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Introduction

We’ve Got The Great War Anniversary Covered!

For nearly twenty-five years Pen and Sword have been covering the First World War, from the Pals battalions formed for the ‘Big Push’, to the Battleground series of guides; packed with then and now illustrations and personal memoirs, giving readers first-hand experiences and battle narratives which give an overview of the momentous events.

With over 700 titles in print on the First World War and many more on the way throughout the next four years, Pen and Sword Books offer readers interested in the Great War unrivalled access to the subject and this book has been assembled to offer an exclusive introduction to some of our new titles.

This publication would not have been possible without the skill and dedication of John Grehan, Martin Mace, Richard Van Emden, David Martin, Jamie Vans, Peter Widdowson, Gary Sheffield, Nigel McCrery, Ann Kramer and David Bilton, whose works have appeared in this book.

Our leading series include:

• Eyewitness Accounts • Your Towns and Cities in the Great War • Memoirs • Pals and Regimental Histories • Photo Histories • WWI Genealogy •  Battlefield Guides • Home Front Series • Expert Battle Histories • General Overviews by Leading Experts •

Leading authors include:

Dan Snow, Jon Snow, Major & Mrs Holt, Richard Van Emden, Gary Sheffield, Martin Middlebrook, Jack Sheldon, Nigel Cave, Peter Liddle, Jon Cooksey, Andrew Robertshaw, Peter Simkins, Peter Hart, Michael Stedman plus many more leading experts in their field.

For more information on our current and upcoming projects please visit our website
www.pen-and-sword.co.uk

Stay in touch! facebook.com/penandswordbooks
or follow us on Twitter @penswordbooks





Slaughter on the Somme: 1 July 1916

The Complete War Diaries of the British Army’s Worst Day

Martin Mace & John Grehan
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Hardback
9781848847705
£25.00

At 07.30 hours on 1 July 1916, the devastating cacophony of the Allied artillery fell silent along the front on the Somme. The ear-splitting explosions were replaced by the shrill sound of hundreds of whistles being blown. At that moment, tens of thousands of British soldiers climbed out from the trenches on their part of the Western Front, and began to make their way steadily towards the German lines opposite. It was the first day of the Battle of the Somme.

By the end of the day, a number of the regiments involved had met with some degree of success; others had suffered heavy losses for no gain, whilst a few quite literally ceased to exist. That day, the old infantry tactics of the British Army clashed head-on with the reality of modern warfare. On what is generally accepted as the worst day in the British Army’s history, there were more than 60,000 casualties — a third of them fatal.

In this publication, the authors have drawn together, for the first time ever, all the War Diary entries for 171 British Regiments that went ‘over the top’ that day — a day which even now still touches so many families both in the United Kingdom and around the world.

Martin Mace has been involved in writing and publishing military history for more than twenty years. In 2006 he began working on the idea for Britain at War magazine, This publication has grown rapidly to become the best-selling military history periodical.

John Grehan has written more than 150 books and articles on military subjects, covering most periods of history. John is currently employed as the Assistant Editor of Britain at War magazine.

This book is available directly through Pen and Sword or any good book shop.
To order online please visit our website www.pen-and-sword.co.uk
or call our sales line on 01226 734222.

If you enjoy this sample and would like to order it as an ebook please follow the links below.

Kindle: http://www.pen-and-sword.co.uk/Slaughter-on-the-Somme/p/6511
epub: http://www.pen-and-sword.co.uk/Slaughter-on-the-Somme/p/6512




Extracted from Slaughter on the Somme. In this sample chapter we join III Corps as they begin their advance, following the 34th Division in their assault on La Boisselle Salient and the 8th Divisions assault on Ovillers Spur, and we look at what was happening with the Germans opposite III Corps.



III Corps

1 July 1916

The position of III Corps between Bécourt and Authuille, lay on the forward slopes of a long low ridge between Albert and La Boisselle, marked by Tara and Usna Hills, a continuation of the spur of the main Ginchy - Pozières ridge on which the village of Ovillers stands. Behind this ridge the divisional artillery was deployed in rows, one brigade behind the other, dug in on bare and open ground. The observers were on the crest, with a perfect view of the whole German position spread out before them like a map, each trench shown up by its chalk parapet. The enemy first position, with its front line higher than the British, lay across the upper slopes of the three spurs which reach out south-westwards from the main ridge towards Albert.

The distance between the opposing lines varied from 800 to 50 yards, the trench nearest to the enemy, opposite La Boisselle being known as “Glory Hole”.

The right of the corps faced the western slope of the long Fricourt spur; its centre, the La Boisselle spur, with the village of that name almost in the German front line; whilst in front of its left was the upper part of Ovillers spur, with the village within the German front defences. The depressions running into the enemy position between the three spurs were known as Sausage Valley and Mash Valley. Neither was more than 1,000 yards wide, so that, being bare and open, any advance up them could be effectively met by crossfire from both sides, whilst the spurs themselves were covered with a network of trenches and machine-gun nests. The great Thiepval spur - actually opposite X Corps, next on the left - overlooked practically all the first belt of ground over which the divisions of III Corps had necessarily to advance.

The German defences consisted of a front system with four main strongpoints in its southern half: Sausage Redoubt (or Heligoland), with Scots Redoubt behind it, Schwaben Höhe and La Boisselle village. A fifth, Ovillers, was situated centrally in its northern half. Behind the front defences were two intermediate lines: the first from Fricourt Farm to Ovillers, and the second, incomplete, in front of Contalmaison and of Pozieres. Behind these again was the second position from Bazentin le Petit to Mouquet Farm, consisting of two lines. The third position was three miles in rear of the second. Owing to the enemy’s front position being on the forward slopes, it was completely exposed to fire, except the front trenches near La Boisselle and these were not only very near our own front line but difficult to reach with shell fire owing to the configuration of the ground. It will be observed, however, how singularly well the front line was adapted to defence, being sited, as the ground demanded, as a series of salients and re-entrants, the La Boisselle and Thiepval salients being particularly strong.
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The high road Amiens - Albert - Pozières - Bapaume cut through the centre of III Corps’ front. In its straight course from Albert up to the Pozières ridge it ascends aslant the northern slope of the La Boisselle spur, and thence rises steadily to Pozières. This highway was roughly the line of demarcation between the two divisions which were to make the assault, the actual dividing line being at first about five hundred yards to the left of it, but near Ovillers passing to the right. The 34th Division, on the right, was to attack and capture the German defences on the Fricourt spur and astride SausageValley as far as La Boisselle (inclusive). It was then to advance to the line Contalmaison - Pozières (exclusive), halting some eight hundred yards in front of the German second position. The 8th Division, on the left, was to capture the German front defences north of the Bapaume road, including the whole western slope of Ovillers spur and the village. It was then to push forward to a line facing the German second position between Pozières (inclusive) and Mouquet Farm.

The two assaulting divisions had thus to capture two fortified villages and six lines of trenches, and to advance into the German position to a depth of roughly two miles on a frontage of 4,000 yards - a formidable task.

The 19th Division, in corps reserve, but with its guns in action under the other divisions, was to be in a position of readiness in an intermediate position north of Albert, and as the 34th and 8th Divisions moved forward to the assault, the two leading brigades of the 19th Division were to take their places in the Tara-Usna line, ready to move forward to relieve them when they had secured their objectives.

The corps artillery - mostly concentrated on both sides of the Amiens road, just west of Albert - comprised 98 heavy guns and howitzers, in addition to the divisional batteries, and a “groupe” of French 75-mm of the 18th Field Artillery Regiment to fire gas shell. It was organized in five groups, two working with each of the assaulting divisions and the other, composed of the heavier natures, covering the whole front.2 This gave a heavy gun to every forty yards, and a field gun to every twenty-three yards.

As the infantry commanders were by no means satisfied with the results of the bombardment of La Boisselle and Ovillers, a battery of eight Stokes mortars was told to shell the former at zero. It was speedily knocked out by shell fire, but before this happened considerable effect appeared to have been produced on La Boisselle.

The programme of fire for 1 July provided for eight lifts of the heavy artillery, and laid down that “after the assault the subsequent movement of the infantry will be assisted and regulated by a system of barrages which will move back slowly” in accordance with a timetable.3 In this programme the sixth lift, to fall behind Contalmaison and Pozières, took place 1 hour and 25 minutes after zero, and the final lift, roughly 1,000 yards further back, 22 minutes later. The “slowly” referred to the general pace of the advance of the barrage, which was about two miles in 1 hour and 47 minutes. It was made in “jumps” by the heavy artillery as in XIII and XV Corps: the divisional artillery barrage, on the other hand, was to go back “very slowly”, and the instructions issued in the 34th Division artillery (Brigadier-General A.D. Kirby) made clear what was intended. They state:

“Lifts are timed to commence at the same time as the Heavy Artillery. But instead of lifting straight back on to the next line, divisional artillery will rake back gradually to the next line.” The rake, however, the speed of which was given in an appendix, was not continuous, but a series of short lifts of 50, 100, or 150 yards. It was further said that “the speed at which the rake goes back to the next line will be calculated so that the shrapnel barrage moves back faster than the infantry can advance”. There was not therefore a creeping barrage, but only an attempt to deal with every small intermediate trench.

There were frequent complaints of bad gun ammunition during the preliminary bombardment and on 1 July, for, as in XV Corps, the field-gun ammunition proved to be very faulty, causing numerous premature bursts with consequent casualties as the guns were ranged in several lines. Many of the heavy howitzer shells fell short, and many failed to burst: an officer with the successful right wing of the corps reported “a dud shell every two or three yards over several acres of ground”. On the other hand, it should be mentioned that the twelve-inch railway gun, firing at zero from behind Albert at thirteen miles’ range, drove the headquarters of the German XIV Corps out of Bapaume.4

Two very large mines, to be fired two minutes before zero, were laid by the 179th Tunnelling Company Royal Engineers under the shoulders of the salient formed by the trenches round La Boisselle in order to destroy any flanking arrangements, and by the height of their lips to prevent enfilade fire along No Man’s Land on either side. The southern one, known as “Lochnagar”, under Schwaben Redoubt, contained 60,000lbs of ammonal;5 the other, “Y Sap”, 40,600lbs of ammonal.6 As mine warfare had been going on in the La Boisselle area, infinite precautions were necessary to prevent the discovery of this new enterprise, especially as there was no continuous front trench along the mine-field, which was only held by a series of posts covering the mine shafts.7

34th Division: The assault on La Boisselle Salient

The full weight of the twelve infantry battalions of the 34th Division was to be thrown in the first assault, by successive waves, against the German position.8 It was to attack in four “columns”, each column three battalions deep on a frontage of four hundred yards. Between the third and fourth columns opposite La Boisselle there was to be a gap.

Unlike Ovillers in the 8th Division area, La Boisselle, the key of the front system owing to its salient position, was not to be attacked directly; the two left columns, passing on either side of it, were, as they advanced, to send into it special bombing parties (amounting in all to one platoon), supported by Lewis guns and Stokes mortars, to clear it from both flanks. Brigade and battalion commanders who expressed doubts as to the feasibility of this course were reminded that the commander of the Fourth Army had said the village would have been rendered untenable and the Germans in it “wiped out” by the preliminary bombardment, while the flanking shoulders on either side of it would be destroyed by the great mines.

On 30 June, however, the front line troops had found the garrison very much on the alert, for parties put over the parapet to clear passages through the wire in front of it were fired upon. It was arranged, therefore, that at zero when the barrage lifted, the bombardment of the village should be continued by trench mortars until the flanking parties could enter. To deal with Sausage Redoubt, a dangerous flanking work, during the night an emplacement for a trench-mortar battery was dug in No Man’s Land - there 500 yards wide - and its fire proved very effective until all its personnel were killed or wounded. It was subsequently discovered that the damage done by the bombardment was superficial, and that none of the deep dug-outs had been injured. In one of them an overhearing station had remained in action to the last. At 02.45 hours it had picked up part of a telephoned British order which pointed to an assault in the morning.9

The two right columns which assembled in the Tara-Usna trenches were formed of the 101st Brigade (Brigadier-General R.C. Gore),10 each having one battalion in front and one in support with a battalion of the 103rd Brigade (Tyneside Irish, Brigadier-General N.J.G. Cameron11) in rear. The two left columns were similarly composed of the 102nd Brigade (Tyneside Scottish, Brigadier-General T.P.B. Ternan), with the two remaining battalions of the 103rd Brigade in rear. As the 103rd Brigade contained, as did the division as a whole, a large number of miners, extensive galleries had been dug in Tara hill for the first assembly of its battalions.

At the hour of assault all four columns were to advance in extended order in lines of companies, each in column of platoons at 150 paces’ distance. BrigadierGeneral Gore ordered the headquarters (Lieutenant Colonel, second-in- command, adjutant, etc.) of his battalions to stand fast when the troops advanced, and not to go forward until ordered by the brigade. They therefore remained intact and available to reorganize their commands at night, whilst practically all the other battalion staffs became casualties.

The first objective of the two leading lines of battalions was the German front system, consisting of four trenches. The fourth trench, requiring an advance of about 2,000 yards, was to be reached forty-eight minutes after zero hour, i.e., 08.18 hours. The second objective was the German second intermediate line, the Kaisergraben, in front of Contalmaison and Pozieres villages. This line was to be reached by 08.58 hours, when the 101st and 102nd Brigades were to halt and consolidate. The 103rd Brigade, forming the third line of battalions and following close in rear, would then pass through the 101st and 102nd Brigades, capture Contalmaison village, and advance to the third, and final, objective of the division, a line close to the outer or eastern edge of that village and Pozieres. This line, to be reached by the 103rd Brigade at 10.10 hours, was to be put into a state of defence preparatory to a subsequent assault on the German second position, which lay eight hundred yards beyond.12

At zero hour the whole infantry of the division, except the head of the second column, rose as one man, the front line going “over the top” and the rear lines moving down the slopes of Tara-Usna ridge, even the reserve battalions of the 103rd Brigade leaving their trenches. In a matter of ten minutes some 80 per cent of the men in the leading battalions were casualties; for directly the artillery barrage lifted off the German front line, an ever-increasing number of machine- guns - mostly in rear of the front line, well sited and hidden, and untouched by the bombardment - came into action, sweeping No Man’s Land, which was 200800 yards wide, and the front slopes of the Tara-Usna ridge.

There was no surprise: the Germans were ready. Warned by the order which had been overheard, and well drilled at manning the parapet, they came up out of their deep dug-outs as if by magic directly the barrage moved, and established a rough firing line before the British had got across No Man’s Land.

The four assaulting columns met with misfortunes of varying nature, accentuated by the fact that all the battalions of the 103rd Brigade left the Tara- Usna line at zero when the leading troops went “over the top”. Thus, in most cases, as soon as the latter were held up, the tail of each column telescoped on its head, with the result that composite parties formed of men of all battalions were to be found nearly everywhere, thus presenting splendid targets to the enemy. The right column was faced by the steep convex slope of the long western side of the Fricourt spur. The front companies of the 15/Royal Scots moved forward to within two hundred yards of the German front trench before zero hour, covered by the final bombardment and trench mortar fire.

On the barrage lifting, they overran with great steadiness and with little loss the German front trench which lay along the upper part of the slope, the pipe- major in the first wave playing the pipes, which, however, were soon punctured. At this early stage flanking machine-gun fire from SausageValley and La Boisselle forced the leading companies of the 15/Royal Scots, which were ahead of those of the second column, from their proper direction, and practically destroyed the left wings of the rear companies and of the lines of the 16/Royal Scots, which were following. The intended line of advance lay north of east, but owing to the hail of fire from the left the lines instinctively veered due eastward, moving straight up instead of aslant the rising slope, leaving parties of the 15/Royal Scots to clear up the German trenches in their sector, which included Sausage Redoubt. This divergence was maintained and accentuated as the advance progressed, carrying the right column into the zone of XV Corps. Thus by 07.48 hours the 15/ and 16/Royal Scots were well on the top of the Fricourt spur, but had left uncaptured both Sausage Redoubt and Scots Redoubt.

The error of direction was not discovered until half-an-hour later, when, after advancing nearly a mile and crossing the German first intermediate line, the Royal Scots reached Birch Tree Wood beyond the Sunken Road, in the depression leading down to Fricourt village and ran into units of the 21st Division (XV Corps). The remains of the two Scottish battalions, now considerably intermingled, edged away therefore to their left, northwards, to rectify the mistake.

Those of the 15/Royal Scots moved along Birch Tree Trench, in the German second intermediate line, towards Peake Woods, and those of the 16/Royal Scots took up a position in support along the Fricourt - Pozires road (the “Sunken Road” of XV Corps’ sector), two hundred yards in rear.

Before this northward movement along Birch Tree Trench was completed, the enemy13 attacked from the direction of Peake Woods, chiefly with bombing parties along the trench. Simultaneously heavy machine-gun fire was opened from the left flank and rear by German parties in the third and fourth trenches, and by a party in Scots Redoubt. This counter-attack caused heavy loss, and forced the Royal Scots to withdraw southwards, the 15/Royal Scots along Birch Tree Trench to a position just inside XV Corps’ sector, about Birch Tree Wood - Shelter Wood, and the 16/Royal Scots, with men of the 27/Northumberland Fusiliers, and 11/Suffolk from the next column, to the vicinity of Round Wood. They then initiated a movement towards Wood Alley and Scots Redoubt, being joined by men of various battalions, amongst them a captain of the 11/Suffolk, who had been wounded. Finding only a second lieutenant with the Royal Scots, he took command, and both objectives were secured - Scots Redoubt in an almost undamaged condition and most valuable as a flank support.

The Royal Scots were now astride the Fricourt spur, even a little beyond their first objective along the eastern side of it, and faced the Contalmaison spur 1,000 yards away across the valley. One party of the 16/Royal Scots, according to German accounts, actually penetrated the village and was there annihilated. The 27/Northumberland Fusiliers, which was to follow close behind the 16/Royal Scots, was stopped by the intense and accurate machine-gun fire which dominated No Man’s Land. Parties got through to the Fricourt - Pozieres road, and some men, with others of the 24/Northumberland Fusiliers of the next column on the left, reached Acid Drop Copse and the outskirts of Contalmaison. But such isolated advances could not change the fortune of the day.

On learning what the situation was, Brigadier-General Gore selected the battalion quarters of the 16/Royal Scots (Lieutenant Colonel Sir G. McCrae) to go forward and take command. The position reached by the Royal Scots was consolidated, and as it flanked the eastern side of the Fricourt spur towards Contalmaison, it formed a strong defensive flank on the left of XV Corps.14

On the left of the second column, opposite the gap of two hundred yards which divided it from the third, the Lochnagar mine (the double mine) was successfully exploded at 07.28 hours, blowing up the German garrison and causing a great crater ninety yards across and seventy feet deep, with lips fifteen feet high. Immediately south of the mine, however, the German front trench, following the contour of SausageValley, formed a pronounced re-entrant and the infantry of the second column, delayed five minutes by order in view of the mine explosion,15 was not only behind the columns on either side in crossing No Man’s Land, but had further to go than that on its left.

The barrage had of course lifted and the Germans thus had plenty of time to man the position deliberately, including Sausage Redoubt, the northern face of which flanked the advance. Their fire, combined with that of the flanking machine guns in Sausage Valley and La Boisselle, turned first on to the right column and then on to the second, was fatal to the success of the 34th Division. Within two minutes of zero hour, before the lines of the 10/Lincolnshire had cleared the front trench, machine-gun fire raked them and those of the 11/Suffolk following. The latter unit, in addition, suffered from a weak artillery barrage placed on the British trenches by the German batteries soon after the assault had been launched. Men fell fast, and the lines were gradually reduced to isolated small parties.

On the extreme right, a party which tried to storm Sausage Redoubt was burnt to death by flame throwers as it reached the parapet but some of the Suffolks got through and joined, as we have seen, the Royal Scots of the first column on top of the Fricourt spur. Still the courageous efforts of the mass of the Lincolnshire and Suffolks to cross the five hundred yards of No Man’s Land were unavailing, and the 24/Northumberland Fusiliers following them was ordered to halt in the front trenches.16

The survivors took any cover available in the open fire-swept zone; some men, from all three battalions, reached and consolidated a position in the Lochnagar crater. The party of the 15/Royal Scots left by the right column to deal with Sausage Redoubt attempted to bomb northwards into it, but was not strong enough to do so. Two attempts made by the 27th Field Company Royal Engineers and a company of the 18/Northumberland Fusiliers (Pioneers) to reinforce this party across No Man’s Land also failed owing to machine-gun fire; it was obvious that until the Germans could be cleared out of the redoubt, the troops of the second column lying out in No Man’s Land could neither be reinforced nor relieved during daylight.

The third column of the 102nd Brigade formed of the 21st, 22nd and 26th Northumberland Fusiliers, the last battalion belonging to the 103rd Brigade, tried to pass immediately south of La Boisselle, but north of the Lochnagar crater. Starting immediately the mine was fired, and having less than two hundred yards of No Man’s Land to cross, it succeeded in overrunning the trenches of Schwaben Höhe. The leading lines then moved along the western side of Sausage Valley, immediately below La Boisselle village, and crossed the next two lines of trenches (Kaufmanngraben and Alte Jägerstrasse). Their right flank was, however, exposed owing to the failure of the second column to advance at zero.

Detachments of bombers were sent out towards La Boisselle, but were unable to make progress. Up to this time, that is twelve minutes after zero hour, the bombardment of the village had been continued by trench mortars, so as to cover the advance of the assaulting columns to the north and south of it, but this did not prevent the Germans from emerging from the deep dug-outs under the ruins. They opened machine-gun fire, as has been seen, on the columns and enfiladed the lines of infantry moving past the southern front of the village, and they drove back the bombing parties.

Very heavy losses were incurred by all three battalions of the third column at this stage. Nevertheless Quergraben III, the German first intermediate line, astride the Contalmaison road, was reached in places, some men being reported as far east as Bailiff Wood, in the second intermediate line, only five hundred yards from Contalmaison itself. But, as elsewhere, it is difficult to discover how far units penetrated, for the leading men were only too often killed or taken prisoner. The Germans now counter-attacked southwards along Kaiserstrasse and Quergraben III, and the Tyneside Scottish, unable to retaliate effectively owing to a shortage of bombs, withdrew to the remains of the third German front trench (Kaufmanngraben). Reduced to seven officers and about 200 other ranks, they held and consolidated this trench on a front of four hundred yards, their right on the road up Sausage Valley.

The fourth column, the left of the 102nd Brigade, which was to pass by the northern side of La Boisselle - while the “Glory Hole” between this column and the third was held by a company of the pioneer battalion - was led by the 20/ and 23/Northumberland Fusiliers (1st and 4th Tyneside Scottish), with the 25th (2nd Tyneside Irish) following. Here, too, the German front line followed the contour of Mash Valley, forming a pronounced re-entrant, so that on the left nearly eight hundred yards of No Man’s Land had to be crossed. All depended on the bombardment having obliterated the defences near the two villages, and upon the chance that the defenders, demoralized by it and the firing of the Y Sap mine, would surrender freely.

In spite of the successful firing of the mine,17 immediately the Tyneside Scottish left the British trenches they encountered cross machine-gun fire, not only from Ovillers on their left front, but at short range from La Boisselle and its trenches on the right, besides some shelling. The two leading battalions pressed on most gallantly across No Man’s Land, but were almost annihilated before they reached the German front trench. It was seen later from the position of the dead that some had crossed the front trench and moved on to the second before they were shot down, and that flanking parties had tried in vain to force an entrance into La Boisselle. The 25/Northumberland Fusiliers, advancing behind them, also lost heavily in its vain efforts to carry forward the attack across No Man’s Land.

By now all the commanding officers of the 102nd Brigade, Lieutenant Colonels C.C.A. Sillery, A.P.A. Elphinstone, W. Lyle, and Major F.C. Heneker, had fallen and two seconds-in-command and two adjutants had been killed and the others wounded. In the 103rd Brigade, Lieutenant Colonel L.M. Howard had been killed, and Lieutenant Colonels J.H.M. Arden and M.E. Richardson wounded (the latter however continued with the 26/Northumberland Fusiliers till evening), and fifteen out of the sixteen company commanders were casualties.

At 10.00 hours the situation on the front of the 34th Division was that part of the right column had reached a position on the further side of the Fricourt spur about Round Wood and Birch Tree Wood in touch with XV Corps and in the latter’s sector; the second column was lying out in No Man’s Land held up by machine- gun fire both from Sausage Redoubt and from La Boisselle, although part of it had joined up with the first on Fricourt spur; the third was in possession of a small sector of the German defences around Schwaben Höhe, on the northern slope of SausageValley; and the left column, except for a few individuals, had failed to reach the German front trench north of La Boisselle, and had withdrawn to its starting place. Although this village was to all appearance obliterated, the Germans, safe in their deep dug-outs during the bombardment, were holding the ruins in strength, and bombing parties had been unable to enter.

So thick, however, was the smoke and dust, that until nearly 09.00 hours it was believed at divisional headquarters that the attack had made progress, and the close support field battery had actually begun to move forward.

All three brigades having been employed in the attack, Major General Ingouville-Williams had no troops available to clear the enemy out of Sausage Redoubt, or to press the attack on La Boisselle village from the south. At 11.25 hours, therefore, he telegraphed to III Corps headquarters asking for reinforcement for these purposes, and a battalion (9/Welch) of the 19th Division in corps reserve, was placed at his disposal. Any action by this battalion was, however, postponed, and an attack by the last available company of the 18/Northumberland Fusiliers (Pioneers) countermanded, as it was decided that the 19th Division should carry out an attack on La Boisselle with two brigades after dark. Measures were nevertheless taken in hand spontaneously by the troops nearby for the purpose of clearing Sausage Redoubt, but they were limited to the action of small parties. At 13.00 hours the redoubt and the adjoining trenches were bombarded until 15.20 hours, when a party from the 21st Division (XV Corps) was to bomb northwards along the German front trench to the redoubt, and another from the 34th Division southwards from the Lochnagar mine crater.

The bombardment, however, did not affect the German defence, and the attacks on the redoubt were a failure: the 21st Division party was too weak, and could make little headway, whilst of the 34 th Division party, the leading line lost twenty- three out of thirty men killed or wounded almost immediately the advance began. Sausage Redoubt, which by checking the second column had been the chief factor in the delay of the advance of the 34th Division on Contalmaison, remained therefore in German hands.

By the evening, however, two communication trenches were available across No Man’s Land into the German trenches held on either side of the redoubt. On the right, one had been dug in XV Corps’ area, and touch was thus gained with the 15th and 16/Royal Scots at Birch Tree Wood - Round Wood; on the left one of the tunnels18 constructed previously under No Man’s Land to within a short distance of the German front line, formed a covered communication by which touch was gained with the party of the Tyneside Scottish holding the German defences south of La Boisselle. By these routes, bombs, ammunition, water, etc., were sent up by carrying parties of the 209th Field Company Royal Engineers and the 18/Northumberland Fusiliers (Pioneers), and the transport personnel of the 16/Royal Scots (who fed and re-equipped the troops near Scots Redoubt); it was due to the exertions of these parties that the men in the front line were able to hold on to the two small footings they had gained.

The survivors of the 10/Lincolnshire and 11/Suffolk who had been held up in No Man’s Land throughout the day - when to move was to be shot at from the German parapet - got back under cover of darkness to the British front trench, which was later taken over by the 19th Division.

8th Division: The assault on the Ovillers Spur

The 8th Division,19 which put all its three brigades in the front line, was to assault the Ovillers spur, the dominating feature immediately north of the Albert to Bapaume road, with the lower slopes inside the British lines. To the centre of the division fell the easiest part of a difficult operation: its advance against Ovillers, on the eastern slope of the spur, would be out of sight of the defenders except for the last three or four hundred yards. The flank brigades, however, were forced to move along the exposed and open slopes of the valleys on either side - Mash Valley to the south and Nab Valley to the north - and these were swept from the German positions on the far sides of the valleys, from La Boisselle in the 34th Division area, and from the Leipzig Salient in that of the 32nd Division area. In fact, it seemed to Major General Hudson that there was small chance of success unless the divisions on either side advanced a little ahead of his own. A proposal to postpone its zero hour slightly was, however, rejected by the commander of the Fourth Army, but the 8th Division was given a call on a battery of the 32nd Division to keep down flanking fire.

The right brigade, the 23rd (Brigadier-General H.D. Tuson) was to attack up Mash Valley, its right gaining the Albert - Pozieres road due south of villers. Thence it was to advance astride the road over the mile of steadily rising ground to its objective, Pozières village. The centre brigade, the 25th (Brigadier-General J.H.W. Pollard), was to carry the sector of the German front defences in and about Ovillers village. The 70th Brigade (Brigadier-General H. Gordon), on the left, was to attack up the southern slope of Nab Valley on to that part of Ovillers spur north of the village, and thence advance over almost level upland to the German second position north of Pozières, the left of the brigade on Mouquet Farm (exclusive).20

For the last eight minutes before the infantry assault, that is from 07.22 hours onwards, the final artillery bombardment was supplemented by the fire of trench- mortar batteries from concealed positions near the front, three sections (twelve 3-inch Stokes mortars) to each brigade,21 which fired eighty to one hundred rounds per mortar on the German front defences. During this period the leading waves moved out two or three hundred yards into No Man’s Land, where it was wide (it varied from 300 to 800 yards), at once coming under machine-gun and rifle fire; in fact, from 07.00 hours, when the bombardment was intensified, at least two machine-guns constantly traversed the front line.

At 07.30 hours the artillery barrage lifted, the trench mortars ceased fire, and the leading battalions of all three brigades rose and moved forward, each battalion in four lines of companies at 50 paces’ distance, and on a frontage of 400 yards. The enemy machine-gun and rifle fire immediately grew in volume: from La Boisselle and Ovillers and from the German second trench it poured into No Man’s Land. Nevertheless, the advance over the greater part of this absolutely bare ground was carried out with great coolness and precision and in excellent order.22

When, however, the front wave was within eighty yards or so of the German trench the enemy fire rose to extreme violence along the whole front of the position. Almost simultaneously the German batteries behind Ovillers placed a barrage on No Man’s Land and along the British front and support trenches, causing heavy losses. Instead of keeping the even walking pace intended, the lines of companies, on receiving this very heavy fire, tried to charge forward, as the ground in the centre of No Man’s Land was uncratered and provided no cover. The original wave formation soon ceased to exist, and companies became mixed together, making a mass of men, among which the German fire played havoc. That they were moving quickly did not help them to escape, and for the most part only isolated detachments reached the German trench.

On the front of the 23rd Brigade, a number of the 2/Middlesex and 2/Devonshires23 actually passed through the scattered groups of Germans in the front trench, and some reached the second trench, two hundred yards beyond, but further advance was completely checked by cross fire from the communication trenches and from shell holes on either flank.

The survivors, about seventy in all, were reorganized by Lieutenant Colonel R. Bastard of the 2/Lincolnshire, in three hundred yards of the German front trench, which they held for nearly two hours, until, much reduced in numbers and having exhausted their supply of bombs, they were driven out by German counter-attacks from both flanks. Retiring as best they could, they occupied shell holes in No Man’s Land, and found that the rear waves, unable to move forward, were lying out in the open behind them, and suffering so very heavily that the ground was covered by dying and wounded men.24

The 2/West Yorkshire, which moved forward in support at 08.25 hours, lost over two hundred and fifty men in passing through the German artillery barrage on the British front trench, while its subsequent advance was enfiladed throughout from La Boisselle and that side of the valley. Only small parties reached the German front trench.25 The advance of the 2/Scottish Rifles beyond the front line was therefore stopped. About this time Lieutenant Colonel Bastard returned to the British front line to collect as many men as possible to support those in front of the German defences, but, by brigade orders, no further attempt was made to reinforce, and he went forward again and withdrew what men he could to the old front line.

On the front of the 25th Brigade the course of events was almost similar, the lines of the leading battalions, the 2/Royal Berkshire and 2/Lincolnshire26 receiving the same heavy fire. Parties of the latter battalion, moving by short rushes from shell hole to shell hole, reached the German front trench about 07.50 hours, but this was so wrecked that it gave little cover, and attempts made to consolidate a position along it were of no avail. Some men pressed on to the second trench, but by 09.00 hours, enfiladed from both flanks and attacked by bombers from the shell craters, they were compelled to withdraw as best they could, Lieutenant Colonel A.M. Holdsworth of the Berkshire receiving wounds of which he died six days later, his successor, Major G.H. Sawyer, also being wounded.

The 1/Royal Irish Rifles, which had moved forward in support of the 25th Brigade attack, suffered very heavily from the German artillery barrage on the British front trench, losing Lieutenant Colonel C.C. Macnamara, who died of wounds; and its subsequent efforts to cross No Man’s Land proved as costly in life and fruitless as had those of other units, only ten men getting over. Each of the three battalions of the 25th Brigade had now lost more than half its strength in the action.27 Many of the survivors lay out in the shell craters in and about the German front line throughout the day, only returning to the British trenches at nightfall.

The assault of the 70th Brigade, on the left, was at first more successful. Aided by the attack of the 82nd Division on the left, which diverted from it some of the German flanking fire from the Leipzig Salient and works on the Thiepval spur, the two leading waves of the 8/King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry and part of those of the 8/York & Lancaster28 got across No Man’s Land, and pressed straight over the front trench and on to the second one, leaving untouched the trenches northeast of “The Nab”. Very few of the third and fourth waves, however, got across the four hundred yards of open grassland separating the two lines. At the second trench opposition stiffened and further progress of the first waves became slow, although some men entered the third trench, two hundred yards beyond. Owing to the heavy casualties the impetus of the assault was now exhausted; no reinforcements appeared, and time was given to the enemy to take measures for the defence of the gap which had been made in his line.

The 9/York & Lancaster, following the leading battalions, tried to get forward to support them, but the machine-gun fire from the Thiepval spur, which enfiladed the advance at a range of six hundred to eight hundred yards, now greatly increased. The battalion lost fifty per cent of its strength almost at once, and very few men reached the German front trench. Brigadier-General Gordon had now to make a decision. The 11/Sherwood Foresters, his fourth battalion, was moving up automatically towards the front line. Should he allow it to go on? In view of the situation on his flanks, where his neighbours seemed at this time to be progressing, he decided to do so. The Foresters had to pass a continuous stream of wounded on the way up, and literally step over the corpses of the York & Lancaster which had preceded them, but forward they went in two waves in a desperate attempt to join the remnants of the brigade still in the German lines. The first wave suffered heavily in No Man’s Land, but parts of it got across to the wire, only to be shot down; for Germans almost immediately appeared in the front trench. The second wave was sent forward, but the machine-gun fire was too severe and hardly a man reached the enemy wire. A further effort was made by a party of fifty, chiefly bombers, to get across No Man’s Land under cover of the sunken road leading from The Nab towards Mouquet Farm, but a heavy frontal fire down the road from a single German machine-gun checked it within eighty yards of the German trench. Later in the morning so intense was the fire sweeping the front of the Ovillers spur, that communication with the troops in the German position was completely cut off, even attempts at visual signalling being unsuccessful.

The losses of the 70th Brigade were the heaviest in the division, and it had very few unwounded men left: two commanding officers, Lieutenant Colonels B.L. Maddison and A.J.B. Addison, were killed, and the other two, Lieutenant Colonel H.F. Watson and Captain K.E. Poyser, wounded.29

At 09.15 hours the 25th Brigade asked that the barrage should be brought back on to the Ovillers line, and, after some discussion, this was done; it could not well be turned on to the front system, which the Germans had manned again at most places, as our men were lying close up to it, even where they were not thought to be in it.

About 09.30 hours the commanders of the 23rd and 25th Brigades were instructed by divisional headquarters to arrange mutually the hour for a half-hour bombardment prior to a renewed attack on Ovillers, but both Brigadier-General Tuson and Brigadier-General Pollard reported that, as the German defences were fully manned, they did not consider a fresh attack advisable with the few troops remaining in hand, and they pointed out that the bombardment would fall on our own men believed to be in the first and second lines. Brigadier-General Gordon made a similar reply when asked to renew the attack of the 70th Brigade - there was indeed little left of it, and its front was held by under a hundred of its men and the 15th Field Company Royal Engineers.

Major General Hudson informed III Corps accordingly, and at 12.15 hours General Pulteney placed the 56th Brigade (Brigadier-General F.G.M. Rowley) of the 19th Division at his disposal for another attempt, formal orders for it being issued at 12.35 hours. The 56th Brigade was directed to attack on a frontage of six hundred yards past the northern side of Ovillers, its right on the Ovillers - Courcelette road (which passes north of Pozieres), so as to come up on the immediate right of those troops of the 70th Brigade, the 8/King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry and 8/York & Lancaster, which were believed to be holding out. The assault was to be launched at 17.00 hours, after half-an-hour’s artillery preparation. Wiser counsels, however, prevailed.

It was apparent that until the Thiepval spur was captured by X Corps, and the machine-guns there, as well as those in Ovillers, silenced, no further advance was possible. Up to 14.30 hours various observers reported seeing bomb fighting going on in the German front trench. Parties of our men, doubtless those who had been driven back from the second and third trenches, were seen standing on the parapet and throwing bombs. They were eventually overpowered by the enemy, who got at them from both flanks. Thus the Germans were again in complete possession of their defences opposite the 8th Division, and of most of their line opposite the 34th Division.

At 16.15 hours, in view of the poor prospect of success, the difficulty in getting the troops up owing to congestion in the trenches, and the fact that it appeared doubtful if any British troops were still alive and uncaptured in the German position, the order for the 17.00 hours assault was cancelled.

At 17.30 hours, however, orders were issued to proceed with the attack on La Boisselle at 22.30 hours with the 57th and 58th Brigades of the 19th Division. The movement did not, however, take place until the early morning of the 2nd. The 8th Division received instructions that it would be relieved by the 12th Division from Fourth Army reserve, which had been placed by General Rawlinson at the disposal of III Corps at 16.40 hours. Meantime the other field companies Royal Engineers, 2nd and 1st Home Counties (Territorial Force), of the division, which had not left their positions of assembly, were sent up to assist in holding the line. They actually spent the night bringing in wounded. The relief was carried out uneventfully during the night, which was extraordinarily quiet on III Corps’ front, and completed by 05.40 hours on 2 July, the three brigades of the 8th Division being withdrawn to the north-west of Albert.

The losses of the 8th and 34th Divisions on 1 July were over 11,000, but Ovillers and La Boisselle were both still in the enemy’s hands and III Corps had nothing as consolation for its heavy casualties but a success on the right by the 15/ and 16/Royal Scots next to XV Corps, and a holding of the 2nd and 3rd Tyneside Scottish at Schwaben Höhe.

Of the wounded, 5,605 were received in the field ambulances of III Corps in the twenty-four hours after 06.00 hours on 1 July, and 4,993 were evacuated thence to Casualty Clearing Stations in the same period. Once they got out of No Man’s Land (and the enemy offered no opposition to their removal after the attack had completely died down), they were brought back with great rapidity, cases from as far forward as the third German trench, after first dressing, reaching the main dressing station in 2½ hours. In spite of the sudden rush of large numbers - a third Casualty Clearing Station had to be opened - there was never an undue accumulation at the field ambulances, although the numbers were too great for the stretcher bearers to carry off the field, and it was not until 3 July that all were got away.

The Germans opposite III Corps30

The section of the 110th Reserve Regiment opposite the 34th Division suffered greatly during the bombardment: “Trenches and obstacles, the slighter dug-outs and all the best observing posts were nearly completely battered in ... The original position of the trenches was scarcely recognizable and only by the greatest exertions were they kept passable. The entrances of the few deep dug-outs not smashed up could only be kept open by constant attention.”

The assault did not come as a surprise: “At 02.45 hours the 56th Reserve Brigade, from its battle headquarters at Contalmaison, reported to the 28th Reserve Division a fragment of an order of the 34th Division, picked up by the ‘Moritz’ overhearing post at the southern point of La Boisselle. It ran: ‘The infantry must hold on obstinately to every yard of ground that is gained. Behind it is an excellent artillery.’ This order, apparently the conclusion to an order of the Fourth Army, pointed to the beginning of the general enemy offensive in the morning.”31

The mine (Y Sap) fired close to La Boisselle, it is stated, occasioned no loss, as the trenches there had been evacuated, but the large double one (Lochnagar) at Schwaben Höhe did much damage, and the defenders were delayed in getting out of their dug-outs. But it is claimed that, after many hours’ hand-to-hand fighting with heavy losses, they managed to drive out the British who had penetrated the position. That Schwaben Höhe and the trench behind it were lost is admitted, but it is incorrectly stated in the official monograph that “only the great crater at Schwaben Höhe remained in the enemy’s hands”.

The 180th Regiment, defending the Ovillers sector opposite the 8th Division, lost seventy-eight killed and 124 wounded in the bombardment, and its defences, like those of the 110th Reserve Regiment, were badly damaged, only those of the right company opposite The Nab remaining in “tolerably good” condition.

The following is an account of the assault on this front by a German eyewitness:32

“The intense bombardment was realized by all to be the prelude to an infantry assault sooner or later. The men in the dug-outs therefore waited ready, belts full of hand-grenades around them, gripping their rifles and listening for the bombardment to lift from the front defence zone on to the rear defences. It was of vital importance to lose not a second in taking up position in the open to meet the British infantry which would advance immediately behind the artillery barrage. Looking towards the British trenches through the long trench periscopes held up out of the dug-out entrances there could be seen a mass of steel helmets above the parapet showing that the storm-troops were ready for the assault.

“At 07.30 hours the hurricane of shells ceased as suddenly as it had begun. Our men at once clambered up the steep shafts leading from the dug-outs to daylight and ran singly or in groups to the nearest shell craters. The machine-guns were pulled out of the dug-outs and hurriedly placed in position, their crews dragging the heavy ammunition boxes up the steps and out to the guns. A rough firing line was thus rapidly established.

“As soon as the men were in position, a series of extended lines of infantry were seen moving forward from the British trenches. The first line appeared to continue without end to right and left. It was quickly followed by a second line, then a third and fourth. They came on at a steady easy pace as if expecting to find nothing alive in our front trenches. Some appeared to be carrying kodaks to perpetuate the memory of their triumphal march across the German defences.33

“The front line, preceded by a thin line of skirmishers and bombers, was now half-way across No Man’s Land. “Get ready!” was passed along our front from crater to crater, and heads appeared over the crater edge as final positions were taken up for the best view, and machine-guns mounted firmly in place. A few moments later, when the leading British line was within a hundred yards, the rattle of machine-gun and rifle fire broke out along the whole line of shell-holes. Some fired kneeling so as to get a better target over the broken ground, whilst others, in the excitement of the moment, stood up regardless of their own safety, to fire into the crowd of men in front of them.

“Red rockets sped up into the blue sky as a signal to the artillery, and immediately afterwards a mass of shell from the German batteries in rear tore through the air and burst among the advancing lines. Whole sections seemed to fall, and the rear formations, moving in closer order quickly scattered. The advance rapidly crumpled under this hail of shell and bullets. All along the line men could be seen throwing up their arms and collapsing, never to move again. Badly wounded rolled about in their agony, and others, less severely injured, crawled to the nearest shell hole for shelter.

“The British soldier, however, has no lack of courage, and once his hand is set to the plough he is not easily turned from his purpose. The extended lines, though badly shaken and with many gaps, now came on all the faster. Instead of a leisurely walk they covered the ground in short rushes at the double. Within a few minutes the leading troops had advanced to within a stone’s throw of our front trench, and whilst some of us continued to fire at point-blank range, others threw hand- grenades among them. The British bombers answered back, whilst the infantry rushed forward with fixed bayonets. The noise of battle became indescribable. The shouting of orders and the shrill cheers as the British charged forward could be heard above the violent and intense fusillade of machine-guns and rifles and the bursting bombs, and above the deep thunderings of the artillery and shell explosions. With all this were mingled the moans and groans of the wounded, the cries for help and the last screams of death. Again and again the extended lines of British infantry broke against the German defence like waves against a cliff, only to be beaten back.

“It was an amazing spectacle of unexampled gallantry, courage and bull-dog determination on both sides.”

Where the British did break in, their efforts to extend right and left were limited by occupying the communication trenches, of which there were far more than in the British defences.

The defence was carried out by the two front battalions of the 180th Regiment unaided, only a part of one company of the battalion in regimental reserve being engaged. The casualties of the regiment on 1 July were four officers and seventy- nine other ranks killed and three officers and 181 other ranks wounded, and thirteen missing.

NOTES

1.	III Corps (Lieutenant General Sir W.P. Pulteney): 34th Division (Major General E.C. Ingouville- Williams, killed in action 22nd July 1916) comprised 101st, 102nd and 103rd Brigades; 8th Division (Major General H. Hudson) comprised the 23rd, 25th and 70th Brigades; 19th Division (Major General G.T.M.	Bridges) the 56th, 57th and 58th Brigades; and also G.O.C. Royal Artillery, Brigadier-General H.C.C.	Uniacke; Heavy Artillery, Brigadier-General A.E.J. Perkins; Chief Engineer, Brigadier-General A.L. Schreiber.

2.	Howitzers: One 15-inch; three 12-inch (on railway mountings); twelve 9.2-inch; sixteen 8-inch; and twenty 6-inch. Guns: One 12-inch, one 9.2-inch (both on railway mountings); four 6-inch; thirty-two 60-pounders; and eight 4.7-inch.

3.	At the rehearsals of the assault, the artillery lifts had been represented by lines of men carrying flags.

4.	This is admitted in Somme-Nord, i. p.18, but the time, stated vaguely as the evening of the 30th, is a mistake. A message picked up on the night of l/2 July, notifying the change of headquarters, resulted in General von Stein being shelled out again next day. His final headquarters were in Beugny, 3½ miles behind Bapaume.

5.	In two charges of 36,000 and 24,000, 60 feet apart, and 52 feet below the surface.

6.	The tunnel was driven from the northern flank with a gallery 1,030 feet long, the longest ever driven in chalk during the war.

7.	This tunnelling in close proximity to the enemy was carried out in silence, with bayonets fitted with a special spliced handle; the men were barefooted and the floor of the gallery was carpeted with sandbags. The operator inserted the point of the bayonet in a crack in the “face” or alongside a flint, gave it a twist, and dislodged a piece of chalk, which he caught with his other hand and laid on the floor. If for any reason he had to use both hands on the bayonet, another man caught the stone as it fell. The dimensions of the tunnels were about 4½ feet by 2½ feet. An advance of 18 inches in 24 hours was considered satisfactory. The spoil was packed in sandbags and passed out along a line of men seated on the floor, and stacked against the side, ready for use later to “tamp” the charge. There was no interference from the Germans, but as the charges were being loaded they could be heard quite plainly in their system at Lochnagar below and at Y Sap above the British.

8.	This division arrived in France on 9/10 January 1916. Originally numbered 41st and nominally organized in December 1914, it actually came into being on 15 June 1915, when a single officer, the D.A.Q.M.G., arrived at Ripon. It consisted entirely of new men, raised mainly in the north of England by local effort. Two infantry brigades and the Pioneer battalion were Northumberland Fusiliers; the two battalions of Royal Scots came from Edinburgh. The artillery came from Sunderland, Staffordshire, Leicester and Nottingham; the engineers from Nottingham.

9.	See German account at end of the introduction.

10.	The original commander, Brigadier-General H.G. Fitton, had been shot by a sniper in January.

11.	Brigadier-General Cameron was wounded soon after zero, and the brigade was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel G.R.V. Steward, 27/Northumberland Fusiliers, until 4 July, when Brigadier-General H.E. Trevor took it over.

12.	The 34th Division was opposed by the German 110th Reserve Regiment on a similar frontage, two battalions holding the front defence system, the third battalion being in reserve in the intermediate lines and 2nd Position.

13.	A company from the reserve battalion of the 110th Reserve Regiment.

14.	The casualties in the two Scottish battalions on 1 July were: 15/Royal Scots, eleven officers killed, six wounded and two missing; 230 Other Ranks killed, 263 wounded and one missing. 16/Royal Scots six officers killed, seven wounded and none missing; 327 Other Ranks killed, sixty-seven wounded and fifty-nine missing.

15.	There was no necessity for this wait.

16.	Some, however, had started before the order reached them. The Lincolnshire lost fifteen officers and 462 other ranks; the Suffolks, fifteen officers and 512 other ranks. An artillery officer who walked across found” line after line of dead men lying where they had fallen”.

17.	An officer and thirty-five men were taken out of a dug-out just beyond the dangerous radius of the mine, thoroughly cowed. The officer stated that nine dug-outs equally full must have been closed in by the mine.

18.	Three tunnels had been constructed on the III Corps front to provide covered communication across No Man’s Land after the assault, one in the 34th Division area south of La Boisselle, and two in the 8th Division area, one north of La Boisselle and the other to a point opposite Ovillers. These tunnels were 8’6” high, 3’6” wide at the bottom, and 2’6” at the top. They had been dug through the chalk at a depth of 12 to 14 feet, the last 150 feet being excavated with bayonets to prevent any sound of working reaching the enemy. Owing to the construction having been kept secret, the tunnels were not taken into use as soon as they might have been.

19.	This division, originally composed of troops of the old Army, arrived in France in November 1914. It had lost heavily in the Battles of Neuve Chapelle and Aubers Ridge in 1915. In the autumn of 1915, when certain old infantry brigades were sent to stiffen new divisions, its 24th Brigade was exchanged for the 70th of the 23rd Division. The division therefore went into battle with a large proportion of recruits lacking battle experience. Its Pioneer battalion, the 22/Durham Light Infantry, joined it only a fortnight before the battle.

20.	The 8th Division was opposed by the 180th Regiment, with two battalions holding the front defences on the Ovillers spur and across NabValley, and its third battalion in reserve in the 2nd Position north of Pozières. Of the four lines of trenches comprising the front defences, the first two were held by three companies from each battalion, each company on a frontage of 400 yards, whilst the fourth company, in reserve, was in the third trench. The fourth line was occupied by two companies from the reserve battalion, one in rear of each of the front battalions. There were thus ten infantry companies, approximately 1,800 men, to oppose the three brigades, roughly 9,600 men, of the 8th Division.

