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‘It was pure Hell let loose – shrapnel bursting above our heads, shells dropping alongside of you and German machine guns and snipers picking off the men by scores. It was a pitiable sight to see some of the boys coming down the road without kilts, jackets, haversacks and drenched to the skin. Anyone who came out of it alive should be thankful. You will see it for yourself in the papers. I can’t explain it, and what’s more, I’m not going to try.’ (Festubert, 18 May 1915)




‘Cuimhnich air na daoin’e o’e d’thainig thu’

(‘Remember the men from whom you have come’)



Highland proverb



For my grandfather, Peter Bruce, who got me interested in the subject, and to the memory of all the officers, non-commissioned officers and men of the 4th Cameron Highlanders.
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The battlefields of the Nord Pas de Calais, 1915.



INTRODUCTION

In February 1916 the future of the 4th Battalion, the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders was hanging in the balance. The War Minister Lord Kitchener and the Imperial Chief of Staff Sir William Robertson had visited the Adjutant General in St Omer on 9 February. Amongst other business, they had informed him that all under strength battalions at the front, without the prospect of adequate reinforcement, would cease to be fighting units and would be amalgamated with other battalions of the same regiment.

On 16 February, Lieutenant-Colonel Murdoch Beaton, commanding officer of the 4th Cameron Highlanders, was summoned to St Omer. Beaton was told, along with the commanders of other such distinguished battalions as the 4th and 5th Battalions, Black Watch, that their units were to be disbanded. As there were no other Territorial Force battalions of the Cameron Highlanders in France, the men of the 4th Battalion were to be sent as drafts of reinforcements to the 1st Cameron Highlanders, the only Cameron battalion more senior to them in France.

Beaton fought as hard for his battalion as he had done throughout the battles of 1915. The 4th Camerons had been in France for five days short of a full calendar year and had won the respect and admiration of all they had met, going ‘over the top’ five times, at Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge, Festubert, Givenchy and Loos. In a passionate speech in the House of Commons, Annan Bryce, Member of Parliament for the Inverness Burghs, spoke of the ingratitude expressed by the breaking up of ‘a battalion that has won deathless renown on the fields of Flanders’.1

It was all to no avail, as one month later the 4th Cameron Highlanders sent 550 men to a holding unit called Number 1 Entrenching Battalion, with the task of building trenches in the vicinity of Poperinghe in Belgium. From there, they supplied drafts of men when required to the 1st Cameron Highlanders who were fighting with such gallantry on the Somme. As a concession from the Adjutant General, Lieutenant-Colonel Beaton was able to ensure that a nucleus of the battalion, three officers and 100 men, remained in Etaples. In August 1916, a formal request was lodged with the Adjutant General to reconstitute the battalion. It was turned down, but a further assurance was given that after the war the 4th Cameron Highlanders could be rebuilt in Inverness by its surviving members.

That February 1916, the 4th Cameron Highlanders moved south from Artois to the town of Corbie on the banks of the river Ancre, a tributary of the Somme. Whilst there, two photographs were taken, one of the officers, and one of the non-commissioned officers of the battalion. In the officers’ photograph, only five men remained from a similarly posed photograph taken exactly a year before, when the battalion left their training ground in Bedford for France. It was a similar story for the men.

In total, 1402 men had served with the battalion in France in 1915 and a further 180 had arrived as reinforcements in 1916, including many who had served more than one period in the trenches, and returned after being wounded. The battalion sustained 607 casualties, 257 of which had been killed in action or died of their wounds or disease, their bodies buried by their comrades in cemeteries in France or else left where they fell, their names etched on one of the memorials to the missing. The 4th Cameron Highlanders had sustained a casualty rate of 43 per cent in 1915, including 18 per cent of their number who had paid the ultimate sacrifice for their country.

