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EMU PARK SOLDIERS OF WORLD WAR I – THE GREAT WAR  

FROM EMU PARK and SHIRE OF LIVINGSTONE 

 

Private William Ahern (Service No. 254A) of the 42
nd

 & 30
th

 Infantry 

Battalions 

William was born on 10 October 1887 at Emerald, the 6
th

 child of Michael Ahern 

who was working in the railway services and his wife Caroline (née Retchless).  

Michael accepted a railway job in Emu Park, hence the family moved to Phillip 

Street where William was raised, educated and worked as a labourer before 

enlisting in the AIF on 10th November 1915 at the age of 27 in Rockhampton.  

Private Ahern joined ‘B’ Company, 42nd Battalion, 11th Brigade, 3rd Australian 

Division that was encamped at Enoggera in Brisbane, Queensland.   

The 42nd Infantry Battalion consisted on average of 29 Officers and 1007 Other 

Ranks (OR’s) and was broken up into the following sub units: 

Section Platoon Company Battalion 

Rifle section:-  

10 OR’s 

 

Lewis Gun Section:- 

10 OR’s and 

1 Light Machine Gun 

Platoon 

Headquarters (1 

Officer & 4 OR’s) 

 

3 Rifle Sections and 

1 Lewis gun Section 

Company 

Headquarters (2 

Officers & 57 

OR’s) 

 

4 Platoons 

Battalion 

Headquarters (5 

Officers & 75 OR’s) 

 

4 Companies 

 

He sailed for England on HMAT A30 Borda on 5th June 1916, then four months 

later to Armentiers in France near the Belgium boarder where he was transferred to 

the 30th Infantry Battalion, 8
th

 Infantry Brigade, 5
th

 Australian Division.  While his 

battalion was defending Pozieres in 1916, William developed a severe case of 

“trench feet” and was hospitalised in England for close on six months.  

He rejoined his battalion on 12
th

 May 1917 which at that time was taking part in 

the SECOND BATTLE OF Bullecourt. The total failure of General Nivelle on Chemin 

des Dames Ridge led the French Army to call for a renewed British offensive at 

Arras, despite the hopeless nature of the situation. The Australians of the 1st 

ANZAC launched a new assault at Bullecourt in the company of the British 62nd 

Division. The Second Battle of Bullecourt began at 3.45 a.m. on 3 May with eight 

successive waves of infantry, this time supported by artillery fire. The Australians 

broke through the partially destroyed barbed wire entanglements, passing many of 

their comrades killed the month before and still lying in the mud. The 5th Brigade, 

cut to pieces by machine gun fire, was forced to withdraw before crossing the 

barbed wire and this brought to a halt the following waves of infantry. A few young 

officers intervened to get the men moving forward again but by the end of the day 

no real gain had been made and the Second Battle of Bullecourt deteriorated into a 



W & T Ahean WWI stories Page 2 
 

tragic repetition of the first. Only the survivors of the 6th Brigade managed to take 

400 metres of the German front and press on to the second line, receiving 

reinforcements under cover of night.  

In the following days the Australians strengthened their positions and dug a 

communication trench back to their home line to collect fresh munitions and 

evacuate the wounded. Despite a German counter-attack on 6 May, the British 7th 

Division gained a foothold in the ruins of Bullecourt on 7 May and subsequently 

connected with the Australian bridgehead. In the following days the British and 

Australians were subjected to continuous shelling and, in some areas, the Germans 

attacked with flame-throwers. Sporadic fighting broke out over the next few days 

but all action ceased on 15 May.  

 

The Second Battle of Bullecourt inflicted 7,482 losses on the Australians with very 

little to show for the effort except for the capture of a minute portion of the 

Hindenburg Line. The Australian troops had been pushed to the extreme and 

exhibited some defiance towards the British command. 