21.	Except the 23rd, the width of No Man’s Land in front of it being too great.

22.	See the German account.

23.	The 2/West Yorkshire was in support and 2/Scottish Rifles in reserve.

24.	The 2/Middlesex lost twenty-two officers and 601 other ranks; the 2/Devonshire, seventeen officers and 433 other ranks.

25.	The 2/West Yorkshire lost eight officers and 421 other ranks.

26.	The 1/Royal Irish Rifles was in support and the 2/Rifle Brigade in reserve.

27.	These losses were: 2/Royal Berkshire, twenty-seven officers and 347 Other Ranks; 2/Lincolnshire, twenty-one officers and 450 Other Ranks; 1/Royal Irish Rifles, seventeen officers and 429 Other Ranks; 2/Rifle Brigade, four officers and 115 Other Ranks.

28.	The 9/York & Lancaster was in support and the 11/Sherwood Foresters in reserve.

29.	These losses were: 8/K.O.Y.L.I., twenty-one officers and 518 Other Ranks; 8/York & Lancaster, twenty-one officers and 576 Other Ranks; 9/York & Lancaster, fourteen officers and 409 Other Ranks; 11/Sherwood Foresters, seventeen officers and 420 Other Ranks.

30.	From Schlachten des Weltkrieges: Somme Nord, Reichsarchiv (Oldenburg), i. p.53. and M. Gerster, Die Schwaben an der Ancre (Heilbron).

31.	In the monograph the message is given in German. It has been translated back into English. The actual message sent out by the Fourth Army to the corps, Reserve Army and IV Brigade Royal Flying Corps at 22.17 hours on 30 June ran: “In wishing all ranks good luck the Army commander desires to impress on all infantry units the supreme importance of helping one another and holding on tight to every yard of ground gained. The accurate and sustained fire of the artillery during the bombardment should greatly assist the task of the infantry.”

32.	Schwaben, Ibid, pp.108-9.

33.	These “kodaks” were no doubt the pigeon baskets, “power buzzer” boxes and other experimental gear carried.
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ALBERT (RAILWAY EMBANKMENTS OF)






	
	Tools and bombs were issued in the Assembly trenches.



	10.0 a.m.
	The Battalion took up its allotted position in the TARA-USNA line being the right front Battalion of the 58th Brigade.



	7.0 p.m.
	Orders were dictated personally to the Commanding Officer, which were to take up a position from LOCHNAGAR St to INCH St to carry out an attack at 10.30 pm, the direction of the attack being given as N.E. The Battalion proceeded via NORTHUMBERLAND AVENUE, SCOURINBOURNE ST, ASHDOWN ST, LOCHNAGAR ST in the following order ‘D’ ‘C’ HQ ‘B’ and ‘A’ Coys. On arrival at DUNDEE AVENUE conflicting verbal orders were received resulting in part of ‘B’ Coy and ‘D’ Coy under Lieut A.V. Ward and Lieut C.F. King occupying the line as ordered, the remainder of the Battalion making its way to BECOURT WOOD where they were assembled by Capts T.L. Jackson and G.G. Symons. The Commanding Officer after attending the conference at the H.Q. 58th Brigade, proceeded to the front line to meet the Battalion. Here he could only find parts of the two Coys above specified.



	9.40 p.m.
	At 9.40 p.m. he ordered this portion of the Battalion to reinforce troops of the 34th Division who were holding the GERMAN line adjacent to the new Crater. Capt. Jackson ordered the Battalion to proceed from BECOURT WOOD to the front line, where they arrived at about 3.30 a.m. on 2nd inst. where the Commanding Officer came in touch with them and all went to work repairing the line.





2nd Battalion Devonshire Regiment

Report on the part taken by the 2nd Battalion Devonshire Regiment during the attack on Pozières on 1st July 1916:

It was a comparatively quiet night and there was little fire on either side until 6.30 a.m.

At 6.35 a.m. our artillery which consisted of guns of all calibres opened an intense bombardment which lasted for one hour. The enemy front and support line came in for most of the shelling. The enemy’s reply was not very vigorous, most of his fire being directed on our Support and Communication trenches.

During the last 7 to 10 minutes of the intense bombardment ‘A’ and ‘B’ Coy’s left the “NEW TRENCH” and advanced in open order to within about 100 yards of the enemy trenches, closely followed by ‘C’ and ‘D’ Coy’s, who moved down to the new line and advanced from there.

This advance was carried out in four successive waves in the most perfect order; the casualties were not very heavy during this advance. Lieut. Temp. Captain E.G. Roberts who was in command of ‘A’ Coy was badly wounded by shell fire while leaving our front line, 2/Lieut L.A. Carey also of ‘A’ Coy was killed at the same time.

Just before the advance began a mist drifted over from the enemy’s line towards our own and made observation very difficult. Captain J.A. Andrews was in Command of the Front Line and it was due to him, to a great extent, that the advance from our front line was carried out with such remarkable coolness and precision. At the same time as our Coy’s advanced towards the hostile trenches, the 2/Middlesex Regiment on our right and the 2/Royal Berks. Regiment on our left, advanced with remarkable coolness and order.

At 7.30 a.m. our artillery lifted from the enemy front line trenches on to the trenches in rear. During this pause the hostile artillery fire had gradually increased. As soon as the artillery lifted Captain J.A. Andrews got up and gave the order to advance, hardly had the order been given when he was killed by a hostile bullet which struck him in the head. As soon as the order to advance had been received, the four waves dashed for the German trenches opposite X.8.c.5.2. - X.8.c.8 ½ .3 ½. - X.8.d.2.4.

Immediately the troops advanced the enemy opened a terrific machine gun fire from the front and from both flanks, which mowed down our troops, this fire did not deter our men from continuing to advance, but only a very few reached the German Lines alive. Some of these managed to effect an entry into the German Lines, where they “put up” a determined fight against enormous odds and were soon killed.

At first and for some little time owing to the mist, and dust caused by our shell fire, it was difficult to realise exactly what had happened, although the heavy hostile Machine Gun fire told its own tale. The lines appeared at first sight to be intact, but it was soon made clear that the lines consisted of only dead or wounded, and that no one was there to support the few that had got in, and to carry on with the advance.

The cause of this was eventually discovered; the 2/West Yorks. Regt who were in support had been caught by hostile Machine Gun and Shell fire as soon as they advanced from their assembly trenches, and had been cut to pieces.

The Brigade was informed as to what had happened to the Battalion but no information could be given to them as to what had happened to the supporting Battalion, as our runners were unsuccessful in getting in touch with them, neither could any accurate information be given as to what had happened to the 2/Middlesex Regt on our right and the 2/Royal Berks Regt on our left. From observation it was soon ascertained that the Battalions on either flank had also been caught by the hostile Machine Gun fire and had been unable to take the German trenches. This information was communicated to the Brigade. This information was shortly corroborated by our wounded who began to crawl back to our lines in small numbers. None of the runners sent by Company’s reached Headquarters, they were all either killed or wounded.

No accurate information could be ascertained as to the exact number of casualties the Battalion had suffered, although it was clear that there were very few left who had not been hit; the enemy began to snipe our wounded, it was quite clear that we were not holding the front line, the barrage was brought back on the German front line trenches, and the 2/Scottish Rifles were moved forward to the “New trench” and were told to hold themselves in readiness to advance.

During this time the hostile shelling had increased and the front line systems of trenches were very badly knocked about.

The enemy used a very high proportion of lachrymatory shells which caused a great deal of inconvenience to anyone not wearing gas goggles.

The enemy continued to confine his shelling practically entirely to our front line, support and communication trenches.

About midday orders were issued by the Brigade that no further advance would take place till further orders.

Our wounded still continued to crawl in to the “New Trench” but great difficulty was found evacuating the wounded to the Regimental Aid Post as the trenches were too narrow to allow a stretcher to pass and also the trenches had been so knocked about that in many places one was exposed to hostile Machine Gun and Shell fire.

The Medical Officer went down to the “New Trench” and bandaged all the wounded while the Stretcher Bearers and parties of Regimental Pioneers from Headquarters carried the wounded back to the Aid Post on their backs and in waterproof sheets. By this means all our wounded which it was possible to get at were removed to First Aid Post where the M.O. re-dressed their wounds. The supply of Orderlies for removing the wounded from the Aid Post was not good. Several messages had to be sent asking for Orderlies to be sent up to remove the wounded.

About 4 p.m. all Adjutants were ordered to report at Brigade Headquarters. The Brigade Major started to dictate orders to the effect that the Scottish Rifles would take over the front line and the remainder of the other Battalions of the Brigade would move into the support trenches. While taking down the orders the 8th Division informed the Brigade that the whole Brigade would be relieved that night, and that orders for the relief would be issued. Adjutants then returned to their Battalions and C.O’s were ordered to re-organise their Battalions.

About 4 p.m. the artillery fire on both sides slackened down considerably.

During the day wounded and unwounded crawled in, in small numbers. The unwounded were organised into parties by Company’s.

About 8 p.m. orders were received that the Brigade would be relieved and that in the meantime the 2/Scottish Rifles would hold the line and the remainder of the Battalions were to move into dugouts in HODDER and HOUGHTON Streets, in the vicinity of Bde Headquarters and that the Brigade would later move to bivouacs in MILLENCOURT. By this time about 40 men not including Headquarters had been collected.

By 10 o’clock all the men had been placed in dugouts.

The C.O. and Adjutant then proceeded to Brigade Headquarters where a conference was held by the G.O.C. 23rd Infantry Brigade, on the operations and the best methods of overcoming the difficulties which had been met.

The remnants of the Battalion moved off for MILLENCOURT about 11 p.m. The C.O. and Adjutant left Brigade Headquarters for MILLENCOURT about 1.30 a.m. on the 2nd July and arrived at MILLENCOURT about 3 a.m.

The following casualties were suffered during the action:







	Captain J.A. Andrews
	Killed (In Command of Front Line O.C. ‘B’ Coy)



	Captain A. Preedy
	-do-



	2/Lieut L.A. Carey
	-do-



	2/Lieut E.M. Gould
	-do-



	2/Lieut C.V. Beddow
	-do-



	2/Lieut M.C. Ley
	-do-



	2/Lieut E.A. Jago
	-do-



	 
	 



	43 Other Ranks
	-do-



	 
	 



	Captain E.G. Roberts
	Wounded (O.C. ‘A’ Coy)



	2/Lieut C.O.R. Jacob
	-do- (O.C. ‘D’ Coy)



	2/Lieut A.R. Newton
	-do-



	2/Lieut J.A. Rennie
	-do- (since died of wounds)



	2/Lieut G. Parker
	-do-



	2/Lieut A.H. Cornell
	-do-



	 
	 



	194 Other Ranks
	-do-



	 
	 



	2/Lieut J.S.McGowan
	Missing, (since reported killed)



	2/Lieut G.S.D.Carver
	-do- (O.C. ‘C’ Coy)



	2/Lieut F.B.Coldwells
	-do-



	 
	 



	178 Other Ranks
	-do-







Two Lewis Guns were lost the remaining 6 were brought in during daylight under heavy fire, 2 of these by Privates who were the only men left of their teams.

2nd Battalion Duke of Cambridge’s Own (Middlesex Regiment)

TRENCHES

The Battalion in conjunction with the remainder of the 8th Division assaulted the German front line system between OVILLERS LA BOISSELLE and LA BOISSELLLE at 7.30 a.m. after an intense bombardment lasting 65 minutes. The assault was carried out in four waves - the leading wave consisting of 2 Platoons of ‘B’ Coy on the right and 2 Platoons of ‘A’ Coy: the second wave which followed at 50yards distance consisting of the remaining Platoons of ‘A’ & ‘B’ Companies. The third and fourth waves similarly composed of ‘D’ and ‘C’ Coys followed the preceding waves at 50 yards distance. The Battalion Bombers were distributed by squads amongst the four waves & the 8 Lewis gun teams amongst the 2nd, 3rd & 4th waves.

On the right were a battalion of the TYNESIDE SCOTTISH belonging to the 34th Division & on the left were the 2nd Devons R.

As soon as our leading wave left our trenches to assault it was caught by heavy machine gun fire and suffered heavy losses. As soon as the succeeding waves came under this fire they doubled forward and before anyone reached the German front line the original wave formation had ceased to exist.

About 200 of all ranks succeeded in reaching the German lines - passing over the front line they entered the 2nd line of trenches, but after a short fight, during which about half became casualties, they were forced to retire to the German front line. Here, under the leadership of Major H.B.W. Savile, Capt & Adj R.J. Young, 2/Lieuts P.M. Elliot, W. Spatz & H.C. Hunt the survivors proceeded to consolidate.

By 9.15 am the handful of unwounded men, numbering perhaps a dozen, were forced to retire to shell holes outside the enemy front line, where the majority remained until darkness enabled them to regain our lines.

Of the 23 Officers who took part in the assault only 2/Lieut H.C. Hunt regained our lines unwounded, of the 650 N.C.O.s & men who took part in the assault a bare 50 answered their names in the early hours of July 2nd.

The following Officers were reported as casualties:


Killed, Capt C.S. Hilton, 2/Lieuts P.M. Elliot, R.E. Grundy, W. Spatz, J. Wilson, Capt Meere.

Wounded: Lt Col E.T.F. Sandys,1 Major H.B.W. Savile, Capt & Adj R.J. Young, Capt. G. Johnson, Lieuts W.J. Clachan & R. McD.Yorston, H. Peckham, 2/Lieuts C.H. Rawson, O.N.S. Dobbs.

Wounded and missing: 2/Lieuts C.S. Davis, W.F. Forge, G. Scott,T.J. McManus, F. Van-den-Bok, & H.D. Wood, A.I. Frost



NOTE

1. Due to the nature of his wounds, Lieutenant Colonel Edwin Thomas Falkiner Sandys was evacuated back to the United Kingdom. It would seem that that he was never able to come to terms with the losses suffered by his battalion on 1 July. The Daily Mirror of 15 September 1916, carries the following account of his death: “A tragic story was told at a Westminster inquest yesterday on Lieutenant-Colonel E.T. Faulkner [sic] Sandys D.S.O., who died at St. George’s Hospital as the result of a bullet wound. On September 6 he took a room at the Cavendish Hotel and was found dead in bed with a revolver in his hand. Captain Lloyd Jones said that Colonel Sandys, who resided at the Bath Club, had been wounded five times, and was greatly depressed and much distressed because in the attack on July 1, his battalion suffered severely. He had never threatened suicide, but said he wished he had been killed with his men. Witness received a letter from him, saying: ‘I have come to London today to take my life. I have never had a moment’s peace since July 1. ‘The coroner said the case revealed a pathetic tragedy of a very distinguished soldier, who thought less of his own wounds than he did of the loss of his men.” Born in Bareilly, India, 40-year-old Sandys died from his gunshot wound on 13 September 1916. A few days later he was awarded the DSO and he was Mentioned in Despatches by Haig in 1917. The Coroner recorded a verdict of “suicide whilst temporarily insane”.

8th (Service) Battalion King’s Own (Yorkshire Light Infantry)

TRENCHES NEAR OVILLERS

The Battalion attacked at 7.30 a.m. having on its left 8th Y&L, on its right 2nd Lincolns. In support to our Battalion were the 11th S.F.s. Below is set forth copy of statement made consequently in reporting action to 70th Brigade.

During the preliminary bombardment our losses from hostile shell fire were considerable. I estimate them at 10% of the whole strength. The first two waves leaving our trenches just before 7.30 a.m, reached the German Lines with only slight loss. The remaining waves lost heavily in NO MANS LAND from M.G. fire from both flanks, & I estimate their loss before they reached the German front line at 60%. No casualties occurred from our own Artillery. The German wire offered no obstacle. Our men were soon mixed up with those of the 8thY&L, 9th Y&L, 11th S.F. and 2nd Lincolns, and severe fighting took place for the second German trench, which several times changed hands. Several of our men penetrated at one time the third line. At the second & third lines we were held up by Machine Guns. The enemy relied throughout almost entirely on Machine Guns and Bombs, very little on rifles and bayonets. At about 8.30 a.m. the order “Retire” was passed round, possibly originating from the enemy & our men were thereafter organised & rallied by officers of 2nd Lincolns, our own N.C.O.s & sometimes by men, & returned to the attack time after time, fighting for the second & third lines. The last men of this Battalion to have the German lines left at about 6pm, & it is thought that there were none of our men being then in the German second line. Very few of our officers reached the German trenches. The Germans were many times observed sniping & bombing our wounded. Our Battalion went into action with 25 officers, 1 M.O. and 659 other ranks, of these the M.O. & 110 other ranks have reported to the Battalion.

The above statement has been put together from evidence taken from N.C.O.s & men only, no officer taking part in the operations being available. Signed G.L. Ryman, Captain Commanding 8th Battalion K.O.Y.L.I.

During the night the Battalion was withdrawn to LONG VALLEY.

2nd Battalion Lincolnshire Regiment

IN TRENCHES OPPOSITE OVILLERS

Everybody was in their position by 3.30am. and the wire along the whole of our front reported cut by 2.30am. 2/Lt Eld and a few men got wounded doing this, and Lt Ross’ party had trouble owing to continual hostile machine gun fire. Brigade time was checked at 5.30 a.m.






	6.25 a.m.
	The intensive bombardment commenced to which the enemy retaliated on our front line and assembly trenches with high explosive shrapnel.



	7.25 a.m.
	Companies started to move forward from their assembly positions preparatory to the assault. The three assaulting companies getting their 1st two waves out into No man’s land, and their 3rd & 4th waves out at zero hour. These arrangements were carried out most excellently, no hitch occurring, but casualties were fairly heavy from machine gun fire. The support company got into our front line trench but suffered a lot of casualties from shell fire.



	7.30 a.m.
	As soon as the barrage lifted the whole assaulted. They were met with very severe rifle fire and in most cases had to advance in rushes and return the fire. This fire seemed to come from the German second line, and the machine gun fire from our left. On reaching the German front line they found it strongly held and were met with showers of bombs, but after a very hard fight about 200 yards of German line were taken about 7.50am. the extreme right failing to get in and also the extreme left where there appeared to be a gap of about 70 yards although bits of platoons of the 70th Brigade joined them. The support company by this time joined in. The few officers that were left gallantly led their men over the German trench to attack the second line but owing to the rifle and machine gun fire could not push on. Attempts were made to consolidate and make blocks but the trench was so badly knocked about that very little cover was obtainable. From the enfilade machine gun fire and continual bombing attacks which were being made by the enemy the whole line and one frontal attack from their second line which we repulsed.



	9.00 a.m.
	This isolated position became untenable, no supports being able to reach us owing to the intense rifle and machine gun fire. Our left being driven back the remainder which by now only held about 100 yards had to withdraw. On reaching our own line all the men that could be collected were formed up and tried to push on again but the heavy machine gun and rifle fire made the ground quite impassable.



	1.00 p.m.
	Orders were received from the Brigade to withdraw to Ribble and Melling Streets and occupy the assembly dugouts there which was done.



	12 midnight.
	We were relieved by the 6th West Kents and proceeded to Long Valley (O.R. 26 killed, 303 wounded, 89 missing, 25 wounded and missing.)










	
	Officers present with the Battalion:



	
	Lt Col R. Bastard D.S.O.3



	
	Capt R.B. Leslie



	“
	H.G.F. Wisemam, wounded and missing



	
	” S.H. Jendwine, missing



	
	“ B.L. Needham, killed



	
	“ F.K. Griffith



	
	Lieut B.G. Woodcock, wounded



	
	” D.S. Ross, missing



	
	” H.H. Shearman, died of wounds



	
	” H.E. Sowerby, wounded



	
	” J.H. Toolis, wounded and missing



	
	” C.G. Shaw, missing



	
	” H.G. Clifford, wounded and missing



	
	” J. Shelley, wounded



	
	2nd Lt G.W.H. Applin, killed



	
	” A.W. Eld, wounded



	
	” S.N. Carter, wounded



	
	” J. Anstee, killed



	
	” P.H. Gates, wounded



	
	” C.C.W. [illegible], died of wounds1



	
	” L.O. [illegible], killed2



	
	” E.Q. Jemmett, wounded



	
	” S.T. Stevens, wounded



	
	Capt W. Fotheringham, Medical Officer.



	
	2/Lt K.M.J. Ferguson (with 25th Trench Mortar Battery)



	
	2/Lt J.D. Drysdale (with Brigade Bombers)





NOTES

1.	Believed to be Lieutenant Constant Clifford William Meyer, killed in action 1 July 1916.

2.	Believed to be Temporary Second Lieutenant Leon Owen Sharp, killed in action 1 July 1916.

3.	By the time his battalion was finally withdrawn, Lieutenant Colonel Reginald Bastard had crossed No Man’s Land under fire no less than four times, as well as having participated in the fighting in the German trenches. For his actions that day, he was awarded a Bar to his D.S.O.

10th (Service) Battalion (Grimsby) Lincolnshire Regiment

BECOURT







	7.30 a.m.
	At this hour the 101st Infantry Brigade, 34th Division delivered an assault on the German position south of LA BOISELLE. The 15th Royal Scots being the right assaulting battalion & the 10th Lincolnshire Regt the left assaulting battalion, the 16th Royal Scots right supporting battalion, the 11th Suffolks left supporting battalion.
The portion of the German front line trenches assaulted by the 10th Lincolns was known as the BLOATER & lay between the LA BOISELLE salient & the redoubt known as HELIGOLAND. The formation of the 10th Lincolns was as follows ‘A’ Coy on the right ‘B’ in the centre ‘C’ on the left. ‘D’Coy less 1 platoon was employed as a carrying company & advanced in rear of 103rd Brigade which was in reserve. Two minutes before the attack was timed to take place a mine was exploded near the S.W. corner of the LA BOISELLE salient forming an immense crater about 100 yds in diameter.
On leaving their trenches, the 10th Lincolns who advanced in 4 waves on a 3 platoon frontage at a distance of 100 yds between the first & second waves & 150 yds between the others, with a platoon of ‘D’ Coy as a clearing platoon 50 yds in rear of the 4th wave & accompanied by 101/3 Trench mortar Battery were immediately exposed to a heavy shell fire, shrapnel & H.E. and the most intense enfilade machine gun fire from LA BOISELLE and HELIGOLAND Redoubt.
Advancing with the utmost steadiness & courage, not to be surpassed by any troops in the world, yet the distance they were away from the German trench 800 yds & the intensity of the machine gun fire did not allow of the possibility of reaching & penetrating the enemy’s line.
Some few men were able to enter German trench from the NEW CRATER & bombing their way up blocked it & helped to protect the right flank of the 102nd Brigade which attacked on our left, others consolidated & held positions in the NEW CRATER with a like object. One Officer 2nd Lt Hendin with three men made his way on the right by way of the 21st Divisional front & consolidating a strong point in the German trench helped to protect the left flank of the 21st division.
It is doubtful if troops have since been subjected to a more intense machine gun fire than was experienced in this assault, a fire which made it absolutely impossible either to relieve or reinforce units during daylight. The 34 th Division was relived by the 19th Division in the early hours of the morning of July 4th, moving for the night to ALBERT & subsequently on the 5 th July to HENENCOURT. The battalion went into action with a total of 20 Officers (of whom 4 were killed, 10 wounded and 1 missing) and 822 other ranks of whom 66 were killed, 259 wounded and 162 missing.
The rank and names of those officers taken into action are as follows:











	
	Lt Col
	E.K. Cordeaux, (in command)



	
	Major
	E.H. Kendrick, (2nd in command)



	
	Major
	W.A. Vignoles, (wounded)



	
	Capt
	T. Baker, (killed)



	
	Hon. Major
	G.L. Bennett, (Adjutant)



	
	Capt
	C.H. Bellamy, (wounded)



	
	Capt
	J.F. Worthington, (wounded)



	
	Lieut
	H.L. Dent



	
	Lieut
	R.C. Green, (wounded)



	
	2nd Lieut
	H.P. Hendin



	
	Lieut
	E. Inman, (missing) K2



	
	Lieut
	R.P. Eason, (wounded) d of w 1/7/16



	
	Lieut
	J.K. Murphy, (wounded)



	
	2nd Lieut
	L. Cummins, (killed)



	
	2nd Lieut
	H.W. Bannister, (wounded)



	
	2nd Lieut
	J.H. Baines, (killed)



	
	2nd Lieut
	C.H. Jolin, (wounded)



	
	2nd Lieut
	R.G. Ingle, (killed)



	
	2nd Lieut
	J.H. Turnbull, (wounded)



	
	2nd Lieut
	J.R. Moore


	
	2nd Lieut
	A. Hartshorn





NOTES

1.	Often referred to by its original name of “The Grimsby Chums”- this being the only Pals battalion to be called “Chums”- the battalion was initially formed by former pupils of Wintringham Secondary School in Grimsby.

2.	The ‘K’denotes that 21-year-old Lieutenant Edwin Inman was subsequently listed as having been killed in action on 1 July 1916. The son of Edwin and Alice Inman, of 5, Clifford Road, Sharrow, Sheffield, he is buried in Bapaume Post Military Cemetery which lies on the west side of Tara Hill, and south-west of Usna Hill.

18th (Service) Battalion (1st Tyneside Pioneers) Northumberland Fusiliers

CHAPES SPUR ALBERT

The Battalion was disposed as follows, at 7 a.m. this morning: Hd Qtrs, ‘A’ ‘B’ ‘D’ Companies in BECOURT WOOD‘C’ Co holding the Crater area in immediate contact with the enemy from INCH to SCONE Streets both inclusive. Captain Dodsworth was in charge of ‘D’ in store in RUE PAPETRIE ALBERT, he had with him Lt. Hall and 2nd Lt. Caswell and 40 O.R. This party was to detonate all bombs & see to loading & unloading wagons. 2nd Lts Renton & Nicholson were in charge of the two Divisional Dumps in ST. ANDREWS AVE & BE COURT WOOD each had a small party of N.C.O.s & men.

Lt. Wood was in charge of 101st Bde. Dumps. Lt. McQuillan of 103rd Bde Dumps & 2nd Lt. Parry in charge of 102nd Bde Dumps.






	7 a.m.
	No.4 Column, to carry for 102nd Bde under comd Capt Fortune moved off to gain its position by passing in rear of the Reserve Brigade, which was formed up in the TARA-USNA Line. The other three columns formed up & then took whatever could be obtained at the edge of the wood.


	7.28.
	The mines exploded, & two minutes later the advance began there was a certain amount of shrapnel & rifle fire which most passed high over us but 2nd Lt. Nicholson & a stretcher bearer were wounded. The former remained in charge of his Dump, the latter went to the Dressing Station offering to assist there, though he could not carry a stretcher.


	8.50 a.m.
	No.1 Column moved off to 101st Bde. Dumps, under Major [possibly Stephenson].
No.2 column moved off to THE NOSE to dig the communication trench across NO MAN’S Land under Lt. Helsby & 2nd Lt. [illegible].
No.3 Column moved off to 102nd Dumps.
Hd. Qrts. moved to CHAPES SPUR, the progress of the columns to their destinations was obstructed by crowds of returning wounded. There was considerable shell & rifle fire. Lt. Coombs, was wounded (since died)1. Major Porch 2nd in comd did good service in finding portions of the different columns which got separated & leading them to their destination. Column No. never reached its destination. It moved in two parties 2nd Lt. Cook finding the trenches too obstructed with wounded got out & was at once wounded, & his party eventually found its way to Lt. Helsby who with his party was held up by crowds of wounded and when he reached the NOSE, it was evident that the M.G. fire & Artillery barrage was too heavy to make the digging of a communication possible & therefore this party informed Company Hd Qtrs at the 102nd Dump.
The SHALLOW GALLERY Lt. NIXON & his platoon of ‘B’ Company went down on the night of 30th-1st & stayed in this gallery or a mine shaft near by. He found 12 feet of earth above the end of the gallery instead of 2 as he had been led to expect. Starting work at midnight by 8.20 a.m. he had broken through sufficiently to let cables be passed through & by 10 a.m. there was a passage for men but work was terribly impeded by the passage of wounded back & stores forward. A communication trench was begun & pushed on to the enemy’s front line reaching it 7 p.m.
It was soon evident that the attack had failed in places, & that the whole scheme of supplying the troops in advance of our front line would have to be rearranged.


	1 p.m.
	Captain Fortune O.C. ‘D’ Coy comdg the column carrying for 102nd Brigade got an urgent order to send Bombs to the mine crater south of LA BOISELLE, in which a party under comd of Captain Acklom, had established itself. This demand was promptly complied with Captain Fortune & 2nd Lt. Dodds taking a party laden with bombs direct to the Crater. 2nd Lt. Dodds remained on this duty till the evening of the 3rd, except during the afternoon of 2nd when he took a party to SCOTS REDOUBT.
The carrying column for the 103rd Bde. based in KERRIMUIR Street Dump also supplied this CRATER, with water, Rations S.A.A. & Bombs.


	2 p.m.
	An urgent order came to send 4 platoons to carry out a bombing attack in conjunction with a party of 10th LINCOLNS on HELIGOLAND & KINGSGATE, was organised for the attack, under Major Porch. The attack was subsequently countermanded at 6 p.m. as the LINCOLNS lost so heavily directly they left our front line. While waiting in MARESCHALL & other trenches near the front line, our men were heavily shelled with H.E. shells. Lt Wood was seriously wounded, several men were killed & wounded, & one Lewis gun, with nearly all its equipment was destroyed.


	3.40 p.m.
	‘D’ Coy was ordered to stand by for a bombing attack which was countermanded half an hour later, 7 p.m. The SHALLOW Gallery or Tunnel from KERRIEMUIR Street to the German front line was opened up and the communication trench completed.
‘C’ Company, was under orders of the 102nd Brigade, till 10p.m. on 1st, when it again came under orders of C.O. 18th North Fus, & was withdrawn from the front line to the Dugouts in PANMURE Street.






Before the attack was launched the company held the front line from SCONE to INCH Streets, so men were employed on lighting the smoke candles prior to the advance. The Company stood by till 3.30 p.m. when an order was received to attack LA BOISELLE. Bombs were drawn and the Company moved forward to head of SCONE Street, & was just ready to advance when an order was received, to abandon the attack & return to its former positions, where it remained till 10 p.m. & then moved to Dugouts in PANMURE Street.

NOTE

1. The son of Arthur Henry and Mary Sophie Whitaker Coombs, of The Manse, Bratton, Wiltshire; 23- year-old Lieutenant Henry Whitaker Coombs B.A., C.C.C. - a junior master in Wellington College - died on 2 July 1916. He was buried in Corbie Communal Cemetery Extension, where some of those who died at Nos. 5 and 21 Casualty Clearing Stations, based nearby at La Neuville, were interred.

20th (Service) Battalion (1st Tyneside Scottish) Northumberland Fusiliers

ALBERT






	7.30 a.m.
	(Zero). The Battalion took part in the General Offensive & formed the Left Assaulting Battalion of the 102nd Brigade (34th Division). The Corps Front was divided into Right, 21st Division; Centre, 34th Division; Left, 8th Division; Reserves 19th Division.
The 101st Brigade (34th Division) attacked immediately on the right of the 102nd Brigade & the 103rd Brigade was in support. The objective of the Battalion was from X.9.c.4.6.to X.15.B.2½.8.which was part of the 4th line of the GERMAN system of trenches.
The Battalion attacked up MARSH VALLEY in four waves, 100 yards between waves. A special Bombing Party was sent into LA BOISELLE. Prior to the attack, the bombardment which had been continuous for seven days became intense, and LA BOISELLE was subjected to a concentrated bombardment for the last twelve minutes. Two mines were also exploded at -2 minutes (7.28 a.m.) one on each side of LA BOISELLE. When the advance began at 7.36 a.m. the Battalion came under a heavy enfilade machine gun fire from OVILLERS-LA-BOISELLE partly due to the fact that the 8th Division had not been able to advance from their trenches. It is difficult to discover exactly what happened but though a few reached the 3rd GERMAN line the remaining survivors fell back to our first line under cover of darkness, not a single officer who went forward escaped becoming a casualty. The strength of the Battalion prior to the attack was [left blank] & the casualties amounted to:











	
	Officers



	
	Killed
	10



	
	Wounded
	10



	
	Missing
	7











	
	Other Ranks



	
	Killed
	62



	
	Wounded
	305



	
	Missing
	267






The Commanding Officer Lieut Col. C.C.A. Sillery being among the killed, & the Adjutant Captain K.E. Kerr wounded. The advance was carried out in a most gallant way in the face of a deadly machine gun & artillery fire.


21st (Service) Battalion (2nd Tyneside Scottish) Northumberland Fusiliers

OVILLERS







	7.30 a.m.
	The Bombardment was continuous throughout the night and at 6.25 a.m. increased in violence for 65 mins. At 7.28 a.m. a large mine was exploded by us at X.20.a.8.3. The advance commenced at 7.30 a.m., the Battalion moving forward in 4 lines at 150 yds interval followed by 22nd N.F. in similar formation.
The objective was a point X.15.C.3.4 and the remainder of the 103rd Brigade supporting us were to follow through to a line cutting POZIERES and establish themselves. The enemy bombardment, however, was severe, and as a result of heavy casualties we were unable to reach our objective. We were successful in establishing ourselves and in consolidating in the German lines at X.20.a.5.7 to X. 20. b.1.5 .The weather was warm and sunny throughout the day. 
A notable feature was successive bombing attacks by the enemy on our left flank.
These were in all cases repulsed.






22nd (Service) Battalion (3rd Tyneside Scottish) Northumberland Fusiliers

ASSEMBLY TRENCHES






	7.30 a.m.
	The Battalion together with the 21st NORTHD FUS, forming the 102nd BDE RIGHT assaulting column moved forward to the attack on the enemy trenches S of LA BOISELLE. Heavy enemy fire was experienced but the Bn less heavy casualties suffered reached ENEMY 2nd LINE.
A small party proceeded towards the ENEMY 3rd LINE but had to retire owing to heavy enemy fire, several casualties were suffered. Major Acklom had by this time taken command owing to Lt. Col. Elphinstone having become a casualty.



	8.0 a.m.
	RIGHT FLANK of position held in ENEMY 2nd LINE extended to small party of LINCOLNS, trenches strengthened. Six separate attempts to rush our flanks were made by the enemy without avail.



	12.45 p.m.
	Strength 7 Officers and 200 other ranks, a mixture of remnants of 22nd and 21st N.F. of which Major Acklom had taken command.



	10.15 p.m.
	A patrol got in touch with other troops in the NEW CRATER caused by our mine, 100yds beyond our right flank.







23rd (Service) Battalion (4th Tyneside Scottish) Northumberland Fusiliers

TRENCHES. Z DAY.

The preliminary bombardment which had commenced on the 24th June and had continued throughout with varying intensity developed from 7 a.m. to 7.30 a.m. on this date to a hurricane bombardment concentrated on the German Trenches. At 7.30 a.m. the hour previously decided upon to launch the attack, the Battn proceeded to carry out its allotted task in the general scheme which was as follows:

The 102nd Brigade had been given as their objective a position of the first system of German trenches with a frontage of 1400 yds from X.13.a. to X.20.a. on which Battalions formed to attack LA BOISELLE from both flanks. ‘C’ Company 18th Northd. Fusl. being detailed to remain and hold the British front line trenches immediately opposite LA BOISELLE SALIENT, for a distance of 450 yds.

The 1st and 4th Battns Tyneside Scottish were detailed to attack from the left commencing with the trench running North from the ALBERT-BAPAUME road to the embankment in square X.14.a. and the 2nd and 3rd Battalions the German trenches on the right immediately S.E. of LA BOISELLE on a frontage of about 500 yds.

At 7.30 a.m. the artillery barrage lifted and the 1st and 2nd Battns advanced left and right of LA BOISELLE respectively over our front line parapet to attack.

Each line advanced without the least hesitation, and through and across “NO MANS LAND” the Battalion suffered very heavily indeed in all ranks. The losses principally being due to Machine Gun fire.

It was here that the following officers lost their lives namely, Lieut. Col. W. Lyle who was last seen alive with walking stick in hand, amongst his men about 200 yds from the German trenches. Major M. Burge who fell before he had gone many yards from our lines. Capt. J.G. Todd commanding ‘B’ Company, who fell immediately he reached our wire. Capt. J.B. Cubey Commanding A’Company was killed before he had gone 100 yds. Capt. H.A. Bolton, Lt. A.E. Shapley, Lt. S. Macdonald, Lt. J.H. Patterson, 2nd Lt. L. Williams also fell mortally wounded before reaching the German line. In addition Lieut W.B. Tytler, who was reported to have reached the German Trenches and to have been seen there badly wounded, is now missing and believed killed. 2nd Lt. R. Macdonald last seen wounded is now missing and believed killed.

The German first line was taken and the second line was also reached but owing to the heavy casualties it was impossible to hold on to these lines. A party of our men hung on for a time on to a portion of their front line trench a little to the North of the ALBERT-BAUPAUME ROAD. The Germans however launched a very strong counter attack against this party who fought gallantly but owing to being greatly outnumbered were obliged to fall back and take cover in “NO MANS LAND” where they lay all day and waited ready to go forward again with the next attacking force.

As dusk came on and as no further attack was to be made that day these men under cover of darkness made their way back into our lines in an exhausted condition through the want of food and water and remained there until the following morning. Many heroic deeds were performed during the day and though only about six came to special notice there were undoubtedly very many gallant deeds performed which will never come to light.

Our stretcher bearers were conspicuous by their daring in bringing in wounded men in daylight under fire. The dressing station and the trenches near were soon congested with casualties and only by continual and very exhausting work by Capt. J.M. Muirhead our M.O. and his staff were they able to gradually relieve this pressure which was not until the following day.

24th (Service) Battalion (1st Tyneside Irish) Northumberland Fusiliers

FIELD






	7.40 a.m.
	The Battalion under Lieut Col L.M. Howard1 left the assembly trenches as third wave in the attack to gain a point from X.17.A.10.7. to X.11.C.7.4. (ref Special Map A, scale 1/5000 sheet 1-2 ‘B’ Trench Map OVILLERS.)
On leaving the trenches the enemy opened intense machine gun fire doing heavy damage to our troops. The Battalion objective (i.e. IlIrd objective) was not gained, so much assistance being needed for the Battalions in front taking the 1st & 2nd objectives. A few of the 24th N.F. managed to reach their objective moving with the Battalion on the right which had less resistance to cope with.
2nd Lieut T.W. Thompson & a handful of men almost reached CONTALMAISON but had to retire not having any support. 2nd Lt Thompson & his men took up a position in the German second line trenches, which he held successfully till reinforcements arrived. The left flank of the Division on our right was unprotected owing to meeting with little resistance and getting ahead of us.





NOTE

1. Wounded during the fighting on 1 July 1916, 37-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Louis Meredith Howard succumbed to his wounds the following day. Having served in the Boer War (1899 to 1902) as a Corporal with the Cape Mounted Rifles, during which he gained promotion to a commissioned rank because of an act of gallantry, Howard was buried in Ovilliers Military Cemetery.

25th (Service) Battalion (2nd Tyneside Irish) Northumberland Fusiliers

TRENCH AREA between ALBERT and LA BOISELLE






	7.45 a.m.
	Battalion ordered to attack German positions north of and adjoining fortified village of LA BOISELLE. Intensive bombardment from 6.20 a.m. to 7.30 a.m. when artillery lifted to second German lines. Mines exploded at 7.30 a.m. in LA BOISELLE, which was also subjected to intense trench mortar bombardment and thought to be obliterated. But when our advance began, LA BOISELLE was found to be strongly held with machine guns and rifles, which completely held up our advance.
Battle order of battalion was ‘B’ Coy on right, ‘D’ Coy on left, each company in column of platoons at 150 paces distance, whilst ‘A’ Coy (on left) and ‘C’ Coy (on right) advanced in similar formation in support of and 150 paces behind leading companies. Battalion headquarters advanced in rear of last platoon. Heavy fire from machine guns and rifles was opened on battalion from the moment the assembly trenches were left also a considerable artillery barrage at 3 places on the line of advance. The forward movement was maintained until only a few scattered soldiers were left standing, the discipline and courage of all ranks being remarkable. Twenty officers and seven hundred and thirty other ranks took part in this advance.



	10.30 p.m.
	The survivors of the battalion were collected in British front trenches near KEATS REDAN N.W. of LA BOISELLE, and the work of collecting wounded and stragglers went on all night. Bombing parties were posted on flanks and the trench held under a heavy fire. 16 officers were missing and 610 other ranks, the remainder of battn being commanded by Captain T.L. Williams.






26th (Service) Battalion (3rd Tyneside Irish) Northumberland Fusiliers

Battalion took part with 34th Division in assault on enemy’s trenches S.W. of LA BOISELLE. Orders were for 101st Brigade to take and consolidate enemy first system of trenches, 102nd Bgde to take second system and 103rd Bgde to push on and build strong posts 500 yards short of enemy third system between POZIERES and CONTALMAISON.

Battalion started from trenches near TARA REDOUBT about 800 yards in rear of our front line, with 24th N.F. on right and 25th on left. At 7.30 a.m. advance commenced with ‘A’ and ‘C’ Coys in front and ‘B’ and ‘D’ Coys in reserve, all in columns of platoons.

Men advanced as if on parade under heavy machine gun and shellfire against part of German first line which had not been taken by 101st and 102nd Brigades as had been expected, these two Brigades having passed more to the right leaving part of German trenches still occupied. Two artillery barrages were passed through during this advance. Owing to heavy casualties Battalion was unable to proceed further and small parties remained consolidating shell craters in “No Man’s Land” and remains of our first line trenches. Some small parties also reached German first line.

Battalion, relieved by troops of 19th Division were withdrawn from trenches and assembled at BELLEVUE FARM, having lost 19 officers and 470 men, killed wounded and missing. Only 2nd Lieuts Fortune and Downend, of the officers who went into action, remained at duty.


27th (Service) Battalion (4th Tyneside Irish) Northumberland Fusiliers







	3 a.m.
	At 3 a.m. on 1st July 1916, the 103rd Infantry Brigade in position USNA TARA LINE ready to advance in support of 101st & 102nd Infantry Brigade - 27th (S) Bn. Northumberland Fusiliers on right supporting 15th & 16th Battalions Royal Scots, the Battalion objective, on support being unnecessary, being CONTALMAISON & Communication Trench 300yards SOUTH of it.
The hour of attack was 7.30 a.m. At 7.40 a.m. the 103rd Infantry Brigade, advanced, Battalion (in column of platoons) on two platoon front, platoons at 150 paces distance. The left of 103rd Infantry Brigade came under heavy machine gun & barrage fire from start, but the 27th Battalion on right suffered few casualties till crossing CHAPES SPUR, when heavy machine gun fire caused numbers to drop. They, however, continued to press on, although the left Battalions were held up, and about 70 per cent, dropped before German Front Trench was reached. This Trench was in the hands of the Germans, as the Royal Scots had not left sufficient men to “mop up” the garrison. The 27th Battalion crossed this trench and some managed to reach CONTALMAISON, but had to retire to join the survivors of rear companies under Capt. J.V. Bibby - who at 10 a.m. were holding SHELTER WOOD. These in turn retired slowly before the Germans and eventually joined up with the Royal Scots holding German Support & Second Support Lines.
There they remained continuously attacking & attacked until relieved on the early morning of 4th July, total casualties being:
Officers: 5 killed and 15 wounded
Other Ranks: 99 killed (16 died of wounds), 373 wounded and 58 missing.






2nd Battalion Prince of Wales’s Own (West Yorkshire Regiment)

The role of the Battalion in the attack was to support the Devons and Middlesex if required to, during the early stages, and the capture and consolidation of the village of POZIERES was allotted to it as a special task.

Heavy opposition in the early stages was not anticipated as OVILLERS and the enemy’s front line system had been so heavily bombarded, it was however held probable that WHALLEY and RYECROFT STREETS would be sharply barraged as soon as the enemy discovered our forward movement.

The Brigade Orders to this Battalion were for each Company to file into RYECROFT STREET as soon as it was clear of 2nd Middlesex and then to climb ladders and advance in succession.

At 7.10 a.m. Battalion Headquarters moved to a previously selected and commanding position at the junction of RYRCROFT and WHALLEY STREETS from where a view of the enemy’s front trenches could be obtained and the successive advance by Companies controlled.

The Battalion (21 Officers and 702 Bayonets) had breakfast at 5.30 a.m.

The hurricane bombardment commenced at 6.25 a.m.and was immediately replied to by the enemy who placed a light barrage of 5.9s on the junction of RYECROFT and WHALLEY STREETS (about 1 shell per minute).

The Company of the 2nd Middlesex Regiment in RYECROFT STREET advanced over the top at 7.35 a.m. and were followed by ‘B’ Company under Captain H. Freeman at 7.42 a.m.

The enemy increased his barrage on WHALLEY STREET at this hour to about 4 shells per minute.

‘A’ Company followed ‘B’ Company from RYECROFT STREET at 7.52 a.m. This Company was delayed 3 minutes and lost about 15 men by two heavy shells falling into the entrance to RYECROFT STREET.

The enemy at this hour began opening a barrage of shrapnel along the whole length of RYECROFT STREET.

‘A’Company was led by Captain J.F. Ruttledge.

The fine way in which the right of this Company swung forward so as to correct the misalignment of RYECROFT STREET to the general direction of the advance was very noticeable.

These leading two Companies moved forward under the command of Captain P.Y. Harkness, Second-in-Command, who had orders not to proceed beyond our front line until OVILLERS was made good, unless asked for support by the leading Battalions.

‘D’ Company commenced filing into RYECROFT STREET at 7.52 a.m. The advance of this Company was not quite so accurate as the previous ones owing partly to the condition of WHALLEY STREET and RYECROFT STREET due to the enemy’s heavy shells and partly to the very sharp shrapnel barrage which was now in full swing.

The head of this Company did not move fully up RYECROFT STREET before advancing out of it, and I took steps to see that the same mistake was not repeated by ‘C’ Company which followed.

At 8 a.m. BN HQ was informed by Brigade Headquarters that the front line had not been forced and in accordance with orders ‘C’ Company was directed to delay their advance out of RYECROFT STREET.

At 8.23 a.m. all enemy machine gun fire seemed to die down so this Company was ordered to advance and a message “All Clear” was sent to Brigade Headquarters.

Battalion Headquarters moved at the same time with a view of passing through OVILLERS up to the head of the Battalion in accordance with prearranged plans.

On arrival in front trench it was found that enemy front line had not been taken, and that all movement had ceased.

‘B’ the leading Company, had at the request of Major Saville supported the 2nd Bn Middlesex Regiment (about 8.5 a.m.).‘A’Company had similarly supported the right Devon Company. The remains of ‘C’ and ‘D’ Companies lay in the gap between the Devons and Middlesex the latter having swung round towards X.14.a.1.3. where their dead and ours lying on the parapet of the enemy trench could be identified.

The Battalion Headquarters were established where the road to OVILLERS joins the new front trench at X.13.a.6.6.

Touch was re-established with Companies. Companies lay approximately as follows:

‘A’ Company: X.8.c.1.4. to X.8.c.2.2.

Remains of ‘C’ and ½ ‘D’ Companies: X.8.c.2.1. to X.14.a.2½ .8½

‘B’ Company: X.14.a.3.7. to X.14.a.1.5.

Battalion Headquarters withdrew at 12.30 a.m. on the 2nd July.

The head of ‘B’ company had apparently penetrated the enemy trench at X.14.a.3.5. where their helmets could be identified on the parapet.

This was confirmed by subsequent reports from wounded who came in.

At about 10.30 a.m. orders were received from Brigade Headquarters that no further advance was to be made.

During the day many wounded crawled back to our lines.

At 10.30 p.m. two patrols under 2/Lieuts C.A. Phillips and E.H. Matheson crawled down the Battalion Front and shouted to such men who could to crawl back.

Battalion Headquarters withdrew at 12.30 a.m. on 2nd July. The Battalion marched to MILLENCOURT at 1.45 a.m.

Out of the 21 Officers and 702 Other Ranks who went into action, 5 Officers and 212 men came out.

The failure of the attack was probably due to the numerous enemy machine guns placed in deep emplacements or tunnels in the slopes of the hill on the LA BOISELLE side of the valley.

Machine guns so emplaced could enfilade the whole Brigade attack.

After careful investigation the casualties of the Battalion between RYECROFT STREET and our front trench are estimated at about 250; 75% being due to machine gun fire; 200 of these were in ‘C’ and ‘D’ Companies, the last Companies to go over.

‘B’ Company which supported the Middlesex and penetrated the enemy trenches lost 146 out of the 169 who went into action.

The Battalion as a whole accurately carried out their orders to the best of their ability under the conditions which obtained.

2nd Battalion Princess Charlotte of Wales’s (Royal Berkshire Regiment)

Attack on OVILLERS. The Battalion took up its assembly position in accordance with Brigade Operation Order No.100 - The 2nd Bn. Lincolnshire Regt was on the left and the 2nd Bn. Devonshire Regt on right.

Our own wire was not sufficiently cut and parties were immediately sent out by Companies to clear it. At 6.25 a.m. the intensive bombardment began as scheduled. At about 7.15 a.m. the enemy opened rifle and machine gun fire on our line; this fire was probably drawn by the 2nd Devon Regt which at about this time attempted to line up in front of their parapet. At 7.20 a.m. Companies began firing down trenches and getting ready for the assault.

At 7.30 a.m. the three assaulting Companies advanced to attack the German line. They were met by intense rifle and machine gun fire which prevented any of the waves reaching the enemy line. A little group on the left of the Battalion succeeded in getting in, but were eventually bombed out.

At about 7.45 a.m. the Commanding Officer (Lt. Col. A.M. Holdsworth)1 and Second In Command (Major G.H. Sawyer DSO) were wounded in the sap on the left of our front, the Commdg Officer handed over Command of the Battalion to 2nd Lieut C. Mollet (Actg. Adjt.).2 By this time the parapet was swept by rifle and machine gun fire which prevented any exit from our trenches. The enemy replied to our intensive bombardment by barraging the front line from about 6.35 a.m. onwards. No message was received from other Battalions in immediate vicinity.