Of the 930 men who left their training camp at Bedford in February 1915 only 220 remained with the battalion a year later. The officers fared equally badly. In total, 79 officers had served with the 4th Cameron Highlanders but by March 1916, 12 were dead and 25 were evacuated wounded. Of the original 30 4th Camerons officers who left Bedford, only five remained, with Lieutenant-Colonel Beaton himself being the only officer to have come through all five battles fought by the battalion. Of the 4th Camerons’ first year in France, they had spent 110 days in the front line and reserve trenches. The 4th Cameron Highlanders were one of the first battalions of the Territorial Force to see action in France and sadly, were one of the first to be disbanded. The part-time soldiers of Inverness-shire and Nairnshire had gone from being farm workers, servants, postmen and carpenters to seasoned veterans, and had earned the admiration of all for their bravery, attitude and determination.

This book is the culmination of five years research into the 4th Cameron Highlanders. My great-grandfather, Peter Bruce, joined the 4th Camerons on 31 March 1909. He worked full time for the shoemaker firm of Alexander Napier based in Nairn High Street, and carried on this trade into his military career. He served as the battalion shoemaker-Sergeant throughout 1915 and went to Etaples with the battalion nucleus in March 1916 before finally being transferred to the 6th Battalion, the Cameron Highlanders in June 1917. He was promoted to Warrant Officer Class II and was wounded in action on 29 July 1918 at Buzancy near Soissons. A shell had exploded in his trench, killing one man and injuring four others including Sergeant-Major Bruce, who was hit in the face by shrapnel. He was evacuated to King George V Hospital in Dublin before being transferred to Queen Mary’s Hospital in Sidcup, Kent, for surgery in February 1919. At Queen Mary’s, an army surgeon, Sir Harold Gillies, had founded a specialised clinic to treat victims of facial injuries caused by service in the First World War. In total some 5000 men were treated by this pioneering doctor and his team. My great-grandfather was operated on by Major Geoffrey Seccombe-Hett, a specialist in repairing damage to the nose, and made an excellent recovery. He was discharged from the army in September 1919 and returned home to Nairn and his wife and young daughter.

In trying to piece together what happened to my great-grandfather, I hit upon that brick wall for researchers of First World War soldiers: the destruction of service and pension records in a fire caused by German bombing in 1940. With no leads to go on I tried to gather as many clues as possible about his life from the details of the lives of those men who served with him in the 4th Cameron Highlanders. I found a variety of official papers, newspaper articles, diaries, photographs and publications detailing the actions of the men of the 4th Camerons from their creation out of the old Volunteer Force Battalion in 1908, up to their disbanding in March 1916 and beyond.

The title of this book is taken from the Reverend Dugald MacEachern’s work The Sword of the North: Highland Memories of the Great War. The Reverend MacEachern described how, during the night of 17 May 1915, the 4th Cameron Highlanders took the Southern Breastwork trench at Festubert against all odds, the enemy fleeing ‘before the onset of steel and tartan’.2 That phrase seemed to sum it up perfectly.

The 4th Cameron Highlanders had come a long way from the glens of Lochaber, the beaches of the Inner Hebrides, the farms of the Moray Firth coast and the county towns of Inverness and Nairn. They had seen such horrors and experienced such danger that even after years of reading their testimonies I struggle to comprehend what must have gone through their minds as they defended the Moated Grange at Neuve Chapelle, stormed the Southern Breastwork at Festubert or repelled countless bomb attacks at Loos. That my great-grandfather was there made it all the more real.

This is the story of the 4th Battalion, Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders.

NOTES

    1    Inverness Courier, 24 March 1916, p.4.

    2    The Sword of the North: Highland Memories of the Great War, by the Reverend Dugald MacEachern, p.178.
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FOURTEEN NEW DIVISIONS

Alexander Fraser – a future commanding officer of the 4th Camerons – was born in the Highland village of Beauly on 6 May 1865. His father, also Alexander, was an agent for the Commercial Bank of Scotland and his mother, Elizabeth Spray, was the daughter of the vicar of the Parish of Kinneagh in Ireland. Young Alexander led a privileged life, being educated at Inverness Royal Academy and Inverness College before progressing on to study law at Edinburgh University, graduating in 1890.

