Although he stated his birthplace as Newstead when he enlisted in the army,
Ernest (Ernie) Emmett was, according to his birth certificate, born in
Guildford, Victoria, on 12 February 1891. He was the fifth son of John and
Harriet Emmett, one of eight children born to the couple. Harriet’s maiden
name was Corse and she was the sister of Susan Corse, who married Joseph
Turner in 1878.
Nothing is known of Ernie’s youth. Presumably, he grew up in the vicinity of
Guildford (his great nephew still lives in the area today) and later, perhaps,
lived in Hamilton, where his parents married and then had moved to by the
outbreak of World War One in 1914. We know that, by the age of twentyfour, Ernie was a labourer, a man of dark complexion approximately 174
centimetres tall and weighing around seventy kilograms. At the time of his
enlistment on 28 July 1915 he was, for reasons unknown, living in Brisbane.
He was one of a record 36 575 Australian men who signed up in that month,
many of them concerned that the news from Gallipoli was bad and incensed
that in the previous April the Germans had sunk the British liner Lusitania,
causing 1 200 men, women and children to drown. Ernie may have also
responded to an energetic recruiting campaign launched just after the landing
at Anzac Cove, also in April.

1915 recruitment poster
(National Library of Australia)
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When Ernie signed up, he became what was known as a ‘Fair Dinkum’ – a
soldier who enlisted even though he knew the odds were against him. He was
assigned to 11 Reinforcements of 9 Battalion, based in Brisbane.

He trained in that area and then sailed for Egypt on 21 October on A48
HMAT Seang Bee. Whether he went home to say farewell to his family
before embarking is unknown.

A48 HMAT Seang Bee sailing from Brisbane, 21October 1915.
(State Library of Queensland)

Upon arrival in Egypt, 11 Reinforcements were sent to the Australian base
camp at Tel el Kebir.

(Bean, Charles: Official history)
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The Anzac troops had returned to this base after evacuating from Gallipoli the
previous December. Now the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) was being
reorganized as part of a doubling of its size. In consequence, the Gallipoli
survivors of 9 Battalion were merged with recently arrived reinforcements to
form 49 Battalion. When Ernie arrived on 29 February, he and his
compatriots immediately became part of this new formation.

As part of 13 Brigade, 4 Australian Division and II Anzac Corps, 49 Battalion
trained at Tel el Kebir until the beginning of June. The troops then travelled
to Alexandria and boarded HMT Arcadian on 5 June for the voyage to
Marseilles in southern France.

HMT Arcadian

(http://www.wrecksite.eu)

They arrived in Marseilles on 12 June, boarded a train (probably
accommodated in cattle or horse wagons), and headed for the northern part of
France and the Western Front. 4 Division was initially assigned to the
trenches in the ‘nursery sector’ near Armentières (so called because the front
was relatively quiet there), taking up position on 21 June. Its job was to hold
the line in the area while the units of I Anzac Corps (which had arrived in
France in March) participated in the major offensive on the Somme River,
planned to begin on 1 July and designed to improve French morale by taking
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the pressure off the French forces under attack at the fortress of Verdun. It
was those Australian units that suffered appalling losses in the badly-planned
attacks at Fromelles and then Pozières later that month.
While based in the Armentières area, 49 Battalion underwent various forms of
training in preparation for action on the front line at the Somme (that would
come at Mouquet Farm, near Pozières, in August). The men were
occasionally involved in engagements with their German opponents, firing at
the enemy trenches, ducking the returning shots, sending over intermittent
artillery barrages and receiving some in return. One soldier was wounded in
such action on 10 July, the day before the unit was relieved by 60 Battalion
and transferred to the divisional bombing school at Sailly.
11 July 1916 was also the day that Ernie transferred to 2 Australian Field
Ambulance and became a stretcher bearer. His job would primarily be to
remove wounded men from regimental aid posts on the front line (they would
have been brought in from the field by regimental stretcher bearers) to
ambulances and thence to advanced dressing stations and field hospitals in the
rear. However, in many instances, such as during the first few days of the
attack at Pozières in July, he would also be replacing wounded or dead
regimental bearers, evacuating men from where they fell on the battlefield.
We cannot be sure of the reason why Ernie applied for such a job. It is
probable that he did it to join his older brother Robert (Bob), who had enlisted