At about 11 a.m. the order came from Bde Headquarters to “stand by” & await further orders.

About 200 men of the Battalion collected on the right of the front line and in the assembly trenches off ULVERSTON Street.

At about 12.30 p.m. news was received that the Brigade would be relieved.

NOTES

1.	Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Mervyn Holdsworth’s wounds proved fatal. The eldest son of Arthur Frederick and Florence Anne Holdsworth, of Widdicombe, Kingsbridge, Devon, the 40-year-old Commanding Officer, who was Mentioned in Despatches, died from his injuries at Etaples on 7 July 1916.

2.	At this stage, the senior officer present was in fact Lieutenant Colonel Reginald Bastard of 2nd Battalion Lincolnshire Regiment.

2nd Battalion Rifle Brigade (The Prince Consort’s Own)

OVILLERS-LA BOISELLE

At 6.25 a.m. a very intense bombardment was opened on the German trenches at Ovillers-La Boiselle lasting till 7.30 a.m. at which hour the 2nd Berks & 2nd Lincolns attacked with the R.I.Rs coming up in support.

The Battalion being in Reserve left the assembly trenches at 7.30 a.m. and proceeded up the communication trenches to the front line. The leading troops and about half the supporting troops were met with heavy machine gun, rifle and shrapnel fire and only succeeded in reaching the enemy’s trenches at few points whence they were soon driven back. The Battalion being blocked in the trenches came under intense shell fire from guns of all calibres.

As it was decided to attempt no further infantry attack, ‘A’, ‘B’ & ‘C’ Coys were withdrawn to the support line, whilst ‘D’ Coy with details of the rest of the Brigade held the front line. Shortly before dark details of other Battalions were withdrawn and relieved by ‘A’ Coy in the front line. The Battalion was relieved by the Queens & West Kents of the 37th Brigade shortly after midnight and returned to Bivouac on the LongValley. Casualties, nearly all shell fire, consisted of 5 Officers wounded, Capt. A.H. Curtis, Capt. W.G.K. Boswell, 2nd Lieut H. Daniels V.C.,1 2nd Lieut Etheridge, 2nd Lieut C.B. Sayer and 128 other ranks killed and wounded.

2nd Lieut S.W.P. Steen joined for duty.

NOTE

1. Harry Daniels was awarded theVictoria Cross for his actions on 12 March 1915, during the fighting at Neuve Chapelle. A Company Sergeant-Major at the time, Daniels’s unit was ordered to attack the German lines. Whilst crossing No Man’s Land, the men faced intense enemy machine-gun fire and imposing belts of barbed wire. Daniels and another man, Corporal Cecil Reginald Noble, voluntarily rushed forward with cutters and attacked the barbed wire. They were both wounded in this action; Noble died later of his wounds. Both men were subsequently awarded theVictoria Cross. Later awarded the Military Cross, and having attained the rank of Lieutenant Colonel, Daniels died on 13 December 1953.

1st Battalion Royal Irish Rifles






	7.30 a.m.
	Zero hour for the attack was at 7.30am. The Brigade attached with the 2 R. Berks and 2 Lincolnshire Rgt in the front - 1st R.I. Rifles supporting and 2 Rifle Bde in reserve. The 23rd Brigade was on our right with its left flank on OVILLERS and the 70th Brigade on our left. The 34th Div was on 8th Div right and 32nd Division on the left. The Battalion crossed the Brigade front and if the attack had been successful would have gone through the two preceding Battalions to our objective which was allotted to it.
On moving from the assembly trenches the Company Positions were as follows:
‘B’ Company (Capt A. J. Rose) was on the right,
‘C’ Company (2/Lt Glastonbury) in the centre,
‘D’ Company (2/Lt Smith) on the left,
‘A’ Company (Capt G.J.Gartlan) in support.
‘D’ Company crossed the parapet and attacked and entered the German 1st and 2nd line but in order to conform with the movements of the troops on the left and right were forced to retire. ‘C’ Company advanced under extremely heavy fire but it is not clear as to whether they ever entered the German front lines at all owing to the severe machine gun fire. ‘A’ and ‘B’ Company were owing to the extremely heavy and accurate Barrage put up along the communication trenches and front line unable to leave our own trenches, ‘A’ Company especially losing very severely moving from the assembly trenches.
The German trenches had been completely bombed by our bombardment but excellent use had been made of the cellars in OVILLERS - the trenches were thickly manned.



	11.50 p.m.
	The Battalion (whole Division) was withdrawn and returned to LONG VALLEY. 20 officers [sic]
Casualties on the 1st July. Officers:1











	
	Capt & Adjt
	D.A. Browns, (Killed)



	
	Lieut Col
	C.C. Mcnamara (Wounded died of wounds)



	
	Captain
	A.J. Ross, (Wounded)



	
	Captain
	G.J. Gartlan, (Wounded)



	
	Lieut
	G. Lawlor, (Wounded)



	
	Lieut
	E.V. Banks-Murphy, (Wounded)



	
	2/Lieut
	E.A. Mahoney, (Wounded)



	
	2/Lieut
	J. Marshall, (Wounded)



	
	2/Lieut
	M.A. Palethorpe, (Wounded)



	
	2/Lieut
	W.S. Maitland, (Wounded)



	
	2/Lieut
	H.J. McConnell, (Wounded)



	
	2/Lieut
	W.G. Tyrell, (Wounded)



	
	2/Lieut
	A. McDowell, (Wounded)



	
	2/Lieut
	D.B. Hill, Norfolk Regiment (alc’d)



	
	2/Lieut
	H.M. Glastonbury, (Wounded & Missing)



	
	2Lieut
	S.D.J. Smith, (Missing)



	
	2/Lieut
	W.H. Grigg, (Missing)






NOTES

1.	The War Diary also states that seventeen Other Ranks were killed in action, 348 wounded, twenty- seven were missing and that a further eight were wounded and missing.

2.	The fatal wounding of 41-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Carroll Charles MacNamara (note this spelling of his surname is that used by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission) meant that the survivors of 1/RIR, along with the remnants of 2nd Battalion Princess Charlotte of Wales’s (Royal Berkshire Regiment), were all under the overall command of Lieutenant Colonel Reginald Bastard of 2nd Battalion Lincolnshire Regiment. As the fighting drew to a close, this combined force, drawn from the remains of three battered battalions, was less than 100 men strong (see Martin Middlebrook, The First Day on the Somme (Penguin, London, 1984), page 144).

15th (Service) Battalion (1st Edinburgh) Royal Scots (Lothian Regiment)

TRENCHES
JUMPING OFF POSITION

Z day, Zero Hour 7.30 a.m.

Exactly on time the 15th Royal Scots jumped forward to the attack. 1st & 2nd waves had moved out to No Mans Land some few minutes previously. The men left with great heart & in grand form, with least hesitation or [illegible] 3rd & 4th waves got severely handled when quitting front line parapet mostly from M. Guns, one of which was in a bank astride S end of Boiselle - another believed to be higher up the SausageValley - Advance moved slightly more to the right than was intended - but this Machine Gun fire naturally forced their left flank over a bit - their left flank was “in the air” as 10th Lincolns on our left where not timed to assault until some minutes later with15th R.S. this undoubtedly caused considerable loss first to the 15th R.S. & later on to 10th Lincolns & 11th Suffolks as M. Gun could afford to play on each at separate times: from the start there can be little doubt all the units of the 101st Brigade started off to the right too much. News came back to me that at 7.48 a.m. Scots Redoubt was crossed - & about 3 p.m. that ‘C’ Coy (our right flank Coy) had made Peake Trench - but at same time the runner Pte. Quinn on being questioned said he had seen a few Suffolks & some 12 men of the 16th R.S. in with our men in Peake Trench. Other news coming in from wounded returning & another runner from ‘C’ Coy (who delivered his note & returned) that where attacks had been forced on to extreme right of our objectives: also doubted later if Scots Redoubt had actually been crossed right astride. The left of attack no doubt clipped the S. end: not a single man I questioned ever saw any of our troops to the left of our ‘C’ Coy, which as pointed out was now on extreme right of our area: neither did those in Peake Trench see any troops pass over them towards Contalmaison: I heard that some 12 or so of 16th R.S. some Suffolks & 1 Lincoln & a few Tyneside Irish had been in Peake Trench, but after holding same for an hour or so were beaten back some 200 yards to S. Corner of the Horse Shoe. Also heard enemy were attacking on Peake Trench from the left front & M. Gun fire was strong, as soon as any extension to the left was attempted.

Major Starks (reported wounded & now missing) reformed his line on the road some 300 yds or so in front of Peake wood - no troops were then on his left, indeed I believe portions of B Coy & D Coy* (our extreme left) were among his men: which he filled with the troops on his left, made me sure only the extreme right of the 15th R.S. made their objective namely Peake trench. They were however in touch with the 21st Div - (the East Yorks) it was their block which prevented the enemy from rolling the left up still further, the EastYorks heard from several men from the men of the 15 th R.S. extraordinary high praise for the fight they were putting up (R.S.M. Porteau was one of the men who told me) The later events are naturally more or less known now with the exception that no man holding the most advanced position was known to have been held by Major Starks 15 R.S. namely Peake wood ever saw any British troops go through them or troops fighting in their front as they were themselves counter attacked & driven back to the Horse Shoe would seem to establish the truth of this - no doubt when Advance is pushed forward the truth will be established beyond any question of doubt, losing practically every officer (except Lieut Robson) makes it somewhat difficult to get as much information as one would like.

*and I believe came in with other units of 101st Brigade showing that all got pushed over the extreme right.

NOTE

1. Also referred to as the 1st Edinburgh City Pals or Lord Provost’s Battalion, the battalion was formed in 1914 by Robert Cranston (a Lord Provost of Edinburgh from 1903 to 1906). This was quickly followed by two further volunteer battalions: the 16th and 17th. Sir Robert was honorary commander in chief of all three battalions.

16th (Service) Battalion (2nd Edinburgh) Royal Scots (Lothian Regiment)

BECOURT WOOD






	2.30 a.m.
	Breakfast issued to the men



	5 a.m.
	Leading platoon left the wood to take up position of assembly.



	6.16 a.m.
	Battn. reported in position.



	7.30 a.m.
	Zero hour - first wave (15th Royal Scots) attacked.



	7.35 a.m.
	Leading platoon (16th R.S.) left position of assembly succeeding waves following at 150 yds distance.
Attack reported by Brig to be developing satisfactorily.



	11.3 a.m.
	Message received from Capt Coles - O.C. ‘C’ Coy - timed 8.45 a.m. stating that his men had reached point 400 yds on ALBERT side of PEAKE WOOD, that units were much scattered but that reorganisation was in progress.



	1.50 p.m.
	Message received from 2/Lt Buchanan stating that 34th Div has taken up position in front of ROUND WOOD.



	5.40 p.m.
	Message received from Capt Armit - O.C. ‘B’ Coy - stating that he, four of his own men and 150 O.Rs of different units were holding position on German support trench and that enemy was present in neighbouring trenches.



	9.20 p.m.
	Order from Brig to move H.Q forward.



	9.25 p.m.
	Bn. H.Q moved forward in two parties: (1) CO, Maj Warden, Art. liaison off with observers & guides; (2) Adj, signalling off, signallers, runners and two Regt Policemen.
No.1 party was held up by heavy art. fire in WILLOW PATCH. No.2 party having no guide failed to reach SCOTS REDOUBT, but reached point held by Capt Armit. During the hours of darkness the enemy was quiet.






Document Attached to the War Diary

Account of the battalion’s operations between 1 July and 3 July 1916:

The 16 R.S. following the 15 R.S. appear to have crossed No Man’s Land with few casualties but the Battn. on the left (10th Lincs and 11th Suffs) suffered heavily - very few reaching the enemy lines. The Brig on the left the 102nd was also held up, as was the 8th Div on the left of the 34th. The Battn. left flank was therefore exposed.

The advance appears to have been pushed forward at good speed and despite the heavy casualties some of the 16 R.S. are said to have reached CONTALMAISON.2 The direction was somewhat lost owing to the exposed flank and the Battn. merged into the 21st Div area.

The enemy having withdrawn to neighbourhood of PEAKE WOOD rallied and counterattacked. A considerable body of British, composed of many regiments, and among whom no officers were seen, withdrew. Lt Rawson with a small party of 16 R.S. endeavoured to hold up the enemy and while being unable to push him back forced him to take cover: aVickers gun team came up at this time and forced enemy back into PEAKE WOOD.

A rumour stated that the XV Corps had been joined by a party from PEAKE WOOD. It was hoped this party had been composed of 101st & 103rd Bde details but no confirmation of the report could be obtained.

Twenty Officers & 790 O.R.s took part in the assault.3







	Officers being:
	Lt Col Sir George McCrae4



	HQ
	Major H.R. Warden
Capt W.B. Robertson (Adj)
2/Lt J. Miller (Signalling officer)
2/Lt W.J. Buchanan



	A Coy
	Capt P. Ross (Killed)
2/Lt T.H. Bell, (Wounded)
2/Lt W.A. McMichael, (Wounded)
2/Lt W.L. Crombie, (Missing)



	B Coy
	Capt N. Armit
Lt R.C. Lodge
2/Lt G.J. Hamilton



	C Coy
	Capt L.G. Coles, (Killed)
2/Lt F.M.W. Millar, (Wounded)
2/Lt J.G.P. Stevenson, (Wounded)
2/Lt G.S. Russell, (Missing)



	D Coy
	Capt A. Whyte, (Wounded and prisoner)
Lt H.W. Rawson, (Wounded)
2/Lt J. McKenzie, (Wounded)
2/Lt R.M.F. Pringle, (Missing)







NOTES

1. Also known as the 2nd Edinburgh City Fkls, McCrae’s Battalion or the Scottish Sportsmen’s Battalion, it was formed at Edinburgh by Sir George McCraeVD. It comprised sixteen playing members including entire first team squad members, a number of support staff and boardroom members from the Heart of Midlothian Football Club (more commonly known as simply Hearts). In November 1914, Hearts comfortably led the First Division, having started the 1914-15 season with eight straight victories. Following the outbreak of war, a public debate upon the morality of continuing professional football while young soldiers were dying at the front was started. A motion was placed before the Scottish Football Association (SFA) to postpone the season, with one of its proponents, Thomas Forsyth, declaring that” playing football while our men are fighting is repugnant”. Whilst the SFA waited for War Office advice, the noted East London philanthropist Frederick Charrington was orchestrating a public campaign to have professional football in Britain suspended. A prime tactic of the campaign was to shame football players and officials in to action through public and private denouncement. Meanwhile, the group from Hearts enlisted in Sir George McCrae’s new volunteer battalion, joining en mass on 25 November 1914. The battalion was to become the 16th Royal Scots and was the first to earn the “footballer’s battalion” sobriquet. The volunteers also included some 500 Hearts supporters and ticket-holders, 150 followers of Hibernian and a number of professional footballers from Raith Rovers, Dunfermline and Falkirk, along with amateur players from Dalkeith Thistle, Linlithgow Rose, Newtongrange Star, Pumpherston Rangers and West End Athletic.

2.	The battalion was known to have managed to penetrate deeper into German territory than any other regiment on 1 July 1916.

3.	Some accounts state that by the end of the First World War, seven of the Hearts’ first team players had lost their lives. Three of these men are known to have been killed on 1 July 1916: 23-year-old Sergeant Duncan Currie, 30-year-old Private Ernest Edgar Ellis, and 23-year-old Private Henry Wattie. The bodies of all three men were never found or identified, and they are consequently commemorated on the Thiepval Memorial.

4.	Knighted in 1908, McCrae had made his mark in the textile trade. He has been described variously as a draper or a merchant hosier and mercer. In 1909, after a successful career as the Liberal MP for Edinburgh East, he resigned from the House of Commons to take up a position in Scottish government service, accepting the appointment of Vice-President of the Scottish Local Government Board.


11th (Service) Battalion Sherwood Foresters (Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire Regiment)

Battalion formed part of the attack near OVILLERS. Return of casualties is herewith attached.

The Battalion took over the 70th Brigade Sector on the evening of the 26th June, being relieved on the following evening when the Brigade took up the final position of assembly.

Owing to the Attack being postponed 48 hours the Battalion again took over the front line on the evening of the 28th and held the Sector until position of assembly was taken up a second time on the evening of the 30th June.

During this time our casualties were comparatively slight, although we were unfortunate in losing 3 Officers including the Medical Officer wounded, and a platoon Sgt.

At 7.45 a.m. on the morning of the attack, 1st July, a message was received that the German First Line was taken, and shortly after the Battalion was ordered to take over our front line vacated by the 9thYork and Lancaster Regiment. This was done independently by Coys by pre-arranged routes, under a fairly heavy shrapnel fire.

It had been arranged prior to the assault that the Left Centre Company 1st Wave was to file straight out of a sap and occupy a bank about 70 yards in front of our own front line. After considerable difficulty owing to the congestion of wounded in the sap an attempt to do this was made. A very heavy machine gun fire was brought to bear on this wave from the left flank and the enemy front line which had apparently been re-occupied by use of underground galleries from the enemy 2nd line after the assaulting Battalion had passed over. The same fire was directed on the remainder of the first wave when they attempted to advance from our front line.

The 2nd Wave, lead by Major G.H.W. Bernal DSO, the second in command, then pushed forward in support hoping to carry forward the 1st Wave.

Casualties along the whole line were very heavy, and a general attempt was made to crawl forward under intense machine gun and shrapnel fire, any available cover being made use of.

Headquarters, lead by Lieut. Col. H.F. Watson DSO, the Commanding Officer, then advanced, only Headquarters Bombers being left to hold out trenches.

Lieut. Col. Watson walking diagonally across the front collecting men as he went gave a fresh impetus to the advance by his personal example, but the advance died out before the 1st line was reached, Col. Watson himself and other H.Q. Officers being wounded.

Another attempt to reach the German trenches by the sunken road on the right flank was made by about 50 men under Captain C.E. Hudson, including the Battalion Bombers and details of other units collected in our line. This attempt was brought to a standstill by heavy frontal and flank fire as they came over the brow of the hill in the last 80 yards.

The casualties sustained by the Battalion during the day amounted to 21 Officers and 508 N.C.O’s and men.

The strength of the Battalion on entering the trenches on the 26th June was 27 Officers and 710 men.

11th (Service) Battalion (Cambridgeshire) Suffolk Regiment

BECOURT






	5 a.m.
	Bn commenced to leave BECOURT WOOD and proceeded to jumping off places in DUNDEE AVENUE and NEW CUT ‘B’ and in MONIKIE STREET.



	7 a.m.
	Bn all in position with Bn H.Q. in a dugout near junction of DUNDEE AVENUE with ARBROATH STREET and NEW CUT ‘B’. The Bn was considerably delayed in getting into position owing to the right of the 102nd Brigade extending too far to the right.



	7.28 a.m.
	The mine opposite left of 101st Brigade was exploded.



	7.30 a.m.
	The infantry assault was launched. The Bn followed the 10th Lincolns from our assembly trenches down into SAUSAGE VALLEY and across to the German lines. Owing to the failure of the 102nd Brigade on the left to capture LA BOISELLE, our advance from the moment it left our assembly trenches was subjected to a very heavy fire from machine guns from LA BOISELLE. In spite of the fact that wave after wave were mown down by machine gun fire, all pushed on without hesitation though very few reached the German lines.






Documents Attached to the War Diary

A letter, dated 5 July 1916, that was received from the G.O.C. 101st Brigade:

“Dear Colonel Somerset,

“Will you please express to your Battalion my admiration for their gallant conduct in the attack on July 1st, theirs was the hardest task of any, having the furthest to advance before crossing our own front line in face of a deadly fire, their courage was magnificent as in spite of wave after wave being mown down they fearlessly pressed forward towards their objective and got well into the German line but unfortunately their numbers were too few in the end to gain it. No troops could have done better and I am sure that their advance in this battle will go down to posterity as one of the most gallant actions of the war.

Yours sincerely,

[signed] R.C. Gore, Brig-General,
Commdg, 101st Infantry Brigade.

A Special Order of the Day that was issued by the G.O.C. 34th Division:

“The Divisional Commander congratulates his troops on the fine reputation they have earned for themselves. With them he mourns deeply for our absent comrades.

“The G.O.C. III Corps himself addressed the 101st Brigade and expressed himself as greatly pleased with their performance in the action.

The following wire, dated 6 July 1916, was sent by the G.O.C. Fourth Army to the G.O.C. III Corps:

“Please convey to the 34th Division my hearty congratulations on their successes. Whilst regretting their heavy casualties I desire to express my gratitude for and admiration of the determination and gallantry with which they carried out their difficult task.”

G.L. Turle [possibly Tuile]

Capt & Adjt. 11th Suffolks.

8th (Service) Battalion York And Lancaster Regiment

TRENCHES AUTHUILLE WOOD (SOMME)

Being the leading Battalion on the left of the 70th Brigade, in the attack near OVILLERS the Battn assaulted as per APPENDIX I (attached to JUNE Diary). The attack was timed for 7.30 a.m. & for an hour previous to that hour the guns delivered an intense bombardment to which the enemy replied. At the time the assault commenced our front line trenches in the NAB were heavily shelled but the casualties were very few. No smoke was liberated on our front as the wind was unfavourable.

The first wave left our trenches in perfect order & to time & were at once met by an exceptionally heavy fire from front & both flanks. Most of the men were killed or wounded, but the remainder continued the advance. In spite of the heavy fire the remaining waves advanced to the attack but before getting halfway to the enemy trenches were mown down by the machine guns.

About seventy men reached the enemy trenches & some of these eventually reached the enemy’s third line of his front system of trenches. Here they remained fighting for some time until all were killed or taken prisoners - one returned. The remainder were held up in the enemy front line & considerable fighting took place here until almost all were killed - only 3 returned. Many of the enemy were killed by our men both in his trenches & when he marched across the open to counter attack. The supporting Battn (9th York & Lancs) was also caught by the machine guns as they advanced to the attack & suffered so many casualties that only an odd man or two reached the German Line where our men so badly needed support. The same happened to the Reserve Battn (11th Sherwood Foresters).

The Battn as it went over the parapet numbered 680 NCO’s & men & 23 officers. Of these only 68 men returned. All the officers were casualties. 18 Being killed & missing & 5 wounded. The C.O. & Adjutant were among the killed.1 In the evening the Bde was withdrawn upon being relieved by the S.W.B.

Document Attached to the War Diary

Statement of operations by 8th (Service) Battalion York And Lancaster Regiment on 1 July 1916:

Before the assault commenced the enemy had opened a heavy barrage of shells between our front line and CHORLEY STREET and very heavy machine gun fire first swept our parapet from the enemy front line opposite the Battalion and also from somewhere on our left flank.

The Battalion advanced in four waves as intended but most of the men were shot down in No Man’s Land including the C.O. and Adjutant. The remainder reached the enemy’s wire. This was in places still uncut and many Officers and men were shot down whilst cutting it.

So far as can be gathered the first men who reached the enemy trenches got as far as the third line but they were not seen again. Our men in the first and second line were immediately engaged by the enemy who came out of dug-outs and what were supposed to be communication tunnels. Meanwhile our telephone wires had been laid across No Man’s Land but were broken several times. The signallers then sent messages back (by disc and after the disc men had become casualties - by flags) for reinforcements but none arrived.

Bombing then continued between parties of the enemy and our men both second and first line and many of the enemy including several officers were shot who attempted to come over the top of the trenches. Eventually all the men in the second line became casualties. The men in the first line joined up with the Lincoln’s on the right who had apparently come too far to the left. Shortly afterwards word came down from the right to retire and the Lincoln’s left the trench. At the time fighting was not so heavy. An Officer was seen and heard trying to get the men on the right back again, but they were not seen to come back.

The enemy then attacked in stronger force and as ammunition and bombs were exhausted some of our men went out into No Man’s Land and searched the casualties.

Further heavy fighting continued until only odd parties of two and three men were left. These were eventually driven out of the trenches and retired.

It is reported that an enemy machine gun was found in the front line with two Germans chained to it. Both were dead, one having been bayoneted and the other apparently killed with the butt of a rifle. The gun was destroyed. All the bombers except one man were casualties. Only two Lewis Gunners returned bringing back one gun, the remainder being lost.

All the signalling equipment is missing excepting one telephone instrument.

Out of a total of 680 N.C.O.s and men and 22 Officers who went over the parapet the following numbers returned unwounded: 1 Sergeant, 3 Corporals, 10 Lance Corporals, 54 Men, No Officers.

Major, Commanding 8th Battn York & Lancs Regiment.

NOTE

1. The CO was Lieutenant Colonel Bertram Lionel Maddison of the 2nd Battalion, attached to the 8th York and Lancaster Regiment. He is buried in Blighty Valley Cemetery.

9th (Service) Battalion York And Lancaster Regiment

On the 1st July the Bn. was in action. Nothing official as regards the casualties could be ascertained:


C.O. reported wounded (unofficial.)1
Major Lewis reported killed (unofficial).
Adjt Lt McCallum reported wounded (official).



Orders received that the Bn. was being relieved. About 7 p.m. arrangements being made for the comfort of the men who returned safely out of action. G.S. Wagons & Limbers were sent patrolling the roads between Long Valley & Crucifix Corner, under orders to pick up any men who were on their way to rejoin the Bn. in Long Valley. 180 returned up to 10 p.m. Strength of Bn. going into action, 25 Officers, 736 other ranks.

NOTE

1. The CO, 49-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Joseph Berkeley Addison, twice Mentioned in Despatches, was in fact one of those killed. He is buried in Becourt Military Cemetery.
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Benjamin Clouting was just sixteen years old when he embarked with the British Expeditionary Force for France in August 1914. The youngest man in the 4th Dragoon Guards, he took part in the BEF’s celebrated first action at Casteau on 22 August, and, two days later, had his horse shot from under him during the famous cavalry charge of the 4th Dragoon Guards and the 9th Lancers at Audregnies. Ben served on the Western Front during every major engagement of the war except Loos, was wounded twice, and in 1919 went with the Army of Occupation to Cologne.

The son of a stable groom, Ben was brought up in the beautiful Sussex countryside near Lewes and from his earliest years was, as he often said himself, ‘crazy to be a soldier’. He worked briefly as a stable boy before joining up in 1913; his training was barely completed when war broke out. The Regiment, knowing Ben to be under age, tried to stop him embarking for France, but he flatly refused to be left behind. During the next four years, he served under officers immortalized in Great War history, including Major Tom Bridges, Captain Hornby, and Lieutenant-Colonel Adrien Carton de Wiart VC.

Teenage Tommy is a detailed account of a trooper’s life at the front, vividly recalling, for example, the privations suffered during the Retreat from Mons, and later, the desperate fighting to hold back the German onslaught at the Second Battle of Ypres. But this is more then just a memoir about trench warfare. Ben’s lively sense of humour and healthy disrespect for petty restrictions make this an entertaining as well as a moving story of life at the front.

Richard Van Emden graduated from Newcastle University in 1988, and obtained an MA from Reading University in the following year. After working as a journalist he became a freelance writer and researcher. Other titles by Richard Van Emden include Britain’s Last Tommies, Boy Soldiers, The Last Fighting Tommy, The Quick and the Dead and Tommy’s Ark.
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Extracted from chapter six of Teenage Tommy, here we learn of Benjamin Clouting’s experience through training, and his personal observations of life on the front line.



CHAPTER SIX

Knee Deep in Mud

Ben

The Regiment remained in winter billets until January 1915 when Squadron and Troop training was begun again in earnest. The following month, training was stepped up as a move into the trenches in front of Ypres was expected at any time. As an officer’s orderly, I avoided much of this training. However, in early Febru- ary I was detailed to attend a course in the use of trench mortars, to be given by the 1st Field Squadron, Royal Engineers.

Long before the advent of Stokes mortars, we were shown a primitive contraption, made of what appeared to be a four-inch drain pipe welded to a base. At the bottom of the pipe there was a touch hole like that of the old muzzle-loading rifle, and to the side a primitive ratchet system to lever the mortar tube up and down. As we crowded round this object, we wondered at its con- struction while a sergeant began to talk us through its use. Several canvas gunpowder bags were to be dropped to the bottom of the tube, one of the mortar team piercing a bag so that a little gun- powder appeared at the touch hole. A plug of putee-like stuff called lutin was pressed around the touch hole and a fuse added, cut to a length so as to allow the team time to take cover. The bomb itself was ten inches long and had a wooden nose cone and a screw eye into which we hooked a piece of wire, enabling us to lower the bomb into the tube. Another fuse was cut and attached to the underneath of the bomb, the length of which varied accord- ing to the time required before detonation. Only then was the bomb carefully lowered into the barrel, making sure the fuse wasn’t dislodged. The outside fuse which ran to the touch hole was lit by thick fusee matches, half-covered in phosphorous and developed to stay alight even in the windiest conditions. Once the fuse was lit, we were meant to clear off; the gunpowder both launching the missile and simultaneously lighting the fuse on the end of the bomb. The number of gun powder bags determined the distance the bomb was hurled, the maximum range being, I believe, no more than 200 yards.

The weather was quite good, and the ground dry, helping us to hone our skills for about a week before the Regiment took the trench mortar into the line, near Zillebeke. In the end I wasn’t part of the team that fired the weapon in action, although I was to see a couple of rounds fired, watching them turn over and over as they flew, the fuse clearly fizzing on the outside.

During our training, we had not sought much cover as dummy bombs had been used. With live firing the team was more cautious, nipping round the corner into the next trench traverse. This was a wise move, for after the first half-a-dozen rounds a bomb detonated in the mortar, and blew the whole thing up on the spot. It was a sudden and violent end to our week’s training, although thankfully no one was injured.

We remained in the line for a few days, when the principal danger was posed by snipers who killed at least one man while we were there and injured several others. After we were relieved, we were briefly employed digging trenches before a move to rest billets. A month before the German offensive at Ypres, Howell left the 4th Hussars,1 and, one week later, I was allowed to rejoin the 4th Dragoons who were billeted on a prominent hill, known as the Mont des Cats. I had no sooner returned than Carton de Wiart rejoined the Regiment, taking command of A squadron, and asking me to look after his horses. I had not seen him since his visits to the Brands’ stables, over two years before. In the meantime he had been sent to Somaliland at the outbreak of war, and in action had lost an eye, in place of which he now wore a patch.

Editor

After a period of recuperation, Captain de Wiart had left England for the Cavalry Base Depot at Rouen on March 31st 1915. However, eager to get to the front, he had travelled the same day to find the Regiment which was living, as de Wiart wrote, ‘a comparatively dull life within sound of the guns of Ypres’. The War Diary merely states that the troopers were primarily engaged in rifle practice at a newly-installed rifle range at a Trappist monastery.

Ben

As soon as I took over de Wiart’s horses, I joined up with the other orderlies billeted in a barn, close to the officers’ quarters. These were towards the bottom of the hill in a small farmhouse, while the rest of the Regiment lived nearer a Trappist monastery, on top of the Mont des Cats.

This area was almost unmarked by war, having been the scene of just one brief fight late the previous year, when the 4th Hussars had been one of the regiments used in its capture. As a result the local farmers had stayed on the land, and a fairly normal life had resumed. Every Thursday, the farmer we lived with built a terrific fire in a big oven to bake bread. One or two of us would muck in to help knead the dough before it was placed in large bread troughs to bake. The bread was rather different from ours: flat rather than wide, with a cross made on top of the loaf so that when it was ready, a chunk could be easily hacked out of it. Helping the farmer bake the bread was his saucy fifteen-year-old daughter. She’d been taught all manner of rude words by the soldiers living in the area, and was not embarrassed to use them. ‘Qu’est-ce que c’est, cock?’ she once took me aback with.

The farmers lived a traditional and to our minds, a primitive life. Like the urinals I had seen at Damousies, six months before, sanitation was basic. The farm on which we stayed had an open-air toilet cut into a rising footpath that led up to the farm barn, barely hidden for privacy by a canvas screen. This pathway was quite wide, into which a circular hole (about fifteen inches in diameter) had been dug to act as the toilet. In front were two foot marks, to guide the occupant to the perfect ‘gun site’ with droppings going straight into a pit underneath. Below the pathway, shuttered wooden doors had been built alongside the pit. These were opened once a year to allow the contents to flow or be shovelled into the midden. From there, the excrement would be carried away in carts and used as manure on the fields ploughed by the farmer’s four large bullocks.

All manner of things were put in the pit. I saw some kittens dropped into the midden, while on another occasion I watched an old woman carry a couple of young puppies up the pathway, before throwing them in. The dogs’ mother had followed the puppies up the path, but was shooed away by the old lady, who flapped her arms around aggressively, as she swore at the dog.

In France, the dog was an integral part of village and farm life and was not a luxury. Animals earned their keep, those that did not, or were surplus to requirements, had harsh and usually short lives. On the Mont des Cats, as with many villages we came to during the war, it was common to see the local milkman going round not with a pony but with a large dog as his main mode of transport. This dog would plod along, harnessed into a cart, on the back of which stood the village’s milk churn. When not pulling the milk, the dog worked the butter churn. To the encouragement of ‘Vite, Vite!’ the dog ran on a wheel like a treadmill, the motion of which turned the churn over and over, forming the butter.

While billeted in these towns and villages, we were paid in French or Belgian francs, lining up once a week to receive a five franc note, exchangeable anywhere and worth the equivalent of five shillings. Once this money was broken into, however, we received smaller ‘local’ currency, or tokens with face values as little as ten centimes. This currency was manufactured by the various Chambers of Commerce such as existed in Amiens or Lille, and would be valid for a stated number of towns or communes and therefore of no value elsewhere. This meant we were forced either to spend our money before leaving the district or to keep it tucked into our haversacks in the hope that we would return a month or two later.

[image: ]

Paper money printed and distributed by the various Belgian and French Chambers of Commerce, such as existed at Lille and Amiens. Soldiers could spend the notes only in the area in which they were issued, ensuring that many troops carried unspent notes with them in the hope of returning later.

Editor

Like the Hussars, the Dragoons had had a fairly quiet time since the battles for Messines the previous October and November. They had spent a lot of time in the Bailleul area, refitting and training, during which time the winter monotony was broken up by inter-squadron and inter-troop sports. While the ranks had played football, some of the officers had hunted with the 2nd Cavalry Brigade Beagles, or had gone shooting with the Regiment’s Machine Gun Officer, Lieutenant Aizlewood. He had had the forethought to bring out his own sporting rifles to France at the back end of 1914, but then to his, and the Regiment’s, considerable frustration, the French banned hunting for the duration of the war, so the rifles and the beagles were reluctantly sent home. Beagling was exchanged for partridge chasing, and shooting for poaching, which provided the officers’ mess on several occasions with welcome food.

Ben

To local people, soldiers were an undoubted mixed blessing. Behind the lines, British soldiers brought much money into local economies, with estaminets in particular making healthy profit from the coffee and omelettes served up by the thousand. Yet there was an undoubted downside too, for British and Empire soldiers were trying to liberate French and Belgian soil and many therefore had few qualms about poaching or stealing food to supplement otherwise poor diets. Some men became experts at procuring food, not least a corporal in C Squadron, ‘Nasty’ Carter of 1st Troop. He became known as the best scrounger in the Corps of Cavalry, and stories abounded within the Regiment of his antics.

The best known concerned an occasion when he had led a group of troopers to a local river in search of fish. The water being too low, ‘Nasty’ suggested shutting off the sluices, before fishing could begin in earnest. His clever idea, however, resulted in localised flooding, the guard reporting during the night that the horse lines were under water, with several dozen fish flapping about everywhere. Local villagers were known to have made any number of informal complaints to the Regiment about over-active scrounging in the area, but as officers too were often involved, they received little sympathy. Shortly before I returned to the Regiment, a funny incident had occurred when local peasants armed with various agricultural implements were seen chasing the new Medical Officer, Ingram, and Lieutenant Gallaher across muddy fields, both officers handicapped by struggling salmon, stuffed down the front of their breeches.

This incident raised Gallaher’s stock even higher with the men. Gallaher was tremendously popular but particularly among those of his Troop, for he was a member of the famous tobacco family and his men never went short of a smoke. He was a brave man who was badly wounded on several occasions during the war. My abiding memory of him is of a scratch rugby game he organised, days after my return to the Regiment.

The game included both officers and men, something unthinkable before the war, and naturally included Gallaher, who by all accounts was a very good player. He produced a rugby ball and brought together two teams of anyone willing to have a go, although barely anyone knew the rules. Coming from the Sussex countryside, I could not recall having ever seen a game before, so I watched from the improvised touchline. Troopers went hurtling in all directions and tactics went west. In the midst of it all was Gallaher trying valiantly to bring about some sort of order. In one almighty scramble for the ball, however, he was heard to bellow, ‘For God’s sake, man, let go of my bloody ear!’ underlining how hopeless his task was, and sending all who had heard it into fits of laughter.

To stiffen the resolve of the men behind the lines, they attended church services, given by a padre, in our case the Reverend Gibb, a padre who had been attached to the Regiment from the earliest days of the war. Services were often impromptu affairs, held in some field where we sang hymns such as ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, and ‘Fight The Good Fight’, before listening to a morale- boosting sermon given by Gibb or perhaps a visiting padre. One particular padre, I recall, began his sermon with the words, ‘Put your minds at rest. To start with, I’m 6 foot 5 inches, now that will stop you wondering how tall I am and you’ll listen to what I’ve got to say.’

Padres to the cavalry were amiable men, but few were horsemen. Being in the cavalry, we could tell a horseman from the very moment he got on a horse, even in the way he got hold of the reins, or put his foot in the stirrup. One padre, I remember, was given the most docile horse the Regiment could find, and even then he had to be taught how to get on and off the old sheep. Later, I overheard this padre saying to Welch, our veterinary officer, that he’d seen his horse scratch his ear with his hind leg. Welch answered with apparent sincerity that this was a sure sign his horse had appendicitis. ‘Are you sure that’s what you saw?’ Welch asked again, giving me a quick wink. The padre became quite concerned, ‘Yes, yes, I’m sure.’ I wasn’t around for the conclusion of this enlightening discussion.

Throughout the war I tried to keep in touch with my family as regularly as possible, sending a note of how I was whenever we were out of the line. One of the quickest ways was on a printed Field Postcard, on which the soldier was only allowed to scrub out the official words, ‘I am well/not well’, ‘I have/have not heard from you lately’, that sort of thing. The soldier was only meant to date and sign it at the bottom, though some added the odd caustic word or two if they had not heard much for a while, one Irishman, I recall, writing ‘never’ when he came to ‘I have received your parcel dated ...’ These cards were issued to us, one each, at regular intervals and were posted with the quartermaster. He passed them on to the duty officer for checking, destroying any which broke the strict rules on adding anything other than permitted. Letters were also censored by our troop officers, who must have become bored rigid, reading personal letter after personal letter before initialling envelopes and sending them on. To help matters all round, we were issued once a month with a green envelope, in which we could seal a letter knowing that it wouldn’t be read by anyone in the Regiment. We were put on our honour not to reveal anything secret, signing the envelope to that effect. Most reached their destination sealed, although a sample was opened at the base to check soldiers were not abusing the trust. These envelopes were primarily aimed at married men, who felt they could not write anything personal to their wives when it would be read by others in the Regiment.

Receiving letters was more sporadic, mail being the last thing looked after when the Regiment was in the line. Letters arrived, but rumours abounded, both in France and back home, that parcels were robbed for chocolate and other foodstuffs. For this reason many troopers received disguised parcels. While we were in Nissen huts at Vlamertinge, a parcel arrived from my mother, on the outside of which was written ‘comics’. ‘Blimey,’ I thought, ‘who wants comics to read?’ only to discover that my mother had used the comics as wrapping for a blackberry and apple tart. As there were several men who never received anything while in France, men who came from orphanages and the like, it was only fair that those who received parcels from home shared out the contents, particularly food.

Vlamertinge was one of the villages regularly used for billeting when the Regiment was out of the line. The cavalry often stayed farther behind the line than the infantry, as we had the luxury of riding as close as possible to the line before dismounting and entering the communication trenches, which twisted their way towards the front line. Similarly, as the Regiment left the line, it was met by the horses ridden up from the back areas, a job I undertook on several occasions. It was not necessarily an easy task. One frosty, moonlit evening we set out from Vlamertinge, each man riding one horse and leading three others. But no sooner had we hit the icy road than it became clear the horses were unable to keep their grip, so we were pulled up and told to put two frost cogs in the front two shoes of every horse.

Every horse shoe had nine holes for nails and four for variously- sized frost cogs, two cogs (size four) at the toe and two (size five) at the heel. As a matter of course, these holes had been filled with tow (strands of old rope, available from the farrier’s tool kit) and were packed in place by dirt once the horse had replaced its foot on the ground. Every hole was threaded so that each frost cog could easily be screwed in like a little bolt, giving horses a better footing on icy ground, in the same way studs give footballers grip on a bad pitch.

The frost cogs were arrow-shaped, and sharp when new. Each was an inch long, including the thread, and was carried in a separate compartment in the sword frog. The frog also held the frost cog spanner, the tool designed to fix the cogs in place. The spanner was pointed at one end, so as to clean the tow out of the screw holes, while at the other end, the tool was stubbed with a square- shaped hole used to tighten the cogs.

Despite the moonlight, the relative darkness and intense cold made fitting cogs no easy job. The chill began to affect my fingers, gradually making them numb. I managed to misthread one cog and as I strained to tighten it my hand slipped, slicing it open across my palm. There was nothing more I could do but pass my spanner to someone else and try and stem the blood with my red and white spotted handkerchief. The handkerchief was filthy, but I had no choice but to keep it wrapped around my hand while we remounted and rode on. I was lucky, for it bled badly enough that I didn’t catch an infection, before I had it seen to by the Medical Officer.

The trenches the Regiment occupied at this time were little more than shallow ditches joined together, and looked nothing like trenches ought to have done. There were no neat traverses, by which we could stop enfilade fire down the line, or localise the serious effects of a shell explosion in the trench. There were no parapets or paradoses to speak of, nor fire steps on which men could stand to peer out into No Man’s Land. Instead, there was a quagmire of shallow holes in the ground, filled with oozing mud, for so shallow was the water table in the Ypres area that it was impossible to dig down more than a couple of feet without hitting water. Trenches, such as they were, had to be built partially above the land, but as often as not they were still waterlogged, with liquid mud coming up to our knees.

On entering the line we spread ourselves out. I always tried to team up with Spider Stevens. He was around six feet two inches tall, and when together we always tried to build up what passed for a parapet with sandbags. This we did as a precaution, for taller men tended to fall prey to a sniper’s bullet more often than the smaller men, who did not have to crouch as far down. It was an incredible existence; it is impossible to describe just what it felt like to wear the same clothes day after day, all of us hopelessly lousy, without a bath in two months. At times we lived almost like animals. No one ever took any notice if a man was having a crap in the trench. Everyone was in the same situation; there was no privacy. In some trenches there might be a little recess for a latrine, or in quieter sectors we might even crawl over the parados to go in a shell hole behind the trench, but more often than not we simply went on a shovel and chucked it over the top.

All the time we were in the line, our bodies festered underneath our clothes. We were never allowed to remove our boots until out of the line, when we found half the sock came with the foot, half stopped where it was, stinking and rotten. As a result, trench foot was a major problem. The constant cold and wet affected the blood’s circulation to the toes in particular, causing men’s feet to swell disgustingly, turning them blue, then black. Bad cases had to be evacuated out of the line, and in the worst cases doctors were forced to amputate. Many techniques were adopted to avoid getting bad feet. Behind the line, where foot care was easier, I deliberately took size eleven boots, instead of my usual nine. This way I could pack my boots with lengths of straw, to keep my feet warm, just as I had seen French peasants do with their clogs, or ’sabots’ as they were known. If straw wasn’t available, newspaper would do just as well. When the weather was very bad, it was common to see a man with sandbags wrapped around his feet or tied around his puttees to protect his legs.

In an attempt to protect our feet, Wellington boots, or Trench Waders, were issued to us. These came in just two sizes, nine and eleven, sufficient, the authorities obviously assumed, for all sizes of soldier. Attached to the top of these boots were two pieces of string which we held on to if we walked anywhere, for the suction power of the mud was so great that without them our feet would simply have left the boots.

When it rained, we wore our groundsheets. Before the war these had been rectangular, six foot by three foot, ‘hearth rug’ affairs; now they had been re-designed to form a cape around the shoulders. These groundsheets still had a rubber coating, but whereas at one time we had lain them on the ground to keep out the condensation or early morning dew, they now protected us from the worst of the rain that pattered against them or fell in rivulets from our caps. Worn as a macintosh, the groundsheet was a treasured possession and kept spirits up in the never-ending struggle to hold off the worst of the weather.

We lived in these extraordinary conditions for several days and nights, wet, cold and hungry, without even the comfort of a proper drink of tea. The food was never properly cooked and always filthy, while sometimes the hard biscuits we received as food supplements turned out to be the only food we got. These biscuits were so tough they required soaking in our tea before they softened enough to be eaten. Even then I pitied the poor devils with false teeth, for the two biscuits they received as a day’s ration often proved beyond their capacity to break down. Some other biscuits we occasionally received were easier to eat but looked identical to the dog food, Spiller’s Shapes, and became a standing joke with the troops.

In the front line, it could be lethal to give away the faintest trace of smoke or, at night, even a flicker of light. Making even lukewarm cups of tea was therefore a real art. One technique was to use four candle stumps stuck together with jam. Over this a billy can of water was held, which warmed slowly. It was important to ensure the flame was clean to avoid any smoke, though now and again when we could get hold of them, we used naphtha pellets, a white waxy substance that we could burn as an alternative to a naked flame. It was possible to have a smoke, but as a sniper could fix on a naked flame from anything up to a mile and a half away, at night we had to be very careful. As a solution, many used a simple style of lighter with a long wick half an inch thick. The wick wasn’t lit by the flint but smouldered enough to light a cigarette or pipe, a small metal cap at the end of the lighter snuffing out any lingering burning. In the support lines there were fewer immediate dangers, for although still close to the German lines, we were far enough behind to risk brewing up warmer tea in a dixie. On these occasions a sandbag full of charcoal would be brought up, the dixie standing in amongst the smouldering charcoal which burnt slowly with a few wood chippings.

Clean water for tea or anything else was one of the most precious commodities in or out of the line, the general lack of it ensuring that we remained both thirsty and grimy. It was not unusual to go a couple of weeks without a good wash or shave, with annoying results should the hook at the top of our greatcoats catch in the whiskers on our neck or chin. When water was obtained for shaving, it was held, preciously, in a small tin and passed round for all to use. Now and again small tins of Ideal Milk appeared at the front, the lids of which were turned back as improvised handles. Filled with water, the tin stood in the ashes of the cook’s fire or was held over candles in support lines to warm just sufficiently for us to shave. Having shared the tin round, we used the rest of the water in tiny amounts to wash with.

Before the advent of metal screw pickets and concertina wire, wooden posts were hammered into the ground with barbed wire wrapped around and tacked to the post. Barbed wire was used in great amounts by both sides to protect the front line but, like everything else that was needed for the trenches, this wire had to be carried up the line. A coil weighed fifty or sixty pounds, and through its centre a stake was put, allowing a man to carry it on his back. Parties of men would be sent down the line to bring more supplies up, and almost always included one particular man, a farmer before the war, who was immensely strong. He was a one-man-mule, for although everyone joked about his slow steady pace, no matter how strenuous the work, he could be relied upon to keep going at the same speed all day long.

At night, the wire and wooden posts were taken in front of the trenches and banged into place with heavy two-handed mallets, one trooper holding the post, the other knocking it into position. Even without the occasional stifled yowl of pain as a mallet gave a glancing blow to a hand, it was impossible to work without making some noise. A tap, tap, tap sound was inevitable, but as the Germans were often busy doing similar work a couple of hundred yards away, both sides adopted a policy of live and let live and there was rarely any shooting.

It was a good sign when the Germans were clearly in front of their trenches, for it meant we could get on with our work and relax a little more. Similarly, when no tapping was to be heard across No Man’s Land, everyone became more agitated, terse voices whispering to those making excessive noise to ’shut that bloody sound up!’ Every now and again the Germans sent up a flare to check what was going on. These flares gave off a terrific light and only gradually faded, with those on miniature parachutes lasting anything up to three minutes, which actually felt even longer. As a general rule we tried to fall to the ground before the flare burst, otherwise we stood stock still, turning our faces away from the German lines. Illumination of any sort was bad news. There was a cartoon drawn by the artist Bruce Bairnsfather printed at the time and it captured the feeling exactly. It featured a girl looking up at the moon, ‘And to think that it’s the same dear old moon that’s looking down on him!’ she dreams, and there’s her sweetheart putting up the barbed wire and saying, ‘This blinkin’ moon will be the death of us’.

Only on one occasion did I fully venture out into No Man’s Land, when I was selected to crawl out to a listening post. Where the opposing lines were closest, there was an on-going risk of a massive explosion when a portion of the front line and everyone in it would be obliterated by the detonation of gun cotton laid in a chamber under the trench floor. It was my job to go out with one other man to listen for sounds of German mining or countermining. There was no blacking up, we just went with a cord to pull if we wished to signal back, the sergeant warning the rest of the Troop who was out there. Squirming over the parapet, we went under our wire crawling forward some fifty yards into No Man’s Land. It was a lousy job. The trenches were about two hundred yards apart there, and our job was simply to lie for two to three hours with just an ear to the ground listening for noises. It was tiring and frightening being out there and I was more than happy when a relief tapped my foot to say I could crawl back.

Just before dawn we ’stood to’, when every man was put on alert in case the Germans wished to launch a sudden attack. After we were ’stood down’, we would eat whatever breakfast was available and begin the day. When all was quiet we might become quite bored, one or two of us peering out through loopholes into No Man’s Land or indulging in a little sniping. At one part of the line, I spotted a gap in a hedge past which a German could be seen to walk every now and again. We had a lake in front of us, then a ploughed field, so the hedge was anything up to a thousand yards away, making sniping, at best, rather hit and miss. Not being deterred, I and another man set up a sniping post. There wasn’t enough time for either of us to spot the German, then aim and fire, so we took it in turns to aim at the gap, firing instantly the other gave the command. It was impossible to tell if we hit anyone, but it was one way of whiling away some time.