In the spring of 1883, shortly after his eighteenth birthday, Alexander Fraser joined the 1st (Inverness Highland) Volunteer Battalion of the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders. He joined as a private soldier and served with them in that capacity until leaving for university in 1887. On his arrival in Edinburgh, Fraser again sought out the military, joining a volunteer battalion of the Royal Scots, the Edinburgh Volunteer Regiment, with whom he served until November 1889.

After completing his degree, Alexander Fraser returned to the family home at 67 Church Street in Inverness and took up employment as a solicitor in 1890, and as a notary public two years later. The year 1890 also saw Fraser obtain a commission in the Inverness Volunteer Battalion as a 2nd Lieutenant. Clearly, he must have excelled in his new role as he was promoted full Lieutenant in 1892, Captain in 1898 and Major in 1905. Fraser took every opportunity to advance himself in his military pastime, undertaking qualifications in musketry, organisation and equipment, tactics and military topography.

In the meantime, Alexander Fraser met and married Isabella Menzies, the daughter of Colonel Duncan Menzies, the former commander of the 1st Sutherland Highland Rifle Volunteers. They moved after their marriage to the house Westwood on Drummond Road, a 20-room mansion in the south of Inverness. Alexander and Ella had nine children: Duncan Menzies in 1894, Elizabeth Sibell in 1896, Mary Millicent in 1898, Muriel Janet in 1900, Alexandra Dorothy in 1903, Eleanor Beatrice in 1905, Alexander Redmond in 1908, Margaret Iris in 1910 and Frances Alice in 1912.

Alexander Fraser’s private life couldn’t have been better and his professional life soon followed suit. Along with business partner David Ross, he founded the legal firm of Fraser & Ross where he became factor for the Highland estates of Culloden and Ferintosh. He became a prominent member of the local Freemasons, rising to become the Right Worshipful Master of St John’s Lodge in Inverness. He also took a keen interest in all things to do with the town, taking appointments with several organisations, including the Territorial Force Association for the county, as secretary of the northern branch of the Royal Arborical Society, as Clerk to the Deacons Court of the United Free High Church and as President of the Sanitary Association of Scotland.

In 1908 the Minister for War, Richard Haldane, decided to reform the organisation of the volunteer and militia units of the British Army. In their place would be a newly created set of 14 divisions of the Territorial Force. The 1st (Inverness Highland) Volunteer Battalion became the 4th Battalion, Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders. The renamed battalion was to take its place in the newly created Seaforth and Cameron Brigade of the Highland Division.

On 12 February 1909 the commanding officer of the 4th Cameron Highlanders, Lieutenant-Colonel James Leslie Fraser, died after a long battle with illness. In his place, Alexander Fraser was promoted Lieutenant-Colonel commanding the battalion. One of his first tasks as commanding officer was to lead the Colour Party of the battalion to Windsor Castle where King Edward VII presented new Colours to each of the newly created Territorial Force battalions. Accompanying Fraser were Lieutenants Ronald MacDonald and Murdoch Beaton, and Colour Sergeants William Ross, Duncan Cameron and J. Angus.

The 4th Cameron Highlanders, as part of their obligation as members of the Territorial Force, had to attend up to 15 days annual training at a camp every summer. They were joined at these camps by the other members of their brigade, and in turn, by the remainder of the Highland Division. The camps took place at locations all over the Highland Divisional recruiting area, with training camps at Burghead in 1909, Aviemore in 1910, Tain in 1911, Burghead again in 1912, Dornoch in 1913 and Kingussie in 1914. At these camps, the men would practise marching, musketry, bombing, machine gunning and a variety of other skills.