2 Field Ambulance men. Bob is at
the right of the back row.
(Pamela Walsh)
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in the Field Ambulance in Melbourne in November 1914 and had served at
Gallipoli. Because Ernie joined up in Brisbane, it may have been difficult to
enter the field ambulance straight away, so he probably waited until he got to
Europe and closer to his brother. However, there may have been other reasons
for his transfer as well. It may be that he did not like the idea of killing others,
and preferred to help those in need. He may have discovered that he was a
pacifist at heart, but was prepared to take up a non-combatant role. He had,
after all, volunteered for the army in the first place. Whatever the reason, he
certainly did not leave the infantry for a less dangerous job. The ranks of
stretcher bearers suffered large losses during the war. Unarmed, these men
had to venture into hostile territory, such as No Man’s Land between the front
lines, to rescue wounded soldiers. Troops on both sides gave little thought to
sparing the bearers. For some soldiers, they were legitimate targets, and many
were shot down or blown up in their tracks. Others were simply in the wrong
place at the wrong time. As an example, 2 Field Ambulance’s casualty tally
during the period of 20 to 29 July 1916 was two killed and eleven wounded.
Furthermore, in joining 2 Field Ambulance Ernie moved into the thick of
things almost immediately. When he arrived at the unit it had just left Sailly
on its way to the front near Pozières, to support 1 Division (a part of 1 Anzac
Corps) in the attack there planned to begin on 23 July. That attack cost
Australia the largest single tally of casualties of any battle its troops have
fought in: 22 876 in a period of less than seven weeks. 2 Field Ambulance’s
total of retrieved and transported wounded in the first seven days of the battle
reflects this enormous attrition rate: 2 989.

The site of Pozières village, July 1916

(AWM EZ 0144)
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The reader should pause for a moment to appreciate the difficulty of the task
the stretcher bearers faced. It was not just a matter of running out into a field,
putting a man on a stretcher and carrying him in. That field had been churned
up by constant artillery fire. It was uneven, covered in shell craters, strewn
with barbed wire, riddled with corpses and bits thereof and regularly raked by
machine gun fire from the opposite trenches. Imagine how hard it would have
been to carry a heavy body over such terrain, often having to bend over while
running in an attempt to reduce the chances of being hit by a bullet in the back.
If the enemy had fired gas shells, the bearers had to stop, put their stretchers
down and quickly don their masks – which, of necessity, restricted their lateral
and downward vision, making their journey even more hazardous

(AWM HO9271)

– as well as that of their patient. Then, in September 1916, the autumn rains
came early, turning the battlefield into what Captain Basil Liddell-Hart has
described as
. . . a morass, in which guns and transport were bogged, while even
lightly equipped infantry could barely and slowly struggle forward.1
This situation made their task even more dangerous, and significant numbers
were caught out in the open, literally bogged down, either unable to move or
taking an enormous risk in slowly transporting the wounded to and from the
regimental aid posts in the front lines.
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Where the mud was a tragedy: the carriage of the wounded on the Somme
(AWM PO5380.002)

For the first three days of the battle, the men did not even have stretchers. To
speed up the rescue of the wounded over constantly shelled terrain, they were
sent out in squads of three and required to hand-carry the injured men from
post to post. Even when a lull in the bombardment allowed them to level out
the paths between posts and dressing stations and push the men on wheeled
stretchers, there were not enough of them to do the job efficiently. As the
unit’s war diary notes:
. . . it was found difficult to obtain sufficient bearers to cope with the
number of wounded adequately. The result was that many bearers had
to continue until quite exhausted and were then useless for some time.
However . . . the men [worked] splendidly under constant shell fire.
Casualties came in constantly on Saturday and Sunday, except for about
three hours in the middle of the day on Sunday, when there was a heavy
Barrage of shrapnel and H.E. over the road . . .
During the five days the bearers were magnificent [original emphasis],
carrying all the time under heavy shell fire, on the road the first two
days, and in Posieres [sic] wood the last three days. Throughout the
operations the 2nd Aus. Field Ambulance bearers carried from the Reg.
Aid Posts and the front line to Bailiff Wood corner; consequently they
endured much more shell fire than the other units.2
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Shrapnel bursts over stretcher bearers