When it was quiet most officers stuck to their dugouts, word being passed down that such and such officer wanted to see so and so, just the duty officer making periodic patrols to see if everything was all right. There was an officer whom no one liked very much. One morning when everything was still, a single pistol shot came from the small dugout in which he had been sleeping. Immediately people began whispering to each other, ‘Thank God he’s shot himself,’ when, blissfully unaware of the talk up top, the officer emerged with a broad smile and the tail of a mutilated mouse held high between his thumb and forefinger. ‘I’ve got the little blighter,’ he said triumphantly, tossing the mouse over the top before disappearing back into the dugout.

Shortly after this episode, the Germans launched the battle of 2nd Ypres, beginning with the first gas attack in warfare. The date was April 22nd 1915. The Germans had attacked north of Ypres, around Langemarck, and in no time at all had broken through, sweeping up and over Pilkem Ridge, to within a couple of miles of Ypres. We saw the French soldiers straggling back, coughing and wheezing. They gesticulated to us and said, ‘Gaz, Gaz, Gaz’, but we didn’t know what was going on.

The fighting for Ypres intensified over the following days, but the Regiment was not directly involved. For a couple of days in early May we became engaged in digging a new line, as well as improving existing reserve trenches on the canal north of Ypres. Leaving our horses, we moved up towards the front, picking up some tools on the way. The Germans were shelling the area intermittently with shrapnel, but during the course of both nights we were largely left alone. All obstacles were moved to ensure the new trenches had a clear line of fire. We worked extremely hard, encouraged by the news that the quicker we finished the work, the sooner we could be on our way back to billets. We were not to be out of the action for long.

Editor

Owing to the weakened state of the 28th Division, the 1st Cavalry Division was sent into the line in support. Both the 1st and 2nd Cavalry Brigades were to man part of the GHQ line which ran from behind Zillebeke to near Wieltje. On May 9th, the 4th Dragoons marched up to the GHQ line at Potijze, arriving at 1pm, where they were instructed to continue to the front line trenches, to relieve infantry of the 85th Brigade.

The exact position of the trenches was unknown and as the Dragoons were being subjected to desultory shelling, Sewell, Gallaher and de Wiart halted the Regiment on the Zonnebeke road, before going ahead to rendezvous with a Captain from the Brigade, who would lead them into the line.

Then, as de Wiart recalled, ‘an ominous feeling began to creep over me that we were going too far, as I knew the Germans had not broken our line. Suddenly the silence was split by a cry of “Halt” in obvious German, and we were fired on at the same moment... the next second I found myself sprawling on the ground with a damaged hand. I caught hold of it but it seemed to be a gory mess.’

De Wiart was able to stagger back along the road. ‘By this time/ wrote de Wiart, ‘I was beginning to feel very weak, called out, and luckily my voice was recognised. Some men came out to pick me up, and took me to the dressing station.’

Ben

I was one of those who ran forward to carry de Wiart back out of the exposed position. A bullet had smashed through his wrist and hand, destroying his wrist watch, bits of which were mixed up among the remnants of flesh. I heard later that the doctors tried hard to save his hand, and at one time he still had a stump with two fingers, but in the end those too had to be taken off. Four of us carried him out along the Zonnebeke road. He had lost a lot of blood, though he didn’t appear to be in much pain. We took him back to a white chateau, Potijze Chateau, an impressive house that was being used as a dressing station. It was built in extensive grounds and surrounded by trees which were gradually being ripped apart by shell fragments. The house itself was pitted but intact, despite being less than a mile from the front lines. We carried him through a doorway and into a large candlelit room, full of wounded men. There was a terrible stench and we were glad to leave, but as we did so, de Wiart, weak as he was, turned to me, saying, ‘Goodbye, Clouting, I hope it isn’t long before you are home’.

Editor

Soon after the incident, one young and very tired staff officer appeared and led the Dragoons into their positions. The Dragoons’ War Diary notes that the road was unprotected on each side to a total width of 175 yards, with everything being at sixes and sevens. The Dragoons took over the line at 2am, and were forced rapidly to rebuild and extend the trenches with German machine gunners at work just 200 yards away in their front line. At dawn B Squadron attempted to bring up rations, led by Lieutenant Gibb who was sniped and blinded in the process. Gibb was later taken to Potijze Château where both he and de Wiart were evacuated by the 85th Field Ambulance.

For the next four days, the Dragoons remained either in or just behind the line, while farther south, across the Menin Road, the Germans focused their attention this time on the 27th Division, subjecting it to intense artillery bombardment and ferocious infantry attacks. In their efforts to force a breach in the British line, the bombardment on other sectors of the salient was only marginally reduced, with the 4th Division, in neighbouring trenches to those of the Dragoons, repelling several attacks, while the Dragoons suffered, on the 10th, a day of shelling and sniping which killed seven and wounded as many. The 4th Dragoons’ War Diary records on May 10th 1915, ‘A good deal of artillery and rifle fire during the night. 8am our trenches were again shelled for two and a half hours. From 1pm to 3pm there was a tremendous bombardment of the fire trenches to our right front. 2nd Cav Bde now under orders of the 27th Div.’

Ben

Any number of shells were landing near the trenches we occupied, causing casualties. To keep me busy I volunteered to be a stretcher bearer, a temporary job but one which kept my mind off what was happening around me. By this time the trench system was well established, but even so the front line and communication trenches were not always linked, and a hair-raising sprint could be required to reach another part of the trench system. Sniping was at a premium, and each night I had my work cut out carrying those who had been wounded earlier in the day back to the dressing station at Potijze Chateau.

Because of continual heavy shelling and the presence of snipers, all work took place at night. The wounded were kept in close proximity for fast evacuation during darkness, though in a landscape pitted by shells, two onerous trips a night were all that was possible for any one team of stretcher bearers. If at all possible, soldiers avoided carrying a stretcher in twos. Over a short distance two was all right; over a long way in the dark, over rough terrain, it was very difficult. Volunteers would scout round and try to build a team of four men of similar weight and size, for three big men and one small one, even if he was strong, made the stretcher uneven. A balanced team cut down the need for rests, enabling us to change positions and hands on a stretcher with as little upset as possible.

The Reverend Gibb was wounded at more or less the same time as de Wiart. He had been shot through the temple, I would guess by a sniper, and four of us, including Mickey Lowe from my Troop, were given our first job of the night, carrying him out. He was a brave man, and always willing to share the dangers that we faced in the front line. We carried him out reasonably conscious, but though he survived the war he never regained his sight.

On our return, we were given the task of carrying one of our Sergeants out of the line. Like Reverend Gibb, Sergeant Bob Arnold had been badly wounded by a sniper’s bullet. I hadn’t been with him when he was wounded, but by all accounts he had been careless for a split second and suffered the consequences. A German, darting between trenches, had been shot and bowled over like a rabbit. Someone had made a quip about it along the lines of ‘That got the so and so’, and with that Arnold burst out laughing, raising himself momentarily above the height of the trench, a bullet whisking through both cheeks. The bullet had miraculously missed his teeth but despite our best efforts to stem the flow, he had bled profusely all day, so that by nightfall he was in serious danger of bleeding to death. There seemed no way of treating in effect four wounds. We tried to stop the bleeding by bandaging the outside of his face only to find he nearly choked; the more blood he lost, the weaker he became, so that by nightfall he had slipped into unconsciousness.

Arnold was a solidly built man, and weighed fifteen stones, making him extremely heavy to carry. Despite the seriousness of his injury, we could only make our way back slowly and we were forced to take several brief rests in the process. The journey was completed successfully (for I later heard Arnold was alive and well) and our small party began the trudge back. We were all physically strong but were exhausted, so that after the briefest of walks we halted on the road for a rest and a cigarette.

We hadn’t halted long, indeed we had only just lit up, when Mickey Lowe muttered to us, ‘Anyone who gets through this war will be a lucky blighter’. Lowe was several years older than myself and wore a good conduct stripe on his sleeve, but his patience and nerves had worn under the pressure of the last few weeks.

Almost as soon as he had spoken, Mickey grunted, half spun round and fell backwards. I caught him underneath his arms and slid him down to the ground, blood literally pumping out onto my riding breeches. He had been hit in the middle of the back by a stray bullet. And that was it. He never mentioned another word, the bullet seemed to knock him straight out and within three or four minutes he was gone. This was a terrific shock for me, for although I saw others killed in that war, although I saw many men dead, I, like everyone, just thanked the Lord it wasn’t me. But this was different. He was one of us, one from our Squadron, a nice likeable man.

We carried him back to the Chateau, where we borrowed a shovel and dug a hole in the lawn about eighteen inches deep. We emptied his pockets and took his two identification discs. Then we removed his jacket and laid him in the grave. It sounds strange but despite all the obscenity of war, it’s still difficult to shovel earth onto a dead man’s face, so we used his jacket to cover him up, before filling the grave back in. As was normal, we used a stick or bayonet to mark his place and tied one of the identification disks around a makeshift cross. Usually the other tag was handed to the Regimental padre, but as Gibb was himself wounded, we passed on Mickey’s last effects to one of our officers.2 That night an exhausted Regiment was relieved by a battalion of the East Surrey Regiment, and made its way back to Ypres.

Editor

On May 12th, the 2nd and 3rd Cavalry Brigades were amalgamated into what was briefly known as de Lisle’s Cavalry Force. That evening, the Cavalry Force’s first role was to be sent back into the line, taking over the line held by the 28th Division, which had by this time lost some 15,000 men in the three weeks since 2nd Ypres had officially begun. This time it was the Dragoons’ turn to remain in the close support trenches, while the 18th Hussars and 9th Lancers went into the front line, just south of Wieltje.

During the hours of darkness, improvements were made in the line, but most of this work came to nothing, as just before dawn it began to pour with rain; this was joined at 3.30am by a thunderous German bombardment which lasted until after midday. The combination of incessant rain and shells caused havoc in the front line, where trenches gave way and quickly became a quagmire of filth and water.

On May 14th the Cavalry Force was dissolved, rejoining the Cavalry Corps. The Dragoons returned to the forward line of trenches, replacing troops from the 27th Division, and exchanging time as Duty Regiment in the front line with the 18th Hussars and 9th Lancers. A lull in the fighting meant casualties were noticeably lower, although the living conditions remained dreadful.

Ben

There were times when we fired at nothing just to let the Germans know that we were still there, alive in our collapsed trenches, if not always well. It seems strange now, the thought of shooting someone, but at that time I was a trained soldier and that was my life: killing someone who was trying to kill me. It was a natural state of affairs and I never had any hesitation whatever in having a pot, whether at nothing in particular or when I was sniping.

Sniping wasn’t cost-free. The constant irritation our activities caused could bring swift retaliation from the other side, from a machine gun, mortar, even a battery. We were in the front line one afternoon, and I was having a pot across No Man’s Land at a point where a few moments earlier I thought I’d seen some movement. I had loosed off two or three shots when, from behind me, Corporal Muggeridge suddenly appeared and ordered me off what existed of the firestep, saying he was in charge and that I was to stop firing.

Muggeridge and I had never got on. Although he belonged to my Troop, he’d lived in an adjoining barrack room before the war, and I had come under another Corporal, Cushy Harrison. For some reason I seemed to have rubbed up Muggeridge the wrong way, for he never flinched from trying to make my life harder. I had had as little to do with him as possible, but he too had come out with the original Regiment and was now also in A Squadron, so our paths inevitably crossed.

In France, Muggeridge had got a reputation for being windy. He was patently scared stiff of being killed, and my firing had made him fearful that we might receive retaliatory shelling from the German lines. His order to step down should have been the end of the matter, but he couldn’t resist adding, ‘Remember, Clouting, Carton de Wiart is no longer here to protect you now.’ This I took as an awful snub. On one occasion before the war, I had been referred to as ‘Carton de Wiart’s grandchild,’ and this had hurt my pride. Now, out in France, where we all lived under similar dangers, I lost my temper. Raising my rifle above my shoulder, I went to strike Muggeridge with the butt end. I had intended to jab him in the face, but a private behind me grabbed hold of my rifle’s stock and said, ‘Don’t do it, Ben’. It gave me time to think. I’d got witnesses to what he’d said so the matter was never reported, although if I had I struck him I would have been in terrible trouble.

Undoubtedly Muggeridge, like many men, was fed up to the teeth, but what he had said was different. Men swore and cursed as it was often the only way to give vent to their feelings, either that or get up on the firestep and give Jerry three or four rounds, in which case they might stop a bullet. You’d hear chaps saying they’d put a bullet through their foot, to give themselves a blighty one, but that was just talk. A self-inflicted wound was a very serious crime and while accidents did happen - my future brother- in-law was shot in the groin by someone cleaning his rifle - an SIW was a very risky course of action to take, as likely to end up in a Court Martial as a trip home.

There were many times when I was fed up, and there were times when I was very frightened too, especially when shells fell too close, but I was lucky. For much of the war I was an orderly and had breaks from the trenches to look after an officer’s horses, and it made a difference, as I realise now. There were those men who simply could not take the strain any longer and cracked up. It was awful to see a man with shell shock. It often happened when a shell had dropped nearby, and there had been an awful explosion, but not always. I remember one man simply breaking down and crying like a baby during a relatively quiet lull in the fighting. His name was Galtress, a regular soldier, and a good one, affectionately nicknamed Golly because of his thick mop of black hair. He’d come out with the Regiment and had been through the Möns retreat and all its hardships. Now, during 1915, he had been in and out of the line several times and there had been no signs of his increasing fatigue. We were in trenches near Bellewaarde Lake, when suddenly he just cracked up. He didn’t run away or anything like that, he just sat on the floor of the trench sobbing his heart out and trembling like a leaf. Occasionally, when he began to lose control, we would have to gently hold him down, while his Corporal tried to get him to pull himself together, but to little avail. Galtress had had enough. Later he was sent down the line and that was the last I ever saw of him.3

For most men, cigarettes were one of the best ways to calm taut nerves. Many chain-smoked Woodbines to keep them going, and they were the first thing a man turned to when injured or in fear. Whenever a man was short of a cigarette or in need of one to keep the spirits up, one could always be cadged from a friend. Padres who came into the front line were never short of smokes; one padre, Woodbine Willie, became famous for his tobacco handouts, while within the Regiment, Lieutenant Gallaher had cigarettes sent out direct from the factory. I was one of the few who disliked fags, preferring a cherrywood pipe instead. Like everyone else, I found it a good antidote to frayed tempers, and continued to smoke throughout the rest of the war. We were issued with Capstan tobacco, but although it smelled lovely it was a bit too strong, and tended to burn my tongue. French tobacco, on the other hand, was finely chopped, very mild and burned freely. Most farmers grew their own tobacco, shredding it themselves, and because it burned so easily, always overloaded their pipes with the stuff. We could buy it almost anywhere behind the lines for just a few coppers, and I usually had some loose in my jacket pockets.

Our spell in the line was up and we were to be relieved by an infantry battalion. The change-over had already begun and we were making our way down a narrow communication trench as we bypassed the incoming battalion. Communication trenches were narrow at the best of times, but with heavily-laden troops coming into the line, the trench became very congested. Struggling past, I became aware of a log jam ahead. One of our Troop cooks, a strapping man, was causing all sorts of confusion as he squeezed by each incoming soldier. There was grumbling, swearing, heaving, and pushing, when amongst all of this I heard a voice say, ‘The next time I meet that fat-gutted bugger I’ll lay down and let him walk over me!’ It was never going to be an easy proposition, but patently he considered lying down in the mud less painful than ever squeezing past our cook again.

Editor

After the attacks on May 13th, the ferocity of enemy shellfire decreased within the Salient. Only minor attacks were made by the Germans, and shellfire by both sides had become little more than desultory. This state of affairs continued until May 24th, by which time it was generally accepted that the ‘Second Battle of Ypres/ was over.

The Official History records that the night of May 23rd/24th was quiet, the most distinct sound being that of German transport apparently heading south. ‘. .. it would be light about 2.30am and the troops on duty stood to arms, as usual, some fifteen minutes earlier. At 2.45am the enemy sent up four red lights, followed by two others, whereupon heavy fire was opened by guns, machine guns and rifles.’

The barrage of fire was followed by a dense cloud of chlorine gas, forty foot high. It was the largest gas attack of the war so far, covering four and a half miles, or most of the Vth Corps’ front, from Hooge in the south to Turco Farm in the north. So close were the opposing trenches that the hissing of gas as it was released from cylinders could be clearly heard. The History records: ‘The wind was light and the gas cloud in consequence moved very slowly, and from the air seemed almost stationary over the trenches.

The Dragoons had been in the line around St Jean when they were relieved, arriving back at Ypres at lam.

Ben

We had come out of the front line during the night of the 23rd of May, utterly worn out, unshaven and filthy. Others in our Brigade had taken over our stretch of line, while we wearily trudged back under the cover of darkness to Ypres. We collected our rations and ate them ravenously, before we got our heads down for some well-deserved sleep beneath the arches of an old brewery cellar, close to the town’s ramparts.

A little before 4am, urgent calls to ‘Stand to, stand to’ woke me to the sound of thunderous fire which had broken out all along the line. I was so tired I barely registered what was going on, but I somehow managed to haul myself to my feet, fumbling for my equipment.
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It was light outside as we fell in under the ramparts, only to be dished out with extra equipment to carry up the line. I was detailed to draw the Troop rum in my waterbottle, and to carry 250 rounds of Vickers’ machine gun ammunition packed in a wooden box, the strap of which I hooked on to the butt of my rifle and suspended over my shoulder. Others slung extra ammunition bandoliers around their necks, or trekked off with bags of bombs and cans of water.

The Germans had launched another gas attack and we had to go straight back to the front to close any gap in the line. There was a distinct whiff of gas in the air and our eyes were already smarting, so the order came round to don our gas masks. These masks were about the size of the palm of a hand, made of cotton wool and gauze. They had a little elastic band to keep them on our heads, and had been handed out just a couple of weeks earlier as the military’s response to the first German gas attacks. To be activated, the masks had to be dampened and placed over the mouth and nostrils, and as water was forever in short supply, there was often no alternative but to urinate on them.

With everyone ready, we set off through the Lille Gate and up the Menin Road. It became evident that a great scrap was going on at the front, for the noise was indescribable. We were only lightly shelled on our way up, but we gritted our teeth nevertheless at the thought of what we were headed into. Several men, who had been caught by shrapnel bursts, lay dead along the road, while more men streamed past us, some wounded, others choking and exhausted by their exertions. The gas cloud, a yellowy fog, had been blown across the front by the prevailing winds. Like a thin mist, it had got everywhere and had obviously given the men at the front a real basin-full. Turning off at Hell Fire Corner, we crossed fields of mud, making our way towards the main support trenches, known as the GHQ line, but now under threat of becoming the front line. As we made our way forward, shrapnel began to rain on the support lines. Jerry gunners had spotted our arrival, just as news reached us that a battalion of the Durham Light Infantry had got into the line before us, taking our cover.

Editor

The Dragoons had in fact been ordered to a railway cutting south of the Menin Road at 4.30am, where they halted. News was then received that the GHQ Line north of the Menin Road had been captured and that the Dragoons were to attack and help retake it. The CO went on ahead as the troops made their way across Hell Fire Corner and on towards the GHQ line. As they did so, the CO had just discovered that the part of the line supposedly in German hands was in fact crammed with over 400 men of the Divisional Reserve, the 15th and 19th Hussars, the 4th Green Howards and 5th Durham Light Infantry.

Ben

The order came to retire, but in effect it was every man for himself as we tore back towards the Menin Road. Troopers ran along the railway track or spread out into the fields either side, as whizz- bangs, fired by the Germans’ 77mm field guns, dropped everywhere around us. The noise didn’t quite muffle the shrieks and shouts as men tumbled like nine-pins, and the ground shuddered with the explosions. I managed to re-cross the Menin Road, but as I did so a shell fell directly behind me, sending my body sailing through the air. In an instant I found myself flat on my face, the stuffing completely knocked out of me. I stood up instinctively, and yelled as a searing pain shot through my ankle. Taking a few steps back to grasp my rifle, I saw the ammunition box, the one I had been carrying, cleft by a large shrapnel shard. Half hopping, half scrambling, I made off towards the railway cutting just yards ahead, and dived into the first available hole cut into the bank, to be joined almost immediately by another wounded man with shrapnel in his leg.

We sat there catching our breath, exchanging glances. His wound was light, a shrapnel ball plainly sticking out of his right thigh, just like a marble. My attention was drawn to my right ankle for the first time, but while it was clear that I had stopped a lump of shrapnel, rendering the ankle useless, I was loath to investigate further. Inside everyone’s jackets there was a little pocket in which there was an absorbent pad and a khaki field dressing, so we could apply basic medical attention to wounds. However, it wasn’t always easy to confront injury when it was your own. Clearly a lump of metal had ripped through the back of my boot, but fear over-rode any wish to look further.

Overall, I had been more lucky than I hardly dared admit. The ammunition box, balanced, as it was, behind my shoulder, had undoubtedly saved my life. Now I noticed that the inside of my riding breeches had been badly ripped by shrapnel. Luckier still, my ankle was probably bad enough to ensure a fast ticket back to Blighty. To steady our nerves, I took out the rum issue and drank some before passing it over to the other man. We were sitting in a small hollow in the left side of the cutting, over which had been put an old door, width-ways, on top of which dirt had been piled. Similar cubby holes lined the bank, with a couple of chaps in each, offering cover from the weather, but scant protection from shrapnel, and certainly not from a direct hit. For the time being, it was still the safest place to be while we sat things out. It was a beautiful day, and was clearly going to be a scorcher, as I was already sweating, and had begun to drink the rum in sips, to stave off thirst.

After two or three hours there was a relative pause in the firing, and as the heavy gas clouds too had thinned, the man opposite, who was not from my Regiment, made his move. ‘Well, I think I’ll get down to the field dressing station now. Good luck, mate,’ and with that he took off, limping badly. After a few minutes I tried to follow him, but although I hadn’t had a bad dose of gas, I was beginning to feel decidedly unwell, coughing and breathing heavily. There was no point in relying on stretcher bearers, but then again, my foot was useless. I needed a crutch or walking stick and the only thing to hand was my rifle. It would have to do.

Slithering out of the hole, I stood up, and there to my astonishment lay a worn-out farmhouse broom. It seemed incredible that in amongst all the wreckage there should be something so totally out of place, so utterly mundane as a broom. How it came to be there I’ll never know, but it had a reasonably long shaft and an intact brush that fitted snugly under my arm. I put it on each railway sleeper so I didn’t slip, and it let me get along fairly well, just hobbling and hobbling, as I carried my rifle in my left hand.

I followed the railway track until I saw a Red Cross flag, when I turned off and began to struggle across a field towards an Advanced Dressing Station. A doctor and an orderly came out and got each side of me, putting their arms under my shoulders, in order to cradle me the last few yards to the station where they put me directly into a waiting ambulance. ‘Do your best to keep your eye on these,’ said the doctor, then, ‘All right, driver’, and away we went. No one stopped to examine or bandage my foot.

There were two chaps gassed in the ambulance, one, poor devil, a Scotsman, was in a shocking state, fighting for his breath, and delirious. His breathing was short, gasping, and as he lay there he cried for his mother, ‘Oh mother, God, oh mother, help me’. I watched him lie in agony for there was nothing I could do. There were two others in the van, one man, less seriously wounded, next to me, and underneath the young Jock, another man, also gassed, though not as badly.

We were driving steadily through Ypres, we hadn’t been in it long, when suddenly the ambulance stopped dead, jolting everyone in the back. I shouted with surprise and the poor Jock groaned in pain, seconds before there was a resounding crash. Peering around the side of the ambulance I saw a cloud of dust drifting away from a veritable heap of bricks. The ambulance driver had seen a wall tottering, and had stopped just as the wall fell across the road. Had he driven on, we would undoubtedly have been crushed. There was no time to clear the rubble, so the driver was forced to take another route out of Ypres, to another town which I believe was Poperinge.

Editor

The Germans continued their attacks all morning before the initiative passed to the British, and counter-attacks were launched in the afternoon and early evening to regain much of the ground lost. Pressure on the 2nd Cavalry Brigade during the morning had been intense, the 18th Hussars and 9th Lancers in particular suffering severe casualties. Later, a squadron of the 4th Dragoons was pushed forward to support the 1st Cavalry Brigade between Zillebeke and Hooge, while the rest remained in the railway cutting until relieved at 9pm. The 4th Dragoons had suffered some seventy casualties, ten of them dead, while the Brigade had lost twenty three officers and 364 other ranks, around sixty per cent of its already depleted strength.

Ben was probably picked up by one of five Cavalry Field Ambulances which operated collection points and Advanced Dressing Stations just behind the line. If he was, then he was first taken to Vlamertinghe where the more severe gas cases were being treated with ChCLl3, methylated spirits and ammonia stimulants, while the less serious cases were being quickly despatched to Casualty Clearing Stations. Among those being evacuated was Ben. He was driven to number 3 Casualty Clearing Station on the outskirts of Bailleul, ten miles south west of Ypres.4 The CCS had only recently relocated from Poperinge, taking over one block of what had been an old lunatic asylum situated on the Bailleul to Ypres road. Doctors had estimated its capacity at no more than 350 men, yet during the month of May it admitted over 7,000 casualties. The influx of new patients naturally depended on the ferocity of the fighting. On May 9th they had received 808 patients; exactly a week later they had received none. May 24th, however, proved to be the most hectic day that month, for on top of the 111 wounded and sick patients still awaiting evacuation, the CCS admitted no fewer than 961 officers and men, of whom more than 600 were suffering from the effects of gas. It was, therefore, into organised pandemonium that Ben arrived.
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The dreaded letter: official notification of Ben’s injury arrived at the Clouting home nearly three weeks after the event. However, the family already knew of this injury and had visited Ben in hospital.

Ben

By the time the ambulance arrived at the Casualty Clearing Station, I was panting badly and had a job to breathe from the effects of the gas. After being helped from the ambulance, I was left to wait for attention which, given the lightness of my wound, took a long time to arrive. When a nurse did come to see me, she asked where I was hit, and I motioned towards my foot. ‘But what about all that there?’ she asked, pointing to my tunic. It was still caked in the blood of ‘Mickey’ Lowe. ‘It isn’t mine/ was all I could bring myself to say, for all in all, I was feeling decidedly sick from the combined effects of chlorine gas and a large amount of the Troop’s rum. The nurse returned, bringing with her a drink which made me violently and copiously sick almost as soon as I had touched it, but this eliminated much of the gas’s worst effects and I suffered relatively little from that time onwards, although my sense of smell was permanently impaired.

Many of the more urgent cases were sent down the line late that afternoon, while the less serious, including myself, stayed the night there, near the railway station, in amongst the comforting signs of the Red Cross, which flew or were painted everywhere to underline to enemy aircraft the role of the place.

Next morning was another lovely, fine day and my spirits rose as I waited with others to be put on the ambulance train. Before embarkation, we were individually checked by a doctor to see if we were lying or sitting cases, sitting cases being those, like myself, who could walk or hop, for which we were designated ‘walking wounded’. Four of us were put into a compartment, and as I sat by the window, a team of Belgian ladies got on and put very pretty hand-knitted stockings, with mauve bows, on those of us with wounded legs. When the train pulled out of the station, a small number of civilians cheered us off, in appreciation for which a number of us hoisted our stockinged legs out of the windows and gingerly waved them goodbye.

The train took us to Boulogne where, for the first time in months, I was to sleep in a proper bed. But I found I simply wasn’t used to it and couldn’t sleep, so I got out onto the floor. I was discovered by the night sister who made me get back into bed, but still I couldn’t sleep, so I returned to the floor where I was allowed to stay, despite one more attempt by the sister to get me back into bed.

Editor

Ben had received little more than perfunctory treatment to his right ankle at Bailleul before he was evacuated with 257 other cases early the following afternoon, on Number 6 Ambulance Train, by way of St Omer to Boulogne, arriving at 7.20pm. After one night in hospital, he sailed, on May 26th, in one of two Hospital Ships, the St David, or the Dieppe, arriving at Graylingwell War Hospital late that evening.

May 24th had turned out to be the final day in the battle that was to become known as Second Ypres. The Dragoons left the trenches sadly depleted, but were never again used as makeshift infantry as they had been during March, April and May 1915. The 2nd Cavalry Brigade had been thrown into the defence of Ypres and had helped save the day by their fighting tenacity, earning special praise from their commander in chief, Sir John French, when he inspected their ranks three weeks later.5

Ben

Two Red Cross orderlies carried me on a stretcher on board ship and placed me in the hold, where dozens of us lay in long rows. I discovered that a stretcher was a horrible thing to lie on because it was so narrow. The only way I could lie comfortably was on my back, because if I lay on my side, my knees hit the wooden poles. We sailed across at night and, though the trip was uncomfortable, we were going home to Blighty and that was all that mattered. I knew how lucky I was. I was going home with a much sought-after Blighty wound, while others were going home with limbs missing, or faces irreparably damaged.

We landed at Southampton early in the morning and were placed under cover on the quayside. Several ladies were milling around, offering soldiers sympathy, cigarettes, mugs of tea and cake, which were most welcome. One nurse came over to speak to me. ‘What country do you come from?’ she asked. I was covered in grime and filth, and my face was almost black from the bag of charcoal I had carried up the line a week or so before. A mixture of dust and sweat had helped to even out the ‘tan’ so that she had actually mistaken me for a colonial soldier. She was genuinely amazed, as she wiped away a little dirt, to find this boy underneath.

Those lightly wounded, like myself, waited patiently on our stretchers until orderlies came to help us to the hospital trains. If at all possible, the authorities tried to place soldiers in hospitals close to home. Even so, it was welcome news when I learnt I was on a train headed for Chichester, a town just 45 miles from home.

Officially my parents had still to be informed of my injury, but a sixth sense had already told them I was in trouble. Within two hours of my being wounded, my mother had collapsed, so I was later told. She had woken early and had become increasingly agitated, until all my father could get from her was ‘my boy, my boy.’ The local doctor was called, and after examining her confirmed she was suffering from severe shock, but for no apparent reason. ‘How is the boy?’ he asked. My father replied that I was well, for the family had only just received a card from me a couple of days before.

I had already arrived at Graylingwell War Hospital, Chichester, when my parents heard where I was. ‘There’s only one remedy for her shock and that is to take her to see Ben,’ the doctor told my father, and with that he brought my mother, and one of my sisters, all the way over to see me, while he went off to see a friend in Chichester. It was ironic, but his name was Dr Steinhauser, a German who had been naturalised English and had been our doctor for many many years. His diagnosis was correct, and my mother was all right, but years later when I asked her about the incident, she said simply, ‘I just knew you were in trouble’.

When my mother came to see me, she did not look in shock. On the contrary, she looked very well. It was the first time I had seen any of my family since January 1914, since when so many things had occurred. My mother sat by my bed for two hours and we talked and talked, during which she broke the bad news that my cousin Sidney had been missing in action since the 9th of May. He had only been in France a couple of months, she told me, and this had been the Regiment’s first real action. There was some hope he might be a prisoner of war, but the family feared the worst.

Sid Clouting had enlisted at Hastings in the 5th Royal Sussex Regiment and had trained with the Battalion before embarking for France in February 1915.1 found out in later years that after a spell acclimatising to the front line, the Battalion was selected to take part in an early morning attack on the German trenches near Aubers Ridge, but that the attack had utterly failed. The Regiment lost nearly 250 men; nearly 100 were killed, of whom Sidney Clouting was one. His body was never found.

At Graylingwell Hospital, preliminary examinations showed that the shrapnel had hit me just above the ankle joint and had come out through the tongue of my boot. I had no operation, rather my ankle was daily dressed and re-dressed when fragments of bone, puttee and boot, which gradually worked their way to the surface, were picked out. Nor did I received any physiotherapy, my ankle was simply bandaged and it was just a question of waiting until I felt I could try walking again.

The hospital was an ex-mental institution taken over for war work. It was large, with near enough 1,000 beds, and divided into many wards, including ours, Queen’s Ward. It was staffed by full-time nurses, orderlies, and any number of volunteer helpers who gave many hours of their time, not just in providing nursing support, but in running an on-site library, canteen and even a Post Office. The local community did all they could to help our recovery. Soldiers did not draw pay while in hospital, so relief was provided by a Gift Fund, financed by local people, for the purchase of anything from fruit to musical instruments, games to stationery. On the wards we played endless card games, or, as the weather was so warm, we would go outside and sit on the lawns. For the more mobile, there was the opportunity to play bowls, indeed there was even a tennis court. We would sit, and talk, and reminisce and leg-pull. The trenches might have been a million miles away, for everyone wanted to forget what had happened in France, almost as if it had never occurred.

At night, the war returned for many on the ward. Chaps constantly shouted out in their sleep as though back in France, sometimes kicking out with their feet, or jerking their arms wildly. The most disturbed were those who were coming round after an operation, for there were no recovery wards, and men were brought back into the ward direct from the operating table. Usually a nurse would sit with them until they regained consciousness, or, when this wasn’t possible, a soldier sat close by, ready to shout for help. Being only lightly wounded, I helped out on several occasions, mucking in to hold bandages as nurses dressed wounds on their rounds.

There was one man, a quiet fellow, who had both feet amputated during a particularly difficult operation and was taking a long time to come round from the anaesthetic. On finally waking, he launched, most unexpectedly, into a tirade of language that was just so awful the men on the ward held a handkerchief over his mouth, to protect the nurses. He had difficulty accepting what had happened and had become delirious, blaming everyone around him for his loss. He had been in hospital some time and had borne the pain without ever complaining as the doctors fought a losing battle to save his feet. When this man finally recovered, we told him what he had said, and he was very embarrassed.

By this time, soldiers were only being allowed out of the hospital if they were accompanied by an escort, who guaranteed to pick us up and bring us back by a pre-arranged time. The problem had been alcohol. Many soldiers had been returning drunk, as local people treated the wounded heroes to drink after drink in nearby pubs. The rule was now needed more than ever, for Australians and Canadians had begun arriving at Graylingwell since April and May, and these men seemed to have plenty of money - far more, it appeared, than the Tommy. Not only could these men rely on being bought drinks, but they could afford their own. The hospital was forced to introduce its own curfew, set at 10pm.

Garden parties, hosted by local families, were a well-appreciated source of outside entertainment. By July, I was hobbling around on crutches and the ward sister asked me if I would like to go to one such party. I readily agreed, and made sure I was at the front door at the appropriate time. I was pointed towards a carriage driven by an elderly coachman, but before climbing aboard, I stopped to stroke the horse. ‘You fond of horses, Tommy?’ he asked. I told him that not only was I from a cavalry regiment, but that I had grown up with horses on an estate near Lewes. ‘You don’t happen to know Bill Clouting?’ he asked, to my astonishment. He and my father had worked together as stable lads at the home of Phillip Sassoon, before my dad married and moved away.

This coachman now worked for the lady to whose home several patients had been invited for tea. At the time, she was with the matron, but presently she reappeared to join us on the short trip to her home. ‘You’re never going to believe this, Miss, but I used to work with this soldier’s father,’ the coachman said. ‘Good heavens, well then he must ride up on the box with you,’ she answered.

There were plenty of invitations for wounded soldiers to attend various functions laid on for their benefit. On two occasions, I went to a garden party at Sir James Horlix’s house, near Goodwood. Some twenty of us were picked up in a charabanc and taken over to his home for the afternoon, where we were met at the door by the butler and shown into the garden. We sat on garden seats to chat, while Sir James walked round to talk to each group of soldiers. Lemonade was served, and a tea of bread, butter and jam, as we sat around a large wooden table taken outside for the occasion.

Walking round the garden at one of Sir James’s parties, I found a grass snake. This discovery put my mind into action, and asking for a jam jar, I managed to bottle the snake up, with the idea of taking it back to the hospital. It was only about a foot long, so there was little difficulty getting it onto the ward or concealing my activities, as I tied a bit of bandage round its neck and roped it to the rear leg of my bed. All the soldiers loved to play tricks on the nurses and I was no exception. I knew that last thing at night a nurse, would came round to tuck us into bed; it was as good a chance as any for a joke. Keeping a straight face was the hardest part, as I asked the nurse earnestly, ‘Do please be careful and try not to step on my watchdog’. This particular nurse was well known for her nervousness and timidity and I eagerly followed the path of her eyes as she looked down. Then she saw the snake, gave a little yelp, and promptly fainted on top of me.

I had not quite expected this reaction, and while another nurse slapped her face to bring her round, the sister was called. Deep down, I would like to think this sister saw the funny side of the incident, but that, for the sake of ward discipline, she felt obliged to put on a good act to the contrary. Ward sisters had the ability to put the fear of God into junior nurses, VADs and even soldiers alike. Sitting in a hospital bed made me something of a captive audience, and I was left in no doubt as to what would happen if I ever tried a trick like that again. The dressing down finished with her telling me to get up, get dressed, and take the wretched creature up the garden, an orderly being to sent with me to ensure I left it there.

I left hospital in early September and was given a week’s leave. I was still lame, although I no longer needed crutches and spent much of the week relaxing and exercising my foot. My brother William was still at school, but my two sisters had entered domestic service at a house near enough for them to still be living at home. Since the death of Charles Brand, the estate had been run down. Most of the animals had long been sold off, leaving my father to look after no more than a couple of mares and a couple of Shetland ponies, a far throw from the days when some eighteen horses stabled at Little Dene.

From Little Dene, I returned to the Regiment’s depot at Newport, where I stayed for two or three weeks before I was moved back to the reserve Regiment at Tidworth. At Tidworth, I found Lieutenant Swallow working in a cushy job. Mullens would never have had him back, medically fit or not, so he was now seeing out the war as a Transport Officer, or some similar title. He came up to me and said, ‘Oh hello, Clouting, how are you getting on?’ A little harshly, I pointed out that I was about to leave for France again, yet to give Swallow his due he did not try and avoid me, quite the opposite. But deep in my heart I had the feeling he wasn’t a man; he’d failed in action as a soldier.6

I need not have gone back so soon, but the Colonel wrote a letter to the depot asking for as many of the original Regiment to be sent back as soon as possible, and I wanted to go. Before I left, I had to go in front of a Medical Board consisting of an RAMC officer whose job it was to check the fitness of all those who were going back on a draft. ‘Let me see you walk,’ he asked. I tried very hard to hide my limp, but he spotted it and said. ‘You’re still lame. You needn’t go back on this draft.’ The role of the cavalry had been undermined since trench warfare began and many cavalrymen were going to be pushed into the Labour Corps, the infantry, or the newly formed Machine Gun Corps. This draft, however, was definitely going back to the 4th DG, and I wasn’t going to miss that chance.

There were between fifty and sixty of us going back to France from Southampton to Boulogne, on another overnight journey. I can remember playing cards all through the darkness as we made our way across, and for once I did extremely well. From the port, we went by train straight back to the Regiment. I was quite happy going back; we were all regular soldiers and it was our life, our job.

It was late October, and I had only been back a matter of days when I found myself back in hospital once again, this time with impetigo. It had broken out around all my joints and on my hands, and on going sick I was immediately sent to a small isolation hospital. There were no wounded there, just sickness cases, impetigo, eczema, that sort of thing. The hospital was situated in a field. It was simply two marquees joined together, with a boarded floor, in the middle of which was a slow combustion stove, with a tall chimney which both took the fumes out of the tent and acted as a heater as well. This was the only heating in the marquee, and, it being the middle of winter, we all kept ourselves well snuggled down under the extra issue of blankets. The hospital was staffed by just male orderlies who were noticeably less sympathetic than the female nurses at Graylingwell, perfunctorily carrying out their duties. During the five weeks I was there my arms were kept plastered in ointment and wrapped in bandages; all I had to do was rest, my arms in slings so that I wasn’t tempted to use them. Christmas came and went without much memorable cheer before I was released from hospital on the last day of 1915.

NOTES

1.	Howell later served in Gallipoli and then with II Corps in France, where he was killed in October 1916 while making a reconnaissance of the front line near Poziers on the Somme.

2.	Every year until his death in 1990, Ben would wear his Regimental tie on Armistice Day, and drink a single glass of sherry as a salute to the Regiment, but in particular to the memory of Mickey Lowe.

3.	7218 Private George Eric Galtress was born at Stantonbury in Buckinghamshire, and joined up at nearby Bletchley. He went out with the Dragoons in August 1914, but what happened after he broke down in the trenches is not clear. He is recorded as serving in the later battles of Loos and the Somme and it is known that he briefly served with the North Somerset Yeomanry before transferring to the 15th Warwickshires (2nd City of Birmingham Battalion) on September 23rd 1917. A brother, serving in the 12th Royal Fusiliers had already been killed in June 1916, and George too was not to survive the war. He was killed in action on October 25th 1917, his name now being commemorated on the Tyne Cot Memorial, in the Ypres Salient.

4.	His name appears in the Admission and Discharge Book for Field Service No 3 CCS at Bailleul, May 24th 1915-June 3rd 1915. It is interesting to note that Ben was the only 4th Dragoon Guardsman admitted to this CCS on May 24th.

5.	The diary shows that in merely holding the line, the Dragoons lost thirty four men killed and 141 wounded in May. Comparative figures for the rest of the Brigade show that the 9th Lancers lost fifty five men killed, including the hero at Audregnies, Captain Francis Grenfell VC. The 18th Hussars lost seventy six men killed.

6.	Lieutenant Swallow, then twenty three years old, remained with the 6th Reserve Regiment of Cavalry for the rest of the war, resigning his commission in July 1919. After the war, he returned to the rich lifestyle he had always known. He married, but had no children, dying of tuberculosis, a family illness, in 1940, aged forty nine.





Londoners on the Western Front

The 58th (2/1st London) Division in the Great War

David Martin

[image: ]

Hardback
97818781591802
£19.99

In spite of the many books written on the First World War, some remarkable stories still remain untold, and that of the 58th London Division is one of the most neglected. A territorial formation, lacking the glamour of the old army or the Kitchener Volunteers, the 58th never received an official history and, apart from the odd mention and a poignant memorial on the Somme battlefield depicting a rider cradling a dying horse, it has faded from memory. Yet the Division saw hard service and won through at Passchendaele where it won fame for capturing the Wurst Farm ridge — many of its soldiers were decorated for this action, and afterwards the ridge was renamed ‘London Ridge’ in its honour.

This book tells the fascinating story of the 58th Division’s war, and through this casts new light on the wider story of how the BEF struggled through the hard years and developed into such a formidable force. Passchendaele is remembered for mud and waste, but the 58th Division’s experience shows the immense scale of the preparations supporting the offensive and show both how these worked and when they fell short.

A history of the 58th Division is long overdue. It is also a way of bringing a good deal of new research on the war to the general reader.

David Martin went to Cardiff University where he specialised in the Roman Army and then did an MA in Heritage Studies specialising in battlefield interpretation, museums and memorials. From there he spent five years on the Somme and Ypres as a tour guide.

This book is available directly through Pen and Sword or any good book shop.
To order online please visit our website www.pen-and-sword.co.uk
or call our sales line on 01226 734222.

E-books coming soon



Extracted from chapter three of Londoners on the Western Front, we read here about the 58th Division’s first actions in Gallipoli 1915 and Bullecourt May 1917.




Chapter 3

‘When I get back from Hell again’ First Actions: Gallipoli 1915 and Bullecourt May 1917

Two battles defined the early experiences of the men of 58th Division. These were the battles of Gallipoli (1915) and Bullecourt (1917). First London Brigade, a third of the division, was dispatched in December 1914 to Malta to replace regular troops being brought back to the Western Front. The 2/3rd Battalion was to go to Malta, Khartoum and the Dardanelles. The 2/4th Battalion proceeded to Malta and then to Egypt and eventually the Dardanelles (Gallipoli) from 16 October 1915 until the evacuation in January 1916. Two battalions (the 2/3rd and 2/1 st Royal Fusiliers) were attached to 29th Division and two to the Royal Naval Division, (the 2/2nd and 2/4th Royal Fusiliers) and took part in the final embarkation from Gallipoli.59

The main source for our narrative on the 1 London Brigade, as part of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force, is Second Lieutenant Howard Hicklenton. He records in depth the move of the 2/4th Battalion, London Regiment (Royal Fusiliers) from Malta to Egypt, The Dardanelles, and back to Egypt. The brigade left its quarters in Maidstone, Kent, in December 1914, before the rest of the division concentrated. From 1 January they were at Malta. Howard Hicklenton arrived on 13 August when they had been in garrison duty for some months.


‘The place is altogether very nice indeed, quite quaint of course, the sun is very hot. It is an order that we must wear our helmets between 7.30am and 6pm. There is lovely bathing quite handy and how I wish I could swim. I went down with some of the other officers; I went in and found that I could float on my back after a little persuasion from Williams and the others.’60



The battalion was only in Malta for another week before embarking for Alexandria aboard the SS Southlands, reaching the city on 25 August 1915 where they were in camp by the beach about three miles out of the city. By early September they were settling into life in Egypt, learning to cope with sunburn, and even Hicklenton was learning to swim, perhaps the extreme heat was the reason as it was one of the only ways to cool down and keep a reasonable level of hygiene. Even so he still ended up suffering from ‘Nile belly’ and bought the wrong type of camera, for which there was no film available in Egypt. But by the time they embarked for the Dardanelles in November he had sorted himself out with a better camera with film and shows some graduation towards a more military bearing.

The reality of war was dawning on some of the younger, inexperienced officers, and news that the SS Southlands61 had been torpedoed on its way to the Dardanelles was sobering enough for the men, but they of course were somewhat naive in their prospects for trench warfare. Of the military equipment that they took with them those most useless in the trenches were swords, being far too unwieldy and liable to get caught on the barbed wire: ‘We have handed in our swords and the Colonel is having a box made and is sending them home for us.’62 His sole firearm was his pistol, as the army could not decide whether to issue them with rifles. ‘I shall in the meantime have to rely on my Webley... I have twelve rounds of ammunition for it, so they can account for one dozen Turks.’63

Leaving Alexandria on 9 October on His Majesty’s Transport Karroo they sailed off into the Mediterranean. After a short voyage to Mudros they transferred to HMT Sarnia for the short voyage to ‘W’ Beach on the Dardanelles by the 16 October where they would get a gentle instruction into the reality of trench warfare.

On reaching the Dardanelles the London Brigade was broken up and the battalions sent to different divisions in the line. Men of the 2/2nd and 2/3rd Battalions were attached to 86 and 88 brigades of 29th Division seeing service at Suvla in September 1915. The Londoners of the 2/1st and 2/4th Battalions were attached to 1 Royal Naval Brigade at Helles. The purpose of these attachments was indoctrination into trench warfare alongside more experienced men. This was swift in coming as even on the march up to the lines on October 19 three men were wounded: Captain Morris, and Privates Housden and Maunder. The 2/4th Battalion were in the Eski Lines and saw the skeletal remains of the Worcester Regiment who had died in droves in the summer battles. They were in trenches which were in places only 15 yards apart and where ‘bombing’ occurred, that is grenade throwing.

In October much of the work was holding the line and working parties, but in November the weather took a definite turn for the worse, and winter quarters were built with 7,000 sandbags. The men were bombarded uncomfortably close by a Turkish big gun termed affectionately ‘Asiatic Annie,’ as she fired at them from the Asiatic coast, over the straits and onto the Gallipoli Peninsula. This was uncomfortable, but little damage seems to have been done to the men, although the French guns based near this ‘rest camp’ barked a reply in the general direction of ‘Annie.’ The first death in the battalion on the peninsula occurred on 7 November when Private Pfeiffer was shot in the head, dying on the way to hospital. He was buried at Pink Farm Cemetery the next day by the commanding officer, the Adjutant Major Seyd, and the Medical Officer, Lieutenant MacDonell. No one was safe from the harassing effect of artillery. Private Cope, Captain Steven’s batman, was killed by a piece of shrapnel when clearing up his officer’s dugout. He was hit in a neck artery and bled to death very quickly.64

The battalion was in the front line when 52nd Division on their left flank carried out a very successful attack on 5 November, firing mines under the Turkish trenches and assaulting the positions at Krithia Nullah. The 2/4th Battalion’s task was to repair trenches and build a strongpoint in the lines. On November 21 a heavy barrage started on the British lines which forced the recall of all working parties to man battle positions in the trenches. A strong Turkish attack developed on the right hand battalion of the Naval Brigade, but this was beaten off easily and no Turks reached the British trenches except prisoners; all was back to normal by 6pm. Many head wounds were suffered by the troops, the head being the most exposed part of the body in trench warfare. Of the wounds suffered many were small but serious enough that an alternative to the cloth cap was searched for. In 1916 this would lead to the production of the steel helmet, but that was months away yet. Lectures on gas were given to the troops and gas masks issued although gas was never used on the peninsula. These were the normal daily routines of trench warfare, but the hot summer and autumn was soon to give way to awful winter weather.

On 26 November ‘a storm broke over the Dardanelles which had been threatening for days’.65 The wind increased during the afternoon, rain came down in torrents and the troops on the ground were caught like rats in a river bank, as their trenches became rivers and the dugouts flooded. The Fusiliers of the 2/3rd at Suvla were worst hit of any of the troops. A day later the wind shifted to the north and an icy wind froze the men and their equipment in the British trenches and several soldiers froze to death while struggling to return to brigade headquarters.66 This was followed by snow, making the new enemy the weather, and simply to keep from freezing to death increased activity in repairing the trenches and working parties was carried out. The inevitable consequence of the flooding and collapse of many of the trenches was the activity of Turkish snipers accounting for several officers trying to restore the trenches after the storm blew itself out. Soldiers could return to some sort of normality although a large Turkish bombardment on 3 December caused more casualties.

