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How Three American Divisions ended up under Australian Command in World War One:  
Part Two   -   Operations with the US  33rd  Division 

The first American formation that 
Australians were involved with was the 
33rd US Division, a National Guard 
Division from Illinois and part of Major 
General George Read’s II US Corps.  This 
corps had become the key to American 
involvement in France, as its placement 
training in the British area was the key to 
unlocking British shipping for the whole 
of the American Expeditionary Force.  

The Americans were part of a well-
defined US training program where 
Period A represented individual and sub-
unit training, including attendance at 
specialist schools and courses.  Schools 
and course attendance continued across 
all phases. Period B represented training 
at battalion level, and Period C 
represented training at regimental level.  

There was no clear method of determining when a formation would move from Period 
B to Period C.  The decision on this was usually delegated by Pershing to lower-level 
commanders.  At Periods B and C it was normal to undertake battle familiarisation in 
front line trenches, (with resulting casualties).  At all times while assigned to this type 
of training, the Americans came under the operational command of the 
British/Australian formation to which they were assigned.  Likewise in the event of an 
emergency, the British forces were free to use assigned American units/formations as 
required.  This program was underpinned by an understanding at American General 
Headquarters, which was shared by many, including the British War Cabinet and the 
British Chief of the Imperial General Staff, that there would be no major offensives in 
1918.  That would not occur until 1919; therefore there was no urgency for the training 
program to be rapid or risky. 

Although American troops are usually first regarded as being under Australian 
command at the Battle of Hamel, 4 July 1918, some were already in the Australian 
Corps area prior to that.  Elements of the 108th Engineer Regiment, (33rd US Division,) 
notably the regimental headquarters and an engineer battalion, are shown as moving 
into the area as early as 18 June.  Clearly from later reports they were working on 

 

Major General George Read 
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engineer tasks assigned to them by the Australian Corps1.  All US troops undergoing 
training with the Australians took an active part in front line operations, replacing 
equivalent Australian units. 

The Battle of Hamel 

 

Le Hamel 2018 

The Battle of Hamel was the first set 
piece battle by the Australian Corps 
after John Monash took command.  He 
had looked for possibilities to test the 
Corps in a formal offensive mode, but 
the peaceful penetration operations 
run by each division had been so 
successful that no sooner had 
objectives been suggested than a 
division simply overran them with its 
informal operations.  By late June, 
these penetration operations had gone 
as far as possible and due to the terrain 
around Hamel and its associated Bois 
de Hamel and Bois de Vaire features, 
the Germans could direct aimed fire 
into the rear areas of Australian 
divisions.  At the Australian level, the 
Hamel operation would resolve this 
issue as well as securing ground that 
could be used as a jumping off point 
for the Germans to attack Amiens.  

Monash also wished to trial a whole range of new battlefield technologies. The attack 
would be staged by ten Australian battalions (each hopefully with an American 

 
1 4th (British) Army Instruction no 10/3 (G) of 18 June 1918, contained in Huidekoper, F.L., The History 
of the 33rd Division AEF, Illinois in the World War, vol2, Appendix II, Calvin Pease ed., University of 
Illinois, Springfield, Illinois, 1921, p23 

 

Major General General Ewen Sinclair-Maclagan 
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company attached), from three separate Australian brigades drawn from three 
different divisions supported by tanks and artillery.  It would be under the command 
of Headquarters 4th Australian Division commanded by Major General Ewen Sinclair-
Maclagan.  For Haig and Foch there was interest as to whether the Germans were 
susceptible to a formal assault and how they might counter such an offensive.  This 
was to be a test case as to whether a theatre wide assault might be successful. Could a 
major offensive be undertaken in 1918 without massive casualties? Given what 
followed with the Americans, it would appear that Haig was also anxious to see how 
far his authority extended in using those Americans assigned to him.  

The US 33rd Division was a National 
Guard division from the state of 
Illinois, sometimes nicknamed the 
Prairie Division and commanded by 
Major General George Bell.  It was 
redesignated the 33rd on joining the 
AEF as part of II US Corps.  Its infantry 
proudly traced their lineage back to 
Illinois Infantry Regiments of the Civil 
War.  Originally 10 companies of 
Americans from the US 66th Brigade 
33rd Division totalling about 2000 men 
were planned to be integrated with the 
Australian assault force2. This would 
have meant the allocation of an 

American company to each Australian assault battalion.  The intervention of Pershing 
reduced this to four companies, as he was apparently not informed of the existence of 
the remaining four.  The realization that they were there led to them also being 
directed to leave.  Pershing’s instruction was countermanded by Haig’s orders.  

Thus, the standard view of American participation in the Battle of Hamel is that only 
four American companies were involved or approximately 800 men. These sub-units 
are identified as companies, ‘C’ and ‘E’ of the 131st Infantry Regiment and companies, 
‘A’ and ‘G’ of the 132nd Infantry Regiment, making the total of the regulation four 
companies remaining with the Australian force.  

 
2  In fact, given that the American companies often had in excess of 230 men, this made the figure much 
higher, although it was intended that this would be reduced by sending up to 40% to the rear to form 
a rebuilding nucleus in case of heavy casualties. 

 

US 33 Div Colour Patch 
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131 Regt insignia                                                  132 Regt Insignia 

Comparison of Organisations 

American divisions were organised on the ‘square’ division principle.  This meant that 
each division had two brigades each with two regiments and in turn each with three 
infantry battalions.  Notionally each regiment was the equivalent of a British or 
Australian brigade. They lacked however the level of command and staff that an 
Australian brigade had, partly, it would seem, as they were not expected to make 
independent manoeuvre decisions in the way a British/Australian brigade 
headquarters would.  The assumption overall was that the divisional commander had 
greater control as there were fewer sub-formations to be concerned about, while the 
larger sized force would supply greater combat power to overcome opponents. 
Americans, in particular Pershing, at the start of their war believed in the inherent 
power of the bayonet charge, so the division was scaled to fight prolonged battles in 
sustained frontal attacks which in turn would lead to ‘Open Warfare.’  An American 
division at full strength was over 28,000 personnel3.   This principle was extended to 
platoon level.  Each platoon consisted of a platoon headquarters of six all ranks, and 
four infantry sections.  These were:  bombing section 12; rifle grenadier section 10; 
automatic rifle section 154 and a rifle section 17 for a total of 60.  This led to infantry 
companies of 256 all ranks.  This number was a significant increase on the organisation 
provided for originally in 1917 which, rather than mandating strength, saw platoons 
having a flexible sliding scale of from 28-44 other ranks with a notional optimum of 

