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Disposable Heroes: They Called It Passchendaele
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Pre-Passchendaele

Between 1916 and 1917, German U-boat tactics on Britain caused 600 000 tonnes of cargo each month heading to the island to be sunk, meaning that Britain would not last in the war until 1918
. Combined with the rising of mutiny in French Commander-in-Chief Robert Nivelle’s army
, Sir Douglas Haig, Commander-in-Chief of the British army and also the one who led the disastrous Battle of Somme a year earlier
, planned for an offensive in Flanders from the Ypres salient with the view of the German army being close to collapse

The overall objective was to capture the Passchendaele ridge and surrounding areas and then, from there, launch offensives on the Belgium coast that would result in the capture of German-controlled Belgian ports and bases, driving the Germans over the Dutch border. The overall result in the mind of Haig would be a “great strategic victory.” 

The Flanders campaign opened on July 31, 1917, but first starting with a 10-day preliminary bombardment with 3 000 guns (the 3 cannons behind the British line), firing a total of 4.25 million shells (17 shell holes on the battlefield, each shell hole representing 25 000 shells used by the British).
 The massive shelling of the area broke the natural drainage system of the land, causing the entire battlefield to be flooded. In addition, heavy rain during the period had turned the entire field into a muddy marsh. During the first few weeks, the Flanders area experienced the heaviest rains in 30 years
, rains being double the average amount for the first month of the offensive and five times the amount in the same period in 1915 and 1916 (symbolized by nearby Strombeke River at bottom left corner)
. Tanks were immobilized by the mud and were unable to contribute to the battles (tank at bottom right corner
).

Conditions for battle were harsh and the British (green soldiers) made little gains. For three and a half months, the battle continued with heavy casualties, with Menin Road, Battle of Langemarck, Battle of Menin Road Bridge, Battle of Polygon Wood, and the Battle of Broodseinde. This was followed by the Battle of Poelcappelle and the First Battle of Passchendaele in which the Germans (tan soldiers), were told to defend the ridge at all costs, used mustard gas (the essence of which is symbolically represented by the thing cotton across the near-right corner of the diorama). The British, although through high casualties, were closing in on Passchendaele ridge. 

With the Entente’s casualties high and unable to sustain the “breakthrough” Haig had planned for, the “storm-trooping” Canadian troops were brought in. Despite his reluctance and opposition to the operation as a whole, Canadian Commander Arthur Currie was overruled and pulled in. His objection, however, gave his corps a much-needed 2-week preparation time.

Currie’s plan involved a 3-step offensive to capturing the remainder of Passcehndaele ridge and the village, each attack of 500 yards. Due to possible flank machine gun fire from the left from Houthulst Forest west of the ridge (symbolically at the top left corner with a hidden German machine-gunner), the Canadians had to approach from the south. In the days before the first offensive, barbed wire near Bellevue was cut (cut wire before first 3rd Division trench), the Royal Flying Corps used to locate hostile batteries (biplane beside the tank), and artillery brought up again to provide a creeping barrage. Mortars were also used (green-helmeted soldiers). Unfortunate for the Canadians, no more than 60% of the artillery was in action at any given time (one of the three cannons being clogged), and it had rained 9 or 14 days before the battle. 
 As a result, “trenches” were no more than small dikes filled with water that provided a bit of cover, with duckboards often needed to transverse large areas (chain of duckboards on both sides).

October 26th 
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The attack was to proceed with two separate divisions (the 3rd Division on the left and the 4th on the right) as in between was the impassable bog formed by the valley of the once-river Ravebeek (huge bog down the middle). For the 3rd Division, the objective was to advance and attack Bellevue Spur (slight ridge pointing towards and slightly along side Passchendaele ridge). The attack started at 5:40 am. The Canadians advanced and captured German front lines and the village of Bellevue. 
 Using pre-trained, small group tactics, pillboxes were eliminated one by one by being bombed from behind
. The Germans counter-attacked though, but the Canadians managed to hold off the Germans and maintain most of their gains. 

The front at Bellevue spur was held mostly by the efforts of individual men, 4 of which received Victoria crosses. Lieutenant Robert Shankland, 43rd Battalion, led a group of soldiers in holding the Bellevue Spur position until reinforcements arrived and secured the position. (blue-helmeted soldier holding rifle with bayonet supported by non-painted soldier in front of “trench”).
 Major C. P. J. O’Kelley, MC of the 52nd Battalion, captured 100 prisoners and destroyed 6 pillboxes (blue-helmeted soldier pointing gun at surrendering German with pillbox remains around them behind trench).
 Private Tommy Holmes, 4th Canadian Mounted Rifles, single-handedly knocked out 2 machine guns, captured a pillbox, and 19 prisoners, letting his battalion advance (blue-helmet pointing gun at surrendering German with a fallen machine gun beside and a pillbox behind, ahead of trenches, beside bloody barbed wire).