In mid-December the British positions at Suvla Bay and Anzac Cove were evacuated, meaning that more Turkish attention could be lavished on the British positions at Helles, including the Londoners. Further front line duties continued in December for the London Brigades under their respective divisions. The casualty rate increased as the campaign returned to the Helles sector. The machine gun officer of the 2/4th, Lieutenant Dickins, was wounded in the head and Second Lieutenant Hicklenton was put in charge on 21 December. A frightening night followed in his new post, as one of the machine guns was struck by lightning. Even in their rest camp behind the lines they were not safe as ‘Asiatic Annie’ eventually claimed some victims with two men being killed and five wounded. The last Londoner to be killed on the peninsula was Private L.L. Thompson on 31 December, and he was buried by the officers in Orchard Gully Cemetery on 1 January 1916.67

Worsening winter weather and the intervention of Lord Kitchener all played their part in the proposed evacuation of the Dardanelles. The evacuation was carried out in stages and most of the troops were moved out before the final companies pulled out. The evacuation of 88 Brigade from Suvla and Anzac took place on 13 December. Men were being evacuated from Helles from the 31 December in small batches of about company size. Lieutenant Hicklenton was evacuated on 1 January, his machine gunners the following day, this process continuing until 8 January.

The evacuation of the Londoners attached to the Naval Brigade was carried out in complete secrecy. Men were pulled out in groups of about fifty, men staying in the firing lines to maintain a level of activity to give an impression of the normal routines of trench life. Just a few officers remained to erect barricades and set up the massive booby traps that were left for the Turks.


‘A hurried roll call, in whispered tones, to find that only two men are missing, and we walk away at a brisk pace for the beach. The three mile journey to the beach is uneventful, and although we are all glad to get away from this detestable land of death and disease, yet one regrets to think of the vain sacrifices which have been made to hold this miserable stretch of territory.’68



The men boarded HMS Grasshopper via the River Clyde steamer at ‘V’ beach in a heavy swell:


‘every man clinging to the nearest support to prevent being washed overboard. The seas get worse, and the destroyer rolls in an alarming manner, but the crew are splendid and in spite of great difficulties, they manage to get hot food and drink to some of our men who are badly injured or exhausted.’69



The men saw the booby traps and dumps go up in flames and the whole Turkish artillery opened fire on their former positions on the now abandoned peninsula. They had a grandstand on one of the major events of the campaign. For the moment though, they would return to Mudros and then Egypt to lick their wounds as part of 29th Division before reorganising themselves to serve with 53rd (Welsh) Division before being moved to France. They had been the first men of our division to be treated to the rigours of trench warfare as a cohesive unit. It had been a baptism of fire for them in the final months of a campaign that was doomed from the start; however things in France were hardly better. Once in France the London Battalions would be broken up and sent to the Territorial 47th Division rather than staying in the regular army 29th Division or the Welsh Division.70

* * *

A year after the Dardanelles peninsula was evacuated it was the turn of 58th Division to be sent to the front. It would have a further wait, for despite its apparent preparedness it was still months away from action. It moved to the Salisbury Plain area in mid-July 1916, the final preparation area for divisions going to the front and into the hutments vacated by 60th (2/2nd London) Division around Warminster at Sutton Veny and Heytesbury. It was now able to use the long established army training grounds of Salisbury Plain rather than its own sites across Suffolk, the plain affording a landscape and geology that matched that of the front line in France. The final training included brigade and divisional manoeuvres with live firing and artillery barrages. Salisbury Plain was already furnished with miles of trenches alongside both sides of the road over the Larkhill ranges that could be utilised for these manoeuvres.

The division was raising its esprit de corps by this final training. The wellbeing of the troops was very important and battalion and divisional orchestras were a part of this, with such names as the ‘Transport Imps’ and ‘the Goods,’ these bands were extremely popular and would sustain the troops in France through hell and back. The soldiers were still employed in November to dig trenches, with the Fifth Battalion digging trenches at Imber on the plain. The division moved to Southampton in late January 1917 and went to a quiet part of the front line for its initiation into trench warfare.
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The division moved to France via Le Havre and Rouen. The crossing was generally easily made, however some of the vessels were not oceangoing ships, but Hebridean Island ferries only certified for work close to the shore and some had to pull back into harbour as the sea was very rough. By mid-February the division was in the lines in the north of the old Somme battlefields, between Serre and Ransart, and around Gommecourt. As with the battalions sent to the Dardanelles the division was attached to a battle hardened division, 46th (North Midland) Division. In this period of trench acclimatisation the different London companies were attached to battalions of the Notts and Derby Regiment for several days in the trenches. The period of acclimatisation was gradually extended until the Londoners were able to defend the trench line by themselves. Although a quiet sector of the Somme battlefields was chosen, there were of course casualties. Private W.C. Folkard of the 3rd Battalion was one of the first to be killed on 1 February, and Fusilier Steadman was wounded along with Second Lieutenants Jakeman and Hall.

In this quiet sector the troops became accustomed to trench warfare, the dawn stand-to and night time alerts. The troops were kept busy in and out of the trenches, and the first period in the trenches was followed by a period behind the lines resting and performing labour for the Royal Engineers. A less than quiet period in the trenches was had by the 10th Battalion on 1213 March 1917. The war diary relates that:


‘nine trench mortar bombs dropped in our post number 5. [R.29.a.30.10] between 4.30 and 5pm. Ten rifle grenades [landed] at same spot in the morning, snipers active. Enemy aircraft active between 4 and 6pm. Enemy artillery active against our back areas, several gas shells dropped near Battalion Headquarters at 1.45am and shrapnel was burst against the same place at 10.30am.’71



Not only was the enemy fire effective but a sudden change in the weather led to a rapid thaw and some rain caused great dilapidation in the trenches. The division was becoming accustomed to the ways of trench warfare. A nominal number of casualties were expected and the first cases of shell shock occurred, weaker officers and men were sent home on medical grounds due to the weather and conditions. These were the natural wastage, the low level of casualties caused by holding the trenches and not particularly by combat.

The next day British artillery engaged in cutting gaps in the enemy wire. That evening after dark the artillery put down a screen for the officers to reconnoitre for a raid. The enemy were found to be good troops manning strong trenches protected by search lights making no man’s land as light as day. The German infantry maintained a heavy and effective fire of rifles and rifle grenades on the Londoner’s trenches. The raiding party got back without any casualties but left men wounded in the frontline trench. Casualties for the whole day were two officers and one man killed and two officers and six men wounded.

This experience was not untypical of life in the front line. The Londoners were growing into their role as infantrymen of the trenches; soldiers served in the front line for several days at a time, although in a relatively quiet sector such as Foncquevillers the soldiers were in the front line for up to six days by the end of their acclimatisation period.

It was here that rumours of a German retreat were started, when an order on 25 February stated that:


‘indications point to the enemy having retired along front of V Corps. Patrols are being sent out towards Serre, Puisieux and Gommecourt. Be ready to send out patrols and to move on receipt of further orders. Patrols when ordered to be sent out should be platoon strength, with a Lewis Gun, to reconnoitre the German front line.’72



A patrol sent out that night found the Germans to be still in possession of their front line and the situation was still the same until 17 March, a fortnight later, when they were seen to have retired back to the newly built Hindenburg Line. Patrols sent out by the division occupied the enemy front lines, but were ordered not to advance forward and this order was completed by other units with more experience. What they found when they did eventually advance was a desolate landscape, the Germans having destroyed every building, uprooted trees and evacuated the majority of the civilian population. The 3rd Battalion advancing on Boiry-Saint-Martin ‘pass[ed] through the following villages evacuated by the enemy; Monchy-au-Bois, Adinfer and Boiry-Sainte-Rictrude. These villages have all been demolished by the Germans and in no place was there a whole house standing. The roads have also been blown up at several points.’73 They found booby traps but there were few casualties resulting as the devices were very crude and easy to spot. One soldier of the 6th Battalion was wounded by a booby trapped trip-wire on 11 April.

The Battle of Bullecourt in April and May 1917 was part of the operations at Arras, after the taking of Vimy Ridge that April. The battle was part of a move designed to penetrate the Hindenburg Line which was the new front line from Arras in the north to Soissons in the south. The British launched an operation with 2nd (Australian) Division, including the British 7th, 11th and 62nd (2nd West Riding) Divisions. This attack was a failure for the Australian and British forces in April but for 58th Division it was their baptism of fire into offensive warfare. The battle saw the village destroyed by the artillery as ‘the last remaining houses of Bullecourt were demolished, though many walls still stood a few feet high, while the big cellars, on top of which the rubble acted as a bursting-course, were by no means all destroyed. ‘74 Artillery from the London Division was concentrated with batteries from three infantry and one cavalry division to create a unified artillery bombardment. The 173 Brigade was brought into the battle on 12 May in order to relieve the 15th Australian Brigade. The 3rd and 4th London Battalions were in the front line with two companies of the 2nd in reserve.

The 10th Battalion raided Bovis Trench on 13 May. On 17 May the 11th Battalion provided two companies to carry stretcher cases back from the line, sustaining thirty casualties of their own in the process. The 175 Brigade was to come under the orders of 174 Brigade on the same day. This brigade was to attack the infamous ‘Red Patch’ with the 5th Battalion at 2am on 17 May from near the railway line. The Red Patch was an area of the village near the British lines that was deemed impossible to take and hold due to the German ability to infiltrate troops back in again. Some debate has been made about the role of 58th Division at Bullecourt, with it being accused of merely mopping up the village. Whilst it seems to have made the final attack on the village, the most costly period for the division was in June after the end of the main battle. The initial attack was frontal, made against a defended position, but as J.E. Edmonds, the official historian of the British Army, says ‘the enemy was in the midst of preparations, such as the demolition of cellars and dug-outs, for evacuation of the section of which he still held.’75

The attack was indeed easily achieved after a hurricane two-minute bombardment and took twenty-three prisoners and five machine guns. The 5th Battalion suffered light casualties with one officer and seven other ranks killed and twenty-one wounded. Almost immediately the 8th Battalion rushed through the 5th Battalion position, took and held the rest of the village taking another thirteen prisoners. The 6th Battalion attacked Bovis Trench on 21 May but the attack did not achieve the objectives due to problems with the flanks and the objective being destroyed by artillery fire. A wounded Second Lieutenant Pickup stated to an officer:


’there was no hitch in forming up for attack and the German wire was no obstacle. [I] saw no dug-outs in Bovis Trench. Bovis Trench strongly held. Germans lying just behind it. Heard them call out to our men who were in it to ‘dig in’.... [He] believes from various things that Germans were prepared and waiting for our attack.’



He was wounded twice and captured, disarmed and then freed due to his men shooting the Germans, and subsequently crawled back to the British lines. Another survivor Sergeant Garrick ‘jumped into a trench almost as soon as barrage lifted off it. [I] was bombed from [the] rear of trench and wounded.’ He lay in a shell hole about 20 yards from Bovis Trench until 11pm that night when he had tried to crawl back ‘when the Boche barrage and our own started about 9pm. On his way back he nearly crawled into a Boche listening post in a shell hole between Bovis Trench and our lines. ‘[I] was challenged but they did not fire.’76

The initial attack may have been carried with some ease but the German counter-attacks were ferocious.


‘Really, Alf, I never thought I should come out to tell the tale, it was real hell. Fritz put up a bombardment on our trenches that the boys will never forget. For three hours we laid in the bottom of the trenches awaiting our end. Here and there our trenches were going up and our boys were blown to pieces. I could not have stuck it out much longer. My nerves were starting to give way, officers and men were continually going out with shell shock. It was terrible and I shall never forget the ghastly sights and the stench of the dead was terrible.’77



The only consolation was the casualties they wrought on the Germans, lying four deep in front of the trenches.

On a couple of normal days in the line in Bullecourt the 10th Battalion suffered six other ranks killed and twenty-four wounded, another day Second Lieutenant Chapman was sent out with shell shock and three ranks were wounded. The total casualties of the London Division were 32 officers and 680 other ranks (not including those of 175 Brigade at Lagnicourt). Lieutenant V.A. Finlayson of the 5th was unfortunate enough to fall down a well about 90feet deep, but was eventually extracted after six hours without undue physical harm except fatigue; such were the dangers of urban warfare.

The Battle of Bullecourt was over and the division was holding part of the Hindenburg Line proper to the north-east of the village. It was here that they would have a more trying time in defending the position in June 1917. The Germans evacuated the last of Bullecourt by the end of May and retired to the main Hindenburg position to the north-east. The Londoners were moved up to this position and managed to establish a foothold with 173 Brigade plus the 8 th Battalion in early June.

A raid was made on the German lines on 14 June at 2.15am. The raid captured two prisoners of the German 119th Reserve-Infanterie-Regiment (RIR), a machine gun, and destroyed two more guns with grenades. The British casualties were Second Lieutenant G.W. Hills and four other ranks killed and two officers and thirty-eight ranks wounded, seven other ranks were posted as missing.

Lieutenant G. Joy of the 10th Battalion won a posthumous Military Cross capturing a hostile machine gun single handed, whilst in charge of a raiding party. He also attacked six of the enemy single handed, killing two of them and although wounded, remained in charge of his party.78 The result had been hardly worth it but this was part of the give and take of trench warfare. On 15-16 June the Germans launched a large raid to recover the position. One of the 2nd Battalion soldiers who lost his life that night was Tom King who wrote home in a letter on 5 April ‘Tell ‘Wilkie’ I will write her when I get back from Hell again.’79

For the rest of the London Division in June there was a last trial operation to give them military training called ‘Operation Logeast’ which took place in an area of old German trenches behind the lines in the area evacuated by the Germans that spring. Logeast Wood was near Achiet-le-Grand and Miraumont, south of Arras. The aim was to learn the mopping-up of areas taken and especially woods and villages. The devastation of the battlefield meant that a village was much like a wood and vice versa, especially as Logeast Wood had been part of the German lines when they had occupied the area. Here the division was gassed en masse as part of the training; except that the wind changed and the gas was blown away. They also took part in manoeuvres with live artillery barrages to accustom the troops to working with a creeping barrage. The diary of the 11th Battalion refers to one soldier being killed and two wounded in this period, but whether this was due to enemy action, accidents or part of the training is not related.

Part of life away from the front was forming working parties, and for 175 Brigade this involved railway construction at Achiet-le-Grand. The Amiens to Arras railway was being rebuilt after three years in the battlefield with additional light railways from Achiet. One was built to Mory by elements of 58th Division in order to support the fighting at Bullecourt.80 The men of the infantry brigades were attached to the Royal Engineers as a labour battalion. Another battalion repaired the road from Hamel to Thiepval on the old Somme battlefield. Railway work was under the direction of Brigadier Generals A.C. Joly de Lotbiniere, Corps Commander Royal Engineers (attached I Anzac Corps)81 and A.J. Craven (V Corps) of the Royal Engineers. The men were housed in Nissen hut camps and prefabricated shelters built on the devastated wilderness of the former battlefields. The actual running of the railways was under the Anzac Light Railways detachment. However any available labour was used and in this case the Londoners provided their services as labour gangs. This period of labour lasted throughout May and was continued in June and July.

The division was moved in July to the Havrincourt sector of the Hindenburg Line about 10 miles south-east of their position at Bullecourt. Here the trenches had been dug by the Guards’ Division and were generally in tip-top condition. The troops certainly enjoyed being in these trenches as it was generally a quiet sector of the line. The exceptions were trench raids made by the Germans on 12 and 20-21 July. The 9th Battalion raided the German position known as Mow Cop on 21 and Wigan Copse on 23 July. The 10th Battalion was raided as was the adjoining 3rd Division.

The German artillery set up a barrage on the 10th Battalion lines to prevent reinforcements moving forward or runners getting out with information. This occurred between 10.30pm and 11.15pm in various stages by all calibres of guns from trench mortars up to 8inch howitzers. Battalion headquarters received a direct hit, incapacitating a company commander and rendering another unfit to continue his command. The communication with British artillery was bad and the British response to the attack was not regarded as adequate by Colonel Sadlier-Jackson. The raiding party of two officers and 100 men emerged in two parties from Havrincourt Park, moving on Ashton Alley and along the western side of Shropshire Spur. The Spur party never reached the British line and was obviously pinned down. The remaining attack split into three columns with the right column moving up to the British F sap, the centre one up Oxford Valley and the left column towards an abandoned section of British trench.

The attack was defeated and regarded as ‘feeble’ by the colonel and hardly achieved a foothold in the British lines, leaving one wounded soldier of the 86th Regiment who was brought in from no man’s land. The British casualties from the barrage were five other ranks killed and one officer and twenty-nine other ranks wounded. The raid seems to have been defeated by excellent work from a Lewis gunner, and six runners were praised by Colonel Sadlier-Jackson for ‘continually running through the barrage and were entirely responsible for keeping me informed with information as to what was happening.’82 The runners were Privates G. Rose, W. Tyler, T. James, W. Turner, W.J. Johnson and R. Barlow. The German artillery had not been effective and the runners had been very brave and lucky. The emphasis on raids would revisit the division soon when it next moved sector.

Reinforcements would have been greatly welcomed to replace men such as Archie English. Having been wounded in the 1915 battles in France, he was returned to Britain to recover, never to return to the front line.


‘Safe in Blighty. We landed at Southampton yesterday morning and as I’m a Londoner they sent me up here: Stockport [near Manchester]. I asked to be sent to London too. But that’s the army all over.... Now you shouldn’t trouble in the slightest about coming all this way to see me, for it’s one deuce of a trip. I really think getting a POSH wound is well worth it. Otherwise I shouldn’t have any leave this year, judging by the way they are dishing it out in France. We were talking about it a few weeks ago and far as we could gather the rank and file of the more or less fortunate 1/11 th (Finsbury) Battalion will be going on leave somewhere about 1920 - if they’re lucky! ‘83



Archie didn’t get back to a London hospital, staying at the Stepping Hill Hospital, Hazel Grove, Stockport, and then going to the St John Auxiliary Hospital at Morecombe. The only future enemy action he saw were the dubious attentions of a nurse called Maggie, who was full of forced smiles and unwanted hand holding when no one else could see them. Previously wounded men returned to their units having recovered and replacements came out from the third line units in England. For the division the next move to Belgium was to see it heavily committed. For the moment most of August was spent resting, refitting and training behind the lines for the campaign in Flanders.
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Extracted from chapter one of Veteran Volunteer, here we see letters from Frank detailing the events surrounding him as he leaves for, and arrives at, the front line in Flanders.



Chapter 1

To the Front, May-October 1915

Letters to Ida1

From Maresfield Park, Oakfield, Sussex, 29 April 1915


We got the news from the Colonel2 at about 2pm today and I wired you as soon as possible. The Colonel said we would leave for the front - Flanders, the real front - on Saturday, but we go without our beloved horses. Dismounted, foot-sloggers, bang into trenches, I suppose. But everyone is very pleased. My feelings are those of ferocious glee. I had begun to despair. As cavalrymen we were dodos, out of date relics of wars far past where small handfuls of men scuffled together. This is a new war, absolutely.

I will wire any definite news I may learn but do not feel badly if you miss seeing me off. Leave takings really mean nothing. I can add nothing now but will wire as soon as I can. Goodnight.

Yours always, Frank.



(At Strazeele)

In Belgium on active service, Base Army Post Office, 11am, 8 May 1915


We left the camp I sent the post cards from the day before yesterday, travelled all night by train in horse-boxes, then were billeted in a big farm. Today we moved away to another big farm. Our brigade is still intact and the Canadians are with us in other farms nearby. The sound of the big guns is to be heard all day and night and the sky at night in their direction was lit up by their flashes. About 7pm last night the motor hospital vans passed near us on the way to the rail. A long line of searchlights. It is all very wonderful and we are greatly honored to be where we are.

These farms produce eggs and milk and butter and crisp, long rolls, so we do ourselves well, and the weather is perfect.



(Meteren, near Bailleul)

In France, 11 May 1915


Two letters from you the day before yesterday evening and one more yesterday evening. Also the respirators and goggles and morphine.

Your list of things to be sent weekly and bi-weekly seems to me to fill the bill completely, but I will be able to tell you of possible alterations later.

We have moved on to another big farm where, under ideal weather conditions, we are really enjoying ourselves. Today the big guns in the distance are much more quiet. That steady continuous pounding, day and night has stopped; but we get less news here than we got at home from the papers. Yesterday evening several aeroplanes passed along, high up, and with my glasses I could distinctly see the shells bursting around them, apparently with no harm. As they were our machines we were delighted.

I am keeping my small diary which will be more interesting than these letters. To keep within the bounds of the censorship is a drag on letter writing, for one does not want to say anything not allowed and one does not know quite how far to go.

Eggs, milk and butter we can buy at the farms around, and red and white vin ordinaire, also a most pernicious form of beer. Coffee is the best of all. Bathing is just possible in small ponds around, and you go more to change from dirt to cleanliness than for much pleasure. We do not know how long we shall stay here but everyone hopes we shall get to grips before long. After all these months of waiting there is only a normal state of eagerness.

At 4pm, 100 cigarettes, in two sealed tins, just arrived. Ever so many thanks.



(Towards Locon)

In France, Sunday, 16 May 1915


We have moved on again since I last wrote, moved on twice in fact, and are waiting all packed and ready to move on again as soon as a division of troops have done marching by. I wish I could tell you where we are and all details because this must be dull reading. Our march from the last farm I wrote you was a very hard one, from 8.45pm till nearly 8am Saturday morning. The distance was somewhere between fifteen and twenty miles, and the pace was terrific. We carried no knapsack or blanket, which went by wagon, but we carried everything else, amounting to about 60lbs in weight. The halts were few and far between and by the time we stopped for food everyone was about at his last gasp. But next morning we were all up and about, somewhat footsore and stiff and sleepy but very much alive. It is surprising what a good wash and shave and a breakfast will do. We rested all day, doing not much else, and at 7pm our whole brigade marched off again to the place I write from now, a distance of nearly six miles. As we were the rear guard of a long column it meant that the pace was very fast for us, but we must be getting into better condition for we did not seem to mind it at all. Ten o’clock saw us all stretched out in good clean oat straw in the inevitable big barn, in a village. At night, marching, we can see the big rocket flare lights at the front quite plainly. They float like electric arcs in the air for a surprisingly long while. There is some scattered gunfire, big gun ejaculations, but no steady conversations. This morning an airship is in sight, evidently a French one from its strange shape.

[image: ]

The rope trailing is longer than I have shown3 with about seven lumps on it, like this. This seems to act like an anchor and keeps the nose to the wind. Then, I suppose, if the engines run slowly, they can keep the affair up into the wind and keep it about in the same place all the time. It is near the front and hangs in the air as an observation balloon.

We expect to move again this afternoon.



Diary entries

Monday, 17 May (Rainy and very grey)

At 5am quick orders came to fall in, in a few minutes, to march off. Just had time to swallow some hot tea. Before 6am the whole brigade was on the move. Marched due south and a trifle west to Gommesheim, with full 90lb packs, in steady rain, then marched east and north to Locon, about eleven miles altogether. Stood in the rain about an hour outside Locon. All very cold and wet and hungry, but most cheerful. Arrived in Locon at 12am and got coffee and food. Billeted in a big forge. Big fight going on about three miles off. Guns rattle windows. Town crammed with troops. Regulars, Indians, artillery, etc. Several bands of German prisoners were marched by. Hundreds captured. Some wounded. Miserable, bestial types. Marched at dusk to a billet a mile away. A horrible, dirty farm.

Tuesday, 18 May (Rain all day)

Parcel came and 100 cigs. Did nothing but lie up all day in this very filthy farm, where troops have been billeted steadily for months. Mud and dirty straw and crowded quarters. Our whole brigade is close around and the entire Canadian contingent near. The guns at the front have been very quiet owing to the hazy and cloudy day. We are in the first line of reserves and may be called on at any time. Heard that we had 4,000 casualties today, but that we have made some progress. In afternoon we had a lecture on bomb throwing and making, and we practised with jam-pots. Not so easy to throw properly, and very ticklish things to prepare too, seems to me. Troops pass frequently on the way to and back from the front. Indian cavalry, Royal Horse Artillery (RHA), ammunition trains. All quite drab and dishevelled.

Wednesday, 19 May (Rain and mist until evening)

Still cold, wet and miserable weather. Impossible to do anything but wait. We were told today that the fighting going on to our immediate front is around Festubert, and that our mounted brigade is in the Canadian Division of the First Army. Also that we are in the first reserves. Apparently, our troops are gaining trenches slowly, and keeping the German in his place. No gun firing was heard all day today or yesterday, except occasional bangs reported to be 15-inch guns of ours trying to wreck a bridge the other side of Lille. Heard from Ida, Mrs M.4 and from Kate5 this evening. Marched away at 11pm to other billets three miles away.

To Ida (at Locon; saw the Prince of Wales here)

Wednesday, 19 May 1915


(Canadian YMCA. Do not mention your rank, battalion, brigade, or the names of places; expected operations, movements or numbers of troops; casualties, previous to publication of official lists, or make specific reference to the moral or physical condition of troops. O.D. Irwin, Secretary)

Since I last wrote we have had a trying time. I went on guard last Sunday night and gathered very little sleep and, at 4.30am, there came the order to march off at once. As we (the guard) had already lighted the cooks’ fires, we had tea ready and after a cup of boiling-hot we pulled out. Soon it began to rain and the rain stayed with us practically all day. We marched about eleven miles and, what with halts long and short, we did not arrive at the town we were aiming for until about 12am. All this time we were carrying the full pack, over 90lb in weight, and we were wet and cold and mortal hungry, but most surprisingly cheerful. The men singing songs as the big guns sounded nearer and nearer. Very few men even fell out. These were a few of the sick and the sore-footed. We were billeted in a big forge and soon we fed and were busy cleaning water-soaked rifles as we did not know but what we might go right on into the thick of it. The town was literally full of troops. Regulars, Indians, artillery, transport in a never-ending, shifting stream. All the while the guns banged and whacked away and rattled the windows. At one place, with my glasses, I saw shells bursting. Several bands of German prisoners were marched by under guard: miserable-looking men, some wounded and bandaged, all muddy and all yellow with lyddite fumes. Their physique was not bad on the whole but their type of face was evil. I was told they were Bavarians and Saxons. One officer showed, with his Iron Cross of course. About 6pm we marched off again, a little over a mile, to a really dirty farm, where troops have been billeted for months, I should think, and here we are yet. The rain has hardly stopped, and the place is an eyesore.

Yesterday afternoon the bomb-throwers were called out for a lesson and a lecture. It seems to be quite a ticklish business needing care and accuracy, and the actual throwing will require practice to be able to do it properly. A badly thrown bomb may kill one’s own men remarkably easily, and in the hands of inexperienced men I should call them good allies for the Germans.

Do not please send any more of the white cloth for cleaning rifles. White cloth is too dangerous here owing to its colour. The first parcel from the Army and Navy came yesterday, also 100 cigarettes, and the two paper- bound books. All mightily and gratefully appreciated. I just jumped into the thin socks for I do so loathe the thick ones. Since the rain started and kept up so steadily the guns have let up their racket. I suppose, in such cloudy and hazy weather, the range is hard to locate. We are still under orders to be ready to move into the scrimmage at any time. In the meantime we lie up, under cover, on the straw, and are not too uncomfortable, except the unfortunates on duties such as ‘guards’.



Thursday, 20 May (Cloudy but fine with some sun. Fine on the whole)

Marched last night, full packs, back through Locon to farm billets about one mile SW of that town. Whole brigade was moved. Guns at front were getting busy again, and there was much aeroplane activity all day. All around us and over us they fly, now and then coming down low to drop messages and back to the front, high up. La Bassee Canal is quite close. Bathed and swam in it. Last winter it was red with blood and choked with bodies. Béthune is in sight, down the canal, west. Saw Daily Mail of 19th today. Apparently the main British fighting is going on to our immediate front. As day wore on the gunfire grew worse and worse.

Friday, 21 May (Fine on the whole - some spots of rain)

Package from Ida, tin things. Wrote her.

Fighting went on at the front all night to considerable extent. Went on a route march to Béthune in morning, only two miles west along La Bassée Canal. Many barges there and passed big hospital Red Cross barge pulled by army tug. Béthune has been shelled but saw no traces. Seems to be full of our troops. French people are very friendly and enthusiastic. Heard from two Canadian-Scotch that the Canadians lost heavily yesterday again, capturing trenches that the Devons and Coldstreams had failed to get. At 7pm our guns at front began a continuous roar and later it was terrific. It was not possible to sleep. One could hear the rifles pop in the lulls, steady stream of pops. Star-shells shooting up all along the front and the never-ending hammering of the batteries at work.

To Ida (near Festubert)

In France, 9.30am, Friday, 21 May 1915


Since my last letter, I think it was Wednesday, we have left behind us the rainy weather and the cold and that very dirty farm and have come about three miles to another inevitable farm, where the natives are clean and kindly disposed and there is no mud.

We are nearer now than ever to the big guns, and it cannot be long before we shall be right underneath them. We marched to this place on Wednesday night arriving at this billet about 1am yesterday. I never saw so many aeroplanes. They hum around all day and seem to have the field to themselves. No hostile machine appears to chase them and no shells are fired at them. I got up at dawn today to watch two of them sailing along very high over the fighting lines, circling and turning back and forth unmolested. Sometimes one will come down from the front very fast and when close to the ground (2 or 300feet) will drop something which is no doubt news and maps, and then return to duty up aloft. All last night the guns kicked up a dickens of a row. The flashes of bursting shells were like fireflies flickering along a lakeshore in Florida and the rocket star-shells flared high up, all to the accompaniment of the bang of the guns.



Saturday, 22 May (Fine, sunny and cool)

Spent morning and afternoon in preparing to go to trenches tonight. Had a bath in La Bassée Canal, and general clean up. Were issued an army respirator - a big pad of cotton waste, well soaked in a solution strong in soda, wrapped in a sort of coarse black muslin. Filled water bottles with boiled water, got 300 rounds of ball and extra rations, and started off at 8.30pm. Walked about six miles south-east through Festubert. This is a one-time prosperous village, now smashed up. As the regiment neared the reserve trenches, one and a half miles on, was heavily shelled. Much delay and we sat by the road while big shells dropped near enough to scatter mud on us. Went through reserves to the front line trench. Most forward trench on whole British front. Great honour!

Sunday, 23 May (Big thunderstorm in night with rain. Rest of day very fine)

Spent very strange and uncomfortable night, standing to arms all the time. The storm wet us badly, and made much mud. Cold too! Was a lookout nearly all night. Heard our adjutant and another man wounded coming in on the road. Shelled us heavily in early morning, but very few casualties. Quiet until about 4pm when they poured shell into us. I was next Dickson-Hill6 and Meiklejon7. Shell came through parapet and smashed up Dickson-Hill and Sherris8, grazed me, and gave Meiklejon a scalp wound. Dickson-Hill died in a few minutes. Left leg shattered and right hand gone. For an hour they hammered us and we had to take it.

Four other men in my troop (of thirty-eight) killed: Hunt9, Aurbach10, Scallon11, Alexander12. Same shell killed all four. Six wounded, Willis13, Meiklejon, Brandon14, O’Hea15, Devertieu16. After the bombardment, sent in the wounded. After dark, buried the dead. A dreadful job. At 9pm we were relieved by B Squadron, and we went to reserve trenches.

Monday, 24 May (Fine weather. Sunny and warm)

Shaved today under bombardment. Had fairly quiet night but hardly any sleep, having to stand to arms as the Canadian infantry was attacking a trench to our right and we were supports. At 4am they began to shell the reserve and front trenches, and the devilish bombardment lasted practically all day long. Our artillery finally won and silenced them. Back and forth at each other and at us, bang, bang, bang. It is hard to sit still and be able to do nothing. Very nerve racking. Lieutenant Grosvenor17 and two sergeants were buried once and we got them out safely and repaired the trench. They were unhurt. We must have over fifty casualties all by shellfire. To get water one dodges shells and a sniper to go to a small stream. Strathconas have killed two snipers today. In evening went to Festubert to get rations. Got back by 9pm. At 10pm the whole regiment took over the front trench again, and again I had no wink of sleep - almost none since Friday.

Tuesday, 25 May (Fine, clear and sunny)

It was broad daylight before we were finally assigned our positions in the front trench, and we heard the Canadian attack about 11.30am. Short and rapid burst of fire. About every two hours we were heavily shelled by Jack Johnsons and had a few casualties, but the dugouts we had made helped matters. Spent most of the time in them. About 4.30pm I took a sack full of water bottles to a stream behind and dodged the inevitable snipers. Just after I returned there was another Canadian attack to our right and all the bomb throwers were called out. The devils were being bombed along this trench. Our party had to go a mile, or more, in one trench in a desperate hurry with a tremendous fire all around. When we reached the scene, could see the Germans in a trench quite close. I carried a box of bombs up to the nearest point to the Germans and had to crawl to it, for the air was alive with lead. Then they showed us how to bomb and I had the pleasure of landing a lot among lumps of Germans. Finally, had to stop, played out, and helped to dress wounded, etc. great many of our dead about. We lost three killed and two wounded of our party of nine bomb-throwers, and one more went crazy that evening.

Wednesday, 26 May (Fine, cool and sunny)

At 3.30am, dawn, we were hastily called out, our troop only, and ordered to climb over our parapet and occupy a trench just made by the Royal Engineers (RE) ahead, towards the enemy. We all sailed over, under Lieutenant Grosvenor, and rushed on headlong, expecting a fusillade. None came but we had to cross several boggy deep streams and many of the men went up to their necks. All got very wet. We occupied this new trench all day, expecting to get wiped out by shrapnel any moment. But the Germans had not seen us or knew nothing of the trench because they never shelled us at all. About 2am we were relieved by the Cameron Highlanders and slipped off back to billets. Before we went out, a flarelight went up, they saw us and here came the shrapnel. About twenty of us were hit, and some RE were killed. We marched till dawn to our old billets at Long Cornet, arriving nearly dead.

Thursday, 27 May (Fine, but cold and northeast wind)

Although it was full dawn we went to sleep and slept all the morning nearly. Everybody very stiff and sore. Bathed in stream of ice-cold water. In afternoon saw the doctor who iodined my (first) small wound, and then I walked to Béthune on pass to try to get a hot bath. Failed, but got a grand meal, steaks, potatoes, soup, etc. and ice-creams, coffee and cakes. Changed all underclothes and threw old ones away. Found letters and parcels and papers. Went to bed early and slept and slept. We had been four days and five nights practically with no sleep except scraps here and there, and under strong strain from continuous bombardments. Never a wash either to speak of.

Two Letters to Ida (Festubert) [To avoid repetition these two letters have been combined.]

In France, Friday, 28 May and Sunday, 30 May 1915


I hastily sent you a service post card on our return from the trenches yesterday morning to say that I was well, because you will see that I am returned as ‘wounded’. But my wound is only a scratch on the arm and I did not show it to the doctor until our return to these billets yesterday. It is ridiculous to return me as ‘wounded’ as it might give you all sorts of wrong ideas, but there it is and all beyond my stopping.

We marched from our billets at 5.30pm Saturday the 22nd, about six miles towards the heavy gun firing, passing through a good sized village (Festubert) which had been shelled thoroughly. Some houses were hardly hurt and others all round were in ruins. The church was absolutely wrecked and shells had torn up the graves, but a great life-size crucifix of the Saviour high in the air, was quite untouched. I noted shell holes in stiff soil four feet deep, about nine feet across at the bottom and nearer fifteen feet across at its upper circumference. These are made by ‘coal-boxes’. When they go through the air, high over you, on their way to some spot a mile or so away they sound exactly like a freight car moving slowly on the rails.

Leaving the village on a straight, hard road to the trenches our regiment was shelled repeatedly. There seemed to be some hitch going on, with frequent halts wherein we sat by the roadside, or grovelled in a ditch, according to the various temperaments of the men, and the shells exploded every now and then near enough to scatter mud and stones on us. This in the dark is very uncanny. Before we left the road our adjutant was wounded and another man or two.

We arrived at the support trenches and went on to the front line trenches, after much stooping and falling flat when star-shells lighted up the sky and, with a heavy pack and 500 rounds of ball, I was nearly dead. Very uneven, shell-torn ground, barbed wire and bad tempers all around. It must have been about midnight when we were finally assigned places in the trench and when the (8th Canadian) infantry we were relieving had gone. They were only too glad to get out and told us gruesome tales of ninety-nine casualties that day. The truth is that this was a German trench, recently captured, and of course what had been its back parapet was now our front parapet, and back parapets are not built very strongly because there is no need for strength in them. All trenches just here are made and built up of sand bags, for you come to water pretty soon if you dig much. So you see that this particular trench offered no great resistance to shells coming against our front, being really a sort of man-trap.

Before dawn a nuisance of a thunderstorm passed over and wet us quite distinctly and then it was cold. We stood to arms practically all night, feeling very raw and ill at ease. Soon after dawn we were quite heavily shelled with HE (high explosives). It comes from afar with a moaning whistling sound, nearer and nearer and still nearer and nearer and louder and louder, Whangg!! somewhere near you and often pieces of dirt fall on you. This shell makes a hole in the ground - not as big as the ‘coal-box’ but over half as big. Up and down the trench these shells played, driving one every now and then to the support trench behind. Generally from left to right. You can do nothing but crouch low where the sacks at the base offer a greater thickness to attack, and grin and bear it. That is the trouble, you have no answer, and must take it all and return nothing.

No-one near me was damaged by that shelling. The sun came out strong and we were soon warm. Meals were eaten and guards kept and forty winks also, here and there, until about 4.30pm Sunday the 23rd, when we got our fatal shelling, the shells coming right through our front parapet and killing poor old Dickson-Hill and the five other men in our troop, and wounding Meiklejon and five others of ours.

At the same time, almost, another shell burst in our trench in the next traverse to mine, about forty feet away, and killed four men. All this happened last Sunday afternoon.

They shelled us for over two hours that time and a shell would come for us about every three minutes I should judge. After dark we buried the men in shell holes with some digging besides, right behind the trench. Four in one grave and two in another. About 10pm we were relieved by 3 Squadron of ours, and we went back, stooping and falling flat, etc. to the support trenches, about 400 yards in the rear. There we had no sleep to speak of, for an attack of ours was in progress on our right and we were standing to arms as supports if needed.

We buried Dickson-Hill right behind our trench in a shell hole and under shellfire, and I am sending his wife his diary and all the letters I could find in his kit. Cannot you go to see her? He suffered nothing because he was terribly smashed up and lived less than ten minutes. We gave him morphine but I do not think he was conscious after the first minute. Meiklejon went to hospital at once and I have not seen him since, but tell Mrs Meiklejon that his was a scalp wound only and not to be the least worried about him. He went off to the dressing station quite cheerfully himself after we had bandaged him up in the trench and the bleeding had stopped entirely.

At 4.30am the 24th [Monday] they began to shell us again, both trenches, and the devilish bombardment kept up practically all day long. This support trench was a much more substantial affair though and one felt safer. All the same there were quite a few casualties and Lieutenant Grosvenor and two sergeants were buried in sandbags in their dugout from a shell landing in the wall itself. Very luckily none of them were hurt when we got them out. All day long till evening the racket went on and the shells came all around us. We were sprinkled with mud and dust and bits of shell repeatedly. To get water you went to a stream about 250 yards off and dodged snipers and shells.

Our guns finally seemed to silence the enemy and then kept it up alone. At dusk I was one of a ration party of about forty men to go to the village I mentioned for food supplies down that same hard road. On returning, very soon, we went back to the front trenches and again one got no sleep at all. As soon as possible we dug ourselves in behind the rear parapet (which was the strongest) making dugouts, leaving only the men on lookout in the mantrap proper. This was the 25th [Tuesday]. We heard our men, of another regiment to our left, attack about 1.30am and we heard after that they got the German trench. These dugouts saved us a lot of casualties for they shelled us for a while about every two hours, all day. One made tea and boiled water in the open, behind our trench, with one ear open for the particular moan and whine which meant you, and joked and lived a normal existence as it seemed. Quite a few wounded today and one or two killed.

It is a one-sided game, with the odds with the artillery. You sit and hold a trench, being the ninepins while the guns roll the ball at you. You can do nothing but swear softly. No Germans actually attacked our trench, but they tried to do so on each side of us. But on Tuesday afternoon about 3.30pm I got a little of my own back on them. I had just returned with a sack full of water-bottles from a stream near-by behind our trench, where you dodge snipers, when the call suddenly came for ‘Bomb throwers to the front’ and the rifles and machine guns started a terrific popping. I was in shirt sleeves, and just slammed on my ammunition equipment and skedaddled off with my rifle up the trench towards the racket.

After a long time, crouching and running and crawling I got to where I could see our men throwing bombs into the Germans. You could hear nothing for the noise; it seemed as if every German rifle, Maxim, and big gun was turned on that spot. Their shrapnel was going ‘Brrangg’ overhead and their shells going ‘Whangg’ all about. I took a few shots at the devils with my rifle, by way of resting and getting my breath, and then I got hold of a box of bombs and started to crawl and drag it up there. The box was very heavy and, to my delight, another young chap, a Strathcona (Lord Strathcona’s Horse), came and helped me. We dragged and humped it along, over bumps and across shell holes and over our dead, until we got to the extreme point where the Germans were retreating up their trench and being bombed by our men unmercifully. There I found my own sergeant18 of our bomb-throwing- squad, to my great relief, and he was as merry as a grig.

I had never thrown a live bomb in my life but soon found out, as it is quite a simple affair and they were lovely bombs for working. You could see a clump of German bayonets huddled like sheep, over their parapet top, and you chucked a bomb into it and prayed for the explosion. When it came the bayonets wavered and wobbled and then disappeared. If the bomb did not explode you waited and backed up because those plucky Germans lighted it again and threw it back. And so on and so on. I know I got three bombs into them fairly and squarely and heard them explode and saw the bayonets flop down. We finally got to a place at a turn in the trench, an angle, and our own Tommies were firing directly across us, excitedly of course, and they killed about twelve of our men there, two of them being of my squad and within a few feet of me, and two more were wounded.

I was by that time about played out and the bombs were all exhausted, so we sat down to wait for more, and when they came I could not get up for I had cramp in both of my legs and had to be rubbed and rubbed. That must have been about 8pm; but I could drag around so I dressed two wounded men and helped to fill sand bags and pass them along, until 10pm I should judge. About 10.30pm the only officer present told us the thing was over for the time and no more could be done, and we crawled back, as the rifles and Maxims and shrapnel and Jack Johnsons were just as busy all the time. The sergeant and I got back to our own trench after 11pm and I was more than tired. Never had I been so played out in my whole life. We lost five killed, two wounded, and another who went off his head later, out of our bomb throwing squad of nine. And I had not a scratch, just a bump on the breastbone from something kicked up by a Jack Johnson. It was a bad thing for the Germans but we lost a lot of good men there.

Our troop was thirty-eight strong but now only twenty-six are left. We were in the foremost British trench of the British front here and our troop had the post of honour. So we ought not to mind anything.

You know how rumours fly about. Well it is troop and regimental talk that Sergeant Morris has been recommended for the VC. I hope he gets it, but glory be, I never saw him throw a bomb and he never gave me any orders. No-one gave us any orders. There were the Germans in the trench and we threw all the bombs we could at them, and that is all there was to it. Out of our party of nine bomb throwers, including the sergeant, three were killed dead where they stood (two of them I could have touched as they fell), two more were wounded, and another young chap, a big fine fellow, came to me with cramp in the thick of it just when I had cramp also, and I rubbed him as he lay and swore. This young chap then seemed to get back safely to his own trench but temporarily lost his reason and wandered off into trouble, a shell, I suppose, and had a hand blown off. So that leaves only three of us intact. The sergeant, Walrond19 and myself. And jolly lucky, too!

I was so dog-tired when I returned about 11pm that I crawled to a dugout and went to sleep all standing for a couple of hours. Heavy shelling on top of us continuously, as the Germans were very much worked up over our attacks, and kept their artillery busy. At dawn of the 26th (Wednesday) we were ordered (our troop only, under Lieutenant Grosvenor) to climb out over our front parapet and occupy an empty trench, just made after nightfall by the RE. We sailed over the parapet expecting a lively fusillade and rushed headlong ahead. As it happened there was mist enough to hide us completely. The trench was three or four hundred yards ahead where we struck it and we had to cross three streams. It was just possible to jump them with a good jump but many of the men plumped right into their waists and even to their necks, slap into boggy mud below, and had to be pulled out. We passed our dead out there in no man’s land, and one German, all being unburied and lying there for days or weeks. Pretty bad!

This new trench was not very deep so we dug. And the more we dug the more water came in, and we had a very wet affair after a while. Being an open trench, if the Germans had seen us, we would have been wiped out by shrapnel. But they did not as we were protected by high grass a good deal. Anyway, we spent a quiet restful day there, because the enemy shelled over and behind us into the trench we had left, and we could watch the aeroplanes at work quite serenely. Just after dark, squads and parties of RE came along to dig more trenches and later another whole regiment (Canadian Camerons) relieved us.

We left the trench and walked in the dark up above, dropping to the flare lights the Germans kept nervously sending up. We were only about 400 yards from their trench, full of rifles and Maxims. But at a turn where the trench struck the road, known as ‘Suicide turn’, when we were well bunched up, the Germans, who had the exact range, sent up a light, saw something and let fly ‘Brangg’ with shrapnel. Luckily it burst too high or it would have been bad. As it was there were about twenty casualties for there were a lot of men of other regiments there. I had just time to fall flat, but with no luck in the shape of finding a hole or cover. I was on the flat, bald, hard ground. The stuff pattered round me but as usual I had not a scratch. We gathered the wounded and hurried away from that unholy place, down the road to billets and straw and peace from shells, and sleep, and letters and parcels and a wash.

We went into the trenches on Saturday night, last, and came out yesterday, Thursday, morning just before dawn. Four days and five nights practically without sleep, and being shelled by Jack Johnsons more or less the whole time.

We got to our old billets (Long Cornet) at dawn of the 27th, tired, tired, tired out.

Goodbye, Your loving brother Frank.



Friday, 28 May (Fine but much too cool)

Spent the day in cleaning up generally and getting lists of equipment lost in action. I had thrown away my rifle and bayonet when bomb-throwing, also I lost my mess tin, shovel, waterproof sheet and other small things. In afternoon the brigade paraded before General Alderson20 of the Canadian Division who praised us. Afterwards, Major Murray21 paraded the squadron and congratulated us all warmly. He said if he could pick out anyone it was the bomb-throwers, who had shown ‘extraordinary bravery’. My chest measurement is now forty-nine inches. Then the squadron gave three cheers for the bombers. Imagine!

Saturday, 29 May (Fine and sunny, cold NE wind)

All our squadron went to Bethune in morning to get a hot bath. The baths appeared to be in a big school building. Twenty or thirty hot sprays and a few long baths. Afterwards we were allowed liberty for an hour or two. Spent mine in getting English papers, slippers, and in drinking coffee and eating little French cakes and things. Town is full of our men and officers and French soldiers. Quite a few Indian cavalrymen. Had a talk with one who knew some English. He came from Jullundur. In the town square is a very quaint church and some very old buildings, but the town elsewhere is not very interesting as far as I have seen. Germans shelled the observation balloon all afternoon in front of us - uselessly.

To Ida (Long Cornet near Festubert)

In France, May 29, 1915


Please send enclosed letter to Mrs Dickson-Hill. I do not know her address. It is just a description of how the old chap met his death and how we buried him under fire, and about the funeral service and firing salute two days later, also under fire. Details of that sort will please her and his children will want to know when they get older. We are resting in a very nice billet - the one we left just before going to the trenches. Today the squadron marched to the nearest town and had a hot spray bath, which was needed although we had streams and the canal near-by, also much used. The packages of razor blades, vaseline, tooth paste and lovely rifle cloth came yesterday, including coffee and a letter from you enclosing letter from Florida, which was a photograph of one of my faithful band there.

With much love from

Your brother, Frank.

I might just add that Aurbach was killed almost at the same time as Dickson- Hill and as you met Mrs Aurbach at Maresfield Park you might like to write to her, if you know her address.

Yesterday the brigade paraded before Alderson the general of our division, who seemed to think that we might not go back to the trenches for some time, if at all. All depending on the pressure on the line at the front. But I feel pretty sure that we will go back, at any time. I have got to the point that ‘taffy’ I can taste a mile away and this is no time for taffy.

If men are needed they will call upon us.

Am delighted to hear how well you are getting on with motor work and I must say that you deserve great praise.



Monday, 7 June (Fine and sunny and hot)

Heard from Ida. Physical drill in early misty morning and rifle inspection, etc. Had a most delightful swim in La Bassée Canal with a lot of the men. Under shellfire. La Bassée is only four miles away north-east. About 3.30pm we had a hasty order to stand by with respirators as the wind was from the German trenches and gas was expected. Of course nothing happened. At 8pm we hurriedly packed up and marched away to within one and a half miles of Givenchy, which place seemed to be burning merrily. Marched along the canal mostly. Went about two miles till we were quite close to the fighting lines, then turned off to the right into a wood, where we slept under the trees and in the tangle, expecting shrapnel to find us at any moment. Had only a waterproof sheet (no coat or blankets) but slept as well as the cold and the row from the guns would allow. Not so badly either!

Tuesday, 8 June (Fine morning, afternoon wet with thunderstorm)

When sun rose, all soon were warm and happy. Big gnats and mosquitoes had bothered some of the men badly. Some men dug dugouts and holes in the ground, and covered them with branches still thinking of shrapnel. Working from dawn feverishly. All the scared ones did and we know them now quite plainly. This wood is almost an island in a marsh where the water is deep and well stocked with fish. Other islands appear in it and the marsh is quite large. Our battery is very busy firing over us. One especially nearly deafening us. The report each time is a physical shock and pain. Now and then bits from our shells fly loose and crash about in our wood. Shoddy shell bands I suppose. In afternoon came a thunderstorm and rain. The French guns keep up a steady and terrible hammering to our right. That big fire is not Givenchy but a bridge at La Bassée set on fire by the French.