A month later he was taken ill during training in the reserves area and back in 

hospital with Pyrexis (fever) of Unknown Origin (P.U.O.).  He rejoined his battalion 

on 27th August 1917.  A month later, William’s battalion was being employed in 

flank protection and reserve roles at the battle of POLYGON WOOD of which the 

battle plan was to secure strongly defended German positions in the vicinity of 

Polygon Wood and to consolidate positions on the Menin Road Ridge. During the 

night of 25th–26th September, 4,000 men of the assaulting six battalions reached 

taped lines laid across the south–western third of Polygon Wood. At 5.50am on the 

26th, around 10,000 men of the British and dominion began their advance with the 

4th and 5th Divisions, on the left and right respectively, taking the lead in the I 

ANZAC sector. The infantry advanced behind a heavy artillery barrage (support 

alone for 5th Division infantry was 205 pieces of heavy artillery, one gun for every 

nine metres of front), the noise of this artillery display was compared to a roaring 

bushfire. They secured most of their objectives without difficulty. Dozens of 

German machine guns in pill–boxes were the main obstacles but these were 

destroyed by the artillery or infantry using grenades. To the south, the 15th 

Brigade secured not only its own objectives but those allocated to the 

neighbouring 98th British Brigade. The Germans launched several counter-attacks 

but these were thwarted by the heavy defensive artillery barrages used to protect 

the infantry consolidating on their objectives. This was a feature of General Plumer 

battles. The battle cost 5,770 Australian casualties. During this battle, the 30
th

 

Infantry Battalion suffered 83 casualties.  

It was during the battle of Polygon Wood, Private Ahern was Wounded-In-Action 

(shot gun wound to the neck) when the Germans were conducting a counter-attack 

on the 29th September 1917. He was hospitalised in England again until 15th 

January 1918 when he rejoined his unit in the field.   
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William’s battalion was involved with the Allies defence of the GERMAN SPRING 

OFFENSIVE from March to May 1918 where the German General Staff attempted to 

win the war before the Americans arrived in sufficient force to tip the strategic 

balance firmly in favour of the Allies. For much of the Offensive, the 5th Division 

was in reserve. William survived the German Spring Offensive but around midnight 

of the 20
th

 July 1918, he was in the front line trenches in the Morlancourt area 

when the enemy throw five pigeon grenades containing gas into the trenches. He 

was gassed and was hospitalised again. This was the second time that William was 

Wounded-In-Action.  

He rejoined his battalion on 28
th

 August 1918 and four days later was involved in 

the battle of MONT ST QUENTIN. Major General John Monash believed that by 

taking control of Mont St Quentin, the line of the Somme River would be useless to 

the Germans as a defensive position and they would be forced to retreat to the 

Hindenburg Line. Monash proposed that the 2nd, 3rd and 5th Australian Divisions 

were to take part in the attack despite their numbers being heavily depleted during 

earlier fighting. On 29th –30th August 1918, the 5th Brigade (comprising of the 

17th, 18th, 19th and 20th Battalions) of the 2nd Division, seized hills that 

dominated the river crossings and the proposed approach route.  

On the night of 31 August 1918, the Australian troops crossed the Somme and 

following an artillery barrage which commenced at 5 am, attacked Mont St Quentin 

from the north west. During the infantry charge, Australian soldiers had to fight 

uphill across open ground where they were vulnerable to attack from the German 

held heights above. The 17th Battalion headed up the Brasso Redoubt, and climbed 

towards Gottleib Trench. They encountered the enemy almost immediately and 

charged the enemy posts. 

The 20th Battalion moved up to make a bayonet charge and captured the Gottleib 

trench. By 7 am the troops had occupied the village of Mont St Quentin and the 

slope and summit of the hill. The reserve element of the 2nd German Guards 

Division, an elite German unit, counterattacked and drove the troops from the 

summit to positions just below the summit. 

On the same morning the 33rd Battalion (9th Brigade) of the 3rd Division attacked 

the Bouchavesnes spur, a position which allowed the Germans to dominate Mont St 

Quentin, and were held up by enfilade fire from a machine gun. Although the 33rd 

Battalion only held part of their objective, a concerted effort was made, the spur 

was secured and the left flank of the troops attacking Mont St Quentin was 

secured. 

