
New Zealand’s Great Forgotten 
Victory: The Battle of Messines 

1917

Jeff McNeillJe
ff M

cN
eil

l

Apri
l 2

02
2



Je
ff M

cN
eil

l

Apri
l 2

02
2



Je
ff M

cN
eil

l

Apri
l 2

02
2



 -

 20,000

 40,000

 60,000

 80,000

 100,000

 120,000

Je
ff M

cN
eil

l

Apri
l 2

02
2



Je
ff M

cN
eil

l

Apri
l 2

02
2



A poke in the eye 
with a sharp stick, 
Officers Club wall.

2nd Lieutenant Pat 
Hanna, 1 July 1917
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John A. Lee – renegade Labour MP

‘During the First World War he served with the 1st NZEF, 
won the D.C.M. at Messines, he was wounded, and lost 
his left arm’ (1966 An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand)
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Sid Holland: NZ Prime Minister, 
1949-1957
‘Lt FA 1 NZEF (invalided after Messines)’ –
Who’s Who,1956

‘During the Battle of Messines in June 1917 
he became seriously ill and was invalided 
home to be discharged in the following 
November’ (An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, 1966 )
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German perspective

Some impressions will gradually 
fade for us. Yet, we can never forget 
that dramatic day. All of us who 
shuddered at the damage inflicted 
by this experience, this catastrophe 
at Messines. All of us, there where 
dying and bleeding had become as 
familiar to us as for children their 
daily evening prayers 

- Hermann Kohl, Mit Hurra in 
den Tod!  1932 Je
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Wytschaete is a small village four miles south of Ypres, 

and two miles north-west of Messines, which is shown 

in the map published in this issue. Both villages stand 

on the crest of a range of low hills which runs to the 

north-east beyond Ypres. The original line lay about a 

mile west of both Wytschaete and Messines, forming 

almost a semi-circular salient, and a considerable 

flattening of this bulge has resulted from the attack

Je
ff M

cN
eil

l

Apri
l 2

02
2



Je
ff M

cN
eil

l

Apri
l 2

02
2



Je
ff M

cN
eil

l

Apri
l 2

02
2



British 2nd Army
General Herbert Plumer

• X Corps

• IX Corps

• II ANZACJe
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II ANZAC
General Alexander Godley

• 25th Division

• NZ Division

• 3rd Australian Division

• (4th Australian Division)

• Corps units
• II ANZAC Mounted Regiment

• 2nd NZ (Army) Field Artillery Brigade

• 4th NZ Infantry BrigadeJe
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• (40th Saxon Division)

• 3rd Bavarian Division

• bIR 23

• bIR 17

• bIR 18
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German mistakes

• 4th Army

• Failure to relinquish ridge voluntarily (30 
April conference)

• Group Wytschaete

• Relieved 40th Saxon with 3rd Bavarian 
Division just before the attack

• Committed 1st Guards Reserve Division to 
pointless afternoon counter-attack

• Failed to grasp limited nature of offensiveJe
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2nd Infantry Brigade 3rd (Rifle) Brigade

1st Otago 1st Canterbury 3rd Rifle 1st Rifle

Hill 63

New Zealand Division
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3:10 am

1st Bde

Rifle Bde

2nd Bde
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On the left a great mine went up in vast masses 
of earth and smoke and lurid red flame, like a 
night eruption from the throat of some great 
volcano. It was the great momentary flash of 
the red flame, like the red of a blood orange, 
brilliant against the black smoke, that 
impressed the vision. In quick succession other 
ruins, five or six in number, heaved themselves 
skyward with awesome effect, making the 
ground rock and quiver as if stricken with a 
great earthquake 

– Malcolm Ross, New Zealand Correspondent

The earth started to quake, our pit seemed to 
stand on end and rock up and down – an awful 
sensation – and all the time dull reports went 
off… our mine went up on the left of Messines 
and I don’t think as long as I live will I ever see 
such a sight again… It was like pictures of Hell –
great billows of Blood Red flames curling up 
hundreds of feet high and the ground shook 
like a leaf

– Bombardier Malcolm Beaven, 7th Battery, 
1st Brigade, NZFAJe
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Blue Line
3:27 am
(+7 minutes)

Brown Line
3:37 – 3:55 am
(+45 minutes)

1st Otago
1st Canterbury
3rd Rifle
1st Rifle
(2nd Rifle)
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After searching around…we 
came across one or two 
underground dugouts which 
were all that remained of his 
front line… I spotted a Fritz 
scarpering out the back door. 
As soon as he saw me, up went 
his hands and he started 
“mercy Kamerading” for all he 
was worth. That didn’t have 
any effect on me though and I 
let him have it and he tumbled 
back into 20 feet of space. 