Wednesday, 9 June (Fine in morning and rain in afternoon and evening)

Letter from Ida. Last night at 12.30am we tumbled out to carry ladders to reserve trenches, two ladders ten feet long, rifle and ball cartridge equipment. Long communication trench narrow and deep, much sniping and firing. Our guide lost his way in the trenches and we laid those blessed ladders down finally at dawn. Shoulders black and blue. Twenty of us spent the day in peace among the trees and shade and flecks of sunlight. Some cannonade over our heads and deafening reports. At 7pm we marched back to Beuvry to a farm quite near our last billet here. It rained all evening, and drizzle. Made a shelter for two outside from our waterproof sheets, got dry straw and slept well. Tremendous thunderstorm and rain at night which our shelter negotiated very successfully. Most of the men in dugouts drowned out.

Letters to Ida (Givenchy)

In France, 6pm, Thursday, 17 June 1915


Dearest I,

Such a grand budget of letters from you today, just when we had returned from being ‘first reserves’ to a big attack. The attack being quite successful and three lines of German trenches to the credit of our men.

Our farm billet, since Tuesday, is the same one we came to on June 5th, and it is as near to the firing line as is decently possible. Since our stay here before, the Huns have shelled the very farm house, putting one shell through the roof, wounding several men and nearly slaying a lot of really fine Flemish milk cows. Beautiful, great, well bred looking, velvety, dark liver brown beasts. Then in the village, 200 yards away, within a few yards of the house where two women and a baby in arms were killed when we were here last, a shell came into the street, killed three artillery horses, one man and wounded about eight more. That was pure chance as they were driving through.

Tuesday the 15th, shortly after our arrival, at 5pm, our guns started an appalling bombardment on the German trenches. At 5.58pm, a mine of ours was blown up. I saw it go. A great cloud of dust, 200, maybe 300 feet high, containing Huns in great numbers, I hope. Soon the attack began. A perfect blur of rifle pops and the wicked, woodpecker-hammer of machine guns; our guns, in the meantime still spraying the ground ahead with lead. It was not long before the wounded began to draggle down, along the canal. A most cheerful if battered lot. The ones able to walk plug along somehow. Ambulance motors bring the worst and others come along in ammunition limbers and in any other conveyance. The bombardment lasted till after midnight, and, as many of the batteries, big fellows, were close to us, you can imagine the din. The German guns did nothing except hammer at our trenches and not much of that, evidently relying more upon bombs and many machine guns. At dawn, all was quiet and supremely peaceful and I wrote you of that in my last. But, yesterday afternoon, the 16th, about 4pm again our guns began in earnest, hammering and pounding. You could see the great splashes of smoke and dust plunge up in the distance, sometimes a cloud of red when a building is blown to bits, and here and there up in the air the white puffs of shrapnel, like puffballs and just as deadly. As I write, they are dropping ‘coal-boxes’ about 300 yards to my left, trying to find two batteries of ours in a wood, every minute or less there is a terrific crash over there. We have just finished a game of cricket and it went on quite regardless of these bangs near-by.

Then we were hurried up, as first supports, if needed, and going up we met the same pitiful, because so cheery, stream of wounded, and it looked as if we were to come to grips ourselves. But, the attack of ours was so very successful that in two hours time we were ordered back to our same billet. Today the German guns have been dropping coal-boxes on both sides of us and behind us, in their desire to find our troublesome batteries.

Our front seems to be resting today and the French, to our right, this evening, are popping it to them. Such a succession of booms and ‘bumps’ and growls of thunder in the distance. The Hun is not getting much rest.

My bi-weekly parcel which contains the shirt and under-things has not come. In fact I have only had one of them since the beginning. Therefore, and in fatal consequence, I am in distressful need of a change. The shirt I had last seemed to be thin enough, for the nights are, to me, very cold. The idea of a thinner and cotton shirt fills me with horror. I suppose it must be summer time because everyone seems to agree that it is, but to my idea it is still late spring and I am patiently awaiting summer. The nights here now are like cold winter ones in Florida. Maybe one blanket and a greatcoat have something to do with it.

Goodnight. I read your last long letter with a great interest, and I wish I could give my mind to it more out here.

Your loving brother, Frank.



In France (Givenchy, in the Duck Bill Trench)

6pm, Sunday, 20 June 1915


Dear I,

I am writing this letter in the front firing trench with the Huns 250 yards away to the eastward, Our ‘vis-à-vis’ are Saxons and seem to be peaceable folk, but they have just begun their ‘evening hate’. I have most discreetly retired to my burrow. It is too small to be a ‘dugout’, as it just allows me inside if I tuck my knees in, but as I want to write, I find my knees in just the right position. As if in rage at what I have just written a shell has just burst close enough to spatter me with dry bits of clay. Now the shelling has passed me and is going down the line to the right. They always shell from our left to our right.

I wrote to you last on Friday. That evening, our regiment marched off to support trenches where they are now, but Sergeant Morris and I were told to stay behind, as bombers. The only two from our troop, for this reason: the bomb throwing section of our regiment and of the brigade is going to be properly organized now. They have begun with ten men from each regiment, a sergeant from each regiment and an officer in charge of all. We met and slept in another billet a few hundred yards away (Friday night). Saturday (yesterday) we spent the morning with dissertations on bombs, time fuse and percussion and gascons22, and in throwing both dummy and live bombs. At 3pm, four of us from each regiment, with Sergeant Morris in charge under the officer (of whom the less said the better), marched up to the front firing trench, where we are now. We are split up into three parties, one at each end of the regiment holding this sector of trench and one in the centre. Our party is in the centre and we have a fine collection of bombs all ready for instant use in a dugout magazine. Our party is made up of Sergeant Morris, old regular cavalryman, 21st Lancers, who wears the two South African war medals and the Omdurman, for he was in that famous charge there; a man who has just come from the Andes for the war, where he has been engineering; another young chap from the Argentine where he has been on a big stock ranch, both of these being gentlemen and very fine types, and myself. The regiment whom we are with (Strathconas) persist in calling us the ‘Suicide Club’ and are very merry about it. To be a bomber seems to be a most intimate introduction to anyone wearing khaki, with offers of tea, cigarettes and particular delicacies. So you see how well I am looked after.

Apparently, whenever the brigade needs a bomb-throwing display it will call on us. The rest of the bomb-throwers stayed behind to receive more instruction and practice, but I have heard, pretty safely, that we are to be relieved tomorrow by some of them who may be considered proficient enough. So far our time has been that of comparative indolence, but the time will come when we shall have to, once again, blot out the Hun at close quarters and forget everything else. It will be much more satisfactory now that we are well organized and better instructed and equipped. The rest of our regiment is just behind in support trenches, and I paid them a visit today while filling our water demijohn, and heard that they had had no casualties so far but that one of the other squadrons had not been so lucky. I do not like being separated from my troop and hope it will not be for long. This is a life of surprises and one must expect nothing else, I suppose.

A friend from the troop is coming up tonight with our letters and I will give him this letter to take back.

Shelling has all stopped. ‘Evening hate’ is over and it is getting dark and, what I call, ‘beastly cold’.

From your loving brother, Frank.



Wednesday, 23 June (Fine on the whole - some rain last night)

Spent another purely wasted day, doing much, none of which was intelligent or practical. Sincerely hope we shall go to the front trenches tomorrow, to get away from this foolishness.

Thursday, 24 June (Fine and warmer)

Pottered about, doing some things over again. Both officers always late for every parade. A few shells dropped not far south of us today, searching for a battery of big ones of ours, in a wood over there.

At 5pm we thankfully marched off, by a roundabout route to Béthune, arriving there about 8pm. We were then deserted by our officers who told us to wait for the regiment and to rejoin our respective troops and squadrons. Through one of our sergeants, we found our billets in about an hour. C Squadron is in a rambling tile factory, not at all a comfortable billet. Foster23 and I found a good place where hay and oats are kept. The regiment arrived about 10pm. Rained at night, hard.

Friday, 25 June (Cloudy, grey, warm and raining hard)

Got parcel of shirts, etc. Most unpleasant day. Very wet. This factory is infested with excellent clay for tiles and the rain softened it inches deep. In afternoon a lot of us went into the town (we are on the edge only) for a bath. Could only get a cold shower and enjoyed that. Then some tea and cakes. Not leaving here until tomorrow. Shall not be sorry to leave this place. Wrote Ida. Pay day today. Usual ten francs.

Saturday, 26 June (Turned fine again, north-west wind and grand)

Got letter from Ida (ten francs) and Mrs Carr and Gardiner24. Rained hard in night but cleared in morning. Clay dried fast. Germans shelled our observation balloon at mid-day. Seemed to be heavy artillery at it for the shells burst high and near balloon, showing black clouds of smoke. Made the balloon come down. It was slowly lowered. Received parcel of books from Ida at 9.20pm. We marched off north, parallel with the trench line through Locon to a village near Bailleul. Up in our old stamping ground. Marched till 3.30am. Most of the men nearly played out. Some did. Rained on us at intervals. A 14-mile march at a very fast pace. A cruel performance, seemingly unnecessary. Billeted at dawn at a very fine and prosperous and clean farm. Made a shelter in the orchard.

Letters to Ida (near Merville)

In France, Monday, 28 June 1915


Dear I,

I wrote to you last on Friday when we were in the clay tile factory. Ankle deep. Some books from you came and saved the situation. Rained much in the night but cleared in the morning. On Saturday evening (night really) we marched away north, parallel to the trench lines. Leaving at 9.30pm we did not stop until about 3.30am. Fifteen miles we must have walked, carrying those desperate packs! I never saw the men so badly broken up before. Very few fell out but the great majority were absolutely dead beat. I suppose some guiding hand (apart from Providence) directs these affairs and it is, probably, proud of its directing powers, but it may be sure that in civil life, engineering or mining, such guiding incompetence would be swiftly dealt with. A manager has to show better than this to hold his place with a board of directors. Why men should be run off their legs, almost, when there is no need at all of haste is incomprehensible. Let anyone try to carry over 90lb dead weight for fifteen miles much faster than he wants to walk! Personally, I seem to manage it without any serious trouble to myself, for my whole life has been a training for just this sort of thing, while many of these men have not had that chance. So I am able to discuss it from both points of view.

Luckily, our farm billet was the nicest place we have tried yet. Such a quaint old thatched house and buildings, and crops the very richest and thickest. But it rained, off and on, and was grey and damp. In the evening, yesterday, we marched off again, a very dubious and dotty lot, about five miles to our old stamping grounds of six weeks ago (Meteren), being billeted in the same farm house as before. Here we are, and quite comfortable. Friends all about who welcome us, and plenty of good coffee, eggs, milk, butter, and beer for those who like this queer stuff. We shall probably leave this afternoon and march about eight miles or so to the trenches of this district. These trenches (Plug Street) are, perhaps, the most famous of the whole of our line, and I am quite keen to see them. Moving so much we get few posts and it is also hard to send letters away. All is well, though, in spite of the weather. Goodbye dear.



(Neuve Eglise)

In Belgium, Tuesday, 29 June 1915


Dear I,

We left our nice friendly farmhouse at 4.15pm yesterday and marched in the same ruthless, brainless manner a matter of about eleven miles to this heavily shelled and battered village, less than two miles from the most famous trenches of this whole front. Talk about riding willing horses to death! Almost five hours, with six minutes rest at one go, and we arrived about 9pm with no earthly reason to hurry at all. Stony, uneven road; much heavily cobbled. Such limping and shuffling and language! But there it is!

We are where poor Geoff Bowlby25 was killed on May the 16th and I hope I may get the chance to drop a bomb or two in his honour among the men who got him. It seems to be understood by all that we move up into the trenches tonight, so if you do not hear from me that will be the reason.

K26 wrote me, the letter finding me yesterday evening, having seen me down as ‘wounded’. I feel a desperate fraud but it was none of my doing. Post goes at once, so goodbye.



In Belgium, Sunday, 11 July 1915


We are back in the village we recently left to go to the front trenches. A number of children and women, some of whom we knew, have been wounded and battered about. The front trenches allotted to us lie at the point of an apex, a salient, allowing a good amount of German cross-firing to take place; this, and a multitude of snipers make life highly exciting. Bullets come, almost from any direction, both spent ones and the vicious snappy kind. We left the trenches at dawn of the 7th, Wednesday last, after four days and six nights up there. From the trenches we went to the reserve dugouts, which are just outside the long communication trench leading to the firing line, and we stayed there four days till we came here last night. We shall stay four days, and then go up to the front trenches to begin the round again. The reserve dugouts are just badger-holes into which you crawl on your hands and knees. They are literally holes in the ground for two men at a time. You cannot sit up in them at all upright and they are roofed with sand bags on poles, with earth on top, ending up with a layer of grass. As they are dug irregularly and show mole-like mounds, the whole affair is like a prairie-dog town on a big scale; men sitting at their holes, popping in or popping out. All day, bullets lop over at odd intervals, and only one man was actually hit here, and that was through the ankle. When you go to wash at a farmhouse close by, you have to follow a hedge closely and risk a bullet each time you cross the road. During our four days in the front trenches we had about fifteen casualties, two being killed, and all sniper and stray bullet work.

The night before last, the brigade bombers, about forty of us, went up to the front trench, where it is nearest the Hun, in readiness and bristling with bombs. The idea being that the Hun has made a sap to our trench and has mined it, and when he blows it up, he will make a big hole, a crater. It is our job to make that crater, with bombs, too hot a place for him. So we lay behind the trench, where we were thought by our officer to be safe, all night till dawn. Lay under a pollarded willow in wet grass. A heavy mist obscured everything and dripped like rain from that confumigated willow. Most of the men had not even overcoats, none of us had waterproof sheets, and the cold damp went right through. Personally, as I am positive that Germans never explode mines at night, I went to sleep, and in that way forgot my troubles. Our trench is, of course, evacuated along that stretch, except for one lookout, who was amusingly sarcastic about his future. Coming back at dawn down the communication trench, we met our general with one orderly, striding along not in the trench but up above on the flat. He is much admired by all the men, being quite fearless and cool and a hard worker.

Yesterday evening, about 6pm at the prairie-dog town we saw one of our aeroplanes a long way east of us and over the German lines. They were sending shell after shell up at him. We saw one shell go very close to him, and soon the machine began to travel lower and lower while it aimed steadily for home. As it passed over the German trenches all their rifles blazed away at it and things looked bad. But it came on very slowly and steadily, a big biplane. It passed through the zone of rifle fire and was safe, except for a fall in landing, coming lower and lower with engine stopped, just silently gliding in, straight and true, no flurry. It passed about two or three hundred yards to our south and would have landed in our big field if we had not been there. About that time cross-bullets from German lines, fired at it from the sides of the apex, began to fizz among us and the prairie-dogs dived below, but I did manage to see the machine just top a row of poplars to our south-west boundary of the field, and settle safely and quietly in a field beyond. Great sigh of relief all round. Very soon the German big guns began to search for the luckless machine, and they got the range correctly for the distance but fired too much to the north, by several hundred yards. Shell after shell they fired. Great high explosive shrapnel that burst beautifully about forty feet in the air and left a cloud of smoke. Till dark they sent these great whistling shells over us. We found afterwards that the pilot had been shot in leg and shoulder when high up over the Germans and that, after he had pluckily made his landing, they pulled the machine along and saved that too. It was a wonderful sight and never to be forgotten.



Wednesday, 14 July (Fine in morning, rained hard all afternoon and night)

Going to firing-line trenches tonight. Left at 8pm for front trenches in the pouring rain and high north-west wind. Had our full equipment and 150 rounds of ball, each. Went up and along the long and narrow communication trench, after three-mile tramp to it. Clay soil, slippery as ice, wet and dreadful. Was 12pm before we reached our posts in firing line, and raining as hard as ever. Everyone soaked and weighing heavy with clay all over one. At 12.30am I had to go out as ‘listening patrol corporal’ over the parapet to a row of willows ahead, had to crawl through three lots of barbed wire, going and returning. Crouched out there among the flares and big rats. Rain poured, wind blew, pitch dark, wet through and unspeakably dirty, hungry and thirsty. Came in at 2am, break of dawn.

Thursday, July 15th (Half rain, half sun)

Letter from Willie27, and from Ida and Micky. Stood to till 3.30am after coming in from listening patrol. Made some tea then, and ate bread and cheese. Famished! Went to sleep at 5am. Then Mr Heath28 found me and claimed me as a bomber. Got his way and I had to leave my troop and go. Mr Heath told me to post all bombers along our line of trench, twenty-two of them from every squadron. Took me till 6pm. Then had to report to him with three men. Found out his plan as follows. We were all, Mr Heath and four of us, to go out and try to bring in a German prisoner alive. Each of us had bombs in our pockets and a revolver. We crawled from 9pm to 1am. Crossed the river close to Snipers’ Farm. Heard Huns tapping stakes for wires and talking, and a whistle close to us. Came back with no luck. It is a foolish game.

Friday, 16 July (Rain and wind and cold)

Slept till 10am. Very wet and cold and damp. Everything slimy with greasy clay. Walking about, even in daytime, is a treat, at night it is torture. Wrote to Ida and Willie. Rested and kept out of sight. In the twilight, C Squadron moved out to support dugouts near Ration Farm. We bombers stayed. So I and Foster, Walrond and Carey29 took the big dugout the C Squadron sergeants used. Much more roomy and dry, can cook inside in a brazier with wood. Wood is valuable, more so than gold. Our rations come regularly. No complaining about want of food. Tea, bacon, sugar, jam, bread and some fresh beef and potatoes. We stand to with troops from 9am to 10pm and from 2am to 5.30am.

To W. [Olivia Fell, nicknamed Willie] (Plug Street)

In Belgium, 16 July 1915


No time for more than a few lines. Am writing from the firing trenches. Your letter reached me when I woke up this morning at 9am. I had been out, scouting round in no man’s land from 9pm to 1am and some friend laid the letter on my pillow.

Am enclosing some grass picked out there within 100 yards of the Hun trench. Picked it myself and know there is no mistake.

I have been offered a commission in our regiment and, of course, said I would be proud to accept one. So I suppose I will soon go back to England for a short time and then back here again as an officer. Good luck, isn’t it!

The weather is very wet here now and the mud and clay are appalling. One’s clothes are doubled in weight.

The Hun is going to try for Calais again, they say, but he is not going to get there. He can run no steam roller over us as he did over the Russians lately, and if he tries hard enough the war will end quicker than ever.

Meiklejon has been wounded again and is back in England. It was a nasty rifle wound in leg but no bones broken and in a few months he should be well.

That was a cheering letter of yours and sank into me to a safe depth.

I hope to be able to tell you stories forever when this disgusting war is over. It is a hideous war. Last night I stepped on a dead thing out there in the dark. A poor unburied victim, and the rats in no man’s land are legion. They are happy. They and the Kaiser and his military clique.

Personally, I am well and contented and enjoying all the best of it and skipping the rest.

Goodbye.

Yours always,Tertius.



Thursday, 22 July (Fairly strong south wind, cold)

Budget of letters from Ida, Kate and Johnny30. Peaceful day again. Foster and I will not like to leave our nice dugout where we have made ourselves quite comfortable. Received regimental orders to join our troops again when the regiment marches back to Neuve Eglise billets this evening. So my eleven bombers will leave me and we are all pleased, as each man’s troop means so much to him. At 7pm the regiment marched back to the village to the same farmhouse, where my section (No.4) and No.1 Section live. Very friendly people. Arrived about 9.30pm. Storming and raining in squalls. Mosquitoes quite plentiful. Flies a pest all the daytime. Wasps also.

Friday, 23 July (Cold and stormy)

Peaceful day. Shook down, slept late, washed well and generally cleaned up and rested. Enjoyed fresh bread, eggs, butter, milk and good coffee. The church is nearly gone at last. The whole place is burned out, roof has fallen in and only part of the spire left. Every day the Huns throw more shells at it and around and about our ears. But no one seems to get hurt.

Saturday, 24 July (Windy, sunny and showery)

The Squadron marched to Bailleul (known usually among the men as ‘Balloo’), to get a hot bath. A good two hours’ walk. Saw any quantity of troops, guns, transports, ambulances on the way. Had leave in Balloo until 3pm, so had my fine boots re-soled while I waited. Old French cobbler with his two sons. One of the sons lost a foot at Berry-au-Bac and there he was, back at home and busy. Marched back at 5 pm. The Huns shelled us about 10pm after we had turned in. Did not get up.

Sunday, 1 August (Lovely day)

Letters from Ida, Gardiner and Margaret and papers. Officially reported a few days ago that Sergeant Morris (see May 25) has been awarded the DCM. Am very much pleased! At 3.30am I went back to reserves with No.2 Troop, and joined my own troop there. German aeroplane driven off at 6am by a battery near us, flew home! Late evening we marched off to camp under some trees to be more out of sight.

Monday, 2 August (Showery and squally. Cold)

Slept in a ditch paved with dry wheat straw, and covered over with branches and straw and waterproof sheet. Under thick pollarded willows. At night, bullets whiz around low down. Carried galvanized iron and slabs of timber for dugouts up to the ’supports’ and dug and shovelled till 12.30pm. After lunch took a stroll (out of bounds) to a hill behind and got fine view of German lines and Messines behind them. In the evening the Huns shelled Headquarters Farm, 300 yards from us, and put ten shells right into it. Finally set it on fire. Great scattering of hospital and headquarters staff. Mr Lucas31 was wounded and a B man lost half an ear. Trumpet Major of Strathconas had right arm shattered and another of their men hurt.

Tuesday, 3 August (Same as yesterday)

Quiet morning. Took another stroll in afternoon. Huns began to shell a deserted farm over our bivouac, hunting a battery. Sent over a number of big shells, but failed to find battery. Various ‘fatigues’ went on which all seemed to miss me. At 5pm the regiment marched back, by a very devious route to Neuve Eglise, to our old and familiar billets in various farm houses. Arrived just before dark when it rained steadily into the night. A new draft of about forty men from home had come. This included a number of fellows who had been through the recent campaign in South West Africa.

Wednesday, 4 August (Still showery but not so windy)

Had a decent, long, undisturbed, comfortable and dry sleep. Good clean oat straw in plenty. They still thresh here with a flail. Followed [by] an open bath in mild rain in a meadow. Clean change too! Getting fresh bread, eggs, butter, etc. better yet, the latest English papers. Two new men of the draft came to my section. Both went through the South West Africa campaign and are splendid chaps. This makes the third draft we have had: about 150 men in all, to cover up our casualties.

Saturday, 28 August (Rain and shine and uncertain)

Foot drill in morning. Troop under Lieutenant Heesman32 who is very good in his drill. At 6.30pm whole regiment fell in for a night fatigue. Went to Plug Street Wood, Hyde Park Corner and up Hill 63 to a trench there. Mended a traverse which a shell had caved in, with six of my section. Had to build it afresh; 2 x 4 stakes, net wire and 2 x 8 boards formed breast, with dirt and sandbags behind. Had to wire stakes to a central stake behind also. Worked to 1.15am, marched to camp. About a ten-mile walk there and back. Great view, in dark, of the front lines from this hill. Flare lights trace the line of trenches for miles. Some firing and a few bullets pretty close to us at times.

Monday, 6 September

Expected to go out on fatigue but did not. Too wet and muddy I suppose. A Squadron went out, later, to Hill 63, and must have showed themselves, because Huns sent over eight whiz-bangs, one after another, and wounded six men, one of which is serious, the rest being nasty ones.

Wednesday, 8 September (Perfect day)

Paraded in morning before General Seely33 for his inspection of our ’smoke helmet’ and the new ‘tube helmet’. We now carry both. Both are flannel hoods, long enough to tuck inside your tunic. The ’smoke helmet’ is grey blue flannel, with two oblong eye holes. This mica easily cracks and is then a death trap. The ‘tube helmet’ is grey blue flannel, with round glass eye holes and a tube inside to insert in mouth and breath through. Both hoods are soaked in a carbonate solution and in the tube are chemicals to counteract the gas. This ‘tube helmet’ is declared to be an absolute safeguard.

Thursday, 9 September (Perfect weather and windy)

Shooting practice at the little range near-by. From the trench to 6-inch bull’s eye, thirty yards off. Fifteen rounds rapid. Load ten, begin shooting then reload five. From whistle to whistle, one minute. This is fine practice and one must load and shoot as fast as possible to finish. At 5.30pm squadron marched off to Hill 63 for night’s digging. Told off to dig and deepen an observation post for the General (Alderson). Had to finish job before we left. Trench was along a hedge and ground full of roots. Then had to cut green tufts and cover all traces of dirt thrown up. Took us till 4am (dawn) working hard and then we had four miles to walk home. Nearly twelve hours up and doing. Everyone very tired and disgusted.

Tuesday, 14 September (Inclined to rain)

Received orders to get ready to leave for London in the morning to report for our commissions.

Sunday, 19 September (Grand day)

Still waiting impatiently. Put in for passes for Havre. Started at 2pm. Had to wear a belt. Took train, packed with the human race. From the Hotel de Ville Station we walked around, and sampled the many restful cafes and watched the Sunday crowds. Everyone was out. Swarms of dishevelled French soldiers, mostly Territorials, I should judge, and older men. Some smart regulars, Turcos, Algerians and other riff-raff. Equal swarms of our men from all regiments. All very friendly. People much interested in Hallowe’s and Helpman’s bare knees and my lace-up boots. Great pointing and smiles and talk of trenches. Back by 9pm.

Monday, 20 September (Perfect weather)

No news. We might be pensioned off till the duration of the war. Who knows! No one pays any attention to us, officially. We go on no parades, do no fatigues, and are left absolutely to our own devices. Other big fatigue parties are busy. Some leave early, to the docks at Havre and come back in evening. Others do all the duties in Camp. Cleaning up and sanitation. Queer mixture of new drafts and wounded and now-cured veterans. Man in my tent, old regular RE has been wounded three times, and buried alive in mines twice. Still dapper. Hopes, in five years, to retire, time expired, pension. Going back to front, full of hope.

Saturday, 25 September (Fine day. NW wind)

Were told about 11am that we were to go today. We fell in and marched off to the train, delighted.
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Extracted from chapter one of Command and Morale, this section focuses on the origins and perceptions of the Great War and details the strategy, operations and tactics used.



Chapter 1

Britain and the Empire at War, 1914-1918: Reflections on a Forgotten Victory


To this day the First World War remains contested territory; people still care passionately about it and hotly dispute its causes, its character, and its legacies.1



Perceptions of the First World War

On the eve of the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War, the debate over the role of Britain and the British Empire in the First World War showed no signs of ceasing. In the UK the conduct of the war on the Western Front lies at the heart of the controversies, while in Australia and New Zealand the Gallipoli campaign of 1915 dominates the debate.2 The issue of whether Britain and the Empire should have become involved at all has been a source of controversy in recent years. The nature of the wartime relationship between the ‘Mother Country’ and the Dominions, and how it was changed by the First World War, has of course been a fruitful ground not only for historians, but also for journalists and politicians.3 In 1998, on the eightieth anniversary of the Armistice, two influential books appeared: John Keegan’s The First World War and Niall Ferguson’s The Pity of War.4 There is much to admire in both books. Keegan’s was beautifully written, while Ferguson has some very interesting things to say about economics, and the nature of combat. However, on two key issues - the origins of the war and the combat performance of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) - I found myself in profound disagreement with both Keegan and Ferguson. My 2001 book Forgotten Victory: The First World War - Myths and Realities was, in part, a response to their books.5

Forgotten Victory reflected, and is in large part a synthesis of, the research of the last two decades. Here I will reconsider two of my major themes. First, that far from being futile, the war was fought for the very highest of stakes. It was forced upon Britain, which was compelled to fight a defensive war that it could not afford to lose. Moreover, the war was popular in the sense of it being a total, ‘people’s war’; there was a broad national consensus that the war had to be fought and won. Second, that the British Army was not the incom- petent set of ‘lions led by donkeys’ beloved of popular myth; rather, that it underwent a steep learning curve and emerged as a formidable force which took a leading role in defeating the German army on the battlefield in 1918.

To some, these ‘revisionist’ views appear to be heretical. For the New Zealand writer Maurice Shadbolt, ‘Gallipoli had no more significance than a lethal bar-room brawl’.6 This view is representative of a school of thought that sees the war as pointless. Some regard it as somehow ‘outside’ history, disconnected from the normal course of events, and only accessible through literature and art produced by veterans of the conflict. My approach, as part of an informal global historical school of English-speaking historians that has for the last thirty years been using archival research to reassess the war, is rather different. I locate the First World War firmly within the context of political and military history. This war was, like any other, fought over political issues, and can be treated by historians like any other conflict.

The truth is that it is impossible to treat the First World War like any other: the scars on the psyche run too deep. Even to attempt to distance oneself from the emotional baggage of the last century by viewing the First World War in Clausewitzian terms runs the risk of accusations of callousness, although, gratifyingly, one reviewer described the book as ‘compassionate’.7 One can turn the ‘callousness’ argument on its head. It is tragic that bereaved families have for so long been told, quite wrongly, that their loved ones died in vain. The ‘One Million Dead’ of the British Empire, their widows and orphans, and descendants, deserve at the very least a sober reconsideration of why and how the war was fought.

In New Zealand, Australia and Canada, the First World War is seen as an important step on the road of nation building.8 Glyn Harper has argued that the war led to the recognition ‘that New Zealand and New Zealanders were different and this difference did not imply inferiority. New Zealand nationalism and a sense of identity had been born.’9 Tom Frame has commented that ‘25 April 1915 gave birth to several powerful and abiding myths which said more about Australian identity and hopes for nationhood than about a short military expedition concentrated in a place few Australians knew anything about’.10 Perhaps much the same could be said about New Zealand, and, with appropriate adjustments and ‘Vimy Ridge’ substituted for ‘Gallipoli’, Canada too. In these countries the memory of the First World War has a positive aspect that sits alongside perceptions of waste, incompetence and futility.

This positive view is missing from the British national perception of the conflict. The dominant images are, in the words of one of the most influential writers on the First World War, A.J.P. Taylor, ‘brave helpless soldiers; blundering obstinate generals; nothing achieved’.11 Moreover, the war is viewed as being fought over trivial issues. This perception is brilliantly parodied in the influential BBC TV comedy series Blackadder Goes Forth, when the origins of the war were reduced to ’some chap called Archie Duke shot an ostrich because he was hungry’.12

Historians, especially since 1980, have explored the riches of private and public archives to produce a composite and multi-faceted picture of Britain during the First World War that is at odds with received wisdom. But little of this research has entered the public consciousness. Even some historians seem to find it difficult to let go of the ‘lions led by donkeys’ version. I was fortunate in that Forgotten Victory was widely reviewed, and the positive reviews dwarfed the number of bad ones.13 As Brian Bond commented, ‘Most military historians who have seriously studied this subject will be in general agreement with Gary Sheffield’s standpoint.’14 By contrast, the reaction of one or two critics reminded me of Alfred Duff Cooper’s comments about Liddell Hart’s critique of his biography of Haig: ‘His article was a polemic rather than a review . . . He set out to prove that Haig had always been wrong and it therefore followed that anyone who sought to defend him must have written a book that was misleading and worthless.’15 Certainly some criticism of Forgotten Victory seemed to be the product of emotion rather than cool analysis and knowledge of the subject.

Given the role that the First World War is perceived to have played in nation-building, that the conflict remains politically contentious in Australia and New Zealand is perhaps to be expected. The fact that it remains so in the UK is rather more surprising. For some writers on the Left, there is an assumption that revisionist historians must be pursuing a reactionary agenda. In his review of Forgotten Victory, Frank McLynn described me as ‘a simple- minded right wing ideologist’. As I pointed out in a letter to the newspaper in which this review was published, my political sympathies happen to lie on the Left, not the Right, as do those, incidentally, of a number of other revisionists, while still others are Conservative in their politics or apolitical. Other critics further to the Left of the political spectrum continue to see the First World War in starkly ideological terms. One reviewer argued that the war ‘was a battle for the right of British and French capitalists to continue to exploit the workers and peasants of Africa and Asia ... The revisionists are as wrong now as . . . Douglas Haig and his gang were then. The popular view of the war is the right one, Blackadder and all.’16 Under the interesting title of ‘Misled (sic) attempt to justify bloody war’, another review explicitly linked the First World War to the 2003 war in Iraq: ‘The First World War raises the questions - how can ... wars be stopped? Not by voting Labour! The Labour Party opposed the war, until it started and then backed it when it began - just as now.’17

Turning to writers on the Right, a maverick Conservative MP, the late Alan Clark, was one of Haig’s fiercest critics. His 1963 book The Donkeys, although panned at the time and ever since - Michael Howard condemned it as ‘worthless as history’ - remains in print. Clark believed that Britain was wrong to have entered the war, as its national interests were not at risk. The war destroyed an idyllic society (which existed largely, in fact, in Clark’s imagination) in which interclass harmony prevailed. Once Britain joined the war, it was a monumental error to fight on land as opposed to imposing a naval blockade: ‘the sacrifice of a whole generation in Flanders was little more than a placebo to the mulish vanity of the general staff. It is not surprising to find Clark in 1999 arguing against intervention in another Balkan war in which, he said, Britain had no interest; nor to discover that he entered politics out of a sense of duty, believing he had to make amends for the way that the elite had betrayed the masses in 1914-1918.18

In the 1990s the First World War became a vehicle for debate on Britain’s role in the European Union. A Thatcherite historian, Niall Ferguson, argued the British decision to go to war in 1914 as ‘the greatest error of modern history’. Through the medium of the European Union, he argued, Germany has achieved the economic leadership of Europe that it sought in 1914, despite Britain fighting a war to prevent it happening.19 Similarly, John Charmley’s 1999 work arguing that British intervention in 1914 was neither inevitable nor desirable is implicitly, and in one place explicitly, linked to current debates about Britain’s place in Europe.20 On the Left and Right, there is a consensus that Britain’s involvement in the First World War was a disastrous mistake.

The Origins of the War

Britain fought the First World War essentially to uphold the balance of power,21 and to keep Belgium, long regarded as the outer fortification of Fortress Britannia, from German occupation. Any assessment of Britain’s decision to go to war must begin with a survey of the state of the debate on the origins of the conflict. In Forgotten Victory I argued that the notorious ‘War Guilt’ clause (article 231 of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles) was essentially correct in blaming the war on ‘the aggression of Germany and her allies’.22 Nothing that I have read since has caused me to change that view. There is a consensus among historians that the primary responsibility for bringing about the war rests with Germany and Austria-Hungary. The work of the distinguished German historian Stig Förster ’stresses that no serious historian today could be an apologist for German policy prior to August 1914’.23 However, as Annika Mombauer has recently commented, ‘there are still commentators who refuse to acknowledge Germany’s large share of responsibility for the events that led to war’.24

It is clear that Austria-Hungary’s aggression against Serbia ‘plunged Europe into war’. Following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, Vienna wanted a limited war in the Balkans, but was prepared to run the risk of a general war; the Austrian elite was astoundingly myopic as to the possible reaction of Russia. Germany’s culpability is equally clear. On 5-6 July the Kaiser, in consultation with Bethmann Hollweg, his Chancellor, issued what became known as the ‘blank cheque’ of support for Austria-Hungary’s military actions. Now, with German support, the Austrians could initiate military action. Without it, Vienna would have had to try another tack, ’something less punitive’. The German decision was taken in full knowledge of the possible consequences. In short, the German elite was prepared to risk war. Some, like General Helmuth von Moltke the Younger, had been urging war for some time.25

Why was this decision arrived at? Some apologists for German actions in 1914 point to the emerging threat of Russia. After the defeat at the hands of Japan in 1904-5, the Russian armed forces were in a state of disarray. The Great Programme of October 1913 was intended to rebuild Russian forces, possibly to deter German action against Russia’s ally, France. In August 1914 completion of the programme was some years off, and even when finished it would not have placed Russia in a position of military superiority.26 There is little doubt that the implications of Russian rearmament alarmed Berlin and Vienna, and led to the view that war might be better ’sooner rather than later’.27 This is not much of a defence for German policy in July-August 1914. How Russia would have behaved if the Great Programme had been completed in peacetime is, of course, unknowable, while the moral and political dilemmas involved in a pre-emptive conflict have been thrown into sharp focus in our own time.

During the July crisis, Russian policy was influenced by German and Austrian ‘coercion’ during the Bosnian crisis of 1908. Militarily weak, the Russian elite believed that if it stood by and allowed Austria a free hand over Serbia, Russia ‘would no longer be seen as a great power’. Russia’s policy in 1914 was essentially defensive in the face of Austro-German aggression. Although the fact that Russia mobilised first allowed the Germans to portray the war as a defensive one, Russian mobilisation did not equate to a declaration of war, as the German ambassador was repeatedly informed by Sazonov, the Russian Foreign Minister. The Russians needed up to sixteen weeks to put their forces in a position to fight, and this period, they believed, could be used for diplomacy. As far as culpability for the outbreak of the war goes, one inescapable fact is that ‘Russia mobilized; Germany declared war’.28

Famously, Fritz Fischer claimed that Germany went to war in 1914 to achieve world power. In particular, he argued that at a ‘War Council’ on 8 December the Kaiser and his senior advisers decided to go to war about eighteen months hence. Historians still debate the meaning of this meeting, but at the very least the War Council provides powerful evidence of the willingness of the German elite to contemplate aggressive war. Some argue that Berlin seized on the Serbian crisis to create conditions for a war of conquest. In contrast, it has been argued that German decision-making during the 1914 July crisis was characterised by ‘chaos and confusion rather than direction and design’, and was concerned with the immediate crisis, rather than a Fischerite deliberate bid for world power.29 Even so Bethmann Hollweg, supported, as we have seen, by the Kaiser, took the ‘calculated risk’ of seeking to split the Russian-French-British entente, without war if possible, but with war if necessary. Whether one sees Germany as deliberately starting (or risking) war in a bid for European hegemony and world power, or for some lesser stake, the finger of guilt points firmly at Berlin.

Jeremy Black has stressed that ‘chance played a central role’ in Britain entering the war in 1914. France and Russia were no longer regarded as threatening by Britain, in part because of the Russian defeat at the hands of Japan in 1905, thus leaving its ally, France, open to German diplomatic pressure. A few years earlier Germany had seemed a natural ally of the British.30 This view has much to commend it, but it seems to me one should not underestimate the extent to which the Germans made the weather. German behaviour helped create the conditions in which the three colonial powers formed an entente. In 1870-1 Prussia/Germany had defeated France, and Britain had been able to live with the consequences. Germany’s aims were essentially limited and German troops stayed out of Belgium. The old balance of power was destroyed, but a new one was created and while Bismarck remained Chancellor, Germany lived within it. In 1914, pace John Charmley,31 things were very different, thanks to a decade and a half of German sabre- rattling, an unlimited approach to war, and an attack on Belgium.

One historian has recently described as ‘very optimistic’ the notion that a victorious Germany would have proved a benign influence. Rather, ‘A continental hegemony exercised by a Hohenzollern supreme warlord flush with easy victory would probably have had little room for liberalism, democracy, or British trade.’ Moreover, if Germany had chosen to expand its power beyond Europe, ‘who could then have checked him’?32

Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson also locate Britain’s entry into the war in terms of the most simple national interest: ’survival as an independent, self- respecting state’. It had to prevent an enemy from controlling continental Europe, seizing the Channel ports and mounting a serious challenge to the Royal Navy’s domination of the seas. By 1914 the importance of overseas trade to the British economy and the problems of feeding Britain’s population from domestic produce meant that the German threat ‘came to surpass any menace it had confronted in the times of Philip II, Louis XIV or Napoleon’.33

Still, Ferguson’s argument remains attractive. We, of course, know that the war that broke out in August 1914 lasted until November 1918, cost millions of lives, and jerked world history into a groove that led to Stalin, Hitler and the threat of nuclear annihilation. Anything, some say, would have been better than that. That seems to be the thinking behind Richard Schweitzer’s argument in The Cross and the Trenches. He accepts the ‘compelling case’ made in Forgotten Victory that ‘Britain’s vital national security interests were at stake in August 1914’ in the Low Countries. Nevertheless, he goes on partially to espouse Niall Ferguson’s argument ‘that Germany may have evolved into a benign hegemon . . . the subsequent humanitarian disasters in Russia and Germany, suggest that an early German victory in the war, may, depending on one’s vantage point, have been preferable’.34

All of this seems to turn on the ability of the Hohenzollern leopard to change his spots. The historical record - of the German army’s atrocities against civilians in 1914, a consequence of a ‘Clausewitzian commitment to using the most ruthless means necessary to win victory’;35 the harsh treatment meted out to occupied territories in France, Belgium and Poland; the ruthless exploitation of captured resources, including the use of forced labour; the emergence of the Hindenburg/Ludendorff military dictatorship - none of this inspires confidence in the evolution of Imperial Germany into a ‘benign hegemon’. The British decision-makers in August 1914 were not dealing with fantasies. They had to deal with Realpolitik, in the form of the gravest of threats to national survival. To imagine that Britain could stay out of the war in the face of Germany’s drive to the west in 1914 is wishful thinking. As Colin S. Gray has written in a direct rebuttal of Ferguson’s thesis, ‘Britain had no prudent choice other than to join the anti-German coalition in 1914. Had Britain stood aside, Germany would have defeated France and Russia. Britain would then have been deservedly friendless, facing a hegemonic Germany with an undamaged - indeed probably augmented - High Seas Fleet.’36

This situation would have been similar to the bleak prospect that Britain had to face after Dunkirk, except that in 1940 the saving grace was that the Kriegsmarine had been severely damaged in the Norway campaign. In Gray’s all-too-plausible scenario, Britain would have faced a Germany dominant on land and powerful at sea, and in the Anglo-German conflict that would have surely come, Britain’s worst strategic nightmare would have come true. The reputation of Imperial Germany has benefited from what came after. Hitler’s regime was certainly worse than that of the Kaiser, but the Kaiser’s was decidedly unpleasant and dangerous. The First World War took on the character of a struggle between liberal democracies (for all their faults, and notwithstanding an alliance with Czarist Russia) and an anti-democratic, illiberal, militarist autocracy. This was the first of three such challenges in the twentieth century, the others being Nazi Germany and Marxist-Leninism during the Cold War. In August 1914, in choosing to go to war, Britain made a decision that, even in full knowledge of the carnage and suffering that was thus unleashed, remains the correct one.

‘Someone else’s war’?

Even if it is accepted as the correct decision for Britain to go to war in 1914, does it follow that the rest of the Empire should have followed suit? Dame Silvia Cartwright, New Zealand’s Governor-General, in a speech delivered at Chunuk Bair on Anzac Day 2003 argued against this notion: ‘New Zealanders had nothing to gain from the fight at Gallipoli. It was someone else’s war. Turkey was not our enemy.’37

However, Cartwright’s views do not reflect the views held by New Zealanders of the First World War generation. Not only was Turkey allied to the Empire’s principal enemy, but it posed a threat to Imperial security. Cecil Malthus, a New Zealand veteran of Gallipoli and the Western Front, believed to the end of his life that the war was justified by the need to halt German aggression.38 Those New Zealanders who did oppose the conflict did so on grounds other than ‘it was someone else’s war’.39 In 1914 the overwhelming majority of New Zealanders, Australians, and Anglophone Canadians and South Africans regarded themselves as in some sense ‘British’, as loyal subjects of King George V and citizens of the Empire. Late in life, Stan Stansfield, a New Zealand veteran, speaking of his motives for enlisting, commented on the British Empire business [which] was at the zenith, the peak of its power and popularity’.40 In order to envisage an Australia that stayed out of the war, historian Geoffrey Blainey had to postulate a counterfactual country of 1914 in which a sizeable proportion of the population were of German, Austrian and Turkish origin.41

Even if Imperial sentiment is set aside, there were compelling strategic reasons for Australia and New Zealand to become involved in the war. Australasian defence rested ultimately on British naval supremacy. If Britain had been defeated, and the Royal Navy’s shield removed, Australia and New Zealand would have been effectively defenceless, and obliged to turn elsewhere, as in 1942. Dominion participation in Britain’s imperial wars before 1914 contained a measure of self-interest. By proving themselves loyal, they increased the chance of Britain coming to their aid should they be menaced by another power - either Germany or Britain’s ally, Japan. Similarly, participation in the war against Germany was squarely in the national interest of Australia and New Zealand.42

The argument about whether 1914-1918 was ’someone else’s war’ is a prime example of the continued politicisation of the subject. The British Empire is also deeply controversial in the UK. In 2003 a Rastafarian poet rejected the offer of an Order of the British Empire (OBE) ‘as a legacy of colonialism’. A few months later a parliamentary committee recommended a change of name to ‘Order of British Excellence’ as the former title was ‘now considered to be unacceptable, being thought to embody values that are no longer shared by many of the country’s population’. This prompted one correspondent to the BBC to pose the question ‘Why are we always ashamed and apologetic of the British Empire?’43 With failed states pricking the world’s conscience, a modified form of imperialism appears to be creeping back onto on the international agenda, reinforced by debates about the ‘imperial’ nature of the USA. Niall Ferguson’s 2003 book and TV series, which emphasised the positive aspects of the British Empire, provoked fury in some quarters.44

Total War

Why, given the military stalemate and appalling casualties on the Western Front, was there no compromise peace?45 Domestic support for the war in all the belligerent states remained remarkably high in the first years of the war. Not until 1917 was there substantial wavering of resolve, and even then only Russia was forced out of the war. Until 1917 there was little pressure from below for a compromise peace. This fact allowed governments on both sides to pursue far-reaching war aims that made a compromise peace impossible. This was a consequence of total war, and the mentalities it breeds. Moreover, fundamental war aims were utterly irreconcilable. Germany sought to achieve hegemony over Europe, eventually evolving geopolitical objectives that resembled those pursued by the Third Reich a generation later, while Britain, France, Russia and later the USA sought to prevent this from occurring. The campaigns of 1914 brought the Germans important gains in Belgium and eastern France, and allowed the German army to remain on the defensive in the West while concentrating on defeating Russia. As long as the Allied armies were unable to dislodge German forces from the Western Front, Berlin saw no reason to compromise. For the Allies to have consented to a peace that allowed Germany to retain her gains in the West would have left both French and British security gravely weakened. Only when one side inflicted a decisive series of defeats on the other - which happened between July and November 1918 - did diplomacy come back into play. Although the Germans tried to divide the Entente by appealing over the head of the British and French to President Woodrow Wilson in Washington, this ploy was in vain. The war ended on the terms dictated by the Allies. Although much vilified, they were, in truth, not unduly severe considering that Germany had initiated, fought and lost a total world war. Indeed, the terms seem almost moderate in comparison with the treatment that Germany meted out to defeated Russia in 1918 at the Peace of Brest-Litovsk. The severity of the settlement at the end of the First World War bears no comparison with that imposed on Germany in 1945.46

Between 1914 and 1918 Britain and the Empire mobilised for total war. Democracies cannot fight and win a total war without the consent and active involvement of the masses, and the creation of ‘nations-in arms’ was a remarkable achievement. The onset of war weariness in Britain was countered to a large extent by a ‘remobilisation’ in 1917-1918, involving the announcement of ‘democratic’ war aims and the implementation of social and political reforms. In all, 5,704,000 men served in the British Army during the First World War, split roughly equally between volunteers and conscripts.47 The army of the First World War was larger by far than any other army raised by Britain, before or since. The birth of this huge army was paralleled by the creation of a war economy to support it. In December 1916 David Lloyd George became Prime Minister. The emergence of Lloyd George, a populist politician of humble origins who won a reputation as a ‘man of push and go’ at the Ministry of Munitions, is a striking symbol of Britain’s transformation into a state geared for total war. The creation of a centrally directed war economy capable of supplying its huge armies with sufficient quantities of weapons, ammunition and all the other equipment it needed to fight a modern high-intensity attritional war was a considerable achievement of the British nation in arms. Without it, the victories of the BEF on the battlefields of France and Belgium would have been impossible.

There was a similar pattern in the Empire. Out of a population of 8 million Canada sent 458,000 men overseas, of whom 57,000 became casualties. The 5 million Australians sent 332,00, resulting in 59,000 casualties; for New Zealand the figures were 1.1 million, 112,000 and 17,000. India found 1.5 million volunteers. Moreover, in the last two years of the war about one- third of the BEF’s munitions were produced in Canada.48 Black Africa also made a substantial contribution. Some 40,000 carriers and porters died in the East African campaign, for example.49

The war put the social and political fabric of belligerents under tremendous strain. Total war made less of an impact on the Dominions than on Russia or Germany, but the stresses were still significant. In July 1916 New Zealand followed Britain in introducing conscription, the first Dominion to do so. Something in the order of 10 per cent of the total population of New Zealand served overseas.50 Across the Empire, the question of conscription became entangled with war weariness. Even in loyal New Zealand, conscription proved divisive. In Canada these problems were hugely magnified. About 35 per cent of the population comprised French-Canadians, but this community provided only 5 per cent of the Canadian Expeditionary Force. By comparison, in Toronto over two-thirds of the men who were eligible volun- teered.51 In 1917 a prolonged conscription crisis, culminating in a bitterly fought election, widened the rift between Canada’s Anglophone and Francophone peoples. Similarly, as the October 1915 election revealed, the whole question of South Africa’s participation in the war divided the Afrikaaner community down the middle. In Australia attempts to introduce conscription were twice rejected in referenda that also proved deeply divisive.

One of the paradoxes of total war in the twentieth century is that liberal democratic states have had to adopt many of the trappings and methods of authoritarian states in order to defend their values against ideological enemies.52 For Britain and the Dominions to emerge from the war with their democracy not only intact but in many ways enhanced was a substantial achievement.

Strategy, Operations and Tactics

In 1932 Basil Liddell Hart argued that between 1914 and 1918 Britain had abandoned her traditional ‘way in warfare’ of using naval power, and financial muscle to subsidise allies, with disastrous results.53 Many critics have echoed his condemnation of British strategy, Alan Clark among them. In reality, British strategy in 1914-1918 had strong continuities with previous practice, not least in that it was a war fought in coalition with France and Russia. This simple fact severely limited Britain’s strategic room for manoeuvre. As Lord Kitchener commented in August 1915, ‘unfortunately we had to make war as we must, and not as we should like to’.54 France and Russia needed far more than economic and naval contributions from Britain, vital as they were. They needed troops on the ground on the Western Front. That was where the war was won and lost.