On 1st September, the 6th Brigade seized the summit on their second attempt. The 

14th Brigade captured the woods north of Peronne and after pressing on during a 

short-lived German attack, took the main part of Peronne. An attempt to pass the 

northern side of the town was stopped by heavy fire from the ramparts. On 2nd 

September the 7th Brigade drove beyond the mount, the 15th Brigade seized the 
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remainder of Peronne and the 3rd Division advanced on the northern flank. By the 

evening of the 3rd September, the Australian held Peronne, captured Flaucourt the 

next day and then advanced two miles to the east. The 30
th

 Battalion was in reserve 

until 3rd September when they took part in the capture of Flaucourt and the 

advance on Bussu over the next two days. The two Australian divisions captured 

2,600 prisoners and 76 guns in this offensive at the cost of 3,027 casualties 

compared to approximately 3,500 German casualties. Losses for the 30
th

 Battalion 

were 27 casualties. 

Later the same month, William was involved in the Battle of St Quentin Canal. 

Originally built to connect the Somme and Scheldt Rivers, the Germans utilised the 

St Quentin Canal as an additional defensive barrier forward of the Hindenberg Line. 

East of Peronne the canal ran through a tunnel for approximately six kilometres 

between Bellicourt and Venhuille. As this "bridge" over the canal formed an obvious 

point at which to attack the Hindenburg Line it was heavily defended.  

Fearing an attack across the canal would be costly, Lieutenant General Monash 

decided to assault over the top of the tunnel. With the Australian Corps exhausted 

from almost continuous operations since 8 August, Monash had only two divisions 

in a reasonable state for combat - the 3rd and 5th - and was thus reinforced with 

the 27th (New York) and 30th (Tennessee) United States Divisions. The plan was for 

the numerically superior Americans to breach the Hindenburg Line above the 

tunnel, and another defensive line a kilometre to the rear. The Australians would 

then pass through and assault the Beaurevoir Line, another four kilometres back. 

The attack would be supported by 90 tanks and heavy artillery concentrations.  

All troops participating in this operation were to carry the following: 

170 rounds of ammunition, 

48 hours of rations, 

2 water bottles, 

14 ground flares per platoon, 

6 No. 27 grenades per platoon, 

12 No. 36 grenades per platoon, 

2 wire cutters per platoon, 

5 S.O.S rockets per company, 

8 success signals per company, and 

20 lewis gun magazines per machine gun. 

 

The inexperience of the Americans was beginning to show. An operation launched 

to secure the start line on 27 September 1918 was unsuccessful due to their failure 

to properly clear dugouts and trenches. The same mistakes were repeated by the 

27th Division when the actual attack was launched two days later. The 3rd 

Australian Division, trying to advance to its own start line, became embroiled in the 

fight for the Americans' first objective. With all of the tanks destroyed or disabled, 

and the uncertain position of the forward troops preventing the use of artillery, the 



W & T Ahean WWI stories Page 5 
 

battle degenerated into a struggle for individual strong points, fought with bombs, 

bayonets and Lewis guns, that lasted for another three days. The 30th American 

Division, attacking further to the south, was more successful, enabling the 5th 

Australian Division to pass through and capture the heavily fortified village of 

Bellicourt. Their progress, however, was hampered by the lack of it in the north. 

Even further south the British 9th Corps had managed to cross the canal, breach 

the Hindenburg Line, and begin advancing upon the Beaurevoir Line. This action 

threatened to outflank the positions along the tunnel, resulting in a gradual 

German withdrawal that began on the night of 30 September. By 2 October a gap 

of approximately 17 kilometres had been opened in the Hindenburg Line. The 

operation had cost the 3rd and 5th Australian Divisions 2,577 casualties. Losses 

for the 30
th

 Battalion totalled 78 personnel. 

