1919 - Tom is discharged by 2 Military District. 

 



 

Page 10 

 

Thomas James Barr (Serial Number 1072) - WW1 Service 

Medals Awarded to Tom 

1. 1914/1915 Star 

2. Victory Medal 

3. British War Medal 
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