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Historical context

Some 500.000 Australian and New Zealand soldiers will be fighting on
several fronts in 1914-1918. More than 70.000 will be killed there.

After the major military defeat of the Dardanelles(*), the Australian
and New Zealand forces, the ANZACS, were transferred along the
Western Front. From 1916, they fought in France. Their action conti-
nued in Flanders during the 3 Battle of Ypres.

The Battle of Messines, an allied victory

In 1917, the Allies prepared a major offensive in Flanders. From
December 1915, an undermining work began and allowed to dig 24
galleries of mines. Tons of explosive charges were piled up under the
first German lines.

On June the 7™ 1917, 19 mines were fired off, creating a real earth-
quake. The ANZAC's troops went to attack the Messines ridge (9) and
captured, in only a few hours, the Oosttaverne Line (X). The Germans
moved back up to the Warneton Line (®), their 3 frontline.

(*) On 25t April, beginning of the Dardanelles Operation, will become
a National Remembrance Day : the ANZAC DAY (Australian and New-
Zealand Army Corps).

The Ploegsteert Memorial

By the end of the First World War, thousands of combatants remained
buried in the mud of the trenches and of the No man's Land. They
never have been buried. To pay a tribute to them, the Commonwealth
War Graves Commission built Memorials. The names of the missing
victims were inscribed on their walls.

Among them, the British Memorial of Ploegsteert mention the name
of 11.447 victims fallen in the sectors close to Ploegsteert. On both
sides of the Memorial stands the Berks Extension Cemetery where 257
ANZAC victims are laid to rest.

“Plugstreet 14-18 Experience”
Behind the Ploegstreert Memorial, the semi-underground building of
the Interpretation Centre evokes the “Catacombs”.

Its interactive scenography tackles life of the civilians facing the
military occupation and various military operations in the area. It also
informs about the major steps of the world war, and mainly the action
of the Anzacs in the Battle of Messines during winter 1917-18.

ﬂ Catacombs

In order to protect the Allied soldiers from the German bombard-
ments, the 1% Australian Tunnelling Company built in a few weeks
eighteen underground galleries on the southern slope of the “Mont
de la Hutte” (Hill 63, 63 meters high). They could accommodate 1.200
men. Most units affected in the sector in 1917-18 remained there
particularly during the Battle of Messines.

Besides its official name “Hill 63 Dugouts”, this shelter used to be called
“Wallangara Dugout” by the Australian, and usually “The Catacombs”.

nOveraII view of the fighting area

From the Northern slope of the “Mont de la Hutte”, Hill 63, it is easy to
discover the objectives of the Battle of Messines. The view overlooks
towards the Douve valley, goes up towards Messines where the clear
and slim mass of the New Zealand Memorial rises up and, on the right,
the Irish Tower of the Peace Park. The 1* German defensive line was
close to it. A little further on, on the left, the “Mont Kemmel”, can be
seen, a real observatory spot of the area.

ﬂ New Zealand Monument of Messines

This white stone obelisk commemorates the capture of Messines by
the New Zealand division, whose casualties totaled 828 men, on June
the 7.

Nearby, two preserved bunkers reflect the frightening German
defense.

HGerman positions in Messines
The 2" German defensive line, called “Sehnnen Linie” by the Germans
and Oosttaverne Line by the British, goes through Messines.

H 3 Battle of Ypres

On July the 31% 1917, the Australians sent their troops against the 3™
German defensive line called Warneton Line by the British whereas the
New Zealanders moved to the locality of Warneton. These unsuccess-
full battles caused numerous losses.

“Windmill”

The mound of a windmill used to be used as an outpost close to the
3 German line, the Warneton Line. The german occupants of this
position prevented any progression. Hardly fought, this mound was the
object of captures and recaptures causing the death of many soldiers.

ﬂ Warneton

In spite of intensive bombardments neither the New Zealanders, nor
the Australians were able to capture the locality of Warneton turned
into a fortress by the Germans.

ﬂ Sugar refinery

During a New Zealand raid at the end of July 1917, the New-Zelanders
entered into the sugar refinery of Warneton where 40 Bavarian were
hiding in the cellars. The whole German garrison perished during the
explosion of the ammunition. However the sugar refinery will be taken
by the Germans once again.

& Andrew stele : Victoria Cross
On July the 31 1917 (the start of the 3" Battle of Ypres), Lance corpo-
ral Leslie Andrew in charge of a patrol captured a first machine-gun.

Then, next to the “Café du Rooster”, he neutralized, with one of his
soldiers, a second machine-gun. All the German operators were killed.
For this act of bravery, Leslie Andrew received the Victoria Cross, the
highest English military award.

A stele unveiled in October 2008 commemorates this heroic action.

23 Sciascia stele
The stele, unveiled in June 2007, commemorates Charles Sciascia’s
sacrifice. His father was Italian and his mother Maori.

Charles Sciascia died on July the 31 1917 during the fights trying to
conquer the locality of Warneton (the start of the 3™ Battle of Ypres).
Charles Sciascia, who also fought in Turkey and France, was a member
of the New Zealand Maori Rugby team, the Maoris All blacks.

Unexploded mines

On that spot, 4 mines deliberately not used remained hidden in the
ground. In July 1955, the lightning caused the explosion of one of
them. So, on the 8 mines of Warneton, 3 remain potential threats.

i The mine craters

Four of the eight mines in Warneton exploded on June the 7t 1917,
causing enormous craters some of which being still visible today, such
as : Ultimo Crater and Factory Farm Crater (respectively on the left and
on the right of the “Riche Rue” in Warneton), or partially filled : Ash
Crater* ().

* Ash Crater (Trench 127 South) : undermining begun in December
1915, was completed in May 1916, length 405 m, depth 26 m, 23 tons
of explosives.

& The Christmas Truce

At Christmas 1914, the location known as “Saint-Yvon” in Warneton
was the theatre of an extraordinary event : German and British soldiers
fraternized in the No man's Land. The memory of this “Christmas Truce
1914” is suggested on the spot of the Christmas Truce by the “Saint-
Yvon” cross and the UEFA monument. They, both, are symbolizing the
fraternity during Christmas 1914 and the football game between the
belligerents.

Mud Corner Cemetery

Between June and December 1917, 31 Australian victims, 53 New-
Zealand and 1 British have been buried in the Mud Corner cemetery.
All of them died during the Battle of Messines.

Toronto Cemetery

The Toronto Avenue cemetery contains 78 burials of Australian
soldiers fallen between June the 7" and 10t% 1917, during the Battle
of Messines. Each 25™ of April, date of the ANZAC DAY, a service is
taking place in this cemetery to commemorate the Australian and New
Zealand victims.
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