During the period leading up to the Armistice, the battalion took part in clean up 

operations or companies detached to other AIF brigades for minor operations. 

During this period, the division commander posted an order for the brigades to 

conduct recreational training that involved most sports and some entertainment 

such as concerts. 

After the Armistice was declared, William took part in the allies Occupation in 

Belgium.  Private William Ahern returned to Australia via the ship H.T. Durham on 

the 21
st

 July 1919.  

William returned to Emu Park after the war and lived with his parents for a period 

of time. He worked on the railway as a ganger and was later transferred to Elalie, 

near St Lawrence where he enjoyed fishing around St Lawrence and Carmila areas. 

He retired from the railway at Elalie due to ill health (he suffered from the effects of 

the “trench feet” as well as large scarring on his back) around 1964 and returned to 

Emu Park, living with his nephew Fred Ahern and family. He was remembered as 

always wearing slippers due to him suffering from ‘Trench Feet’ and he ate a lot of 

tinned bully beef.  Later, he went to Koumala and stayed with his brother Fred until 

his death in 1967.  William never married was buried with military honours in 

Sarina, Queensland.  

William Ahern’s name is embossed on the Emu Park Cenotaph.  

William would not talk about his experiences in the war, simply saying “you 

could never understand”.  
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Post Card from William’s mother Caroline Ahean. 

 

 

Photo of Private William Ahern  - Service No. 254A 
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William Ahern’s medals - British War Medal and Victory Medal. 

 

   

Unit Colour Patch of 42nd and 30th Infantry Battalion 

 

  

https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/RELAWM13307.128/
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Private Thomas Ahern (Service No. 6701) of the 9th Infantry 

Battalion 

Thomas was born on 19 February 1896 at Rockhampton, the 10
th

 child of Michael 

Ahern who was working in the railway services and his wife Caroline (née 

Retchless) who was the local midwife in Emu Park.  Michael accepted a railway job 

in Emu Park, hence the family moved to Phillip Street where Thomas was raised, 

educated and worked as a fisherman before enlisting in the AIF on 25th February 

1916 at the age of 21 in Rockhampton. He sailed for England on HMAT A74 

“Marathon” on 27
th

 October 1916 and arrived in Plymouth on 9
th

 January 1917. 

During his sea voyage, Thomas reported sick and was taken to the ships hospital 

for observation for almost three weeks.  

Private Ahern joined the 9
th

 Infantry Battalion of the 3
rd

 Infantry Brigade, 1
st

 Division 

AIF near Bapaume in France on 18
th

 May 1917. The battalion was conducting 

training during a month long lull in the fighting when Thomas was taken ill with 

Pyrexis (fever) of Unknown Origin (P.U.O.) on 26 July 1917 near the town of Albert, 

Belgium and was hospitalised in England until he rejoined his battalion on 29
th

 

October 1917. Due to the winter conditions, both sides did not plan any major 

attacks, hence it was reasonably quiet on the western front. Christmas of 1917 was 

spent in the front lines. The battalion was rotated from the front line to the reserve 

line for a period of time, then to the rest area for recuperation. There was always 

some activities being conducted e.g. fighting patrols, working parties or trench 

maintenance in the front and reserve lines while during the rest period, training in 

bomb throwing and musketry or working parties to maintain the battalion in 

fighting condition were being conducted. Sports of all codes as well as inter-

brigade tug-a-war were being played during this period.  

Thomas’s brigade relieved the 4
th

 infantry brigade in the front line near Hollebeke 

in Belgium during the nights of 1-2 March 1918 when a German raiding party 

penetrated the line resulting in 18 casualties and 7 missing believed captured. In 

the early evening of 6th March 1918 near Hollebeke, ‘D’ company along with the 

Battalion Headquarters were bombarded with heavy gas shells for approximately 

four hours. During this bombardment, Thomas succumbed to the effects of the gas 

and was hospitalised at Bournemouth in England for nearly four months. On his 

service record, he was listed as Wounded In Action on 7th March 1918 but 

according to the unit dairies, he was wounded the day before.  