In recent years the old idea of a crude division between ‘Easterners’ and ‘Westerners’ in the British decision-making elite has largely been discarded. Apparent ‘Westerners’ like Sir William Robertson were well aware of the necessity for campaigns away from France. These fell into various categories, including campaigns undertaken to ensure harmony within the coalition (Salonika, Italy), to uphold local Imperial interests (the capture of Germany’s Pacific colonies) or to gain strategically significant territory (Palestine, Mesopotamia). The latter was seen as vital for the Empire’s place in the postwar world vis-a-vis her wartime allies and even, it has been argued, to acquire bargaining chips for use should the war end in a peace of exhaustion.55

Such operations were undoubtedly important, but they contributed little to the defeat of Germany. The contribution of the Royal Navy, including economic blockade, was an essential component in the Allied victory, but by itself it was not enough to bring about even the minimum war aim of the withdrawal of German forces from Belgium and France. That was only accomplished by the defeat of the German army in battle, and that mighty undertaking could not have been achieved without the decisive contribution of the British Expeditionary Force, in which the ten Dominion divisions played a prominent role. British and Allied strategy in the First World War was on occasion wasteful and even incompetent, but ultimately it proved less wasteful and incompetent than that of Germany and the Central Powers. In the end, this was what mattered.

The change in warfare between 1914 and 1918 is graphically illustrated by examining the fate of the cavalry. In the initial, mobile stages of the 1914 campaign, British cavalry was highly effective in the roles of reconnaissance and screening the main body of the BEF, employing a mixture of mounted and dismounted action. When the front began to congeal into trench warfare, the limitations of mounted troops became clear. Major Lord Tweedmouth of the Royal Horse Guards (The Blues) recorded in his diary for 26 October 1914:


Supposed to be a rest day. Turned out at 2 pm to support an advance by General Vaughan. Were stopped on the way and told to cover the retreat of the 20th Bde and lined the woods on each side of the road. Situation changed again and we went off at a gallop to make a demonstration. C Sqn in advance. My sword carried away just as we got to the crest between Hugh Grovenor’s trench and Gerry Ward’s. We got the shrapnel pretty hot then and my horse was hit in the leg and I had to stop and get into Hugh’s trench. Got out presently and shot my horse with my revolver and saved all my kit. Found the led horses of D Sqn and went back with them to Zillebeke. We were very lucky considering the fire we came in for and had men wounded, and lost over 20 horses killed and wounded, mostly in C Sqn.56



Contrary to received wisdom, horsed cavalry were effective on occasions on the Western Front during trench warfare. But the general experience of cavalry is neatly summarised by the historian of the 3rd Dragoon Guards: ‘When the regiment left Egypt in 1914, nobody had any conception of the work which awaited the cavalry on the Western Front. By training and tradition all ranks expected to be used as mounted troops. Four years later they looked back on their campaigns, and found that only on rare occasions had they used their horses.’ Instead, the regiment had carried out a variety of tasks, many ’strange and distasteful’, ranging from infantry work in the trenches to burying corpses, although they had carried out a very successful mounted charge almost at the end of the war.57

The 3rd Dragoon Guards were caught up in static trench warfare. Although this form of warfare was far from new,58 from October-November 1914 until the end of 1917 the peculiar circumstances of the Western Front dictated that the defensive had a temporary advantage. This situation gradually changed, as new weapons (notably the tank, artillery, aircraft and light machine gun) were introduced or improved, and, just as importantly, tactics were evolved to make best use of the new equipment.

A key development was the evolution of an all-arms weapons system, in which various pieces of technology, lethal and non-lethal, different troop types and effective command and control systems operated in a synergistic fashion. Striking visual evidence of the importance of this development is to be seen in central London to this day. The Foot Guards were a notoriously ‘tribal’ organisation, yet their First World War memorial includes a bas relief of an 18-pounder field gun in action and a signaller using a field telephone. The message is clear, and echoes a theme that runs throughout the divisional history: the Guards Division was an all-arms team that consisted of far more than socially elite infantry regiments.59

A parallel development - the emergence of three-dimensional, indirect artillery fire, an advance that was made possible by the use of aircraft for artillery spotting - was of the utmost importance. These two developments transformed the conduct of warfare in a Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA), the product of ‘technological development’, ‘doctrinal and operational innovation’ and ‘organisational adaptation’.60 The German breakthrough of March 1918 demonstrated that the pendulum had swung in favour of the attacker. However, the Hundred Days offensives of August-November 1918 demonstrated that it was the Allies, and specifically the forces of the British Empire, rather than the Germans, who had learned most effectively from the bloody battles of 1915-1917.

During the Hundred Days the higher command of the Allies demonstrated a grasp of what would today be called ‘operational art’, co-ordinating Army- level offensives across a wide front. Moreover, they chose to make shallow but logistically sustainable advances, covered by artillery fire, before switching the point of attack to a different sector to keep the enemy off-balance. This contrasted strongly with the German methods of the spring, when attacking forces made spectacular advances that outran their artillery and supply lines, leaving them vulnerable to counterstrokes. By this stage the Germans were rapidly exhausting their resources of men, horses and many other essentials. The BEF too was running short of men, but the British had the priceless advantage of being able to fight a ‘rich man’s war’ with apparently limitless supplies of guns and munitions, and excellent logistic support. During the attack on the Canal du Nord in late September 62,813 tons of ammunition were fired in only three days. Whatever criticisms can be made of the BEF’s operations in previous campaigns, during the Hundred Days it was playing to its strengths.61

The experience of the New Zealand Division offers some ’snapshots’ of the BEF’s tactical learning curve process. This division’s action in the Battle of the Somme on 15-17 September 1916 demonstrates the immaturity of the BEF’s style of warfare at that stage of the war. Generally, too much was expected of the tank on its debut; tactical co-ordination between the tanks and the infantry was rudimentary; the artillery fire-plan was flawed; and gunnery techniques left a lot to be desired. The New Zealand infantry followed a creeping barrage, but some betrayed their inexperience by advancing into the British barrage. Some troops were faced by intact barbed wire, and on occasions the barrage failed to materialise. Logistic problems were compounded by bad weather, and, in the words of the divisional historian, ‘robbed the British of the fruit of their efforts’. Although the New Zealanders, who displayed considerable elan and were well served by excellent battlefield leadership, did well, overall the attack of 15 September 1916 fell short of Haig’s expectations.62

A year later much had changed. The New Zealand Division, like the rest of the BEF, had absorbed the lessons of the Somme, retraining in the new platoon tactics.63 It had benefited from improved gunnery, and more efficient staff work and planning at all levels, in the battles of Messines on 7 June 1917 and Broodseinde on 4 October 1917. These battles were models of ‘bite and hold’ tactics in which infantry advanced on limited objectives, supported by heavy fire power.64 The division’s attack on 12 October during First Passchendaele was, by contrast, a bloody failure. Brigadier General Herbert Hart of 4 NZ Brigade gave the reasons for the failure in his diary. He noted the difficulty of getting the guns forward over ground ‘absolutely shattered, ploughed up & pockmarked by shellfire’, a problem exacerbated by wet weather:


Consequently the artillery preparation was incomplete. Uncut wire was met & was insurmountable under such conditions. Mud & wire prevented our men keeping up to the barrage. Hun machine gunners, protected in concrete pillboxes during the bombardment, came out with their machine guns after the barrage passed on, & shot down our men while still struggling to get through & over the mud & wire.65



Plumer’s Second Army had delivered three bite and hold operations in rapid succession, on 20 and 26 September and 4 October. But the very success of the British artillery cratered the ground and made it increasingly difficult to get the guns forward for the next attack. In the wet and muddy conditions of Passchendaele, it proved impossible to sustain the operational tempo. As the subsequent success of the Canadian Corps demonstrated, even under these conditions bite and hold could be made to work, if time and substantial engineering resources were made available to prepare the battlefield.66 However, this methodical approach ran the risk of losing the impetus of the initial advance.

By the time of the Hundred Days, matters had moved on again. Brigadier General Hart, by now commanding 3 New Zealand (Rifle) Brigade, recorded that:


The battle [of Bapaume, August 1918] is entirely different to all earlier battles in France. Troops are not so densely packed, there is greater scope for initiative & leadership. Advances are deeper & on much wider frontages . . .

There are many tanks, whippets & armoured cars about, some going up for more work, some returning weary & battle scarred, & many derelict by the roadside . . . Artillery was moving forward everywhere, lorry water tanks were particularly busy & overhead there was a constant overhead buzz from aeroplanes. The whole scene was very stirring & much less gruesome than the Somme, Messines or Passchendaele.67



The complexity of some operations in the Hundred Days is demonstrated by 3 Brigade’s capture of Le Quesnoy on 4 November 1918. This involved barrages by field artillery and machine gun, trench mortar and Lewis Gun fire, the projection of burning oil and smoke by Special Companies of the Royal Engineers, a sophisticated scheme of manoeuvre for the infantry and, of course, the use of scaling ladders.68

The New Zealand Division was an unusually effective formation, certainly one of the best in the BEF, and under the command of the formidable Major General Sir Andrew Russell it developed a distinctive style. However, the division needs to be placed into context of a BEF-wide process of learning and adaptation that, by the Hundred Days, resulted in the overall quality of Haig’s army being very high. The term ‘learning curve’ should not be taken to mean that the process was a smooth upward course, and it encompassed logistics, command and staff work, and a host of other factors as well as tactics. But the learning curve was real enough, and it helped deliver victory on the battlefield.

Conclusion

The Allied victory of 1918 was a vital element in the relative peace and prosperity enjoyed by the West at the end of the twentieth century. The defeat of Germany preserved liberalism and democracy in Europe and delivered a check to a militarist, aggressive autocracy. The fact that Britain, the Dominions and their allies would find it necessary to engage in two further global conflicts against ideological enemies - one hot, one cold - does not detract from the importance of the war of 1914-1918 . The argument that the world in 1919 would have been a better place if the First World War had not taken place, or more parochially, if Britain and the Empire had not become involved, is a red herring. A German victory in that war would have produced a situation significantly worse than the imperfect ‘real’ world of 1919. The war waged by Britain and the Empire was tragic, destructive and wasteful - but it was not futile.

* * *

Afterthoughts

This essay was written in 2003-4 for a conference in New Zealand, hence the numerous NZ references. In recent years two influential books have appeared that have attempted to shift the blame for the war away from Berlin and Vienna. In The Sleepwalkers (London: Allen Lane, 2012) Christopher Clark focuses attention on Serbia and Russia; essentially, by arguing that no single state should be blamed for bringing about the war, he has turned the historiographical clock back to the 1930s. Sean McMeekin’s The Russian Origins of the First World War (Cambridge, MA: Bellknap Press, 2011) argues that Russia’s designs on the Ottoman Empire caused the war. Both books offer valuable perspectives on the ‘Eastern’ origins of the war, but neither, to my mind, convincingly absolves Germany and Austria-Hungary from unleashing the war. Annika Mombauer’s article ‘The First World War: Inevitable, Avoidable, Improbable Or Desirable? Recent Interpretations on War Guilt and the War’s Origins’ (German History, vol. 25, no. 1, 2007), published before either of these books, gives an excellent review of the scholarly state of play at that time. I see no reason to dissent from her views about the culpability of decision-makers in Vienna and Berlin.
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Major William John Beatty OBE

Army Service Corps

Attached Fourth Army Heavy Artillery

Died 10 February 1919

Aged 30

Prop

Three Caps

‘A gentleman to the end’

William John Beatty was born between 1888 and 1890. The eldest son of seven children born to George and Ellen E. Beatty of 21 University Street, Belfast, he played his rugby for Sydenham, NIFC, Ulster, Richmond and the Barbarians and won three caps for Ireland, all against France between 28 March 1910 and 9 March 1912. Beatty was on the winning side in all three matches. During the war he served with the Army Service Corps on attachment to the Fourth Army heavy artillery and was Mentioned in Despatches (London Gazette, 29 May 1917). He was later seriously wounded in action and evacuated to the 20th Casualty Clearing Station at Charleroi, where he died of pneumonia on 10 February 1919. He is buried at Charleroi Communal Cemetery in grave S9.

His next of kin was given as his wife, Vivienne G. Beatty, of Chelsea, London.

International Caps

28 March 1910. France (3) 3 vs Ireland (8) 8. Parc des Princes.

1 January 1912. France (6) 6 vs Ireland (11) 11. Parc des Princes.

9 March 1912. Ireland (0) 12 vs Wales (5) 5. Balmoral Showgrounds, Belfast.
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Second Lieutenant Jasper Thomas Brett

7th Bn Royal Dublin Fusiliers

Died 4 February 1917

Aged 21

Wing

One Cap

‘Another very young life cut short all too early’

Jasper Thomas Brett was born on 8 August 1895, at Kingstown, Co. Dublin, Ireland, the son of William Jasper and Mary Eleanor Brett, and was educated at Monkstown Park School and the Royal School, Armagh between 1909 and 1912. A gifted athlete, he broke the Monkstown school long jump record with a leap of nineteen feet four inches, as well as the high jump record both while he was still only fourteen years old. He held the School Cup for Athletics three years in succession. Things changed little when he moved up to the Royal School, Armagh. Not only did he gain further cups for athletics but he also captained the Rugby XV and the Cricket XI.

On leaving school he came first in an examination for solicitors after which he was apprenticed to his father’s firm of solicitors. He played centre for Monkstown between 1912 and 1914 and in March 1914 went on to win his one and only cap for Ireland against Wales (although he did travel with the team to Paris to play France but remained on the bench as a reserve). It was said of his play that he ‘had a good defence as well as attack and the fact that Ireland played him, though a centre, on the wing points to his possession of pace’. He also played cricket in Sir Stanley Cochrane’s Cricket Team and was a first rate golfer winning several cups.

In September 1914, shortly after the outbreak of war, Brett joined D Company 7th Battalion of the Royal Dublin Fusiliers together with many other well-known rugby players from Dublin. At the request of Mr F. H. Browning, then president of the Irish Rugby Football Union (later murdered by the IRA) the Commanding Officer of the 7th Royal Dublin Fusiliers agreed to form a special ‘Pals’ company from members of the Irish Rugby Football Union volunteers. They became known as the ‘Toffs among the Toughs (The ‘Old Toughs’ was the soubriquet of the 2nd Battalion Royal Dublin Fusiliers).

The company was made up of barristers, doctors, solicitors, stockbrokers, bankers, civil servants, all known well to Dublin’s social and business classes. He was sent for training first to the Curragh and then Basingstoke. While at Basingstoke the battalion was visited by King George V in May and later at Hackwood Park on 1 June 1915 by Lord Kitchener. In December 1914 he transferred to the machine-gun section of the 7th Battalion Royal Dublin Fusiliers.

The battalion sailed from Liverpool on 9 July, landing on the Island of Lemnos. Brett landed with his battalion at C Beach, Suvla Bay, Gallipoli on 7 August 1915 and quickly moved inland and later took part in the battle of Chocolate Hill on 7/8 August. Later he was involved in the severe fighting at Kizlar Dagh Ridge. His graphic letters home painted a bleak picture of the fighting and suffering at Suvla and of the many friends he saw killed and wounded. The battalion was eventually evacuated from Gallipoli and landed at Salonika by 24 October. The 10th Division spent two years in Macedonia, taking part in operations at Kosturino, north of Lake Doiran on 7 and 8 December 1915, at Karajaköis between 30 September and 2 October 1915, and the capture of Yeniköi by the 30 Brigade on 3 and 4 October. In this period the division suffered heavy casualties. In September 1915 he was commissioned second lieutenant into the same battalion. After service in Salonika Brett was hospitalized in June 1916 and sent to Malta from where he was sent to a military hospital at Richmond, having been diagnosed as suffering from severe shell shock. Apparently released from hospital inJanuary 1917 this disturbed man returned to Ireland where, on 4 February 1917, he committed suicide by placing himself on the rails at Dalkey tunnel, the 22.10 train from Dalkey to Bray passing over him.

On learning of his death his former headmaster, Mr C. V StoneyJP DL MA (Cantab), wrote:


His was another very young life cut short all too early, terminated by this futile war, a tragedy regretted by all who knew him, especially by the Irish Rugby world which new him well.



He is buried in Deansgrange Cemetery, Blackrock, Co. Dublin, Ireland (26. J1. South). It wasn’t until quite recently that the CWGC acknowledged this poor and brave man’s entitlement to be acknowledged by them.

International Caps

14 March 1914. Ireland (3) 3 vs Wales (3) 11. Balmoral Showgrounds, Belfast.
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Captain Robert Balderston Burgess

Royal Engineers

Died 9 December 1915

Aged 24

Forward

One Cap

‘Always ready for his duty day and night’

Robert Balderston Burgess was born on 25 December 1890, the son of Henry and Agnes Burgess of 6R Bickenhall Mansions, Gloucester Place, Portman Square, London, although a native of Kingstown (now Dun Laoghaire), County Dublin. His father was a manager of the LMS Railway Company. While living in County Dublin they resided at Eglinton House, Eglinton Park, Kingstown. Robert was educated at Portora Royal School and Trinity College, Dublin and was said to have been the ‘best forward in the invincible Portora team, in whose ranks was the great drop-kicker and punt, R. A. Lloyd. He was honorary secretary of the TCD Rugby Football Club and played for them in all the inter-provincial matches between 1913 and 1914. A fast forward and strong tackler he was never selected again after the record defeat of Ireland by South Africa by four goals and six tries to nil in November 1912, despite the fact that it was generally considered to be the fault of the Irish backs and not its forwards.

As well as his prowess on the rugby field he was also a fine rider to hounds, a first- class shot, and an expert salmon fisherman. After leaving university he was called to the bar, working on the North East circuit and, although successful, had very little time to practise before the outbreak of war. He served in the casualty depot at the North Wall in Dublin during mobilization in 1914 as well as carrying out ’special’ work for the French government. He obtained a commission in the Army Service Corps in November 1914 and was rapidly promoted, eventually obtaining a captaincy in the Royal Engineers in January 1915, serving with the Inland Water Transport Unit.

He died on 9 December 1915, at a casualty clearing station after a shell hit him as he was cycling through rue de Dunkerque at Armentieres. He was the fourth Irish international to fall in action. His commanding officer wrote of him: ‘The late Captain Burgess was an excellent officer, always ready for his duty day and night, and was the most popular officer in his section.’

His name also appears on the war memorial on the entrance to the reading room at Trinity College, Dublin.

Burgess is buried in Bailleul Communal Cemetery Extension Nord (II. B 63).

International Caps

30 November 1912. Ireland (0) 0 vs South Africa (12) 38. Lansdowne Road, Dublin.
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Captain Ernest Cotton Deane MC

Royal Army Medical Corps

Died 25 September 1915

Aged 28

Wing

One Cap

‘Straight, fearless, indefatigable’

Ernest Cotton Deane was born on 4 May 1887 at Limerick, the third son of Thomas Stanley Deane and Aileen Annie Deane of 27 Cambridge Terrace, York Road, Kingstown, County Dublin. He was educated at Corrig, Kingstown (1901-04), and at the College of Surgeons, passing out with honours (1904-09). While at Corrig he was captain of the rugby XV He also captained the XV while at Adelaide hospital as well as the Monkstown XV A superb all round athlete, he won most of his schools cups in a wide range of sports.

In 1909 his international career as a three-quarter was unfortunately cut short when he broke his leg playing against Oxford University in the same year that he had turned out against England in Dublin. By all accounts he had ‘a most lovable disposition, he was as modest as he was plucky’.

He was a fine rider to hounds, a great shot, first-class golfer, fisherman and held his own at lawn tennis. He joined the Royal Army Medical Corps in July 1911, training at Millbank and Aldershot. He was sent to India in 1913 and in September 1914, shortly after the outbreak of the war, was sent with the Indian Expeditionary Force to France, landing at Marseilles on the 26th. There he was attached to the 2nd Battalion Leicestershire Regiment in the Meerut Division, Indian Expeditionary Force. As brave on the battlefield as he was on the rugby field he was Mentioned in Despatches twice and awarded the Military Cross. His citation read:


For conspicuous gallantry on 22nd August, 1915, near Fauquissart. A standing patrol 120 yards in front of our line was bombed by the enemy at about 10 pm, the only notification being two loud bomb explosions. Captain Deane, without any knowledge of the enemy’s strength, at once got over the parapet and ran by himself to the spot under rifle and machine-gun fire. Finding four wounded men he returned for stretchers and got them back into safety. This is not the first time that Captain Deane’s gallantry under fire has been brought to notice.

(London Gazette, 2 October 1915)



He was killed in action on 25 September 1915, at Neuve Chappelle. An account of the action in which he perished, by Lieutenant George Grossmith, an officer of the battalion, is quoted in Philip Warner’s book The Battle of Loos.


My battalion, as such, no longer exists; it was decimated, along with nearly all the other regiments of the Meerut Division of our Indian Corps. Of my battalion, there are only two officers and a few men who were not killed or wounded.



His colonel later wrote to his father:


We had a big battle on the 25 th and your son went to try and help some wounded in, and was killed, his death being instantaneous ... Everyone knew Deane as one of the bravest of the brave, and it was only the other day that he got one of the best deserved and gallantry won honours when he was awarded the Military Cross. I cannot tell you how sorry I am about your son, and how much I sympathize with you and yours in your loss. He was the most gallant fellow I ever met, and we all loved him in the regiment, both officers and men. He was just a part of us, and the few of us left mourn his loss deeply.



He is buried in Rue-du-Bacquerot No 1 Military Cemetery, Laventie, Pas de Calais, France (II. D. 14).

International Caps

13 February 1909. Ireland (5) 5 vs England (0) 11. Lansdowne Road, Dublin.
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Ireland, 1909. Dean standing far left.
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Captain William Victor Edwards

7th Bn Royal Dublin Fusiliers

Died 29 December 1917

Aged 30

Forward

Two Caps

‘A splendid specimen of a man’

William Victor Edwards was born on 16 October 1887, in Strandtown, Belfast, the son of Mrs Mary and the late Mr Alfred Edwards, of The Laurels, Strandtown. His father had been a cabinetmaker and upholsterer with Maguire & Edwards. Educated at Thant College, Margate, Coleraine Academical Institution at Coleraine, County Londonderry. Campbell College, Belmont, Belfast, and Queen’s University, Belfast. A member of both Coleraine and Campbell’s XVs, he also became a member of the Malone Football Club and Knock Rugby Club, Belfast, which he captained during the years 1911 and 1912, years in which he captained the Malone club as well and played forward for Ulster, appearing for them several times between 1910 and 1912. Edwards finally got his caps for Ireland against England and France in 1912.

On 28 May 1914 he received his final certificate and became a chartered accountant. A strong powerful man he held the 220 yards Irish swimming championship. His strength in the water also led him to represent Ireland several times at water polo.

Having served with the 6th Battalion East Belfast Regiment of the Ulster Volunteer Force, he joined the Army with many fellow members of that body and saw considerable service with 16th (Irish) Division. Edwards was also a prominent founder member of the Active Service Masonic Lodge No. 415 Tipperary, of which he remained a member until his death.

Edwards was commissioned second lieutenant in the 7th (Service) Battalion Royal Dublin Fusiliers on 22 September 1914 in Tipperary. In December he was promoted to lieutenant and in June 1915 to captain before deploying to France with 16th (Irish) Division in February 1916. He became involved in a great deal of fighting and his name appeared twice on the casualty list, once for being gassed and again on 9 September 1916 during the capture of Ginchy when he was wounded on the right side of the head by a machine-gun bullet which left him with a four-inch scar. As a result he was left suffering from dizziness and insomnia for the rest of his life.

Transferring to the regulars with the permanent rank of captain he joined D (set up for Irish rugby players) Company Royal Dublin Fusiliers, 10th (Irish Division), and served with another Irish International, the tragic Jasper Brett.

The division landed at Suvla Bay on the morning of 7 August 1915. The first major battle for the 7th Royal Dublin Fusiliers was the attack on Chocolate Hill on the night of 7/8 August, when they were lent to 31 Brigade. Later, there was protracted fighting on Kizlar Dagh Ridge. The 7th Royal Dublin Fusiliers were taken off the peninsula and brought to Mudros on 29/30 September and landed at Salonika by 24 October 1915.

The 10th (Irish) Division left Macedonia for Egypt in September 1917 and took part in the Third Battle of Gaza between 1 and 7 November. Jerusalem was taken on 9 December and the 10th played a part in its defence for the rest of that month.

Edwards was killed in action near Deir Ibzia, Palestine on 29 December 1917. He was initially buried 700 yards from the south-east corner of the village of Deir Ibzia, ten yards left of the track leading down the hill to the trees. He was then reburied east of the village of Deis Ibsis, close to Mount Horeb at the Jerusalem War Cemetery, Israel (F.26). Amongst his returned possessions were a cigarette case, three devotional books, a (damaged) watch, his whistle and strap, and pipe and pipe lighter.

His name is commemorated on the Strandtown War Memorial, Belfast. His name also appears on a small war memorial near the old Gobbins cliff path on Islandmagee, a peninsula on the east coast of County Antrim, Northern Ireland.

International Caps

1 January 1912. France (6) 6 vs Ireland (11) 11. Parc des Princes.

10 February 1912. England (3) 15 vs Ireland (0) 0. Twickenham.
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Colonel William Hallaran

Royal Army Medical Corps

Died 23 January 1917

Aged 55

Half-Back

One Cap

‘Always put others before himself’

William Hallaran was born on 19 April 1861. He was the son of the Venerable Thomas Tuckey Hallaran, Archdeacon of Ardfelt and formerly Canon of St Mary’s, Limerick. His mother was Lizzie (nee Dawson), the daughter of Richard T. Bunbury Isaac, of Leggagowan, County Down, and of Woodville, County Cork.

William was educated at Dublin University where he read medicine and played several matches for his university. He was selected to play once for Ireland against Wales in 1884. So concerned was he about his father discovering his secret that he played under the pseudonym of R. O. N. Hall. Why his father would have objected to his son representing his country we can only guess.

After qualifying as a doctor he decided to take up a career in the Army and joined the RAMC. He became a surgeon and on 1 March 1915 became a full colonel. During his career he saw much service in Burma, India and Africa. He served in Burma from 1887 to 1889, Chin Lushai, India 1899-1900 and South Africa from 1900 to 1901 where he took part in the relief of Kimberley. He married a local girl by the name of Mary who, after his death, emigrated to America and was last known to be living at 2076, Abington Road, Cleveland, Ohio, USA.

Returning to Jabalpur in India he became Director of Medical Services, dying there on 23 January 1917.

He is commemorated on Face 11 of the Kirkee 1914-1918 Memorial, India.

The Kirkee Memorial commemorates more than 1,800 servicemen who died in India during the First World War, who are buried in civil and cantonment cemeteries in India and Pakistan where their graves can no longer be properly maintained. This total includes the names of 629 servicemen whose remains were brought from Bombay (Sewri) Cemetery for re-interment there in 1960.

His name is on the Sir Patrick Dun’s Hospital Great War Memorial, Dublin.

International Caps

12 April 1884. Wales 1G vs Ireland 0 G. National Stadium, Cardiff.
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Captain Basil Maclear

Royal Dublin Fusiliers

Died 24 May 1915

Aged 34

Centre

Eleven Caps

‘A keen soldier, a great athlete, an honest English Gentleman’

Basil Maclear was born on 7 April 1881 in Portsmouth, England, the fifth son of Major H. W Maclear (The Buffs) and Mrs Maclear of Bedford and grandson of Sir Thomas Maclear, late Astronomer Royal, Observatory, Cape Town who was also close friends with David Livingstone, as they shared a common interest in the exploration of Africa. The Maclear crater on the Moon is named after him, as is Maclear’s Beacon on Table Mountain, the town of Maclear, South Africa and Cape Maclear in Malawi. Two of his brothers were also killed during the war. Lieutenant Colonel Percy Maclear, Royal Dublin Fusiliers, Commanding 2nd Nigeria Regiment, in the Cameroons on 30 August 1914 (commemorated on the Lokoja memorial), and Lieutenant Colonel Harry Maclear DSO near Loos on 16 March 1916 (commemorated in the Mazingarbe Communal Cemetery). His other two brothers fortunately survived the war.

He was educated at Bedford Grammar School where he did exceptionally well and captained the first XV E. A. Rolfe in the 1929 Old Bedfordians’ yearbook wrote of him:


As a youngster at the Priory School he signalized himself by winning every event in the athletic sports ... At the early age of 15 he played for Blackheath and the records of the time describe him as ‘a promising forward, tall, heavy, strong and fast, a resolute tackler and a reliable place-kick.



After leaving school he went to the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, winning the Sword of Honour. He was gazetted as second lieutenant in the Royal Dublin Fusiliers, served throughout the Boer War, 1899-1902, and was Mentioned in Despatches. He was appointed second in command and adjutant of the Lagos Battalion West African Field Force (WAFF) in 1903, and to the full command 1905.

On returning home he continued with his rugby career. He weighed in at fourteen stone and was just short of six feet in height with a magnificent physique. Described as a forceful rather than subtle player, he was dangerous in attack and formidable in defence, running straight and hard, and handing off with a force, which was only equalled by the tremendous vigour of his tackling. He captained Munster against the All Blacks in 1905. Munster lost thirty-three to nil. He also played for the Officers of the Army vs the Officers of the Royal Navy in February 1907.

Despite Maclear converting ten tries out of twelve at Richmond watched by the England selectors and, despite the fact that they had no place kickers of repute, he still failed to be selected. As a result of being stationed at Fermoy, County Cork, he became eligible to play for Ireland. In his first international he formed part of the Irish team that beat England by the resounding score of seventeen-three Rowland Hill, President of the RFU, commented after seeing him play against England:


An English soldier stationed in Munster made his debut for Ireland against England at Cork. His name was Basil Maclear and he stamped his authority and class on the match by creating two tries in the first half and scoring another after the interval.



The Times was equally praising:


His defence was very fine, he fitted in well to the passing game . . .displayed a fine turn of speed and . . . was very difficult to stop. Maclear was the key player in the win over Scotland too, and the try he created for Moffatt gave that player his fourth touchdown in three internationals - an Irish record.



In 1911 he was posted to the staff at RMC Sandhurst, where he remained until 25 February 1915 when he went to the Western Front arriving in March. A month later he was dead.

He was killed in action on 24 May 1915, northwest of Wieltje, near Ypres. At about 0300 the Germans launched a heavy gas attack, followed by an infantry assault, which captured trenches from which enfilade fire was directed into the British trenches. The RDF flank was exposed, but they continued to fight. The battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel A. Lovebrand, was killed. Captain Maclear wetted the gas respirators of the troops near him, and encouraged their defence. In mid-morning Maclear was leading a bombing party to beat back some advancing enemy when he was shot through the throat and killed. After the action, only twenty-one men returned from the trenches, all that remained of the seventeen officers and 651 men who had been 2nd Royal Dublin Fusiliers. Maclear was once again Mentioned in Despatches for his bravery.

Capt Basil Maclear is commemorated on the Ypres (Menin Gate) Memorial, Ieper, West-Vlaanderen, Belgium (Panels 44 and 46).

He was the first Irish International to be killed in the Great War.

International Caps

11 February 1905. Ireland (6) 17 vs England (0) 3. Mardyke, Cork.

25 February 1905. Scotland (0) 5 vs Ireland (5) 11. Inverleith.

1 March 1905. Wales (10) 10 vs Ireland (3) 3. St Helen’s Swansea.

25 November 1905. Ireland (0) vs New Zealand (5) 15. Lansdowne Road, Dublin.

10 February 1906. England (0) 6 vs Ireland (8) 16. Welford Road, Leicester.

24 February 1906. Ireland (0) 6 vs Scotland (10) 13. Lansdowne Road, Dublin.

10 March 1906. Ireland (8) 11 vs Wales (3) 6. Balmoral Showgrounds, Belfast.

24 November 1906. Ireland (3) 12 vs South Africa (12) 15. Balmoral Showgrounds, Belfast.

9 February 1907. Ireland (14) 17 vs England (0) 9. Lansdowne Road, Dublin.

23 February 1907. Scotland (0) 15 vs Ireland (3) 3. Inverleith.

9 March 1907. Wales (6) 29 vs Ireland (0) 0. National Stadium, Cardiff.
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Lieutenant George Herbert McAllan

Royal Flying Corps/Royal Air Force

South African Medical Corps

Died 14 December 1918

Aged 40

Full Back

Two Caps

‘The first schoolboy to play for Ireland’

George Herbert McAllan was born on 2 February 1879 in Belfast, the son of Alexander McAllan the manager of the Provincial Bank of Ireland. Educated at Collegiate School, Monaghan and the Royal School Dungannon, he played for Dungannon and in 1896, while still a schoolboy, was selected to play for Ireland against Scotland and then against Scotland; later he also represented Ireland against Wales.

Although he played in the London Irish pre-season warm-up match at Alexander Palace in 1899, he doesn’t appear to have been selected for the first XV that season.

In February 1901 he emigrated to Johannesburg, South Africa where he joined the South African Constabulary He hadn’t been in South Africa long when he became involved in the Boer War and was wounded. In 1903 he met and married a local girl by the name of Catherine Hogate.

At the outbreak of the First World War he was gazetted as a second lieutenant in the Royal Flying Corps (February 1915) and was later promoted to lieutenant. After serving with his squadron in England he was posted to German East Africa where he transferred to the South African Medical Corps. He died at Roberts’ Heights Hospital, Pretoria, on 14 December 1918 from the effects of injuries received whilst in the Royal Air Force. He was buried in the Thaba Tshwane (old number 1) military cemetery (grave A9) in Gauteng, South Africa.

International Caps

15 February 1896. Ireland 0 vs Scotland 0. Lansdowne Road, Dublin.

14 March 1896. Ireland 8 vs Wales 4. Lansdowne Road, Dublin.
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Second Lieutenant Vincent McNamara

Royal Engineers

Died 29 November 1915

Aged 24

Scrum-half

Three Caps

‘The name of Vincent McNamara will remain the standard of all that is lovely, honourable and good’

Vincent McNamara was born on 11 April 1891 on Analore, Castle Road, Blackrock, County Cork, the son of Mr PatrickJ. and Margaret McNamara. He entered Presentation College, Cork, during the Hilary term in 1902 and in 1904 entered the Christian Brothers’ College, Cork, where he remained for seven years, leaving in October 1911 to go up to Cork University to read engineering, being awarded his degree in January 1915. McNamara played in the first XV for both his schools and college, turning out in seventy-two matches for Cork University with only fourteen of those being lost, while forty-four were won and nine drawn. Because of this it is not surprising he caught the eye of the Irish selectors who chose him to represent his country on three occasions. McNamara stood five feet eight inches tall, weighed eleven stone six pounds and was every inch the athlete.

He was commissioned in the Corps of Royal Engineers and posted to 136 Fortress Company which was in 13th Division in VIII Corps. In September 1915, at his own request, he was attached to the mining companies. He had only been serving with them a short time when he met his death on 29 November 1915. After his death his father received the following letter, which told him a little more of his gallant son’s fate:


McNamara was in charge of the mining operations on the left section (Fusiliers’ Bluff), where connection had been made with the Turkish workings underground. At one point the enemy were forcing lachrymatory gas through to us, and McNamara, at great risk, had successfully mined under them and exploded a charge. He was an officer without a sense of fear and keenly interested in the work, and, unfortunately, went down to investigate without allowing sufficient time for the gasses resulting from our countermine to disperse. He was overcome and despite the most strenuous efforts made by Lieutenant Bernard RE, and several men (all of whom were overcome by the gas in turn) to rescue him, it was impossible to reach him in time to save his life. The loss of this gallant officer was keenly regretted by all the officers and men of the company, and I would like you to convey my sympathy to his relatives.

Yours very truly, H.W. Laws, Major, RE



The letters of condolence came from both his military friends and his civilian ones.

The president of University College, Cork, wrote to Mr Patrick McNamara: ‘No more popular and more highly respectable student ever sat on the benches of this college, and it is a real personal grief to me and many others to think we shall not see him again.’

It was left to H.W Jack, the Irish stand-off, to sum-up Vincent’s personality:


‘Mackie’ was genuine to the core and noted amongst his fellows for his piety I cannot possibly forget those memorable days of our friendship, when we shared the ups and downs of a football career, in which he always bore the brunt of attack to make my way easy and to make me conspicuous.



Despite being buried on the brow of a hill with his friends standing around him his body was lost and he is commemorated on Lancashire Landing Memorial, Turkey (Panel L.9).

International Caps

14 February 1914. England (6) 17 vs Ireland (7) 12. Twickenham.

28 February 1914. Ireland (0) 6 vs Scotland (0) 0. Lansdowne Road, Dublin.

14 March 1914. Ireland (3) 3 vs Wales (3) 11. Balmoral Showgrounds, Belfast.





[image: ]

Major Robertson Stewart Smyth MD

Royal Army Medical Corps

Died 5 April 1916

Aged 36

Ireland and Great Britain

Forward

Six Caps

‘A fine doctor, a brave soldier, a compassionate man’

Major Robertson (Robbie) Stewart Smyth was born on 18 August 1879 at ‘Seaview’ in Warrenpoint, the fourth son of William and Jane Robinson Smyth. He was educated at Dungannon Royal School before going up to Trinity College Dublin to read medicine. After leaving university he became House Surgeon on the resident staff of Sir Patrick Dun’s Hospital, Dublin.

Robbie played his rugby for Dublin University’s 2nd XV with which he won the Junior League in the 1898/99 season. He became captain of the University XV in 1903/04 before going on to win three caps for Ireland in 1903 and 1904 and three caps for Britain in 1903. A great lover of the game, he also played in three games during the British Lions’ tour of South Africa. In addition, he made appearance for both the Barbarians and Wanderers.

Robbie decided to make a career in the Army and was commissioned as a lieutenant in the Royal Army Medical Corps on 31 July 1905. Later, while serving in India (190712), he was promoted to captain in 1909.

On the outbreak of war in August 1914 he was posted to France with the British Expeditionary Force. Not only a fine doctor but a first rate soldier, he was Mentioned in Despatches by Field Marshal Sir John French for ‘gallant and distinguished service in the field’. He was promoted to major on 2 December 1915. A month later he was gassed and had to be invalided home. On returning to active service he was again gassed in January 1916. This time the gassing was far worse and with Robbie still not fully recovered from the first attack he was sent to a nursing home in London. However, it quickly became clear that his fighting days were over and he relinquished his commission in February of that year. Despite a gallant fight to regain his health he died at 20 Endsleigh Gardens, London on 5 April 1916, aged thirty-six years. His remains were brought home and buried in Banbridge Municipal Cemetery

International Caps

14 February 1903. Ireland (6) 6 vs England (0) 0. Lansdowne Road, Dublin.

28 February 1903. Scotland 3 vs Ireland 0. Inverleith.

26 August 1903. South Africa (10) 10 vs Great Britain (5) 10. Wanderers Ground, Johannesburg.

5 September 1903. South Africa 0 vs Great Britain 0. Athletic Club, Kimberly.

12 September 1903. South Africa 8 vs Great Britain 0. Newlands Stadium, Cape Town.

13 February 1904. England (3) 19 vs Ireland (0) 0. Rectory Field, Blackheath.
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Major Albert Lewis Stewart DSO

Royal Irish Rifles

Died 4 October 1917

Aged 28

Centre

Three Caps

‘A most delightful companion ... impossible to replace’

Albert Lewis Stewart was born on 19 February 1889 at Belfast, the son of the late James Stewart (solicitor) and Mrs Stewart of 101 Wellesley Avenue. He was educated at the Royal Belfast Academical Institution (1902-07) and while there he was in the school’s first XV (1903-07), the first year as a full back and the following years as a centre three- quarter. He was awarded the school honour cap for the best player, 1905-06, and was vice captain of the team 1906/07. Between 1905 and 1907 he played centre three- quarter in the schools’ ‘Inter-provincial’ Ulster vs Leinster, Ulster winning on every occasion. Stewart was described as:


the outstanding back of the side. Strong and heavy, and had a useful turn of speed. Takes and gives passes well, and is a fine kicker. Makes lots of opening and can himself go through on occasion. He is equally happy in defence or attack ... Can place-kick as is evidenced by the fact that he converted 6 out of 8 tries in the Ulster Schools Cup Semi-final. Knows the game thoroughly.



During the 1906/07 season he kicked twenty-four goals.

He was, as so many Internationals seem to be, a fine all round athlete. Standing six feet two in height and weighing fourteen stone he was in his school cricket 1st XI of 1904 to 1906 and was described as a fine batsman and fielder. An excellent swimmer, he was undefeated in the school relay ‘four’ in 1905 and 1906. He was in the gymnastic team that won the junior gymnastic competition in 1904 and was also a fine runner, winning several prizes at sprint distances.

After leaving school Stewart joined the North of Ireland Football Club, playing centre three-quarter in the first XV for them between 1907 and 1914. In 1914 all matches were suspended due to the war and their time was given over to drill and preparation with almost every member of the local rugby clubs becoming members of the Ulster Volunteer Force to resist Home Rule. Stewart was awarded the NIFC Honour Cap in 1908/09 and in 1911/12 he was vice-captain. He represented Ulster on several occasions before finally being selected to play for Ireland, first as a reserve and then against France in 1913. In all he played three times for Ireland and would have received further caps (against England) had he not been a company commander with the UVF and already committed to training with them.

Stewart became a chartered accountant and at the outbreak of the war joined the 10th (South Belfast) Battalion Royal Irish Rifles, which formed part of the 36th (Ulster) Division and was commissioned second lieutenant. They trained at Newcastle, County Down, before moving to Ballykinlar Camp where they remained until May 1915. After that they moved to Seaford, Sussex, and then onto Bramshot. In the spring of 1915 he was promoted to lieutenant and was made the battalion’s Machine Gun Officer. On 1 October 1915 Stewart left for France with his battalion. He managed to survive the first day of the Somme, the blackest day in the history of the British Army with almost 60,000 casualties suffered, close to 20,000 of them being killed. Many of his friends and countrymen were not so lucky. During the heavy fighting on the Somme he was recommended for a Victoria Cross (which he never received). He was promoted to captain and appointed to command 22nd Machine Gun Company In January 1917 he was promoted to major and was again Mentioned in Despatches. In December 1917 it was announced in the London Gazette that he been awarded the DSO which, tragically, he did not live to receive.

Stewart was killed in action at Glencorse Wood, Ypres, on 4 October 1917 at the Battle of Broodseinde (Third Ypres), the last successful attack of the Battle of Passchendaele. Using the ‘bite and hold’ tactic (where the objective was limited to what could be captured and successfully held), the attacking Allied forces conducted an assault on well-entrenched German forces, and showed that it was possible to attack successfully even the stoutest German defences. Albert Stewart was twenty-eight years old and had packed much life into those few years. A fellow officer of the Royal Irish Rifles later wrote to his father:


I saw him on the night of July 1st 1916 when he came back after being over all day in the German trenches, where he had done such splendid work. He was completely worn out, as he had had a terrible time all day, but he was himself again in the morning of the 2nd.



It was for his actions on this day that he was recommended for the VC.

He is buried in Hooge Crater Cemetery, Ieper, West-Vlaanderen, Belgium (Grave VII, E.14).

International Caps

8 March 1913. Wales (8) 16 vs Ireland (8) 13. St Helen’s, Swansea.

24 March 1913. Ireland (8) 24 vs France (0) 0. Mardyke, Cork.

1 January 1914. France (3) 6 vs Ireland (0) 8. Parc des Princes.
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Captain Alfred Squire Taylor

Royal Army Medical Corps

Died 31 July 1917

Aged 28

Centre

Four Caps

‘His death will be mourned by hundreds’

Alfred Squire Taylor was born on 6 July 1889 in Belfast, the son of the Reverend David A. Taylor DD, of Eastbourne, Windsor Avenue North, Belfast. Educated at Campbell College, Belfast between 1902 and 1907 and at Edinburgh University where he graduated MB BCh in 1914, he won the Honour cap for rugby at school in 1906/07 and at cricket in 1905, also being captain of the XI in 1906. While at Edinburgh University he captained the XV in 1911/12, having played for the university between 1909 and 1911. He played for Ulster and was selected to play for his country on four occasions at centre three-quarter. It was said that, as a player, ‘his attack was better than his defence he had plenty of pace and was a fine kicker’.

He was also a fine golfer and played for Malone Golf Club.

He enlisted into the Royal Army Medical Corps in October 1914 and was sent to France in 1915 and then, in 1916, transferred to Mesopotamia. However, he was taken ill and had to be invalided home. After recovering he returned to France in 1917, attached to the Highland Light Infantry in Ypres. He was killed on the first day of The Third Battle of Ypres, 31 July 1917, while dressing the wounds of a fellow officer. A shell fell close to him and killed both Taylor and his patient.

Colonel Pollock of the RAMC wrote of him, ‘He was one of the best medical officers, a very gallant officer and a good friend. His death is a great loss to the division.’

The CO of the HLI wrote in a similar vein:


I cannot speak too highly of his work on that morning before he was killed. He had a very keen sense of duty, which he always performed so well. I personally had a great liking for him: he was always cheery under all circumstances.



He is buried in Ypres Town Cemetery Extension (ref III, B 21), Flanders, Belgium and is also commemorated on the Comber Memorial, County Down.

International Caps

12 February 1910. England (0) 0 vs Ireland (0) 0. Twickenham.

26 February 1910. Ireland (0) vs Scotland (3) 14. Balmoral Showgrounds, Belfast.

12 March 1910. Ireland (3) 3 vs Wales (3) 19. Lansdowne Road, Dublin.

1 January 1912. France (6) 6 vs Ireland (11) 11. Parc des Princes.
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Extracted from chapter five of Conscientious Objectors of the First World War, we read here first hand accounts of resistance and punishment, and details of the objectors who were sentenced to death.



Chapter 5

Handed Over to the Army

‘I was a Conscientious Objector and wouldn’t be a soldier’

Fred Murfin

Around 8,000 conscientious objectors found themselves in the army for one or more periods of time. There were 2,500 conscientious objectors who had their applications for exemption turned down completely and were sent into combatant units. About 1,200 refused to attend tribunals; most were tracked down and again placed in combatant units. In addition, tribunals directed about 5,000 objectors into non-combatant service, some 3,400 being enlisted in the NCC.

Put into the army unwillingly, thousands of conscientious objectors refused to accept military discipline, something that Asquith and his Cabinet had not really expected. They had probably assumed that once tribunals had made their decisions, objectors would accept their lot and go quietly. After all, under the Military Service Act, any eligible man who had not been exempted was ‘deemed’ to have been enlisted and was therefore already a soldier - in the eyes of the law. For conscientious objectors however this was not the case: whether placed in combatant or non-combatant units most refused to accept military status and orders. They saw themselves as civilians and were not prepared to accept the military: it would have completely contradicted their beliefs. As a result, commanding officers up and down the country were frequently baffled and confused by courteous but determined men who stood in front of them refusing to accept military discipline.

The consequences of resistance could be and frequently were dire: while in some units commanding officers attempted to persuade conscientious objectors to accept the military, in others army officers used extreme brutality and intimidation to try and get objectors to become soldiers. What surprised both army and government was just how far COs would take their resistance. Before conscription had been in place for more than three or four months, it became clear that COs were even prepared to die for their principles.

Being handed over

Any CO who did not receive absolute exemption or exemption conditional on doing civilian work would in due course receive call-up papers. Some COs accepted call-up and went into a unit, reserving their resistance until such time as they were actually in the unit. Most ignored their call-up papers when they arrived. In due course they were arrested, fined and handed over to the army.

Mark Hayler was a Quaker and came from a long line of activists, his paternal grandfather having been a Chartist. When war began he was working with young boys in a reform school in Liverpool and he wrote to Lord Derby explaining that he could not be counted on to fight. He later used the letter as evidence at his tribunal. Hayler considered going into the Red Cross or the RAMC but felt that he would only be ‘patching people up’ to send them back to fight, something he was not prepared to do. He linked up with other pacifists and they thought about hiding away in Scotland but in the event the plans did not materialise and he appeared before a tribunal in Liverpool, which refused him exemption. When he returned to the school, his employer asked him not to be arrested on the school premises, as so many of the boys had been through the police courts.

Hayler cycled to his parents’ house in London, where the police came to arrest him on Good Friday. He was working on a map of the world for Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopedia: ‘I hadn’t quite finished. I noticed a policeman coming up the path ... My feeling was that I mustn’t put the policeman in a difficult position. He had his job to do. I said to him, “Let me finish this map and I’ll come down to the station.” But he had orders to arrest me. I went down to the station with him.’ He stayed in a police cell overnight where he said they were ‘very decent’ and next morning was taken to Croydon town hall, which to his astonishment was packed with fifty or sixty supporters, most of them Quakers. Following his case, he was escorted to Kingston Barracks, where he was put in the guardroom. At that point he was the only CO in the guardroom, though others began arriving soon afterwards.

Interviewed by the IWM in 1974, Hayler described how no one knew what to do with them: ‘It was disturbing for the sergeant because we claimed we were civilians. It was too new, it had never happened before; they didn’t tumble to it for some weeks ... We were a nuisance.’ He refused to obey orders, was court-martialled and sent to Wandsworth where he served his first prison term. Following his release, he was sent back to barracks, where despite being bullied, he refused orders and was kept isolated in a tent, guarded by two soldiers, being fed scrapings from other meals. At his court martial he said: ‘For refusing to be a soldier I am told I may have to forfeit my life . I thought the days of religious persecution were over and that an Englishman could hold and express his convictions.’