(AWM EO0443)

2 Field Ambulance continued to support the attack into August, losing three
men to shell fire behind the lines on the seventh, before being relieved on the
twenty-second and moving away from the front line. Slowly but surely the
Battle of the Somme was grinding to a stalemated halt. Some territory had
been gained – at enormous human and material cost – but it was of no
consequence in strategic terms. In the words of A.J.P. Taylor,
The Somme [did not have] any purpose as a field of battle. No
strategical prize would be gained even if there were a great advance.
The Somme had been chosen in December 1915 solely because the
British and the French could fight here side by side.3
At the beginning of September, 1 Anzac Corps was withdrawn from the
Somme and sent to the area around Ypres in southern Belgium for a rest.
2 Field Ambulance followed it and was in place at Reninghelst at the same
time. It was not far from the action, however. It had simply transferred from
one battlefront to another.
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The strategic situation at the end of the Battle of the Somme, November 1916
( Carlyon: The Great War)

Belgium has long been described as ‘the cockpit of Europe’ because of the
number of significant battles that have occurred there over a long period of
time. By late 1916, two of those battles (First Ypres in 1914 and Second
Ypres in 1915) had made no significant difference to the strategic situation on
the Western Front. The Allies faced off against the Germans across a narrow
divide just east of the town of Ypres. Regular bombardments and sniping
from both sides were the order of the day. The word ‘rest’, when applied to
the movement of 1 Anzac Corps and its supporting units, creates an unrealistic
impression. The Ypres area was a dangerous place throughout the war. Just
ask stretcher bearer Private J. Tanner. He sustained a shrapnel wound in the
buttock at the Railway Dugout advanced dressing station on 30 September.4
The stay at Ypres continued into October, and the autumn rains helped to turn
the area into a morass of sticky mud. Belgian Flanders is a low-lying area,
much of it having been swamps in centuries past. Clever and delicate
drainage works had enabled farmers to utilize the area over a long period of
time. However, the massive bombardments of twentieth century ordnance had
destroyed the fine network of drains and canals, rendering the area an
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impassable bog for much of the year. The only way to move the wounded
efficiently was by specially constructed tramways and duckboards, some of
them proposed by 2 Field Ambulance’s commander, Lieutenant-Colonel
Hearne.

Stretcher bearers with a tramway trolley
(From the Australian Front)

Building duckboards

(From the Australian Front)

Before Hearne could see the fruits of his proposals, however, 1 Anzac Corps
was recalled to the Somme in mid-October to support the final stages of the
British offensive. 2 Australian Field Ambulance followed suit, leaving
Reninghelst on the fifteenth and arriving near Flers on the twenty-second.
Despite the battlefield having been reduced to a slough of mud, the battle was
still in full swing, with 1 Division having to mount a number of failed attacks
during the Battle of Le Transloy. Ernie and the other bearers were much in
demand. The unit diary records that, during the first half of November,
‘. . . owing to the very bad state of the roads, the carrying of stretchers was a
very heavy task upon the Bearers, and they were changed at intervals of 4
10