Thomas rejoined his battalion on the 16th July 1918 and took part in the battle of 

AMIENS from 8th to 11th August 18 which launched the great Allied Offensive of 

1918. An "all arms battle", the Allies made effective use of infantry, artillery tanks 

and aircraft, which led to an unprecedented advance and vast numbers of German 

prisoners. The Battle of Amiens was an Allied victory that helped bring an end to 

World War I. The Allies launched an attack in August 1918 with a force of 75,000 

men from four Australian, four Canadian and three British divisions, more than 500 

tanks, nearly 1,900 aircraft (including French planes) and 2,000 guns. The 
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offensive achieved huge gains on the first day, with Allied troops and tanks 

advancing 13km and causing 27,000 casualties. Although the German resistance 

stiffened and the fighting was over after a few days, the battle convinced many in 

the German high command that victory in the war was unattainable. 

At 4.20 am on the 8th August 1918 Phase I of the battle commenced. The artillery 

open fire with a ‘creeping barrage’ on this occasion there had been no preliminary 

bombardment as had been the case at similar offensives. The battle area was 

covered in dense fog which was enhanced by the use of smoke shells. The sound 

of the movement of the tanks was hidden by the bombing of the German forward 

areas by the use of aircraft. By 7.00am the Australians had reached their 1st 

objective and their 2nd objective by 10.30 am. It appeared that by 7.30 am the 

German front line was broken this allowed the Australians to capture the enemy 

artillery.  

Phase II began at 8.20am with the artillery moving to a new position. The fog was 

lifting and the sun was beginning to shine. Both the 4th Division (on the left) and 

the 5th Division (on the right) continued with their attack. The German artillery 

took on the tanks, but the Infantry continued to advance and overran the guns.  

In Phase III the Infantry continued on unaided by either the artillery or tanks and 

managed to reach and take their objectives.  

Over the next three (3) days the 1st division and the 2nd Division continued with 

their advance and took the Lihons Heights. The 4th Division succeeded in taking 

Etineham and the 3rd Division Proyart. By the 12th August 1918 the German Army 

had been broken, although much fighting was still to continue the Hindenberg Line 

still had to be taken.  

From the four Australian divisions that took part in the Battle of Amiens, 5,991 

casualties were sustained. In part, the Australians captured 183 Officers and 7,742 

other ranks. In total, the Allied forces captured 29,144 prisoners, 338 guns, and 

liberated 116 towns and villages. 

Thomas did not have much rest because from the 21st to 23rd August 1918, he 

was part of the attack on the town of ALBERT where the Allies performed a two-

pronged attack on Bapaume and St Quentin, as part of the Allied counter-

offensives on the Western Front in the late summer of 1918. The initial aim of 

Battle of Albert was to gain the Arras-Albert railway line. At 4.55am on the densely 

foggy morning of 21st August, infantry of five divisions advanced on a seven mile 

front in the wake of a precise artillery creeping barrage, completely surprising the 

enemy. VI Corps gained its first objective (the Moyenneville-Ablainzeville spur) by 

5.40am, on the right, IV Corps, facing stiffer resistance, took its first objective 

twenty minutes later. Varying success met the renewed attacks towards the railway. 

With less ground to cross in the north, British Guards units and Australian 3rd 

Division infantry gained their objectives by 11.30am; but to the south, as the mist 

cleared, British 63rd and Australian 5th Divisions became involved in much 
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exhausting fighting (many supporting tanks were lost) and failed to make, though 

on the extreme right V Corps captured Beaucourt and advanced beyond 

Baillescourt Farm. 

British General Sir Julian Byng (Third Army) decided to pause the attack on 22nd 

August to allow his forces to regroup. A series of German counter attacks were 

beaten off during that intensely hot summer's day. To the right, the Fourth Army 

(inclusive of the Australian Corps) advanced, resulted in the occupation of Albert. 