 
3 None of the American divisions serving with US II Corps had their artillery component with them so 
this number reduces by 5-7000. 
4 Note the title as ‘automatic rifle’ rather than ‘machine gun’. The intention was that the weapon’s main 
if not sole use was to provide portable firepower for infantry moving forward and had no defensive 
task. US squads today still term the squad light machine gun as an automatic rifle. 
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36 other ranks5.   The training instructions stated:  If the strength falls below the minimum, 

the platoon ceases to be workable and the necessary numbers will be obtained by temporary 

amalgamation… Combat power then depended on numbers of bayonets, not on the 
firepower generated by the Light Machine Gun (Lewis in the case of the US divisions 
of II Corps)6.  The breakthrough was to be achieved by infantry rather than cavalry or 
firepower. 

The Americans had drawn their platoon organisation from the French experience of 
the first two years of the war, as did the British Army.  In February 1917 the British 
Army issued a training pamphlet, SS143 Instructions for the Training of Platoons for 

Offensive Operations. The American organisation was similar even using similar 
wording, (Instructions for the Training of Platoons for Offensive Action 1917)7.  The 
numbers however were completely different, with the British platoon of the same four 
sections having a total manning of 41 (platoon headquarters of 5 and four sections of 
9).  The concept of use was fundamentally different, with stress in the US system laid 
on the rifle and bayonet.  In addition, by 1918 British and Australian platoons had 
gone through a fundamental change, with three of the specialist sections (bombing, 
rifle grenade and rifle section) all being general rifle sections with skill sets including 
the rifle grenade and mills bombs (grenades). The Lewis section now had two 
weapons and two gun teams, although all of the platoon could use the common 
section weapons and usually could operate the Lewis gun.  At Hamel the Australians 
went so far as training NCOs to operate enemy machine guns.  American platoons 
remained specialized in their skill sets, their common feature being the rifle and 
bayonet.  This led to several American after action reports at Hamel calling for more 
US training in the Lewis gun (referred to as the automatic rifle) and the Mills bomb. 
American units placing emphasis on rifle and bayonet, did not place the same 
emphasis on cross training all of the platoon. 

The numbers now were also different, with the British/Australian platoon remaining 
at 41 - a number increasingly difficult to maintain at this point in the war,  while the 
Americans bulked their platoons to 60 as shown.  Just prior to Hamel, the Australian 
42nd Battalion showed a posted strength of 33 Officers and 669 other ranks,8 at a time 

 
5 Instructions for the Training of Platoons for Offensive Action 1917, Washington Government Printing 
Office,1917, p9. Interestingly it used almost the identical title as the British Army’s SS143 issued in 
February 1917. 
6 Late in the war the main body of the AEF gained the Browning Automatic Rifle (BAR) a true automatic 
rifle, and one that served well in that role for many decades, but a poor substitute for a light machine 
gun. Until then they had to endure the French light machine gun, the Chauchat.   
7 Instructions for the Training of Platoons for Offensive Action 1917, Washington Government Printing 
Office,1917, p9 
8 AWM23/59/20/ June 1918, entry for 30 June 1918 
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when most American battalions were over 1,000. By the Hindenburg Line in 
September, average numbers in Australian battalions struggled to reach 200-250. 

Monash would write in September 1918:  I welcome any pretext to take the fewest possible 

men into action. So long as they have 30 Lewis guns, (per battalion), it doesn’t very much 

matter what else they have9.  It was an entirely different philosophy from the Americans’. 

 

An American company at rest. 

American companies were expected to send 40% of their strength to the rear to supply 
a rebuilding nucleus in the event of large losses. This practice was supposed to be 
designed to allow them to fit into the Australian organisation, as American platoons 
of 60 dwarfed most Australian platoons.  It is not clear how rigorously this was 
followed; some American platoons were still quite large, nor is there much comment 
on this practice in Australian War Diaries.  The divisional history of the 33rd Division 
refers to sending a mere 40 individuals (or 15%) to be their rebuild nucleus.10  This was 
not just an administrative or organisational decision, but stemmed from a genuine fear 
that a German counter offensive could cause heavy casualties.  Of the four remaining 
companies, Company ‘C’ 131st Infantry Regiment was assigned to the 42nd Battalion 

 
9 Monash writing 8 September 1918, cited in Bean op.cit., vol.VI, p936.. 
10 Huidekoper, F.L., The History Of The 33rd Division AEF., vol2, Illinois State Historical Library, 
Springfield, Illinois, 1921,p352 
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and Company ‘E’ 131st Infantry Regiment assigned to the 43rd Infantry Battalion11 
while Company A, 132nd Infantry Regiment was assigned to the 13th Australian 
Infantry Battalion.  The 15th Australian Infantry Battalion was assigned company G, 
132nd Infantry Regiment.12  American company headquarter staff generally seem to 
have shadow posted to Australian company headquarters. Captain J. R. Weaver, 
attached to Company A, 132nd Infantry, which in turn was attached to the 13th Battalion 
AIF, was originally offered the opportunity to command an Australian company 
during the operation, but notes that at 4pm on 3 July he received instructions from 
American headquarters that he was not to be involved in the operation in any way13. 
Confusion reigned. 

This however is not the total story, as we can in fact identify one platoon of Company 
‘K’, 131st Infantry Regiment attached to Company ‘E.’  The Americans said it was to 
make up the numbers, although why that company needed to be reinforced was never 
stated.  It was never withdrawn. The only conclusion is that this was an additional 
sub-unit to the total of four companies. 

As far as the 132nd Infantry Regiment is 
concerned, there is no record of 
additional platoons added to its 
Companies ‘A’ and ‘G’14.  However, an 
interesting fact emerges in reviewing the 
British awards presented to Americans 
following the Battle of Hamel; one 
award stands out.  This was the award 
of the Military Cross (MC) to Second 
Lieutenant Michael Komorowski ‘B’ 
company, 132nd Infantry Regiment, the 
citation reading:  At Hamel, July 4, 1918 

though suffering from a wound in the arm received early in this engagement, he advanced his 

platoon until the objective was reached where he consolidated the line and remained until they 

were dug in, thereby displaying unusual gallantry and setting a good example to his men15. 