days.’5 In many cases, sledges were used to evacuate the sick and wounded to
the dressing stations. Hearne noted in his monthly report that
The very bad state of the roads, broken and deep in mud was the most
difficult feature of the position, and it was evident that in any large
operation very great numbers of Bearers and motor ambulance cars
would have to be employed. Cars frequently took 6 hours to run to
Becordel, some 7 miles away, and back owing to the bad state of the
roads and the congestion of traffic, and the mud in the Forward Area
was in many parts almost knee-deep.6
In two weeks, 2 Field Ambulance evacuated 2 946 wounded and sick soldiers,
fourteen of whom died.
The Battle of the Somme petered out after mid-November as the cold of
winter set in. In December, 2 Field Ambulance was relieved and moved to 1
Anzac Corps’ rest station at Belle Vue Farm. In the new year, the unit stayed
in the area of the Somme, supporting the corps while it participated in the
occupation of new territory left by the Germans as they conducted a planned
retreat behind the heavily fortified Hindenburg defence line. Subsequently,
the stretcher bearers had plenty to do in evacuating the sick (many suffering
from ‘Trench Foot’, an affliction caused by standing in mud for prolonged
periods of time) and wounded from such battles as Arras and First Bullecourt.
In one twenty-four hour period in April 1917, to give an example, 380 patients
were evacuated to Bapaume from the front line. In most cases, the stretchers
were carried on the bearers’ shoulders, generally over open country – easy
prey for shells and fighter ‘planes. On 5 May, to indicate this fact, four of the
bearers were killed and there were thirty-two other casualties during that
month.
In Mid-May, after some gains were made at the Second Battle of Bullecourt,
1 Division was withdrawn from the front for an extended rest. 2 Field
Ambulance withdrew to Frenchencourt in turn. It was still there in mid-July
when Ernie was granted some very well-deserved leave. As some of the
officers in his unit headed for Paris and leave at around the same time, it is a
fair bet that he did the same. However, as his leave period was three weeks,
he may have headed for Boulogne and the delights of wartime London.
Wherever he went, it is to be hoped that he was able to enjoy some of the
many entertainments both capitals had to offer. He would soon be dead.
When Ernie returned from leave on 4 August, he found that his unit had
moved to a number of farms at Oxelaere, not far from Calais in northern
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France. This move was in anticipation of 1 Division’s involvement in an
upcoming attack at Ypres. The Third Battle of Ypres (commonly and
erroneously called Passchendaele), was the brainchild of British commander
Sir Douglas Haig. After the disaster of the Somme, he reverted to an earlier
plan to ‘turn the German flank from the Ypres salient, occupy the Belgian
coast and capture the enemy’s submarine pens [at Ostend and Zeebrugge].’7
Haig argued that such a move would place enormous pressure on the Germans,
forcing them to move extra troops to the Ypres area, thus taking the pressure
off the beleaguered French Army further south, already suffering mutinies. In
addition, capture of the submarine pens would remove much of the threat to
Allied convoys in the Atlantic, involved in transporting troops, equipment and
food from North America. Moreover, he argued, German morale, already
crumbling, would be devastated by the inevitable losses in Flanders.
Many historians have been very cynical about Haig’s ostensible reasons for
the offensive. They argue that none of the reasons he provided holds water. It
is more likely, they suggest, that he was desperate to win a major battle – and
perhaps the war – before American troops began arriving on the Western
Front in large numbers and stole Britain’s thunder (America had declared war
on Germany in April 1917). Another possibility is that, without a victory in
Flanders, Haig would lose a political battle – and troops and equipment as a
result – against British Prime Minister David Lloyd George, who favoured a
plan to concentrate on the Italian Front and win the war from there. More
serious, perhaps, is the fact that Haig was attempting to achieve something
that was unachievable in two previous attempts, and in record time. As John
Masters comments:
What no one, looking back, can understand is why he hoped to succeed.
The year before, on the Somme, the British Army attacked for four
months, suffered 400, 000 casualties, and advanced an average of about
3 miles on a front 20 miles wide. Nothing had happened, and nothing
was proposed, that would alter this state of affairs – but the men were
now expected to advance 35 miles, the first 15 of them in under two
weeks.8
The prelude to the offensive, the mining of German positions on the ridge at
Messines in June, was a promising start. The Germans fell back after heavy
fighting, and the British and commonwealth troops occupied one of the very
few high points in the area. However, the offensive warned the Germans that
something big was afoot, and they reinforced their lines accordingly. The
length of time between the Messines operation and the major attack on 31 July
gave the Germans almost two months in which to do this.
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Third Ypres 1917: the battlefield

