Commemoration for the Lives of the
Braidwood and District ANZACS

“We will remember them well”’

A CALL FROM THE DARDANELLES

ROLL OF HONOUR
BACKHOUSE, Victor John
Service Number: 4432

Rank: Private

From 1914 - 1918, 465 volunteers from Braidwood and the District
joined the Australian Imperial Force in World War .
88 lost their lives, never to return home. This is their story.
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THE GREAT WAR




Introduction

This year, 2015, marks the centenary of the start
of the Gallipoli campaign and Australia’s
involvement as a nation in the greatest and most
terrible conflict ever seen to that time. Australians
joined their Armed Forces in large numbers. Their
motives were as varied as their upbringings, from
a need to save the Empire, of which Australia was
an integral part, to the desire to have a great
adventure.

Braidwood and district were no exception. Over
the four years from 1914 to 1918, from a
population of about 5000, 465 men and women
from what is now the 2622 postcode area —
including Braidwood, Majors Creek, Araluen,
Mongarlowe, Nerriga, Ballalaba and
Jembaicumbene joined the Navy or Army. Of
these 377 returned to Australia. Sadly, 88 lost
their lives.

A varying amount of their history is recorded in
the Australian War Memorial. Some of their
names, but not all, are recorded on local
memorials. More is recorded in limited local
histories and newspapers, not readily available to
the general public; and the people who lived with
and knew these distant relatives are also passing
on.

The Braidwood RSL Sub Branch has collected all
the information available from the Australian War
Memorial and local sources, including the
Braidwood Museum. Families, still resident in
the district, have added their family knowledge
and their precious memorabilia.

This booklet is the available story of

Victor John Backhouse, one of the 88
Braidwood volunteers who did not return from
World War I. It contains his details as recorded
in the World War | Roll of Honour, his Enlistment
Papers, Field Service records, any Casualty
notification, correspondence relating to his death,
details of decorations won, any available photos,
and, in some instances, family correspondence
or recollections.

Victor John Backhouse died for his country, for
you and for me. Please pause a moment to
remember him.

Lest We Forget.

WORLD WAR |

World War | lasted four years, from 4 August
1914 until 11 November 1918. It began after the
assassination of the heir to the Austrian throne.
The axis powers were Germany and Austria.
Russia and France were the initial allies. When
Germany invaded Belgium, Britain entered the
war on the side of Russia and France.

The war was in Europe, the Western Front was in
France and Belgium. The Eastern Front was
Russia and Austria-Hungary. Africa was another
front because of colonial possessions on that
continent, and after Turkey entered the war on 1
November 1914, the Middle East became
another theatre of war.

Australians generally thought of themselves as
an integral part of the British Empire and the
Australian Army and Navy were part of the
Imperial Forces. In 1914, Australia’s Prime
Minister, Andrew Fisher, immediately promised
Australian support for Britain ‘to the last man and
the last shilling.” The Australian population was
less than five million. 324,000 Australians served
overseas. 61,720 lost their lives. 155,000 were
wounded. 4,044 became prisoners of war (397
died while captive).

The first Australian troops were sent to Egypt in
1915. The ANZACS — Australian and New Zealand
Army Corps — were engaged in battle on the
Gallipoli Peninsula against the Turks to control the
Dardanelles’ and open the way to Eastern Europe
with their fateful landing on 25 April 1915.

The ANZACS were evacuated on 19-20 December
1915. The Gallipoli campaign resulted in the
deaths of 7,600 Australians and the wounding of
19,000. Despite the defeat, the legend attached to
the heroism, comradeship and valour of the
soldiers remain a source of Australian pride and
national identity.
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VICTOR JOHN BACKHOUSE

Service Number: 4432

Rank: Private

Unit: 54th Australian Infantry Battalion
Service: Australian Army

Conflict: First World War, 1914-1918
Date of death: 19 July 1916

Place of death: France

Cause of death: Killed in action

Age at death: 20

Place of association: Nelligen, Australia

Cemetery or memorial details: VC Corner Australian
Cemetery and Memorial, Fromelles, Lille,
Nord Pas de Calais, France

Source: AWM145 Roll of Honour cards, 1914-1918 War,
Army

Location on the Roll of Honour:
Victor John Backhouse's name is located at panel 158 in the
Commemorative Area at the Australian War Memorial.
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54 Battalion

Private Victor John Backhouse was a member of the 54th Battalion raised in Egypt on 16 February
1916 as part of the “doubling” of the AlF. Half of its recruits were Gallipoli veterans from the 2nd
Battalion, and the other half, fresh reinforcements from Australia. Reflecting the composition of the
2nd, the 54th was predominantly composed of men from New South Wales. The battalion became
part of the 14th Brigade of the 5th Australian Division.

Moving to France in June 1916, the 54th fought its first major battle on the Western Front at
Fromelles, on 19 July where Private BACKHOUSE was initially listed as missing but
eventually listed as killed in action. Fromelles was a disaster.

The 54th was part of the initial assault and suffered casualties equivalent to 65 per cent of its
fighting strength. Casualty rates among the rest of the 5th Division were similarly high, but despite
these losses it continued to man the front in the Fromelles sector for a further two months.