Yet elements of Company ‘B’ were not supposed to be present, so it appears at least 
one platoon from B Company 132nd Infantry Regiment was also in the fight.  At least 
two additional platoons of United States infantry were involved in the Battle of 

 
11  Sanborn, R. L., in Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2 p 361 
12 Report Captain J R Weaver in Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2., p372 Note that these American 
Companies have been assigned to the leading Australian battalions in the assault, not to reserve units. 
13  Report Captain J R Weaver in Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2 p373 
14 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol 2, appendix VII, p368 
15 Huidekoper, F.L., ibid., p433, Appendix X, British Decorations for American Personnel  

 

US Stretcher Bearers at Le Hamel 
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Hamel, perhaps, on numbers, effectively creating yet another company in terms of 
strength.  In addition to these platoons there were also supporting troops integrated 
with their Australian counterparts, including elements of the 108th Field Signal 
Battalion16.  The 33rd Divisional history notes: Our runners and stretcher bearers were 

paired with Australians and did most 

excellent work17.  Lieutenant Frank E 
Schram of the American Medical 
Corps, 132nd Infantry Regiment was 
awarded a Military Cross.  His 
citation read: He went over the top 

with the Australian medical officers 

and established a dressing station in 

front of the enemy’s line, dressing 

wounds under heavy shell fire, 

continuing at his post until all the 

wounded had been evacuated18.  
Schram was also awarded the US 
Army Silver Star.  There was 
reciprocity in the awards too.  
Chaplain (Lt Col) F W Rolland MC 
(Presbyterian Chaplain 14 Bn AIF) 
had jumped off at zero hour with Lt 
Schram and, ten minutes after the 
barrage ceased, was in the forward 
RAP (Regimental Aid Post) 
dispensing cocoa and coffee to 

Australian and American wounded as they came back. He remained in location doing 
this for 48 hours.  He was awarded the US Army Silver Star19. In another case, Private 
Christopher Keane, American Medical Corps, 131st Infantry Regiment was awarded a 

 
16 Huidekoper, F.L., ibid., Appendix XIV, p551 section 3 
17 Sanborn, J.B., Narrative of Operations at Hamel July 4-5 1918, in Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit.,vol2 p365 
18 Huidekoper, F.L., ibid., p433, Appendix X, British Decorations for American Personnel 
19 Schroeder, A., A Fight on the 4th, National Guard Magazine, July 2018 at 
http://www.nationalguardmagazine.com/articles/a-fight-on-the-4th , He received a recommendation 
for a Bar to his MC awarded in June but it was never awarded. He received two MiDs. His personnel 
file is not complete and no Australian source records the award of the Silver Star. He was also a leading 
light in setting up Monash’s education scheme for Australian soldiers. Later he would be better known 
as the Very Rev. Sir Francis William Rolland CMG, OBE, MC, Moderator General of the Presbyterian 
Church of Australia and for 25 years Principal of Geelong College. 

 

Lieutenant Colonel Chaplain Francis Rolland MC 



11 

 

 

Military Medal as he: …displayed great gallantry and devotion to duty in an area swept by 

machine gun and artillery fire…20 

 Lieutenant Schram incidentally reported that four of his American medical orderlies 
were posted at each Australian stretcher bearer squad making a total of 12 American 
medics deployed21.  Presumably the same was the case with the 131st -   so an additional 
26 personnel.  There were also elements of American intelligence sections integrated 
with their Australian counterparts and forward during the operation. Colonel J. B. 
Sanborn, commanding the 131st Infantry, noted in his report that Corporal Shultz, one 
of the American battalion headquarters intelligence staff who went forward in the 
assault, had captured a German battalion headquarters with four officers and 23 other 
ranks.22 

 

American troops in the Hamel assault played a full role in the operation.  Captain G. 
H. Mallon23 from the 132nd US Infantry had been attached to Company G for 
observation purposes (ie:  an additional officer from elsewhere in the 132nd), and as 
such was allocated to the 15th Battalion AIF.  He records that he was heavily involved 

 
20 Huidekoper, F.L., ibid., p433, Appendix X, British Decorations for American Personnel 
21 Huidekoper, F.L., ibid., vol 2, p378 Report of First Lieutenant Frank E Schram, Medical Corps attached 
to 132nd Inf., of Operations on July 4th and 5th,1918, at Hamel and Vaire. 
22 Sanborn, J.B., Narrative of Operations at Hamel July 4-5 1918, in Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2, 
appendix VII, p365 
23 He would later be awarded the Medal of Honor 
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in assisting in the coordination of the start line for the battalion by allocating and 
controlling troop movement24.  

The American 33rd Divisional history records that the Australian attack met 
considerable opposition on the western edge of the village of Hamel, (a 42nd Battalion 
AIF objective), where some dugouts were located.  A reserve platoon of Americans 
under the command of Lieutenant Symons, Company ‘C’, worked around to the flank 
overcoming the position.  The Lieutenant was wounded but his runner, an Australian, 
(presumably an NCO), took charge and cleaned up the situation25. 

 

US Journalists riding on a Tank 

In another case, Sgt. A. Erhardt, Company E, 131st Infantry Regiment, found his 
platoon held up by an enemy machine gun.  He got in touch with a British tank and 
directed it against the enemy post.   He followed up quickly with his men and mopped 
up behind the tank.  He was awarded the Military Medal (MM) by the British Army26. 
The training with tanks on 29 June, organised by the Australian Corps, undoubtedly 
had paid off, the Americans demonstrating a good understanding of the principles of 
operating with tanks at Hamel. This would become much more of a problem in 
operations on the Hindenburg Line in late September. 