(Gibbs: From Bapaume to Passchendaele)

By the time 31 July came around, there were nearly a million men on each
side of the Ypres Front. With the Germans entrenched in their heavily fortified
line, Haig had neither a strategical nor a numerical advantage. Of concern
also was the weather. The success of the major attack of the campaign,
towards the village of Passchendaele and then beyond into the open plains of
Belgium and northern Germany, depended upon there being dry conditions.
The alternative did not bear thinking about. Rain plus relentless shelling
would turn the naturally marshy, heavy clay around the town of Ypres into
impassable mud, bogging down troop advances and destroying the ability to
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get heavy guns close enough to the front to provide effective preliminary and
protective bombardments. The Somme certainly had its muddy moments, but
it was basically rolling, chalk country, with reasonable drainage. Ypres was
something else altogether. Leon Wolff has described it as “gluey, intolerable
mud”.9

Stretcher bearers at Ypres

(AWM EO5270)

And rain it did, heavily, especially on the first day of the attack, at around 4.00
pm. To use Les Carlyon’s words10, the rain fell after some four million
artillery shells had been fired into the reclaimed swamp during the preliminary
bombardment. Thus began what Lloyd George described as “the battle of the
mud”.11 Taylor has summed up thus:
Failure was obvious by the end of the first day to everyone except Haig
and his inner circle. The greatest advance was less than half a mile.
The main German line was nowhere reached. Rain fell heavily. The
ground, churned up by shellfire, turned to mud. Men, struggling to
advance, sank up to their waists. Guns disappeared in the mud. Haig
sent in tanks. These also vanished in the mud. Imperceptibly Haig
changed his tone. The distant objectives, Ostend and Zeebrugge, were
forgotten. The only purpose of the battle was to kill Germans and shake
their morale.12
Most war historians agree with Taylor. Liddell Hart13 describes the conflict as
“the gloomiest drama in British military history . . . ‘Passchendaele’ has come
to be . . . a synonym for military failure – a name black-bordered in the
records of the British Army.” Even writing from a contemporary perspective,
Australian war correspondent Charles Bean14 called the plan ‘a huge gamble’.
“They don’t realise”, he wrote about the British commanders, “how
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desperately hard it will be to fight down such opposition in the mud, rifles
choked, L[ewis] G[uns] out of action, men tired and slow . . . Every step
means dragging one foot out of the mud . . . I shall be very surprised if this
fight succeeds.” Haig had no real appreciation of the conditions in which the
men were fighting. He had never been to the front. When his chief of staff
visited the fighting zone - at Ypres – for the first time in November, he burst
into tears and reportedly cried: “Good God, did we really send men to fight in
that?”15 By then, however, his grief was all too late. “Passchendaele”, writes
John Masters,
Sums up the Great War in itself, because Passchendaele is courage and
sacrifice beyond understanding; Passchendaele is the ultimate in
acceptance, in discipline; Passchendaele is mud, sleet, lice, mud, noise,
jagged steel, horror piled on reeking horror, men and animals torn in
pieces, mud seeded with brains and blood, mud heaving with putrefying
thousands of fathers, sons and lovers; Passchendaele is appalling
muddle, waste to terrify the soul. A German general described it
as
. . . the greatest martyrdom of the World War.16

The Passchendaele area 1917

(AWM EO1200)

