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King George V, holding telescope, watching the battle of Pozieres from captured ground. Photo: Australian War
Memorial

The old village had the misfortune to sit upon a strategic ridge in the centre of the Somme
battlefield. It had the double misfortune of being held by the Germans.

Australian troops were ordered to take the place. They did. They began by firing an artilery
piece straight down the main street.

By the time it was done, and the nearby Windmill and Mouquet Farm had been taken as well,
‘about 23,000 Australians from the 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th Divisions were listed as casualties.
Around 6800 of them were dead. That's almost as many in a few weeks of fighting as those
who fell during the whole eight months of the Gallipoli campaign, from which many of the
men had come.
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‘Stephen Ellery's ast resting place. Gunner Ellery had been in a dug-out at Sausage Valiey the resupply area for the
font, when he was kiled. Mates buried him there bt the grave was not marked. Photo: Auckiand War Memorial
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The worst of it happened during four days in July, after the Australians had taken

Poziere village. The Germans turned artillry from every direction on the Australians, who
had next to no shelter. More arillery rounds than had been seen anywhere in the war rained
down. It was a nightmare.

Sergeant E.J. Rule watched survivors trailing out of that ghastly place. His observation has
been much quoted over the years: *They looked like men who had been in hell ... drawn and
haggard and so dazed that they appeared to be walking in a dream and their eyes looked
glassy and starey."

So complete was the ruination that two-thirds of those who died still have no known grave.

The Australians had, however, achieved what became known as the only Allied success in
the entire Battle of the Somme.

Acentury on, Australians are planning to give something back to litle Pozieres.
Villagers retuned and began rebuilding their town when the guns stopped in 1918.
By 1925, they had established a school. It was on the ground floor of the town hall.

And there it remains, its 30 students inhabiting a single room, its teachers using chalk and
blackboard. The toilets are 50 metres away through snow and mud in winter

About 30km south-west of Pozieres is another village named Villers-Bretonneux. It, too, was
destroyed in World War I. Late in the war, Australians recaptured it at the cost of 1200 lives,
turning the tide against Germany. The Australian War Memorial in France sits above the
town.

Australian soldiers and their families from Victoria decided soon after the war to build Villers-
Bretonneux a school. Victorian school children were each urged to donate a penny and the
Victorian Education Department handed over 12,000 pounds.

The Victoria School still stands and thrives in Villers-Bretonneux. Above every blackboard is
the inscription "N'oublions jamais 'Australie* (let us never forget Australia).

Now, with the centenary of the Battle of Pozieres approaching, NSW has decided to emulate
Victoria's old idea.

Updating the Penny Drive of 1919, the Pozieres Franco-Australian School Project will hold
Gold Coin Days to help raise the money for a new school at Pozieres, and organisers will put
the bite on comparies and those with deep pockets.
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The plan s to build a school with seven dlassrooms, an assembly hall and toilets that don't
require a trip through snow. It will be dedicated on July 23 next year: the centenary of the
battle.

You could argue there are places more deserving of Australian money for a new school than
avillage in a nation like France.

You'd be hard-pressed, however, to find a better idea to commemorate the lives of thousands.
of Australians blown away in the dust of a village a century ago; something with life and
learing in a place that Charles Bean once wrote “was more densely sown with Australian
sacrifice than any other spot on earth.

Villers-Bretonneux and Pozieres have something else that joins them in the Australian story.
The remains of Australia's Unknown Soldier came from the Adelaide graveyard at Villers-
Bretonneux. The soil scattered on the coffin when the Unknown Soldier was interred at the
Australian War Memorial in Canberra came from Pozieres.
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Australia to build a French village school after
ruination a century ago
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Temporary dwellings and tents on the site of the destroyed village of Pozieres. Photo: Australian War Memorial

Imagine a gigantic ash heap, a place where dust and rubbish have been cast for years
outside some dry, derelict, godforsaken up-country township. Imagine some broken-down
creek bed in the driest of our dry central Australian districts, abandoned for a generation to
the goats, in which the hens have been scratching as long as men can remember. Then take
‘away the hens and the goats and all traces of any living or moving thing. You must not even
leave a spider. Put here, in evidence of some old tumbled roof, a few roof beams and tiles
sticking edgeways from the ground, and the low faded ochre stump of the windmill peeping
over the top of the hill, and there you have Pozieres.

CEW Bean. Letters from France, 1917
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Pozieres is a nice-enough little village in northem France these days.

An Australian fatigue party from the 7th Brigade (far lef) carrying pies of empty sandbags to the front ine through
the devastated area near Pozieres. Photo: Australian War Memorial

Its population is just 250.
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The wonder is that it exists at all.

Ittook until the Vietnam War for a single
sentence to describe what sort of madness
ensues when a village finds itself in the way
of a war machine.
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An Anzac soldier scrutinises a grave near Pozieres, along the fine of OG1 trench in 1917, the year after the battle for
Pozieres. Photo: Australian War Memorial

"It became necessary to destroy the town to save it," a United States officer was quoted in a
1968 news report.

That's what happened to Pozieres in World War |, in the middle of 1916.

It was obliterated.
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