 
24 Report Captain G H Mallon in Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2, appendix VII p365 
25 Huidekoper, F.L., ibid., p365 
26 Huidekoper, F.L., ibid., appendix VII p435 
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 An important footnote to the battle is 
the story of Corporal Thomas A. Pope, 
Company E, 131st Infantry Regiment, 
attached with his company to the 44th 
Battalion A. I. F.  The Germans had 
counter-attacked the Australian front 
line after it had consolidated on the 
Hamel position on the night of 4/5 July 
1918.  During the Australian response to 
dislodge them, Corporal Thomas Pope’s 
actions saw him awarded the 
Distinguished Conduct Medal by the 
British Army and he became the first 
United States Army soldier to be 
awarded the Congressional Medal of 
Honor in World War I.  The British 
citation for the Distinguished Conduct 
Medal, (regarded as the more accurate 
description of events), reads: At Hamel, 

on the evening of July 4th, 1918, the enemy 

having captured one of their advanced posts by counter attacks, the first platoon of E Company, 

was ordered to restore the position.  Corporal Pope rushed a hostile machine gun single-handed, 

bayonetted several of the crew and standing astride of the gun kept the remainder of the 

detachment at bay until the arrival of reinforcements, and the gun crew were all killed or 

captured27. 

It is clear from after action reports that additional American officers from the departed 
companies had remained as observers at the Australian battalion headquarters. There 
is a report noting this by Captain Robert Hagan, Company ‘I’, 132nd Infantry Regiment 
on operations at Hamel July 4 and 5, 191828.  American commanders seem to have 
adopted the letter of Pershing’s instruction but not necessarily the intent.  In addition 
to all this it is sometimes forgotten that the operation was not just on 4 July through 
to withdrawal on 6 July but also included the preparations leading up to it.  Here we 
find that elements of the 108th Engineers, 33rd American Division also participated with 
its Topographical Section, said to have: rendered considerable assistance during the two 

 
27 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2, p434 The United States citation for Pope’s Congressional Medal of 
Honour which as far as is known relates to the same event, refers to him working with tanks. As the 
action took place during a German counter attack on the night of 4/5 July after the position was 
consolidated and the tanks withdrawn, this could not be the case. 
28 Huidekoper, F.L., ibid, p377, Report of Captain Robert Hagan, Company I, 132nd Infantry of 
Operations on July 4th and 5th, 1918 at Hamel and Vaire,  

 

Corporal Thomas Pope 
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weeks previous to the battle,  while other elements of the 108th Engineers erected bridging 
across the Somme near Corbie each night under heavy fire, dismantling it just prior to 
dawn29.  This allowed supplies and ammunition to cross to forward troops. The 
history of the 33rd Division states clearly that one thousand Americans took part in 
the actual assault at Hamel on 4 July30.  This of course does not take into account the 
six companies which were withdrawn by Pershing. They too had considerable 
involvement with the Australians in the week prior to Hamel taking place. 

The extent of the problems caused by even the withdrawal of the six companies can 
be seen in the following case.  Two platoons of company ‘D’ 131st Infantry Regiment 
had also been attached to Company ‘E’ and had already deployed to the trenches, 
receiving their mission briefing for the operation when they were withdrawn on the 
night of 2/ 3 July31.  Other troops had to be hurriedly reassigned the tasks given to the 
withdrawn Americans.  These platoons were in addition to the six companies of the 
131st Infantry Regiment withdrawn on Pershing’s orders32.  There was clearly an 
attempt, perhaps at regimental level, to slide in as many sub-units as possible to gain 
experience.  American accounts mention the planning problems that this withdrawal 
caused. Captain Gale, commanding E Company 131st Infantry Regiment noted: This 

caused an almost total rearrangement of the forces of the battalion (42 Battalion AIF) for the 

attack which rearrangement was made so late that many of the troops engaged could not be 

clearly shown the work they were to do.33 

An American reporter, Phillip Gibbs, exposed yet another American contribution in 
his report on the battle.  He noted that some American companies, which had been 
withdrawn from the operation but had not yet left the area, still seeking some 
involvement in the battle, were asking Australian officers for a role: “Can’t we lend you 

a hand? Can’t we be of some use to you?” In one case outside of the order of battle their offer 

was accepted…. “Some of your lads might help us conduct the prisoners,” said the Australian 

officer in charge of this work34.  And they did. 

So, while hard to quantify, the American involvement in Hamel was certainly larger 
than commonly accepted. 

 
29 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol 2, p493 Appendix XIII, Chronological History of 108th Engineers dated 
23-1-19. 
30 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol 1, p41 
31 It is not clear if these were part of the six companies or yet again another unauthorized addition. 
32 Huidekoper, F.L., ibid., p38 

33 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2 p370 
34 Gibbs, P., Americans in Fight for Hamel, Battle Cry “Lusitania”, War Correspondents Headquarters, 
recorded in Appendix VII, Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2, pp405-406 
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In all, the British Army awarded the American participants in the operation four MCs, 
four DCMs and eleven MMs, including one recommended directly by the Australian 
Corps headquarters.35  With the exception of the direct recommendation by Australian 
Corps Headquarters, these were recommended through the American chain of 
command, although presumably with some Australian input.  The casualty bill for the 
American forces involved was 24 Other Ranks killed, 8 Officers and 123 Other Ranks 
wounded and 21 Other Ranks missing.36 

 The Australians were generally 
impressed with the enthusiasm of 
their American cousins.  One 
American, Captain CM Gale, 
Company ‘C’ 131st Infantry, noted the 
effects of the Battle of Hamel on the 
Americans: it is felt that more real good 

was done to this company by this small 

operation with the Australians, than 

could have been accomplished in months 

of training behind the lines37. The 
Americans regarded it as important, 
with volume one of the 33rd 
Divisional history devoting five 
pages to it and volume two, fifty 
eight.38 

There were some criticisms. Colonel 
J. B. Sanborn Commanding 131st 

Infantry Regiment in his after action report noted that the only Australian complaint 
that was made was that: … our men were too savage and swift, they displayed remarkable 

dash and endeavoured to be first and foremost on in the fight.39  

In putting out what was effectively a press release, the Chief of Staff of the 33rd 
Division Colonel William Naylor added: …the officers and men without exception did 

their duty and lived up to the reputation that was established by their sires in ‘61’40. 