On 5 September, 2 Field Ambulance moved into Belgian Flanders and took up
station at Wippenhoek. 1 Division’s artillery had been in action at Ypres since
the first day of the battle. The infantry component, however, was not
scheduled to join in the fray until 20 September. 2 Field Ambulance took over
the rest station at Wippenhoek and, on 17 September, the stretcher bearers
moved to an advanced dressing station along the Ypres-Menin Road near the
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The Ypres sector, 21 September 1917. 1 Division advanced over this land a day
earlier. The dugouts (top right) were later used as relay posts by the stretcher
bearers.
(AWM EO0909)

front to assist in the evacuation of the sick and wounded from the forward area.
They also assisted in carrying blankets, water and food up the line to the
trenches at the so-called Culvert, Hooge Tunnel and Clapham Junction. It was
while at the Hooge Tunnel on 18 September that Bob was wounded in the
hand and nose. He was evacuated to the rear by his own compatriots the next
day and transported to Boulogne.

Scene in an advanced dressing station
(From the Australian Front /AWM EO0715)
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Ernie and the other bearers were at the advanced dressing station when 1
Division joined in what was to be known as the Battle of Menin Road on 20
September. 1 and 2 Divisions went into attack in heavy mud after overnight
rain. Carlyon17 writes that many of them were wet from the waist down and
carrying several pounds of mud on each boot (as well as their sixty-pound
packs) as they assembled for the jump-off. Despite these handicaps, the
troops gained a limited victory. They advanced about 1 200 metres, but at the
cost of 5 000 casualties. The total gain in territory as a result of this battle was
about nine square kilometres. As Carlyon 18points out, it was hardly going to
win the war.
2 Field Ambulance moved up to the Hooge-Clapham Junction section on the
twentieth to evacuate wounded men. Both the shelling and the stretcher work
were very heavy, ‘as many hundreds of cases needed dressing, on account of
haemorrhage, etc.’19 Blankets and stretchers had to be carted in from the
Culvert. On that day, the unit suffered two killed, four wounded and one
gassed.
By the next day, the shelling was ‘very severe’ and the bearers were
‘practically exhausted’. They were working at this time in the area near
Glencorse Wood. One man was killed and four others wounded. In thirty-six
hours since the start of the battle, the number of casualties dealt with by the
bearers totalled 500.
On 23 September, after what their commanding officer described as ‘very
strenuous work in the line’, the bearers returned to the corps’ main dressing
station at Dickebusch for a rest.
The unit diary for 2 Australian Field Ambulance records a ‘no entry’ for 27
September 1917. It was simply a relatively quiet day at the dressing station.
Just to prove that no place near the Western Front was safe, however, and that
some soldiers had no compunction about killing non-combatants, three of the
bearers were fatally wounded there on 27 September, probably by shell or
perhaps aerial bombing. There is no Red Cross report on the incident. One of
the wounded men was Ernie. He was struck in the head, and died the next day.
He was twenty-six years old.
Ernie was buried in Lijssenthoek Military Cemetery, near the town of
Poperinge. A temporary wooden cross was erected above his grave. It was
replaced with a permanent headstone after the war.
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In Flanders Fields
In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row

That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly

Scarce heard amid the guns below.
We are the Dead. Short days ago

We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,

Loved and were loved, and now we lie
In Flanders fields.

Take up our quarrel with the foe:

To you from failing hands we throw
The torch; be yours to hold it high.
If ye break faith with us who die

We shall not sleep, though poppies grow
In Flanders fields.

John McCrae
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(Pamela Walsh)
Bob returned to 2 Field Ambulance on 15 October. He may not have known
that Ernie was dead until he arrived back. It would have been a very sad
‘homecoming’. Did he look for and ask after Ernie? Did he sense a very large
and empty space in the ranks? Ernie was gone.
Bob had no choice but to contain his grief and soldier on. He survived the rest
of the war, following the Australian forces in 1918 as they moved away from
the failure at Ypres and returned to the vicinity of the Somme. Along with the
British and French, they grimly defended the area against the German spring
offensive in March of that year, slowly but surely turning the tide, and then
going on their own offensive in August and finally breaking the Hindenburg
Line. The Germans eventually sued for peace in November 1918, and Bob
returned to Australia in early 1919.
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Flanders poppies

(http://thegreenman.net.au)
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