Non-Combatant Corps

In March 1916 the NCC was set up as a special unit within the army. Dubbed the No-Courage Corps by the popular press, the unit was, as its name suggests, a non-combatant unit and according to a statement from the War Office, reported in The Times of 13 March 1916, was formed ‘for conscientious objectors’. Apart from the officers, who were from the regular army, most of the men in the NCC were COs, who were given the rank of army privates. They were subject to army rules and discipline, which involved saluting, drilling and wearing a khaki uniform but were not expected to handle weapons or engage in fighting, According to the War Office, they were to be employed on ‘the repair of roads and railways, sanitation, the provision of huts and baths for soldiers coming out of the trenches, and the manufacture and provision of many necessaries of life’. According to The Times, the formation of the NCC, which they described as the ‘pick and shovel brigade’, was greeted with relief by men already serving in other non- combatant units, namely the Royal Medical Army Corps (RAMC), who were not anxious to welcome conscientious objectors as comrades.

The government and tribunals saw the NCC as the obvious solution for men who for reasons of conscience were not prepared to engage in killing. They would not have to fight but they could do useful work in the military. According to a statement by Mr Harold Tennant, Under Secretary for War, putting COs in the NCC might also release men from non-combatant duties who would fight. The N-CF opposed the NCC from the very start, saying in the Tribunal that Tennant’s statement ‘bears out the contention that by undertaking non-combatant service a conscientious objector would therefore be assisting in the prosecution of the war and directly releasing others to do that which he feels it is not right for him to perform himself’. The N-CF’s opposition to the NCC also extended to the RAMC, which they considered also to be part of ‘the military machine, its primary function being to maintain the efficiency of the fighting forces, and re-equip the wounded for further fighting’, a view that the RAMC vehemently rejected. Either way, the N-CF stated that ‘the Government should understand that the men for whom we speak, can, under no circumstances, become part of this corps, which we observe will be under the control of the War Office and in every sense part of the military machine’.

How far a conscientious objector took his stand was always an individual decision. Some COs who were profoundly opposed to killing were prepared to carry out non-combatant duties and said so when applying for exemption. Alfred Evans was a conscientious objector but on humanitarian grounds was willing to serve in the RAMC and was granted exemption from combat service, conditional on doing so. However, things did not turn out as he had hoped. On 25 April 1916 he reported to a recruiting office in Ealing Broadway but when he presented his certificate of exemption to a lieutenant, it was torn up and he was told that he was to be enlisted in the NCC. Evans refused to sign the official paper, the guard was called and he was taken under military escort to Hounslow Barracks. Subsequently, he was sent to Harwich Redoubt.

Horace Eaton thought long and hard about how far to take his objection. When the war began, ‘the question often occurred to my mind as to whether I could not do something for the wounded and suffering. So I took up a course of training in the St John’s Ambulance and attempted to join the RAMC through the recruiting office at Bradford, but without success - seeing I had not passed an examination.’ Eaton’s tribunal gave him exemption from combatant duties; he asked to be allowed to join the FAU but this was turned down:


A non-combatant corps had been formed by the military authorities for conscientious objectors. It was understood at first their duties would be to bury the dead on the battlefields and other unpleasant tasks in the trenches. So here was another big problem! Should I refuse all service to the country in which I had been brought up and thus be sent to prison - or should I undertake non-combatant duties! For over a fortnight I pondered over the matter but could not definitely decide which was the right path ... Much of my time was spent outdoors as I was liable to arrest any day as an absentee. I seemed to be led to the conclusion that the right way was to undertake any service I could conscientiously perform, which would not take life or assist to take the life of another. So accordingly I called at the Bradford Recruiting Office on Friday June 16, 1916.



Eaton spent his first night away in a ‘tram-shed called a barracks’. He tried to sleep on the rough blankets and bed boards provided - a massive change from his own comfortable bed - and noticed that the barracks were full of young men, whom he said looked as if ‘they had been released from some chains - whereas if they had only realised it they had entered into a kind of slavery’.

After a medical examination and trying on his uniform, Eaton with the rest of his unit was sent to Richmond Castle, North Yorkshire, which served as an NCC base. John Brocklesby was also posted there. At Richmond Castle, COs worked alongside regular soldiers, building stables for army horses, preparing fields for landing strips, moving supplies and organising accommodation for soldiers. Other NCC units were sent to camps elsewhere in England and France. The work was hard and there were times when it clashed with COs’ principles. As Eaton described: ‘One day a part of our company were sent to the railway station to unload a railway van for another company of soldiers. They moved almost everything except some rifles and ammunition and these they refused to handle. Regular soldiers had to be called upon to finish the work.’ A similar situation occurred with an NCC unit in Newhaven. The men refused to load munitions and were, as a result, court-martialled and thirty-eight men were sentenced to six months imprisonment with hard labour. Describing this situation, Eaton commented: ‘This for obeying conscience! Oh Christian (?) England, the home of the free?’

Being in non-combatant units also meant COs were witness to sights that confirmed their anti-war principles. Eaton and Fred Murfin both commented on seeing soldiers undertaking bayonet practice and throwing mock bombs. For Eaton, ‘the practice of bayonet fighting alone is utterly detestable and disgusting. The young fellows I have seen being trained in this way - or most of them - were evidently shocked or sickened ... They had generally to be cursed or bullied into it ...’. Murfin, who was sent into a non-combatant unit at Seaford, wrote in his account that ‘I heard of one young man who couldn’t do this bayonet practice - he was vomiting so badly ... everyone should see this disgusting practice’.

Resistance

Some COs were prepared to accept non-combatant service but there were many others who were not: they objected to all forms of military service, whether combatant or non-combatant and were determined to resist. Similarly, COs were also resisting in combatants units. Resistance meant disobeying orders and punishments were severe.

On arrival newcomers had to sign documents for pay and equipment, put on a uniform or go for a medical examination. For Howard Marten, resistance over dress was undignified:


After I had been rejected by the tribunals, I was committed to a magistrate’s court to await a military escort . I was handed over to a military escort and taken to Mill Hill Barracks. Then the first thing you had to face was putting on a uniform . you either had to accept uniform and take it or you had to sit on or lay on the floor and kick. Well, I wasn’t prepared to do undignified things. I said to the NCOs in charge, ‘Look here. I suppose you’ve got orders to dress me forcibly. I have no objection to putting on a uniform but it won’t alter my attitude’. And I compromised in that way.



Fred Murfin’s first tribunal directed him into non-combatant service and he took his case to appeal. At the appeal tribunal, the military representative asked him if he would kill wild beasts, to which Murfin replied: ‘The Germans are not wild beasts, sir!’ Once again non- combatant orders were confirmed and Murfin waited to be arrested. On 21 May 1916 his landlord told him that the police had come to his lodgings. The police returned and gave him a few days to present himself at the police station. He returned to work, wrote to his parents to tell them what was happening, and said goodbye to Quaker friends, who promised to support him. On 25 May he reported to the police station and was put into an unlocked cell. That evening other COs were brought into the cells, including Stuart Beavis and Alfred Taylor. Beavis and Murfin were to spend the next three years together in prison.

Murfin and the others appeared at the magistrate court, where they were charged as ‘deserters from the army’ and were fined. Refusing to pay, the men were taken under military escort to Mill Hill Recruiting Station, where they were told to strip for a medical examination. Failure to do so would result in their clothes being torn off them. Murfin did strip but ‘was as unhelpful as I knew how to be. I kept my feet on the ground when weighed, told the eye doctor I couldn’t help him and the heart doctor the same thing, telling each that I was a Conscientious Objector and wouldn’t be a soldier.’ Soon afterwards they were taken to the stores to be given their uniforms:


Kit bags were put round our necks. I refused to give the size of anything and the men had to guess ... All the things were piled into the bag ... As I wouldn’t carry the thing, the bag was hung round my neck; then one man on either side and one behind ran me to the another department, pressing on the bag and nearly strangling me.



Apparently, Murfin’s throat still hurt nearly forty-five years later. Next came the putting on of the uniform: ‘The officer said, “Now my lads, we want you to put khaki on.” We all refused, I think, and we each had a soldier to undress and dress us. My attendant suggested that, as my feet smelled so badly, I’d better see to my own socks! I did, and we both enjoyed the joke.’ Murfin thought that the soldier was a ‘nice fellow’ and commented that, as a rule, if officers were decent, so too were the men, something that other COs would have agreed with.

From Mill Hill Murfin and the other COs were taken by train to Seaford Camp, where they were met by an officer who told them they had very few problems with non-combatant men and that if they fell in with the rest, they would start with a clean sheet, to which Murfin and the others replied: ‘We will refuse to obey all military orders on conscientious grounds’.

Brutal punishments

COs who refused military orders were frequently bullied, intimidated, forcibly dressed, beaten and brutalised as the army attempted to break their resistance. Eventually, refusal to obey orders led to court martial and a prison sentence.

George Dutch was a Quaker and a socialist. In 1915 he set up a Tunbridge branch of the N-CF. After serving one prison sentence, he was posted to Maxton Camp, near Dover:


The major was very unpleasant, hectoring. ‘Well,’ he said when he’d read my statement, ‘all I can say is that in my opinion conscientious objection is just another name for cowardice’ - very insulting and unpleasant ... Then he said, ‘Take him away! Take him away and don’t put a rag on him, he’s got to dress himself [in army uniform].’ And of course the NCOs did as they were told. I was taken back, and they stripped me of my own clothing and put the uniform down beside me and said, ‘Now you’ve got to put it on.’ I said, ‘I will not put it on.’ They said, ‘All right, you’ve got to sit there.’ I sat there.



After a day or two the tent that Dutch was in was taken up and put right on top of the cliff overlooking the sea:


This was in November and it was pretty cold, misty weather. My uniform was put beside me again by the tent pole, and, just to make things worse than ever, they rolled the tent walls up so that the wind came right into the tent ... and I could just sit there and freeze, which I did. The orders were that no one was to come near me until I dressed and came down. Well I didn’t dress and didn’t go down. I stayed there . I think it must have been at least ten days - and nights - in just my singlet and pants . I was frozen right through with exposure. So frozen that I didn’t feel a lot, I was just insensitive, I just sat there and set my teeth to stick whatever came.



Interestingly, Dutch’s first encounter at Maxton had been with an elderly colonel who was very friendly and said he felt he could not send Dutch back to prison again. He had tried to persuade Dutch to enter a non-combatant battalion and said he would personally try and find him some work that was not fighting. On Dutch refusing the offer, the colonel, not knowing what to do with him, sent him home. Dutch was subsequently arrested and on return to Maxton found himself in front of the ‘hectoring’ major, who was highly unpopular with the soldiers.

Another CO, Horace Twilley, who refused all military orders was first placed on remand, then sentenced to twenty-eight days’ field punishment, which he was told by a sergeant would break his spirit. Twilley refused orderly duties, which were part of the punishment and was placed in irons for 2 hours. The following morning he was:


fetched out forcibly and rushed to the parade ground. Hauled around for an hour by one soldier after another, until exhausted - scores of soldiers laughing at me. Afternoon, again dragged out of room and dragged with other conscientious objectors round the parade ground. One burley Sergeant caught me by collar and in the small of the back and propelled me thus for about a hundred yards ... I was put in irons for two hours, and am told this will be done every one of the 28 days ‘to tame me’ ...




‘They can have my body, my mind I will destroy rather than allow the military cult to take it. I was flooded for weeks in my cell with water, two buckets of creosol were thrown in, and I was gassed. I was naked for several days and nights in chains.’

J.B. Saunders, sentenced to hard labour and punished for refusing orders, Alexandria, Egypt; account printed in the Tribunal, 20 September 1917



Despite the brutality, COs continued to resist. Punishments became so harsh they could best be described as torture. At Harwich Redoubt, a fortress that had been built to house French prisoners during the Napoleonic Wars, COs who refused orders were strapped into straitjackets, and made to stand in hot sun for hours on end. Others, such as Harry Stanton, were placed in punishment cells, overrun with rats and kept on bread and water or even no food at all. There were three cells, built into a hill; the only light that reached the second cell came from a filthy window. The cells were freezing cold; floorboards were rotten and moisture trickled down the walls. Harry Stanton was placed in the second cell; by standing on tiptoe under the window, he was able to read for a short time each day. He was kept without food for three days.

There were many instances of barbaric cruelty meted out to conscientious objectors ‘deemed’ to be soldiers in the army. One, which was highlighted in the press, concerned a conscientious objector called James Brightmore, a solicitor’s clerk from Manchester. Refused exemption, he was imprisoned for eight months then in June 1917 was posted to an army unit in Cleethorpes. There he was sentenced to twenty-eight days’ solitary confinement in an uncovered pit 3ft wide at its top and about 10-12ft deep. At its bottom the pit was so full of water that Brightmore had to stand on two strips of wood just above the water line. In a letter home, that he said might be his last, he wrote: ‘There is no room to walk about, and sitting is impossible. The sun beats down and through the long day there are only the walls of clay to look at. Already I am half mad.’ A friendly soldier smuggled his letter out of the camp and described how all Brightmore had in the pit was a blanket or two and an oil sheet for cover. Constantly sworn at and abused, it was useless for Brightmore to complain because orders had been given that no one should listen to him. To add to his torture, Brightmore was told, and believed, that five of his friends had been taken to France and shot and that he too would be sent to France with the next draft. An account of Brightmore’s treatment was published in the Manchester Guardian on 30 June 1917. Soon after, Brightmore was taken out of the pit, which was filled in and attempts were made to conceal the incident. Subsequently, the major responsible was dismissed.

Another case was that of a conscientious objector named Jack Gray at Hornsea Camp. Gray had already served a prison term and following this was sent back into the army - the so-called ‘cat and mouse treatment’ whereby COs were court-martialled, imprisoned, released, court-martialled, imprisoned and so on. Refusing to salute an officer, a live Mills bomb was thrown at his feet. Bravely, Gray refused to throw the bomb when ordered to do so. Continuing to disobey all military orders, Gray was beaten and sworn at by the company major, who ordered him to carry a pack filled with stones on a forced march. He was also stripped naked, had a rope tied around his abdomen and was then thrown into a filthy pond eight or nine times, each time being dragged out by the rope. Apparently the squad who were told to ‘break him in’ finally refused to continue torturing him but Gray, by now completely broken, abandoned his resistance.

Many individual COs recorded the treatment they experienced; others such as Quaker John Graham noted instances they heard about, either from letters, scribbled notes or word or mouth so that today the evidence of brutality towards COs in the army is well documented. Horace Eaton, in Richmond Castle, made careful notes of incidences of brutality that he observed, later compiling those and his own story into his memoirs. Writing about the abuse at Richmond Castle, he said: ‘I had not quite the attitude as these young fellows, yet I admired their courageous stand, and attitude towards the bullying methods of militarism. The methods adopted to try and make these young fellows into non-combatants or soldiers often made one’s blood boil with indignation ...’ In his writings he notes that one young CO, S. Cooper of Leeds, had actually gone insane because of the treatment he received. In fact, thirty-one COs eventually went insane because of brutality either in the army or prison. Compared with the thousands who died and suffered in the trenches, the number may seem insignificant but COs who went insane did so because they were brutalised simply because they refused to kill. As Horace Eaton commented: ‘We hear talk of Prussian militarism and all its inhuman treatment - but it appeared to me that all militarism was pretty much the same.’

Sentenced to death

In May and June 1916 the army took punishment and intimidation to an even more extreme level when it sent a number of conscientious objectors over to France and sentenced them to death. The aim was both to make an example of them and to intimidate others into submission. As Quaker, journalist and CO Hubert Peet described it, this ‘marked the crest of the wave in the efforts of the military authorities to break the [CO] movement’. The whole operation was carried out in secret, probably without the knowledge of the government, and had it not been for quick thinking, which enabled information to reach the N-CF, the men might have been shot.

In all fifty conscientious objectors, most of them in punishment cells for refusing military orders, were taken to France from Britain. They were sent in three separate groups. The first to go were seventeen COs from the Harwich Redoubt. They included Alfred Evans and Harry Stanton, who had been placed in the freezing, damp and dark cells. According to Stanton’s account, on Saturday 6 May he and others were taken before a Colonel Croft:


it was clear from the faces of the men who preceded me that something serious had happened. When my turn came I found the Colonel surrounded by a large group of officers of lesser rank. ‘I am sorry to tell you,’ he said slowly, ‘that I am instructed by the War Office to cancel the order for your district court martial, and to send you to France with the 2nd Company of the Eastern Non-Combatant Corps.’ The news came as a shock, though the decision was not entirely unexpected. Our guards had repeatedly told us that we should ’soon be pushing the daisies up’.



The men were told they would be taken in irons to France where they would be put under ‘active service conditions’ and if they continued to resist military orders would be shot. They were told to take their pay and make their wills; all seventeen COs refused. The men were then moved from Harwich during the night, taken across London and then to Southampton where a boat was waiting.

At much the same time another group of sixteen conscientious objectors from Richmond Castle in Yorkshire were also being moved. One of them was John Brocklesby.

Following an appeal tribunal, Brocklesby had been directed into non-combatant service. He and one of his two brothers were playing billiards when the police arrived to arrest him. His father persuaded the police to leave him overnight and the next morning he walked into Conisborough police station. He appeared at Doncaster magistrate court and was remanded in custody to await a military escort. He spent most of the day in a cell - a Mrs Holland, caretaker of the Doncaster Friends Meeting House, sent in some food - and was then taken by military escort to Pontefract Barracks and placed in the guardroom. For Brocklesby his first night ‘in the army’ was the most uncomfortable night of his life. There were thirty men in a room designed for fifteen, with five broad-hinged shelves on the wall that provided a sleeping space for three men. Those who could not get a shelf slept on the floor. The stench of humanity and drunks combined with the ‘crowning stench of a filthy latrine in the corner of which the drain was choked and urine was seeping across the floor’. Bert knew that his sufferings were as nothing compared to the sufferings of millions caused by ‘this cursed war’ but, coming from a comfortable home, the experience was a shock. The following day he was sent to join the NCC unit at Richmond Castle, where he immediately began to refuse orders and was sentenced to three days’ solitary confinement on bread and water. A hole in his cell wall enabled him to communicate and play a game of chess with a fellow CO, Norman Gaudie. A few days later, he and the other COs were on their way to France.



An amusing incident

John Brocklesby was a big man, something that caused an ‘amusing incident’ when he was at Richmond Castle:


the captain decided that all the resisters should do drill. I determined to be strictly passive. We were put in our places along with the other NCC men and Sergeant Foster was allotted to make me do the drill. The captain himself gave the orders. For the arm exercises Foster shot my arms in and out. When we came to ‘double knee bend’ the squad sank earthward and left us prominently erect. The captain shouted to Foster, ‘If he won’t go down, shove him down.’ Quite unresisting down I went and lay passively on the floor, thinking to myself, ‘They shoved me down, they can hoist me up also.’ As the squad rose, Foster hoisted me up by the pants. Then he gasped, ‘I’ll have a go at one of those little chaps,’ and left. The captain soon decided it was useless and had us marched back to our cells feeling we had won that hurdle.





According to Brocklesby, when the information came through that they were to be moved to France, eight of the group were in the guardroom, eight were in the cells. When the guard came to turn the men out from the guardroom, the COs resisted, clinging to chairs, tables and doorframes. As a result they were badly manhandled. Brocklesby went to see the captain and said he would sort it out:


I said, ‘Look here, chaps, it’s no good offering resistance to these orders. If you use force to resist, I can tell you the Army knows all about force and you don’t stand any chance. We must rely on spiritual force. For my part, they can take me where they will, even into the front line trenches, but they will never get me to raise my hand against my fellow man.’



The COs stopped resisting and were taken to Southampton, where they were joined by a third group of COs from Seaford Camp. According to Brocklesby, the men from Seaford ‘carried marks of rough treatment’.

Fred Murfin was one of the Seaford group. While at Seaford, evidence had been taken for Murfin’s court martial and in his account ‘Prisoners for Peace’, he mentions that the lieutenant who took his particulars only had one arm:


He was very abusive and told me that he had lost his arm defending me. I replied: ‘You lost your arm whilst you were trying to destroy someone else.’ This made him mad. He kept calling me Private Murfin. I said I wasn’t a Private. He said I was. We repeated this a few times, then I said: ‘You may think I am but I am not a private. I am a prisoner’.



A day later an officer came to tell Murfin and the others that they were being sent to France and would they go willingly or in handcuffs. They refused; their hands were handcuffed behind their backs and they were marched to the station. One of their number, Stuart Beavis refused to walk, sat down and was manhandled to his feet, his glasses being broken in the process. Eventually, they too arrived at Southampton. Asking to see the officer in command before they boarded the ship, they repeated their protest, stating that they were religious objectors to all warfare and ‘we shall refuse to obey all military orders and shall only move under escort. We are prisoners, not soldiers.’

None of the COs was given the opportunity to inform friends and family that they were being shipped out to France. Happily, however, somebody on the train, which was taking the Harwich group across London, managed to write and throw a note out of the train, telling whoever read it that COs were being taken to France. With this information the N-CF and Quaker groups swung into action. On 9 May Professor Gilbert Murray, regis professor of Greek at Oxford University, who advocated a more humane treatment of conscientious objectors, dashed to the House of Commons and managed to see Lord Derby, who confirmed that the objectors would be shot. According to his own account, Murray managed to see Asquith, who was apparently appalled by the situation and immediately sent a telegram to the Commander-in-Chief saying that no death sentences were to be carried out without Cabinet approval.

By the time the N-CF knew what was happening, the Harwich group had arrived at what was known as Cinder City Camp in Le Havre. Knowing that the consequence of refusing orders would be severe, they nevertheless started resistance and what Hubert Peet describes as ‘an extraordinary scene’ took place. They were sent out onto a vast parade ground containing about 1,000 soldiers lined up before 30 officers. The COs were bundled into their places in various groups and the parade was then ordered to ’shun, right turn, quick march’. Not a single conscientious objector moved. According to Alfred Evans:


There was a lot of shouting, movement among the officers and the NCOs as the mass of the men nearly reached the edge of the parade ground and small parties were sent back and we were dragged off. But for a short time it must have been an amazing sight to see this small group of us scattered motionless over the huge parade ground.



Hubert Peet writing about the event commented proudly that ‘dotted around the parade ground were 17 conscientious objectors still in their original positions. And in their original positions in every sense they stood to the end, the bulwark of the movement, tested and not found wanting.’

Over the next few days, the objectors were beaten, bullied and manhandled. The army used every method to try and break their resistance, threatening the death sentence and even, Brocklesby remembered, telling some of the COs who arrived after the Harwich group that their comrades had already been shot. As the situation intensified, some of the Harwich group were moved to a Field Punishment Unit at Harfleur and given twenty-eight days’ field punishment.

Field Punishment No. 1 was the most brutal punishment in the army. It involved strapping a man with chains, ropes or leather straps to a rigid object such as a post, wheel or fence, and stretching out his arms in the shape of a crucifix. Tied tightly, the man was unable to move and was left in this position for 2 hours, daily for three days. Following a break the sequence began again for another three days until the twenty-eight days had been completed. The punishment was legal and was applied to ordinary soldiers not just COs. Harry Stanton, who kept a detailed diary, described his first experience of the punishment:


We were placed with our backs to the posts and arms outstretched. Our ankles were then tied together and our arms tied tightly at the wrists to the cross-beams. We were to remain in this position for two hours. For those of us who were of average height the strain upon our arms were just bearable, though our wrists quickly became numbed, but for those who were shorter, the punishment was painful in the extreme, since they were forced to stand entirely on their toes to relieve their arms of the dead weight of the body.



The following evening, the same punishment took place but with a difference - this time the men were tied to barbed wire:


We were placed with our faces to the barbed wire of the inner fence. As the ropes with which we were tied fastened round the barbed wire instead of the usual thick posts, it was possible to tie them much more tightly, and I found myself drawn so closely to the fence that when I wished to turn my head I had to do so very cautiously to avoid my face being torn by the barbs.



Despite the brutality, COs felt they ‘had no special cause to complain that we ... were treated in this way - we were exceptional cases, and militarism was making a special effort to break us in. The shamefulness of the system lies in the fact that the ordinary soldier is liable to such punishment for the merest trivial offence.’

From Harfleur the group were taken to Henriville Camp, outside Boulogne; from there they were told they would be taken to the front line and shot. According to Harry Stanton, the soldier who told him this was highly indignant, saying that he would rather shoot the officer who gave the order than shoot the resisters. He told Stanton that he came out to France to shoot Germans, not to murder Englishmen.

It might seem strange but many COs encountered kindness from ordinary soldiers. On one occasion, a soldier sent his dinner to Alfred Evans with his compliments. Alfred Evans never discovered the identity of his benefactor but hoped he had survived the war. A captain of the Irish Guards added his own money to the COs’ meagre funds so they could buy food from the canteen and there were other instances where the courage and determination of the COs clearly won the respect of some of the regular army.

Punishment continued at Boulogne as the seventeen Harwich resisters were handcuffed and placed in a dark underground wooden cage, about 12ft square. There was one latrine bucket for seventeen men, who had to help each other to pull down trousers when they needed to use it. Their rations were restricted to four hard biscuits and 8oz of bully beef a day with heavily chlorinated water to drink. Despite this treatment, the resisters continued their protests, according to Howard Marten remaining determined but civil.


Fenner Brockway was not among the men who were sent to France but he says that he rarely encountered ill-will from soldiers: ‘The soldiers, particularly those who had been to the front, sympathised and often regarded us as “bloody heroes” for defying the “brass hats” ... On our side, we never regarded the soldiers as enemies. We regarded them as victims of Conscription and War, no less than ourselves - indeed, much more than ourselves.’



By now the other groups had arrived and managed to get news of their whereabouts back to Britain. To do so, Brocklesby used a field postcard issued to ordinary soldiers, on which were printed standard sentences:


Two of these, which I well remember, might have been specially designed for my needs.

(a)	I am being sent to base.

(b)	I have not heard from you for a long time.

I crossed off the last three letters of ‘base’ and everything in the second line but the second and third letters of ‘you’ and the word ‘long’. I made my cancellings look as haphazard as possible but thought it looked blatantly clear. Yet it evaded the overworked censor and told the folk at home: ‘I am being sent to b . ou . long’



By now questions were being asked about the men in the House of Commons and information was being passed to influential people. A deputation of Free Church ministers obtained a meeting with Lord Kitchener and the Joint Advisory Council sent Hubert Peet and Dr F.B. Meyer to France, with the approval of the War Office.

Peet and Meyer arrived to hear that the COs had been warned that continued disobedience would result in the death sentence. According to Peet:


A personally conducted tour at the hands of the War Office meant that we were only able to see what the authorities wanted us to see ... I was allowed no communication with the men, although ... I was allowed to shake hands with four I knew personally. Dr Meyer was allowed to speak briefly to the prisoners in the presence of the Commandant .



The COs were court-martialled on the 10, 12 and 13 June. All men were tried by the Field General Court Martial, which had the power to issue the death penalty. A couple of days before his court martial Alfred Evans was approached by an army captain who told him that his papers were marked with ‘death’ in red and asked him whether Evans intended to go on with his protest. Evans replied that ‘men are dying in the trenches for the things that they believe in and I wouldn’t be less than them’. To Evan’s astonishment, the captain stepped back, saluted him and shook his hand.

Knowing of the probability of the death sentence, Brocklesby had asked a fellow CO, a Jehovah’s Witness named Leonard Renton, how far he was prepared to go. ‘“To the last ditch,” said he and one by one they all said the same. It was the most thrilling experience of my life.’ Stuart Beavis expressed much the same sentiments in a letter smuggled out to his mother in which he wrote: ‘We have been warned to-day that we are now within the war zone, and the military authorities have absolute power, and disobedience may be followed by very severe penalties and very possibly the death penalty . Do not be downhearted if the worst comes to the worst; many have died cheerfully for a worse cause.’

On 15 June the first four COs - Howard Marten, H.W. Scullard, J.R. Ring and J. Foister - were taken out onto the parade ground to hear their sentences. Interviewed by the IWM, Howard Marten later described what happened:


There was a big concourse of men, mostly of the Non-Combatant Corps and the labour battalions, lined up in an immense square. We were taken to one side of it, and then under escort taken out one by one to the middle of the square. I was the first of them and until my verdict was known, nobody knew exactly what was going to happen. Then an officer in charge of the proceedings read out the various crimes and misdemeanours: refusing to obey a lawful command, disobedience at Boulogne and so on ... then, ‘The sentence of the court is to suffer death by being shot.’ Then there was a suitable pause. And one thought ‘Well that’s that.’ And then ... ‘Confirmed by the Commander in Chief.’ That’s double sealed it now. Then another long pause, ‘But subsequently commuted to penal servitude for ten years.’ And that was that .



Brocklesby, Murfin and others were waiting to hear what was happening, when a corporal rushed in saying that four COs from Field Punishment Barracks had been sentenced to death, commuted to ten years. Subsequently, Brocklesby, Murfin and various other COs were taken through the same procedure, with the same results.

In all thirty-five of the fifty conscientious objectors were marched out onto the parade ground, sentenced to death and then informed the sentence was commuted to ten years’ penal servitude. Writing about his experience, one conscientious objector said:


As I stood listening to the sentences of the rest of our party, the feeling of joy and triumph surged up within me, and I felt proud to have the privilege of being one of that small company of C.O.s testifying to a truth which the world as yet had not grasped, but which it would one day treasure as a most precious inheritance.




COs sentenced to death

Thirty-five conscientious objectors were sentenced to death in France in 1916. The sentence was commuted to ten years’ hard labour. The men were: Cornelius Barritt; Stuart Beavis; Bernard Bonner; H.F. Brewster; John (Bert) Brocklesby; Clifford Cartwright; E.C. Cryer; Alfred Evans; Jack Foster; W.T. Frear; Norman Gaudie; Clarence Hall; Stafford Hall; Geoffrey Hicks; Rowland Jackson; P.B. Jordan; Herbert Law; William Law; R.A. Lown; Howard Marten; Alfred Martlew; Frederick Murfin; Alfred Myers; Adam Priestly; Leonard Renton; Oscar Ricketts; John Ring; John Routledge; Harry Scullard; Herbert Senior; Ernest Spencer; Harold Stanton. Alfred Tayler; Edwin Walker; A.F. Walling.



News of the death sentences, albeit commuted to long prison sentences, caused some outrage in Britain. It did not gain support from the British public - the Battle of the Somme with its horrendous casualties was imminent and few had sympathy for COs - but it proved once and for all not just that the army could not break their resistance but also that objectors would have died for their principles.


‘We will not cease’

New Zealand introduced conscription in 1916 with extremely limited provision for conscientious objection. Nevertheless, there were COs who were prepared to brave brutality and imprisonment to maintain their stand. In July 1917 a group of fourteen New Zealand conscientious objectors was sent to Britain on board the troopship Waitomata. Among them were Mark Briggs, Archibald Baxter and his brothers Alexander and John. The New Zealand authorities were determined to break the fourteen men who were considered to be particularly recalcitrant. The men experienced extreme brutality, which began as they boarded the ship, Briggs and others being dragged up the gangplank for refusing to walk. Once on board the men were stripped, placed in uniform and confined. The journey lasted three weeks and there was no provision for seasickness. When the men refused uniforms, they were stripped naked and left on deck in front of other passengers. Arriving at Sling Camp in Britain, they continued to refuse orders and were placed in solitary confinement. In October 1917 a group, including Baxter and Briggs, was sent to Etaples in France, subjected to repeated sentences of Field Punishment No. 1 and then forced into the trenches. All of them were continuously beaten and denied food; some, among them Baxter and Briggs, were dragged by ropes through water and over duckboards, nails scratching their skin, to force them into the front line. Baxter was placed on his own in an area that was constantly shelled. In the face of such appalling treatment, most of the men gave up their resistance but Baxter and Briggs held out to the end. In 1939 Baxter wrote an account of his experiences, Wo Will Nst Cease.



Soon after sentencing the objectors, or ‘Frenchmen’ as they became known, were sent first to the military prison in Rouen, where they continued resisting orders, and were subsequently sent back to Britain to start their prison sentences.
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Extracted from chapter three of The Home Front in the Great War, we see the actions and attentions of King George and Queen Mary on the home front as they toured the country and helped boost morale.
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The Royal Family and the War

On the afternoon of 4 August, the king held a council and issued proclamations calling out the Army Reserve, embodying the Territorial Force, and bidding all naval officers on the Reserves and Retired List to hold themselves in readiness for active service. The next day he and his naval equerry spent several hours at the Admiralty inspecting the elaborate plans of the probable field of naval operations. Meantime, the Prince of Wales put himself at the head of a high-powered committee and issued a national appeal for funds for the relief of distress.

A few days later, when the Expeditionary Force was ready to depart on active service, the King sent the following message to the troops:


Buckingham Palace

You are leaving home to fight for the safety and honour of my Empire.

Belgium, whose country we are pledged to defend, has been attacked, and France is about to be invaded by the same powerful foe.

I have implicit confidence in you, my soldiers. Duty is your watchword, and I know your duty will be nobly done.

I shall follow your every movement with deepest interest and mark with eager satisfaction your daily progress; indeed, your welfare will never be absent from my thoughts.

I pray God to bless you and guard you and bring you back victorious.

GEORGE R I



A typical day in London for the King began before 9.30 am when he read the newspapers; even when he was travelling on the Royal train the papers were brought to him before the day’s programme began. After reading the news he began work with one of his secretaries, dealing with correspondence. At 10.30 am the first of the interviews arranged for the day was given. It was a common thing for five or six people to be received on one morning. The range of people having an audience with the King was considerable and ranged from a journalist who had previously been imprisoned in a Bolshevik prison, to original descendants of Midshipman Young, the sole mutineer officer on the HMS Bounty, to an escaping Prisoner of War officer.
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A Christmas card sent by King George and Queen Mary for Christmas 1914.
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A portrait of George V issued at the start of the war by a French insurance company.
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During the war the King inspected thousands of troops. This photograph shows the inspection of the Honourable Artillery Company Infantry Battalion on 12 September 1914.

If engagements permitted, the king liked to take a walk in the grounds of the palace at some time in the morning, but usually his interviews lasted until lunch. At luncheon a distinguished visitor was often present, so that the king might talk to him. In the afternoon, at least four times a week, generally accompanied by the Queen and Princess Mary, the king drove out to visit hospitals to see and converse with wounded officers and men. Once or twice a week there were investitures to be added to the routine. After tea the king was involved in state work, talking with Ministers, reading government documents and further work with the secretaries. At 8.30 pm he dined.

Outside London this routine was changed. The king left the capital to visit factories, hospitals, training camps, aerodromes and other scenes of war activity across the country, and at frequent intervals to visit the Fleet in its stations off the coast and the Army at the Front.

The King was very interested in munitions production. He toured a number of such plants during the war and spent a considerable part of the summer of 1915 visiting such companies. His first visit, with Lord Kitchener, on 30 April 1915, was to the Government Small Arms works at Enfield and at Waltham Abbey. Ten days later he was at Portsmouth dockyard. On 17 May the king went to the Clyde, where he received a unanimous resolution passed by the workmen of Fairfield Shipbuilding and Engineering Company expressing their determination to put forth their best efforts to turn out as efficiently and rapidly as possible the government work entrusted to them.
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King George invented the modern day ‘walkabout’ of the Royal family. Where this photograph was taken is unknown.
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King George at the review of the 20th Division on 24 June 1915 on Knighton Down before it left for France on 20 July, and below - Princess Louise inspecting the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders of 152 Brigade on 12 February 1915 when they were stationed at Bedford.
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The King’s visit to the Clyde, 18-21 September 1917 - watching the operation of a riveting machine.

From the Clyde the king passed on to Tyneside, where he went over the Wallsend Slipway and Engineering Company’s works. The tour was then carried to Barrow ‘where the visit was remarkable for the long conversations between the king and the workmen’. In July the king went to Coventry and the Birmingham district, where he saw a variety of operations. His round of visits included the Birmingham Small Arms Company, the Wolseley Motor Company and Kynochs, where Mr Arthur Chamberlain showed him the making of quick-firing 18-pounder shells, the capping of cartridge cases, and the packing of cartridges. In Saltley, he visited the Metropolitan Carriage, Wagon and Finance Company where he made a short speech about increasing output.

After a short break, the king once again started touring at the end of September. This trip took him to Yorkshire. Here he visited munitions works, hospitals and Leeds University where poison gas warfare was demonstrated to him. At Sheffield he actually fired an armour-piercing shell through armour plate.

In 1917 the King once again started up his visits to areas producing ships and munitions, in England and Scotland. What was to make these trips different was the access provided to journalists who reported the visits at length. In May, the king visited Chester, some works in Flintshire, Hawarden, shipbuilding yards at Birkenhead, the Mersey, Manchester and Liverpool, Barrow a second time, and finally Carlisle and Gretna, where a great new munitions factory sprawled over land which before the war had been open country.

At an explosives factory on the Welsh borders, the king and queen saw 3,000 women and girls engaged in the production of TNT and the conversion of cotton waste into guncotton. Hundreds of trousered young women surged along in the wake of the Royal visitors. At Gretna 10,000 of the operatives were women, out of a total workforce of 13,000. At Liverpool the King watched 500 women at the lathe, converting rough forgings into carefully tested shell bodies, while the Queen visited an explosives factory largely staffed by women. On the same day, the king had been to the docks, visited two armed American liners and talked to the gunners in the sterns of the vessels. From the northwest the king and queen returned to London, where, the next day, they paid an impromptu visit to a newly installed fuse factory in the suburbs.

Three weeks later their majesties left for the northeast to visit the shipbuilding yards. During this visit they made a steam tug journey along the Tees and landed at Stockton Corporation Quay. Motorcars were waiting to take them to the shipbuilding yard they were to visit, but both the king and queen chose to walk. As the Royal Party passed through the old-fashioned thoroughfares the people gave them a rousing reception. Children in bright clean pinafores waved tiny flags; on the pavements, in the doorways, and at upper windows women cheered heartily. Hundreds of people fell in behind the official party, cheering as they rushed along. During this five-day trip the king and queen visited munitions establishments along the Humber, Tees, Tyne and the Wear.

The King had to make a serious personal decision about his name. At a meeting of the Privy Council, to which Dominion Ministers as well as the Duke of Connaught, the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Lord Chancellor, the Prime Minister, Lord Curzon, Lord Rosebery and others had been summoned, the King signed a proclamation announcing that for the future the Royal House and Family should be known as ‘of Windsor’, and relinquishing and discontinuing the use of all German titles. The text of the proclamation read:
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The Royal Tour of the northeast coast - inspecting munitions girls at Stockton.
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A senior Air Force officer greets King George.


By the King
A Proclamation

Declaring that the name of Windsor is to be borne by his Royal House and Family and relinquishing the use of all German titles and dignities. GEORGER I

Whereas we, having taken into consideration the name and title of our Royal House and Family shall be styled and known as the House and Family of Windsor:

And whereas we have further determined for ourselves and for and on behalf of our descendants and all other the descendants of our grandmother Queen Victoria of blessed and glorious memory to relinquish and discontinue the use of all German titles and dignities.

And whereas we have declared these our determinations in our Privy Council:

Now, therefore, we, out of our Royal Will and Authority, do hereby declare and announce that as from the date of this our Royal Proclamation our House and Family shall be styled and known as the House of Windsor, and that all the descendants in the male line of our said grandmother Queen Victoria who are subjects of these realms, other than female descendants who may marry or may have married, shall bear the said name of Windsor:
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King George visiting munitions factories in Birmingham.

And do hereby further declare and announce that we for ourselves and for and on behalf of our descendants and all other the descendants of our said grandmother Queen Victoria who are subjects of these realms, relinquish and enjoin the discontinuance of the use of the degrees, styles, dignities, titles and honours of Dukes and Duchesses of Saxony and Princes and Princesses of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, and all other German degrees, styles, dignities, titles, honours and appellations to us or to them heretofore belonging or appertaining.

Given at Our Court at Buckingham
Palace, this seventeenth day of July,
In the year of our Lord One thousand
nine hundred and seventeen, and in
the eighth year of our reign.
God save the King.



In September the King and Queen toured independently; the King toured the shipbuilding areas of Western Scotland while the Queen and Princess Mary visited Coventry where they saw aeroplane and other factories. The next month the two Royal ladies visited Woolwich where they inspected equipment and stores and met the women who sorted and stored them.

The Royal visits were not always war-related and during the visit to Bristol, as well as visiting shell factories, they also found time to visit the Wills tobacco factory where they spent half an hour watching the various aspects of cigarette production. Moreover, at Bath, for the first time in two hundred years, a reigning King of England drank the waters in the Grand Pump Room.
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King George greets Lloyd George at the gates of Buckingham Palace.
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The King and Queen at Farnborough 1917 inspecting the newly formed WAAC.

In November the King visited the National Physical Laboratory at Teddington, where Sir Richard Glazebrook showed him such processes as the minute setting of the gauges of shells and similar operations. A little later he visited a factory that made tents and gasmasks for horses.

The Royal family took a deep interest in the food question and had practised voluntary food economy from the day that it was suggested. When compulsory rationing of meat, sugar and fats was introduced, the King and Queen both had ration cards and, according to The Times History of the War, lived strictly within the allowance permitted by the cards.

The first visit of 1918 was made by the King to Harwich to view a vast number of auxiliary craft and on the same day the Queen, the Prince of Wales and Princess Mary explored the London docks to see the huge stores of grain and the processes by which it was unloaded. On several other occasions they visited towns associated with the food supplies of the country. At Reading they watched the manufacture of biscuits at Huntley and Palmer’s works and the packaging and distribution of vegetable seeds at Sutton’s seeds. The King, like the Queen, spent hours going round the food warehouses of the London docks.

[image: ]

George V invested hundreds of officers and men with military awards and decorations. An officer leaving after an investiture.
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King George being piped aboard HMS Barham on 26 July 1917.

During a tour through Lincolnshire they went to the fish docks at Grimsby, where they saw fish being slung in baskets from trawlers to the quay, and long lines of cod, plaice, whiting and turbot exposed for auction in the sheds. As they walked through the docks the King and Queen were almost hemmed in by crowds of cheering fish workers. Next they moved to Lincoln where they visited workshops as well as the Cathedral and a military hospital, and while in Lincoln the King held a sword given to the city by Richard II. Lincolnshire was the birthplace of the ‘tank’ and while he was there he watched them being made and tested; breaking his schedule, he took a ride in one of them over a course, selected by him, which included all of the steepest places. The tour of this part of the country was concluded with a visit a new aerodrome where Prince Albert was serving as a Captain in the Royal Air Force.

The next tour, which proved to be the last of its kind before the war ended, was to the West Riding of Yorkshire, where three busy days were divided among the cloth producing towns. Due to the expansion of the army, towns like Bradford, Leeds and the surrounding areas were boom towns: before the war the army had purchased less than one per cent of the wool produced in the area; after three years of war the War Office had purchased 1,600,000,000 lbs, worth more the £100 million. Most of the cloth came from this small area but Scotland, Ulster and the Midlands also provided some. The majority of this work was done by women and during the Royal visit to Yorkshire the women sang instead of cheering.
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Prince Albert in 1918. He would later become King George VI.

During the war, the King left the country on a number of occasions to visit the Western Front. His first visit started on 30 November 1914 and lasted until his return on 5 December. While in France he visited hospitals, conversed with army, divisional and brigade commanders, visited the Commander in Chief, Sir John French, and distributed a number of decorations. He also inspected a number of troops, most especially the Indian Army units. The visit was political as well as military and on the first day he met with President Poincaré, the French Prime Minister, Monsieur Vivianni and General Joffre the French Commander in Chief. At the end of the first day he presented General Joffre with the Grand Cross of the Bath. For the remainder of the visit the procedure was very similar, inspecting units, giving out medals to generals and soldiers and meeting and talking to members of the High Command.

[image: ]

Corporal Beesley (from Nuneaton) of the Rifle Brigade receiving his Victoria Cross from the King in France.
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The King decorating Private Harry Shelly with the DCM on 12 August 1918.

Nearly a year later this visit was repeated with one major difference. On 28 October, towards the end of the eleven-day visit, the King was reviewing First Army troops when the mare he was riding reared as the troops cheered. The horse rolled over, crushing the King’s leg. With five distinguished surgeons in attendance, the King was quickly transported to England by ambulance, hospital train and hospital ship. On the train, the king invested Lance-Sergeant Brooks, of the Coldstream Guards, with the Victoria Cross, although he was so weak that he needed assistance to pin the award through the thick uniform cloth.

The crossing, on the hospital ship Anglia, with only fifty other injured men, was rough but uneventful. On arrival at Victoria Station he was put in a motor ambulance and taken to Buckingham Palace where an English and Canadian nurse attended him; the English sister had, in fact, attended King Edward when he was suffering from typhoid. Public anxiety was allayed by a cheerful bulletin. The King was confined to his rooms for six weeks of convalescence during which time he was prescribed alcohol as a stimulant. After his recovery he made a further four visits to France, the last in August 1918 just before the Allied offensive.

The Prince of Wales joined the army at the start of the war and was gazetted ADC to Sir John French at GHQ in France. In October 1915 he accepted the Chairmanship of the statutory committee for dealing with Naval and Military pensions but continued to serve in the army until the end of the war. His younger brother, Prince Albert, was a naval officer, but, after a period of illness, he transferred to the air service, being stationed at Cranwell for a time. He was later stationed at Hastings where he served with the training brigade for Royal Air Force Cadets. In October 1918 he flew to France to take up duties there. Princess Mary eventually became a fully engaged VAD in the Hospital for Sick Children in Great Ormond Street.
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The Prince of Wales in 1918. He later became King Edward VII.

From the beginning the Royal family took both a leading part in the raising of funds for the relief of distress and in the visiting of the sick and wounded. Within three days of the outbreak of war, the Prince of Wales appealed for money to help relieve the distress that would inevitably come to those who could least bear it. To this appeal the Queen added her own request, asking ‘ the women of this country who are ever ready to help those in need to give their services and assist in the local administration of the fund.’ The King and the Royal family were generous contributors to these funds, whether by direct gifts of money or by sending valuable objects to those Red Cross sales at Christie’s which became an annual institution. On 3 April 1916 the King gave the nation £100,000.
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The Prince of Wales (second from left) served towards the end of the war with the Canadian Army. The inscription on the reverse of this photograph states that it shows the Canadians invited to the Thank(s)giving service at Denain (near Valenciennes) on the occasion of their Liberation from the Hun by the Canadian Corps - November 1918.

[image: ]

A certificate for being a member of Queen Mary’s Needlework Guild.
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An advert from Punch for an auction in aid of the Red Cross and St John’s. The King was a generous donor for such occasions.

The King and Queen began their visits to wounded soldiers in the first week of September when they spent four successive days visiting hospitals in and around London. During the next few months, as well as superintending the vast number of articles of clothing that poured into St James’ Palace in answer to her appeal, the Queen worked incessantly in visiting such institutions as the American Women’s Hospital, the Indian Hospitals at Brighton and in the New Forest, and the wounded British and Belgian soldiers in St Bartholomew’s Hospital. Or, again, at other times, she would spend an afternoon in visiting various Nurses’ Training Colleges in North London, the Union Jack hostel near Waterloo Station and the married quarters adjoining, or the street shrines in memory of fallen soldiers which became a feature in south Hackney and other districts. Both the King and Queen also visited hospitals that specialised in treating soldiers needing artificial limbs.
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Official portraits of the King and Queen on the occasion of their Silver Wedding Anniversary.

In order to express the feelings of the women of England for the fighting men, the queen wrote a letter in April 1918:


To the men of our Navy, Army and Air Force. Our pride in you is immeasurable, our hope unbounded, our trust absolute. You are fighting in the cause of Righteousness and Freedom, fighting to defend the children and women of our land from the horrors that have overtaken other countries, fighting for our very existence as a People at Home and Across the Seas. You are offering your all. You hold back nothing, and day by day you show a love so great that no man can have greater. We, on our part, send forth, with full hearts and unfaltering will, the lives we hold most dear.
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King George on the top deck of a bus down the Peckham Road, shortly after Armistice..
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The King in France in 1918.

As well as visiting convalescent men, the King and Queen also entertained them at Buckingham Palace on a number of occasions. One recorded instance was on 17 February 1917 when they held a reception for 100 overseas officers who were either on leave or convalescent. In the state ballroom, a stage with a cinematograph screen was erected, and after the show the visitors were given tea in the dining room, served by ‘great ladies’, while the King, Queen, Princess Mary and the Duke of Connaught walked about chatting with their guests.

Within minutes of the news of the Armistice, a crowd of thousands gathered in front of Buckingham Palace. Several times during the day the King and Queen had to appear on the balcony of the Palace to acknowledge the cheering crowd. Shortly after 1 pm the King gave a short speech: ‘With you, I rejoice, and thank God for the victories which the Allied Armies have won, bringing hostilities to an end and peace within sight’. After the King’s words the band of the Brigade of Guards played the hymn, ‘Now thank we all our God’. The historic scene ended with a round of cheering, in which the musicians and the King joined.

During the war George V had visited France five times, carried out 450 inspections of troops, visited 300 hospitals and personally conferred 50,000 decorations - but the King’s war was not yet over. During the remainder of Armistice week, every day, he rode out through some part of London to meet his people. It is generally agreed that, as a result of his work during the war, the position of the Royal family was better secured and stronger than that of any Royal House in Europe.





Your Towns and Cities in the Great War

This series focuses on how the experience of war impacted on the towns and cities of Britain: from the initial enthusiasm to defeat the Germans by Christmas 1914, to the stark realisation that the war would stretch out over four harrowing years. The series details the growing disillusion of the people, their tragedies and hardships, and ultimately their determination to see it through.

[image: ]

More titles in this series coming soon ...

These books are available directly through Pen and Sword or any good book shop.
To order online please visit our website www.pen-and-sword.co.uk
or call our sales line on 01226 734222.





Major & Mrs Holt’s Battlefield Guides

Major and Mrs Holt need little introduction; not only did they pioneer the concept of battlefield touring, building up the company that still bears their name, but they have also written numerous books which include their unrivaled guidebooks to the Somme, Ypres, Gallipoli and the Western Front.
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These books are available directly through Pen and Sword or any good book shop.
To order online please visit our website www.pen-and-sword.co.uk
or call our sales line on 01226 734222.
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Kensington in the Great War 9781783032884 £12.99 September 2014
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Brighton in the Great War 9781783032990 £9.99 August 2014
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