 
35 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2 Appendix X, British Decorations for American Personnel, pp433-435.  
36 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol 1, p41 
37 Gale, C.M., Report of Captain C M Gale, Company C 131st Infantry on action of July 4-5 1918, in 
Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2, Appendix VII, p366 
38 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2, p351-409 
39 Sanborn, J.B., Narrative of Operations at Hamel July 4-5 1918, in Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit.,vol 2, p366 

40 Naylor, W.M., Engagement at Hamel and Vaire Woods 4th of July, in Appendix VII in Huidekoper, 
F.L., op.cit. vol 2, p404 The ‘61’ remark refers to the deeds of the 1st and 2nd Illinois Infantry Regiments 

 

Private Harry Shelly is presented with his Military 

Medal by King George V 
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Colonel JB Sanborn                                                            Colonel William Naylor 

National honour was seen as being vindicated. For the Americans these mild 
Australian criticisms were received as high praise. It confirmed both their own sense 
of  identity as risk takers and affirmed the stress that Pershing had laid on offensive 
operations by rifle and bayonet.  They missed the implied criticism about the need for 
more discipline and control. 

Some Americans were quick to size up lessons they had seen.  Captain Luke, 
Company E, 131st Infantry Regiment discussed how the Australian battalions 
supported each other and how they leap-frogged in action, noting that the 44th 
Battalion AIF leap-frogged through the 43rd Battalion and cleaned up the main 
objective.  In particular he noted that 44 Battalion held the forward perimeter while 
the 43rd Battalion dug in.  He stressed the effective use by the Australians of automatic 
rifles, (Lewis guns), in mopping up at Hamel, and recommended that American 
troops needed much more training in the use of automatic rifles and grenades41.  This 
recommendation, that was repeated by others, has added significance when the 
American doctrine of the time stressed the primacy of the rifle and bayonet, and 
regarded machine guns as not being of particular importance.  The Americans noted 
that liaison between the Australian companies they were operating with, both 
between the advancing companies and rearward to their Battalion headquarters by 

 

during the US Civil War. These were regarded as predecessor units to the Infantry Regiments of the 
66th Brigade 33rd US Division 
41 Captain Luke, Company E, 131st Infantry Regiment Report in Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2 p369  
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runner and by telephone, was never interrupted during the attack42.  Again, this level 
of command and control was sadly lacking on the Hindenburg Line. 

There were inevitable consequences from using the Americans. Having given 
instructions that the Americans were to be pulled out, Pershing was less than happy 
about the outcome.  He wrote: it was… somewhat of a surprise to learn on the following 

day that four American companies of the 33rd Division had taken part in the attack. 
Subsequently he gave orders:… All propositions concerning the use of these troops be 

referred to my headquarters.  General Read, the II Corps commander, followed that up 
with an instruction: at any time in case any emergency arises US troops training with the 

British would be under British tactical control.43 

It is very clear then that the American 
commander saw the Americans as only 
being used in an emergency while in the 
training mode.  However, it is already 
clear that there is a considerable 
difference of intent between General 
Read’s instruction and General 
Pershing’s instruction.  At Chipilly Spur, 
Major General Bell, commanding General 
33rd US Division, would deem 
operational need as an ‘emergency’.  Haig 
took that further in ruling that the 
Americans would: act as integral parts of 

the British units to which they are attached.  
They could take part in the fighting if 
they were attached to a British unit, but 

not be attached specially for the purpose of taking part in an operation.  Haig had 
fairly clearly moved the intent of the instructions significantly away from Pershing’s 
original intention.  It is not clear whether he didn’t care or whether in fact it was simply 
the case of the cliché two great nations separated by a common language. 

Training the US 65th Brigade 

The association of Americans from the 33rd US Division and the Australians continued 
post Hamel.  The War Diary for 29 July of the 4th Australian Division, noted that two 
companies of the American machine gunners had arrived for training and experience 

 
42 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2 p370 
43 Bean p335 and 335 n92 

 

Major General George Bell 
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with the 4th Australian Machine Gun Battalion, and were expected to be given 
experience in the line in the near future44. 

On 19 July, in this regard, the 6th Brigade, (2nd Australian Division), stated in its War 
Diary that the United States 65th Infantry Brigade, 33rd Division was to be attached to 
the Australian Corps for six weeks for training.  Again, on 24 July it recorded that the 
3rd Battalion, 129th Infantry Regiment and the 129th Machine Gun Company had 
arrived and had been attached to the 6th Brigade.  It noted that the Americans were 
under the tactical command of the commander 6th Brigade, but remained under their 
own regimental headquarters for the purposes of administration and discipline. 
American sick and wounded were to be evacuated through the Australian medical 
system45. 

The dispersion of the 3/129 Battalion followed the pattern set by Hamel, with 
companies assigned to each Australian battalion and platoons to each company in that 
battalion, and with company headquarters being attached to the associated Australian 
battalion headquarters.  The 6th Brigade appendix dealing with this made it clear that 
American platoons would to take part in whatever operational duties their mentor’s 
sub unit was involved46. 

American regimental support personnel would be attached to the relevant Australian 
organisation.  Specifically mentioned here were snipers, intelligence, scouts and 
cooks.  For the scouts, (a designation which did not exist in the Australian units as all 
Australians were involved in this type of operation), the Australian instruction noted 
that they would be given:  ample opportunity of doing patrol work.47 

The deployment also included the 37 mm gun platoon, although it is not clear as to 
where this was posted or whether it was used to any effect48.  The American Stokes 
mortar platoon seems to have been under the control of the 6th Australian Light Trench 
Mortar Battery.  So the Americans undertook a full range of tactical operations that 
were being undertaken by the 6th Brigade at the time they were posted to that brigade. 

The 129th Machine Gun Company very clearly became fully integrated within the 6th 
Brigade.  Guns were co-located with some of the guns of the 6th and 22nd Australian 
Machine Gun Companies.  The net result of this was that that four guns of the 22nd 

 
44 War Diary AWM4, sub class 1/48 General Staff Headquarters 4th Australian Division dated 29 July 
1918 
45 War Diary 6th Australian Brigade, Appendix L, Attachment of American Troops, AWM4, 23/6/35 Part 2 
dated 26 July 1918 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid paragraph 2e 
48 The 37mm gun was a French product (Canon d'Infanterie de 37 modèle 1916 TRP) firing a projectile 
of just over one pound to a range of 1500 metres (effective) and adopted by the USA as a support 
weapon 
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Australian Machine Gun Company were sent into a reserve position.  The co-location 
of guns with the Australian guns meant that the Americans were mentored but 
equally, they were fully operational on tasks decided by the Australian brigade 
commander.49 Further allocations followed.  The 129th American Provisional Field 
Ambulance was praised by the ADMS50 5 Australian Division for its support during 
operations 28/29 July 1918.  It appears also that the 130th American Provisional Field 
Ambulance may also have been in support.  The 123rd Machine Gun Battalion was 
attached to the Australian Corps between 15 July and 6 August 1918. 