On the other side, the 4th Division had far less troubles. Moving along the morass of Ravebeek, they were successful and advanced 700 metres. 
 The 700 yard-deep, creeping barrage that was suppose to creep at 100 yards every 8 minutes, however, was not too good and the troops often lost it 
. In total, the Canadians had lost 3 400 men on this first offensive, with the 4th Canadian Mounted Rifles of the 3rd Division experiencing the bloodiest battle in their history. 
 Nevertheless, both Divisions had accomplished most of their objectives.

October 30th 
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The 3rd Division was now given the task of capturing the remainder of Bellevue Spur. They were now on more secure ground and on drier land. There was less resistance than at Bellevue and the barrage was good, but nevertheless the casualties still high. The Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry and 49th Battalion suffered heavily
, with the 49th Battalion having a casualty rate of 75%
. Objectives were mostly met and the lower section of Passchendaele ridge is in British hands.

Again, individual feats led the attacks, making 4 more Victoria Cross owners. Lieutenant Hugh McKenzie, DCM of the 7th Machine Guns company, led an attack on a major German pillbox that held up the 3rd Division, dying in the attack (fallen blue helmet beside pillbox near forest). 
 Sergeant G. H. Mullin, MM of the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry, worked with McKenzie to remove the pillbox threat and survived (standing blue helmet in front of pillbox). 
 Major George Pearkes, 5th Canadian Mounted Rifles, led his battalion over open ground and machine gun fire and secured German Source and Vapour Farm defences (blue-helmet in front of farm beside bog).
 Private Cecil John Kincross, 49th Battalion, single-handedly attacked a machine gun nest, “shooting and clubbing” all the crew and destroying the machine gun, allowing his company to advance 300 yards (blue-helmet by far-left duckboards with a machine gun and dead German behind him).

For the 4th Division, the assault was a bit tricky. All landmarks on reference maps were gone, obliterated by the shelling. Nevertheless, the attack goes through, capturing Vienna Cottages and Crest Farm with heavy casualties. 
 Right now, they are at the outskirts of Passchendaele. 

November 6th
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Being exhausted, the 3rd and 4th Divisions are replaced with the 1st and 2nd Divisions respectively with the Passchendaele village only 100 metres away. From Bellevue Spur, the 1st Division attacks Passchendaele ridge. Everything goes to plan and the 1st Division is successful.
 Private C. F. Baron of Toronto’s 3rd Battalion captured 3 enemy machine-gun posts, allowing his battalion to secure the German stronghold, Vine Cottage (blue-helmet shooting German machine-gunner at top) and getting him a Victoria Cross.

The 2nd Divisions assault was on the Passcehndaele village (symbolic brick corner wall at top of ridge). The 27th battalion from Winnipeg successfully liberated the village. Most of the fighting was hand-to-hand. The Canadians had captured Passchendaele ridge.

Private J. P. Robert of the 27th Battalion destroyed an important German machine-gun post, allowing the capture of Passcehndaele village. He was then killed when trying to rescue 2 wounded soldiers. He too received a Victoria Cross for his efforts (wounded/dead blue-helmet beside the duckboards by the bog heading backwards with a wounded non-painted soldier beside him). 

Post-Passchendaele

Between October 26th and November 6th, the Canadians suffered 15 643 casualties of their total number of about 20 000 (about 80% casualty rate, represented by 10 yellow-helmeted, green soldiers, 8 which are dead)
. From the report of Sir David Watson, Canadian General who led the 4th Battalion, “the cost to the Germans was fully 100 000 men.” 
. From this and comparing with the British casualty rates, it can be estimated that there were no more than a total of 150 000 Germans during the second part of the battle with the Canadians, assuming that Sir Watson’s estimate was correct (in that case, represented by 15 yellow-helmeted German soldiers, 10 dead, 5 alive). The entire campaign cost the British Expeditionary Force a total 310 000 casualties (represented by 6 barbed crosses on the British side trenches, each representing about 50 000 casualties), with the German casualty numbers at 260 000 (represented by 5 barbed crosses on the other side of Passchendaele ridge, each also representing 50 000 casualties) 
.

The Flanders offensive was called off soon following the capture of the village. Haig was intensely criticized for the offensive due to its high casualties with little gain. In Currie’s words, “No advantage in position was gained and the effect was waste.” Canadians were brought in to win “to save the face of the British High Command who had undertaken all through the autumn the most unsuccessful and highly disastrous attempts.”
 In the following spring, Passchendaele was lost to the Germans without firing a single shot
.
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