On 23rd August, the Third and Fourth British Armies participated in a huge general 

Allied attack which, with French assaults on the right, extended over a battlefront 

of 33 miles. The day’s fighting saw the Third Army edge significantly nearer 

Bapaume, which would remain its principal objective in the days immediately 

following.  Total casualties sustained to the 9
th

 Battalion were 54 personnel. 

The next month Thomas’s battalion was involved in the fierce British and 

Australian assault on Epéhy area as part of the overall attempts to breach the 

German Hindenburg Line. In the action elements of the 1st and 4th Australian 

Divisions seized sections of the "outpost line" of the Hindenburg Line defences. 

The objective consisted of a fortified zone roughly 4.8 km deep and 32 km long, 

supported by subsidiary trenches and strong points. 

On 18 September at 5.20 am, the attack opened with 1,488 guns providing the 

initial bombardment and a creeping barrage for the advancing troops. The 

promised French assistance did not arrive, resulting in limited success for IX Corps 

on that flank. On the left flank, III Corps also found difficulty when attacking the 

fortifications erected at "the Knoll", Quennemont and Guillemont farms, which were 

held determinedly by German troops, the village was however captured by the 

British 12th Eastern Division. In the centre, General John Monash’s two Australian 

divisions achieved complete and dramatic success. The 1st Australian Division and 

the 4th Australian Division, had a strength of some 6,800 men and in the course of 

the day captured 4,243 prisoners,76 guns, 300 machine-guns and thirty trench 

mortars. They took all their objectives and advanced to a distance of about 4.8 km 

on a 6.4 km front. The Australian casualties were 1,260 men (265 killed, 1,057 

wounded, 2 captured). 

 It was during this battle on the 18th September that Thomas was Wounded In 

Action (second time) where he received a shot gun wound to his thigh.  He rejoined 

his battalion on 14
th

 October 1918. After the Armistice was declared, Thomas took 

part in the allies Occupation in Belgium.   

Thomas’s battalion was one of 19 Australian battalions present at the signing of 

the peace treaty formally concluding hostilities between Germany and the allied 

powers was signed at the Palace of Versailles, outside Paris, on 28 June 1919. 

Criticised by liberal allied opinion as too hard, and by others as too lenient, the 

treaty deprived Germany of about 13.5 per cent of its 1914 territory, about 13 per 

cent of its economic resources, around 7 million of its people, and all of its 
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overseas possessions. The treaty became a source of popular resentment in 

Germany, and its unfavourable terms were exploited effectively by the National 

Socialist party in the 1920s and 1930s.  

Thomas returned to Australia on HMAT Takada embarked 18
th

 July 1919 arrived in 

Australia on 7
th

 September 1919 and was discharged soon after.  

Thomas returned to Emu Park after the war and worked in the Livingstone Shire 

Council for many years. One of his first council projects was the eradication of the 

prickly pear in the area.  He married Ethel Lancaster on the 30th September 1920 

and had four children: Richard, Thomas, Kathleen and Frederick. Ethel died in 1924 

and is buried in Emu Park Cemetery. Thomas remarried in 1928 and his new wife 

Maud Morris from Emu Park who helped him in raising his four young children. 

Thomas’s health was never great as he suffered from the mustard gas poisoning 

he sustained in the Great War.  He died from a heart attack while dragging for bait 

fish on Shoalwater Beach (southern end of Kinka) at the age of 34 in 1930. He is 

buried in an unmarked grave in the eastern section of Emu Park Cemetery.  

Thomas Ahern’s name is embossed on the Emu Park Cenotaph and on the 

Livingstone Shire’s Honour Roll outside the Yeppoon town hall.  

A photograph of Thomas is displayed on the wall in the R.S.L at Emu Park. 

Thomas’s three sons and daughter all served in the Second World War.  
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Photo of Private Thomas Ahern - Service No. 6701 

    

 

 

 

Unit Colour patch of 9th Infantry Battalion 
Thomas Ahern’s medal entitlement 

British War Medal and Victory medal 