 

US 37mm Gun and crew. 

This attachment was supposed to be for six weeks, but due to the approaching Amiens 
offensive, American troops began to withdraw during the night of 4/5 August.  This 
withdrawal was complete by late afternoon on 5 August.  The 6th Brigade War Diary 
for 5 August noted that the Americans expressed gratitude for the assistance, and 

 
49 War Diary 6th Australian Brigade, Appendix LI, American MG Coy Personnel, AWM4, 23/6/35 Part 2 
dated 26 July 1918 
50 Assistant Director of Medical Services, normally this would be a medical doctor of Lieutenant 
Colonel rank. 
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regret that they could not stay51.  They were not allocated as part of the assaulting 
troops and indeed had been scheduled as part of the divisions to be returned to 
Pershing by Foch. 

As will be seen, this was not the end of the 33rd Division association with the 
Australians, and indeed part of the 33rd Division would find itself as part of the 
operational reserve for the British Fourth Army for the Amiens battle. 

The Battle of Amiens 

The start of the Fourth Army offensive at Amiens sent the message that the final 
offensives were underway and immediately changed Pershing’s agenda, as he needed 
to get the American Army fully into the fight.  The 33rd US Division was one of three 
divisions in the US II Corps released by Marshal Foch to rejoin the AEF at Pershing’s 
request.  The British however wanted to it to operate as a reserve division during the 
Amiens operation.  Pershing accepted that he would not get this division until after 
the Amiens operation concluded52.  The 33rd Division thus became the reserve division 
for III British Corps for the Amiens attack.  III Corps was tasked with protecting the 
Australian Corps left flank, and securing the high ground overlooking the Somme 
(Chipilly Spur).  The American 131st Infantry Regiment, part of the 33rd US Division, 
had been assigned in reserve to support the British 58th Division.  However, none of 
the reserve divisions, or elements of them, could be used by any of the Corps 
commanders during the Amiens attack without direct reference to headquarters 
Fourth Army. These reserve divisions were essentially a backstop in case of 
catastrophic failure of the offensive.  

During the Amiens assault on 8 August, it became clear that the III British Corps attack 
on Chipilly Spur was running late and that this was causing considerable problems 
for Monash’s left flank.  Then there followed a series of events which seem incredible. 
Two Australian NCOs from the 1st Battalion AIF, part of the brigade guarding the left 
flank on 8 August and with nothing to do, took themselves across the corps boundary 
into the rear of the Germans in the III Corps area and investigated Chipilly village for 
souvenirs and so found that it was deserted, with all the Germans forward holding 
the British assault.  

At the same time as this was occurring, with the failure of III Corps to make good 
progress towards its objectives on 8 August, permission was sought by III Corps and 
granted by Headquarters Fourth Army for the 131st Infantry to join the 58th Division 
in its assault on Chipilly Spur.  The 131st Infantry Regiment was committed to the 

 
51 War Diary 6th Australian Brigade, Appendices X and XI, Attachment of American Troops, AWM4, 
23/6/36 Part 1 dated 4 August 1918 
52 Edmonds, J.E., Official History of the Great War, Military Operations France and Belgium 1918, vol. 
4, p166 
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operation on 9 August.  Sir James Edmonds notes that the initial order to move for the 
131st could not be achieved in the time allocated and was withdrawn53.  When they did 
arrive, late in the afternoon, they were extremely exhausted, without rations and with 
only 100 rounds of ammunition per man. One of the 131st Infantry Regiment’s 
battalions was without Lewis guns except for one of its companies54.  The Americans 
pushed up Chipilly Spur in support of the 58th British Division late on the afternoon 
of 9 August. 

At the same time as the 131st Infantry were deploying in the III Corps area, the report 
of the two Australian NCOs, and the realisation that the British were still held up on 
Chipilly Spur led the Australians to send a formal patrol, consisting of the two NCOs 
and four other Australian soldiers, a total of six, and one Lewis gun, across the Corps 
boundary late on the afternoon of 9 August 1918.  This patrol got in contact initially 
with the 2/10 London Battalion and ultimately with Company K, 3rd Battalion 131st 
Infantry Regiment pushing up the feature and guided them around the enemy 
positions on the objective and by 8 PM a battle line had been established across the 
front of Chipilly and the high ground to the North East. The commanding officer of 
the 2/10 London’s gave the Australian patrol commander a written note thanking 
them for: the conspicuous bravery today and their magnificent work.  It also credited them 
with the capture of 80 of the 200 German prisoners captured55. This action opened the 
way for further gains. The Americans seem to have done well, although Colonel 
Sanborn, commander 131st Infantry Regiment, was less than happy with some aspects 
of the assault.  When reporting on the issues relating to the performance of some 
elements of 131st Infantry on Chipilly Spur, Sanborn noted: Major Gale, 2nd Battalion 

commander appears to have lost touch with a considerable portion of his command … I believe 

the battalion commander lost entire control of his men, evidenced by the fact that message after 

message was sent to him … asking for dispositions and conditions and only one report of any 

value was received.  Packs of equipment was (sic) scattered over the field of their advance and 

left unregarded.56 At battalion level the Americans, now on their first real operation at 
that level, were shaky, and it is indicative of command and control issues to be seen 
later on the Hindenburg Line57. Note that American battalions were usually 

 
53 Ibid., p106ff 
54 13 Brigade AIF War Diary, 13 August 1918, AWM4 23/13/31 part 1. it is not clear as to whether the 
guns had been withdrawn as part of preparations to rejoin the AEF or there was a practice of not 
regarding them as being on permanent issue and issuing them to soldiers for operations only with the 
consequence that they were not readily available. They were apparently on stores trucks at the rear of 
the movement. (Huidekoper, F.L. op.cit., vol. 2, p411) 
55 Edmonds, J.E., op.cit., p110n1 (note: patrol members claimed more Germans captured) 
56 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol. 2, p416f 
57There were two Gales in the force, Lt C M Gale mentioned at Hamel would go on to be awarded the 
US Distinguished Service Cross, (DSC), for gallantry at Bois-de-Chaume, 10 October 1918. The citation 
indicating that he was a company commander and showed his rank as captain. (US War Department 
General Orders, No 56, 1922.)  And Major Paul C Gale a battalion commander mentioned here. 
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commanded by captains or majors and their companies by lieutenants and captains : 
overall, a lower and more junior level of officer manning than in a British/ Australian 
organisation.  If nothing else it would be vulnerable to the effects of battle casualties 
and throw big expectations on the American NCO cadre to perform.  