– Private Bill Bailey, B 
Company, 3rd Rifle

I was digging-in and had sat 
down in my hole to light a 
“fag”, when over toppled a 
chap on either side of me, 
both dead, shot through the 
head. At last we were down 
6 feet and fairly safe

– Lance Corporal Victor J 
Watson, 1st Otago
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Within seconds of leaving the 
company command shelter, we 
saw how the English skirmish lines 
were coming through our position 
from the left. I let the few men 
who were still with me fire until 
the British reached about 20 paces 
from us. Since capture would have 
been certain, I then gave the order, 
‘Back to the Battalion command 
post!’ Here I immediately reported 
that the front line was overrun

– Leutnant d.R. Daniel Hach, 
10./18Je
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Yellow Line
4:06 – 5:00 am
(+1 hour 50 min.)

2nd Canterbury
4th Rifle
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Black Line
5:12 – 5:20 am
(+ 2hrs 10 min.)

1st Brigade
1st Wellington
1st Auckland
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Ahead on the left there was a strong point and 
Hunnish machine guns were mowing down men 
like a swinging scythe mows tall grass. Fanwise, 
New Zealanders were lying dead, spread-eagled 
around the circle of traversing machine-gun 
barrels…As he looked three men stood erect at 
the end of the sag and ran forward.

Chug! Chug! Chug! Chug! Chug! Chug!

One at a time they were cut down, crumpled 
forward, somersaulted, stilled. 

‘The bloody hell. I’ll fix those bastards.’

He started to run at the strong point.

– John A. Lee, Civilian into Soldier. 1937.
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I didn’t go to war to surrender the position I 
was entrusted to defend. Either I die here, or 
my troops and I shall be assisted by our 
support troops. For me there is no question 
of relying on the support troops to come to 
our assistance 

– Major Hans von Kohlmüller, 17. bIR

Thümmelschloß bIR 17 Battalion 
Headquarters
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Black Dotted Line
8:55 – 9:04 am
(+6 hours)

Australian 4th Light 
Horse Regiment

2nd Auckland
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Counter-attack
1:30pm

4th Australian Division

52nd

49th

45th

47th

37th
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The whole II. Battalion…advanced line 
abreast, the men three steps apart. A 
grand sight, with shell and shrapnel on 
the surging attack-line…More and more 
[shell bursts] occurred and men fell out 
here and there more quickly than 
before…

We also came under sustained English 
machine-gun fire. Fortunately, it was 
still too high, so the ‘blue beans’ 
[bullets] sizzled over our heads. I 
remember that I raised an ammunition-
box to protect my head, but I didn’t 
think to protect my chest and body as 
well 

– Schütze Hans-Joachim Röhr, MG 
Company 2, GRR 1
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Thümmelschloß

Green Line

Fanny’s Farm
Je

ff M
cN

eil
l

Apri
l 2

02
2



Directly a portion of the 4th Division went through us, we never knew 
what was going on – and did not know the position in front up to the 
moment we came out of the line – General Andrew Russell, GOC NZ 
Division
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3:10pm
Afternoon attack:

4th Australian Division

6:30pm
Otago Mounted Rifles

Evening
Confusion and retreat
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The casualties suffered by the Brigade during 
the attack itself were comparatively light, but 
after the Ridge was taken the casualties 
increased enormously from the enemy’s shell 
fire, and especially enfilade fire.

With so many men collected together in a 
congested area it was inevitable that the casualties 
should increase after the position was taken, and 
this unfortunately proved to be the case. The 
casualties of this Brigade increased from about 250 
during the attack to 900 before the Brigade was 
relieved on the evening of the 9th.

- Brig-Gen Bill BraithwaiteJe
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La Basse-Ville
13-14 June 1917
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