Fromelles was the first major battle fought by Australian troops on the Western Front. Directed
against a strong German position known as the Sugar Loaf salient, the attack was intended
primarily as a feint to draw German troops away from the Somme offensive then being pursued
further to the south. A seven-hour preparatory bombardment deprived the attack of any hope of
surprise, and ultimately proved ineffective in subduing the well-entrenched defenders. When the
troops of the 5th Australian and 61st British Divisions attacked at 6 pm on 19 July 1916, they
suffered heavily at the hands of German machine-gunners. Small parts of the German trenches
were captured by the 8th and 14th Australian Brigades, but, devoid of flanking support and
subjected to fierce counter-attacks, they were forced to withdraw. By 8am on 20 July 1916, the
battle was over. The 5th Australian Division suffered 5,533 casualties, rendering it incapable of
offensive action for many months; the 61st British Division suffered 1,547. The German casualties
were little more than 1,000. The attack was a complete failure as the Germans realised within a
few hours it was merely a feint. It therefore had no impact whatsoever upon the progress of the
Somme offensive. An offer by the Germans to allow a truce to treat the many wounded
Australians was refused.

After a freezing winter manning trenches in the Somme Valley, in early 1917 the 54th Battalion
participated in the advance that followed the German retreat to the Hindenburg Line. It was
spared the assault but did, however, defend gains made during the second battle of Bullecourt.
Later in the year, the AlF’s focus of operations switched to the Ypres sector in Belgium. The
54th’s major battle here was at Polygon Wood on 26 September.

With the collapse of Russia in October 1917, a major German offensive on the Western Front
was expected in early 1918. This came in late March and the 5th Division moved to defend
the sector around Corbie. The 14th Brigade took up positions to the north of Villers-
Bretonneux and held these even when the village fell, threatening their flanks.

Once the German offensive had been defeated, the Allies launched their own offensive in
August 1918. The 14th Brigade did not play a major role in these operations until late in the
month, but its actions, including those of the 54th Battalion at Anvil Wood, capture of
Péronne, which fell on 2 September, were critical in adding to the heavy casualties of 1918
which, with declining enlistments in Australia resulted in a decision in mid-September 1918 to
disband several Australian battalions to reinforce others; in the 14th Brigade this battalion
was to be the 54th. The men mutinied in response, which resulted in a temporary
postponement of the order. The 54th fought its last major battle of the war, St Quentin Canal,
between 29 September and 2 October 1918. On 11 October it ceased to exist as a separate
entity when it was merged with the 56th Battalion to form the 54/56th Battalion.
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Base Records Office,

Alelbourne, 29tn July, /92/.

My, J, Backnpuse,

Currowan (reek,

Clyde Road,
FRAIDWOOD,

Dear 84 v, 6///5_?{/—"

| regret very much that, notwithstanding the efforts
of our Giraves Services Unit, we have so far been unable

to obtain any trace of the last resting place of

V,J. Backhouse 54th Battalion

and, so that no possble source of information shall be
overlooked, | shall be much obliged ¥ vou will Jet me
have on loan asny letters or communications that
contain any reference to the circumstances
surrounding his death, particularly the exact
locality at which it occurred, or where he was
last seen alive.
may have received as to his burial would be of the
greatest assistance.  The reason these steps are being
taken o to identify, if al all posmble, those bodies that
are being recovered but which have nothmg on  them
to definitely establsh dentibcation, and thus obviate the
necessity of internng them m the new Mibtary Cemeteries
under the heading " An Unknown Australian Soldier.”

Of course any mformation you

Only those portions of any letters having a divect
besring or reference to the above need be forwarded.
They will be carefully preserved and returned with-
out delay.

If you have nothmg that will help. would you
kindly let ue know, so that we can advie the overseas

authorities.

-
Thaokibg vou mn anticipation, e

Yours fathfully,

MAJOR.

Officer m Charge ’b_\\c Records
4 )|
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LAREE A

your scn the late No.443%2 Private

¥ AUSTRALIAN IMPERIAL FORCE.

To the Officer in Charge Base Records,
Victoria Barracks,
Melbourne.

(KINDLY SUBMIT YOUR REPLY HEREUNDER.)
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In Memory of
Private

Victor John Backhouse

4432, 54th Bn., Australian Infantry, A.LF. who died on 19 July 1916 Age 20

Son of John and Maud Mary Backhouse, of Currowan Creek, Clyde Rd., Braidwood, New South Wales.

Remembered with Honour
V.C. Comer Australian Cemetery and Memorial, Fromelles

Commemorated in perpetuity by
the Commonwealth War Graves Commission
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Back Cover: Peace Day, 11th November 1918, Wallace Street, Braidwood.

“Wild day in Braidwood: When Braidwood woke up on Tuesday morning to find the ‘glad tidings
of great joy’ awaiting it that Germany had signed the armistice and the frightful carnage of the
past four years or so had come to an end it simply went mad with delight. No other words could
adequately describe the excitement that followed.” “Braidwood Letters from the Front” by Roslyn
Maddrell.
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