The Official British War Historian noted the enthusiasm of the American 131st and also 
noted that by 8 PM they had reached their objective, although there had been a long 
firefight and movement had been very slow58.  Throughout the night, the Americans 
and the British attempted to push forward towards the old Amiens Outpost Line with 
mixed success.  The failure of some elements of III Corps to make good their objectives 
left the Americans who had reached theirs with an exposed flank.  During 10 August 
they were counter-attacked by German machine gun teams on numerous occasions 
but managed to beat them off59.  Clearly from the Australian point of view, the 
situation was unsatisfactory, and after discussions with Rawlinson on 9 August, the 
Australian 13 Brigade having replaced 1 Brigade, acting as the flank security, was 
ordered to cross the canal and clean the situation up.  At 9 pm on 10 August, 50 
Battalion AIF crossed the canal and assembled, screened by the Americans, and 
cleared much of the area, with the rest of the brigade following shortly after.  The 
Americans still held sections of the line until the village of Étinehem was cleared of 
enemy on the night 11/12 August.  Despite some problems, the 131st seems to have 
achieved its objectives. 

The Liaison Force 

By 10 August, the Fourth Army advance reached the old frontlines of 1917 which was 
a dense belt, 3 miles in depth with overgrown trenches and rusted barbed wire, 
making it perfect for German machine gun teams.  For the Australians, Rawlinson 
now gave them a more northerly boundary north of the Somme which took in the 
troublesome Chipilly feature.  Monash had argued for this feature to be included in 
the Australian Corps area without success. The British Official Historian Sir James 
Edmonds would remark that this was one case where a key feature, the Somme Canal 
was not an appropriate boundary.60  Initially this section of line was held by the 4th 
Australian Division, but by 11 August, it was necessary to relieve this force for rest, 
the problem being how that could be done with the forces available.  This was solved 
with a very unique solution by Monash, creating an entirely new division within the 

 
58 Edmonds, J.E., op.cit., p111 
59 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol2 Appendix VIII, The Action at Gressaire Wood, August 9, 1918, 
Headquarters 131stInfantry, p413 
60 Edwards, J.E., op.cit., p117, one of those cases in which it proved a mistake to have made a river line the 

boundary between two corps 
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Corps with permission from Rawlinson61.  This was achieved by taking the reserve 
brigade from the 4th Australian Division, (13 Brigade), as well as transferring the 131st 
American Infantry Regiment, 33rd American Division, from III Corps to the new 
force62.  Both these formations were already in place.  An abbreviated divisional 
headquarters was established commanded by Brigadier General E.A. Wisdom, 
commander 7th Australian Brigade63, and made up of staff selected across various 
divisions and brigade headquarters not in operation at the time, as well as the 
Australian Corps headquarters64.  

Artillery support was provided by the 
British 58th Divisional Artillery (from 
III Corps) and additional support was 
provided by the United States 124th 
Machine Gun Battalion and the 
United States 129th65 and 130th 

Provisional Ambulance Company.66  
In addition, two troops of the 13th 
Australian Light Horse Regiment 
were present, tasked with 
reconnaissance and traffic control - so, 
one division of six battalions with 
supporting arms creating almost a 
sixth Australian Division.  The force 
would be known as the Liaison Force 
or sometimes informally Wisdom 
Force.  Its role was to ensure complete 
liaison and security north of the 
Australian advance to the Bray sur 
Somme Road.  This was the job that III 

 
61 Bean, C.E., The Official History of Australia In The War of 1914-1918 vol.VI, The Australian Imperial 
Force In France May 1918 - The Armistice, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1942, p715n(4)  Ultimately it 
freed the 4th Division for the Chaulnes operation. 
62 On 16 August 49 Battalion was relieved in the line by 34 Battalion of 9 Brigade for 48 hours. 
63 7 Brigade headquarters continue to operate in command of its brigade. 
64 Bean, op.cit., p715n (5) One of the staff officers was Major R. G. Casey.  
65 This had been detached from the US 65th Brigade and attached to the Liaison Force. (Huidekoper, 
F.L., op.cit., vol. 2, p383 
66 Some confusion exists as to which of the ambulance units it was. Charles Bean merely describes it as 
the American Provisional Ambulance Company.  The General Staff Memorandum No1 issued by the 
Liaison Force on 11 August shows an ORBAT with 130 as the designated ambulance unit, while its War 
Diary for 12 August shows that it was 129. Both were present and there is some evidence both had 
elements with the Liaison Force although 130 seems to have been quartered with the 132nd Infantry 

 

Brigadier General Evan Wisdom 
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British Corps had been tasked with and had not succeeded.  To do that it linked it III 
Corps, now commanded by Godley67 and the Australian Corps68.  Whilst its duties 
were primarily security and defensive, it joined III Corps in harassing the German 
lines on 13 August, finishing with 13 Brigade capturing the Étinehem Spur during 
13/14 August.  This resulted in the capture of 200 prisoners and many machine guns69.  
At the same time the 132nd Infantry regiment, 33rd American Division was transferred 
to become the reserve brigade of the 4th Australian Division70 so the whole of the 
American 66th Brigade was now under Australian command71.   

