Private Albert Arthur Olley
Rod Martin
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It was July 1915.  The war at Gallipoli was not going very well, but an active propaganda campaign by the Australian government was still being very successful.  In fact, the month of July saw the largest single number of recruitments across the country - 36 575.
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                              Recruitment poster 1915           (Museum Victoria)

No doubt buoyed by the propaganda of the day, butcher Albert Olley of 8 Newsom Street in Ascot Vale joined the throngs and signed up on the sixteenth of the month.  It is probable that he had attempted to enlist in 1914, as he noted on his attestation form that he had been rejected earlier because of a chest issue.  Times had changed, however.  Prime Minister 'Billy' Hughes had pledged an extra 50 000 men for the battle, and the enlistment requirements had been liberalised in order to obtain the required number.  Albert (called 'Berty' by his family) was now welcome in the ranks.
Twenty-eight year-old Berty was assigned to 11 Reinforcements of 14 Battalion and completed his training at Seymour, Ballarat and Broadmeadows before embarking with his comrades on A71 HMAT Nestor on 11 October 1915. At 173 centimetres tall and weighing sixty-five kilos, Berty was not a big man, but he was obviously keen to do his bit for King and country - and quite possibly see a bit of the world on the side if he could.  He was headed for Egypt and then, presumably, to Anzac Cove to join in the fight against the Turks.
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         HMAT Nestor                                                                                       (MuseumVictoria)
By the time Berty and his comrades arrived at the Australian camp at Tel el Kebir in Egypt it was 4 February 1916.  Gallipoli had been evacuated and the decimated Australian force, once again replete with the extra numbers, was in the process of being reorganised.  Along with other units, 14 Battalion (by that time known as 'Jacka's Mob' after Corporal Albert Jacka had won the first Australian Victoria Cross at Gallipoli) was split in two, each half being made whole with new arrivals and one being labelled as a newly created battalion.  Berty remained with 14 Battalion and was involved in training in the desert environment for a few months.  His training was interrupted, however, by two bouts of sickness, the first in March and the second a month later.  His initial complaint was diagnosed as influenza, but his later one was listed as 'mild nephritis': an inflammation of the kidneys.  He was discharged as fit on 21 April, but he was in hospital again the following month, presumably for the same complaint.
We do not know the extent of Berty's illness.  Suffice it to say that he was obviously well enough to sail with the rest of the battalion for Marseilles on 7 June.  From there, the men proceeded to the training camp at Etaples, near Boulogne.  While at that location, and for reasons unknown, Berty transferred to 12 Australian Machine Gun Company.  One can speculate about the reasons for the transfer.  Did his further training indicate that Berty had health and fitness issues that would only become more pronounced if he stayed in the infantry?  We simply do not know. What is known is the fact that, in joining a machine gun company, Berty was only moving from the frying pan into the potential fire, as later events were to suggest.
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                         Members of 5 Australian Machine Gun Company        (Wikipedia.org)

For obvious reasons, machine gun 'nests' were special targets for opposing troops.  They could wipe out a whole charge by infantry in very short order.  They were located on the front line, where danger lurked in every crevice.  Berty joined his unit on 20 August and was probably soon involved in the action.

The Battle of the Somme had begun on 1 July 1916.  By mid-August, 12 MGC was located at Berteaucourt-les-Dames, having advanced north from the River Somme over the previous six weeks while in support of 4 Division AIF.  The division had recently suffered horrendous losses at Mouquet Farm and Thiepval, and was licking its wounds. 12 MGC took the opportunity to clean and repair its guns, and to train its new arrivals, no doubt including Berty.  On 29 August, the company moved back into the front line, next to the ruins of Pozières village, replacing 2 Division, which had been mauled at Mouquet Farm. The guns were positioned at various spots in the front line.  They remained in rotation there until relieved by Canadian units on 2 September.  The company then went into reserve again.
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                    Mouquet Farm, 1916                                            (AWM E00005)
During October, the company spent most of its time in a quiet section of the front line.  It was still a dangerous spot, however, and there were regular exchanges of indirect fire.  It stayed there until the twenty-second, when it was relieved and went into reserve.

At the beginning of November, the company moved to Flesselles, north of Amiens in Picardy.  On the eleventh, they marched to Fricourt and entered the front line there the next day.  Ten guns were positioned in the front line, with five guns in support. Three men were wounded when taking over.  The danger of this position was emphasised yet again the next day when one man was wounded while taking communications to a position and subsequently died.  Heavy rain was falling and hampering operations, and the Germans were heavily shelling the area.  Snow began falling on 17 November, and heavy frosts were interspersed with rainy days.  On the twenty-fifth, with the weather wet and the Germans firing more shells, Berty and another man were killed instantly by one of them while at the company headquarters.  According to a Red Cross report, Berty had been slightly wounded by a 'whizz bang' shell a day or two before while moving from the sergeant-major's dugout, and he went to the nearest dressing station.  It was decided to locate him at the company headquarters and put him on light duties until he recovered.  While there, and being treated in a dugout by a medical corps man, a shell landed directly on top of them.  The medical corps man was killed instantly and Berty's legs were blown off.  He died just as rescuers reached him. 

 The two men were buried at the nearby temporary cemetery at Flers Dressing Station, and a wooden cross was erected.  Later, their bodies were disinterred and transported to the Guards' Cemetery at Lesboeufs, sixteen kilometres north-east of Albert.
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                                                              (Commonwealth War Graves Commission)
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