Following its formation on 11 August, the Liaison Force moved quickly to establish 
communications and control with the 131st Infantry Regiment.  Wire and pole 
communications were quickly established and an experienced Australian signals 
officer was assigned to the Americans72.  The commander of the Liaison Force 
proposed that American personnel would be integrated with the Australian units for 
the coming attack on the village of Étinehem.  On 13 August a platoon of 3/131st 
Infantry, which was in support, was attached to each of two companies of the 51st 
Battalion on the southern and eastern slopes of the Étinehem Spur.  This echoed the 
arrangements at Hamel. The attack to clear the village and rest of the spur had a 
maximum depth of 1800 yards on a 2500 yards front.  On 14 August the Americans 
supplied working parties for the Liaison Force’s tasks. The 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 5th 
Australian Divisions each detailed two officers and five NCOs to be attached to the 
131st Infantry Regiment headquarters and also to its supporting battalions73.  Again, 
on the night of 14/15 August, 1/131st relieved the 50th Battalion in the line.  Australian 
staff regularly visited the US units. 

The Australians commented on their partners in the Liaison Force.  The War Diary of 
the Australian 13th Infantry Brigade comments that the 131st Regiment was hurriedly 
brought up to assist the 58th Division and: were apparently rushed into the battle without 

proper preparation and before they were ready.  The 13th Brigade also made an interesting 
assessment of the American troops: The men and junior officers are very fit and keen and 

are only too anxious to do their part but the staff work seems very poor.  It also noted that 
two Australian staff officers had been sent to the American regimental headquarters 

 

Regiment as the 4th Australian Division’s reserve brigade and never under direct command by the 
Liaison Force. 
67 Lieutenant General Sir Alexander Godley Commander XXII Corps and former commander of II 
ANZAC Corps 
68 Montgomery, A.A., The Story of the Fourth Army in the Battles of the Hundred Days, August 8th to 
November 11th, 1918, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1919, p65 
69 Ibid.  
70 Bean, C.E., op.cit., p715n(5)  
71 Albeit not the 66th Brigade headquarters just the component regiments and support troops 
72 Liaison Force War Diary, AWM4,1/65/1 part 1,12 August 1918  
73 Ibid., 14 August 1918 
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and that matters were now improving.74  Again American battle procedures seem to 
have been a problem. 

 

Not all proceeded smoothly, partly due to a difference in procedures. On 16 August 
Liaison Force medical staff visited the 131st to investigate why a very large number of 
gas cases were being sent rearward, who when examined, showed no sign of gas 
effects.  It was discovered that it was American policy to send anyone who reported 
being gassed rearwards for medical attention.  This was cluttering up medical facilities 
in the rear and the Australians suggested the Americans might like to change their 
policy75.  Later still, the issue of sanitation in the American area arose, the Australian 
medical staff classing the situation as totally unsatisfactory. Shell holes were being used 

for refuse pits and latrines and in some instances, they were in close proximity to kitchens. 

American regimental headquarters medical staff claimed that they found it very 
difficult to get the infantry battalions to listen to what they were saying about medical 
issues76. 

The Americans finally were withdrawn on the night of 19/20 August and replaced by 
the 11th Australian Brigade. They had been fully integrated, and participated in the 

 
74 13 Brigade AIF War Diary, 13 August 1918, AWM4 23/13/31 part 1. The officers are shown as Major 
N M Loutit DSO (50 Battalion) and Captain W Kennedy MC (17 Battalion?) Clearly a high-powered 
delegation. 
75 Liaison Force (Medical Staff) War Diary, AWM4, 1/65/4, 16 August 1918 
76 ibid 18 August 1918 
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complete operation.   American casualties for the period 11 – 16 August were 421 killed 
and wounded, which was greater than the period 9-11 August when they were serving 
under III Corps77.  On 19 August, the 13 Brigade, relieved by 9 Brigade, left the Chipilly 
operation and relieved the 132nd US Infantry Regiment as the reserve brigade the 4th 
Australian Division.  On 20 August the Liaison Force handed control of the area to 
Headquarters, 3 Australian Division and ceased to exist. 

 

There was inevitable fall-out from the use of American troops.  Following the use of 
the 131st Regiment by both III Corps and the Australian Corps, Major General George 
Bell, commanding the 33rd US Division, was asked by the commander of II US Corps, 
Major General George Read, to explain how the regiment came to be used in the 
Amiens offensive.  By this time the situation in the war, with the opening of the great 
allied offensive, would have made it plain that the original understanding that there 
would be no real offensive action until 1919 was now a dead letter and that a new  

 
77 Huidekoper, F.L., op.cit., vol. 2, Appendix VIII, p414 



28 

 

 

 



29 

 

 

reality existed.  Bell’s explanation of the circumstances, in a letter dated 11 August 
1918, was a masterly effort.   

It referred to Read’s own instructions issued on 29 June 1918 in particular paragraph 
2 of that document, the key parts of that paragraph being: Under present agreements 

between British and American General Headquarters, the tactical control of your organisation 

will rest with the British commanders .… at any time in case any emergency arise .… In view 

of the situation now existing on your front, the exact time and method of passing from period 

B to period C cannot be laid down. (Training Period C authorised the use of American 
formations in front line orientation and action.) 

Bell went on to say: The action upon this regiment was used, I believe to be an emergency 

covered by paragraph 2 quoted above. The emergency arose from the fact that the enemy was 

holding up the movement of the Australians and had by turning back part of the British line, 

menaced the success of the entire operations, the 131st Infantry were the only troops available 

at the time to straighten out the situation …. Events moved so rapidly that it was impossible 

to submit a report at the time.78 Clearly his interpretation of an “emergency” was much 
broader than Pershing’s. 

Between June and August, while the 33rd Division Headquarters itself was never under 
Australian command, the bulk of the division at one point or other was so. 

The American involvement with the Australian Corps during this time was positive 
and generally more extensive than is normally perceived.  At Hamel the Americans 
perhaps represented 10-15% of the combat force (down from the originally intended 
25%), and their removal would have caused genuine issues. Evidence would show 
that Pershing’s removal of six of the companies also caused some problems. The 
Americans had genuine tasks and were not just there for the ride.  

It is likewise clear that the assignment of the US 65th Brigade units in July/August for 
training involved genuine frontline service, with Americans replacing Australian 
units and taking casualties. 

At both Hamel and Chipilly Spur the Americans demonstrated that they could work 
well with Australian troops.  There were some command, control and administration 
issues, but given the high level of integration and Australian mentoring, these were 
minimised.  Leadership issues, while present, did not cause insurmountable 
problems. As can be seen in the case of Lieutenant Symons, Australian NCOs could 
and did step in if the American leader was incapacitated. 

 

 
78 Ibid., vol.2 appendix IX p426 
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