In accordance with the Haldane Reforms, on 31 March 1908 all existing members of the Inverness-shire Volunteer Battalion resigned their positions and re-enlisted on 1 April. The men were then allocated a unique service number which would see them through to the renumbering of the Territorial Force in 1917. The new numbers were allocated in ascending order, starting from number 1 for the first man who re-enlisted on 1 April, up to approximately 1700 for those who enlisted on the eve of war in August 1914. Therefore, of the men who went to France in 1915, Company Quartermaster Sergeant Kenneth MacKenzie – who transferred from the Highland Volunteers on 1 April 1908 – was given the service number 3, and Private Angus MacDonald – who enlisted directly into the 4th Cameron Highlanders at Fort William on 9 May 1914 – was given the service number 1693. Some of the 1700 men who enlisted between 1908 and 1914 were, of course, no longer serving with the 4th Cameron Highlanders, having transferred to other regular or territorial units or resigned from military service.

The 1908 Regulations for the Territorial Force3 set out the organisation of a territorial force battalion such as the 4th Cameron Highlanders. Their total complement at full strength stood at 29 officers and 980 men organised into 8 companies named A–H based at locations throughout the recruitment area. The men of the 4th Camerons found themselves spread over one of the largest recruitment areas for any battalion of the British Army with A and C Companies based at Inverness, B Company at Nairn, D Company at Broadford, E Company at Fort William, F Company at Kingussie, G Company at Beauly and H Company at Portree.

As commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Fraser found himself based at the battalion’s drill hall in Inverness along with the rest of the unit’s training and administrative personnel. In recognition for his 25 years service in the Volunteer Battalion and then the Territorial Force, Colonel Fraser was awarded the Long Service Medal, the Volunteer Decoration and the Coronation Medal of King George V, awarded in 1911. On 23 August 1913, 48-year-old Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Fraser decided to resign his commission and concentrate on spending time with his young family and working on his numerous business affairs. Fraser did not retire completely from military life, however, as he joined the Reserve of Officers, meaning he was prepared to be called upon to serve his country in time of war. He would not be long parted from his battalion.

The new commanding officer of the 4th Cameron Highlanders was Lieutenant-Colonel Ewan Campbell. Colonel Campbell was born in Kingussie on 18 November 1856, the son of John Campbell, an innkeeper in the village, and his wife Margaret Aitchison. Campbell had strong connections to the 4th Cameron Highlanders, with both his brother John and eldest son, also called John, serving as officers.

The battalion he inherited had been well trained and disciplined by Lieutenant-Colonel Fraser and Ewan Campbell carried on his work admirably. The ‘Saturday night soldiers’ of the Territorial Force may have been looked down upon by the officers and men of the regular army but they were undoubtedly a source of pride in the towns and villages of Inverness-shire and Nairnshire. This pride followed the battalion for the next 18 months as it grew from an untried home defence battalion into an experienced and hardened military unit, the equal of any in the British Army.


NOTE

    3    1908 Regulations for the Territorial Force, p.160–161.
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PREPARING FOR WAR, AUGUST 1914 – FEBRUARY 1915

On 3 August 1914 the German Army swept through Belgium, Luxembourg and northern France with the aim of encircling Paris before moving their conquering armies across Germany to fight Russia on their eastern borders. This attack on neutral Belgium prompted the British government to declare war on Germany and prepare to despatch the British Expeditionary Force for service in France. As soon as war was declared, the government sent word to the units of the Territorial Force to mobilise for war.

Lieutenant-Colonel Ewan Campbell ordered that the eight companies of the 4th Camerons, who were spread all over the Highlands and Islands, muster in Inverness. On 5 August the five companies from Inverness, Nairn, Beauly and Kingussie went by train to Fortrose before marching to Cromarty, where their wartime posting was to man the coastal defences. The Portree, Broadford and Fort William companies joined up with the rest of the battalion on 7 August, having waited for the call to arms at their drill halls.

A list of the officers of the battalion in the early days of training was published in the Historical Records of the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders:4








	Lieutenant-Colonel Ewen Campbell

	Commanding Officer





	Major Hector Fraser

	Second in Command





	Captain Garden B. Duff

	Adjutant





	Major John Lockie

	Quartermaster





	Captain Robert A. Lindsay (RAMC)

	Medical Officer





	Lieutenant John D. Macpherson

	Transport Officer





	2nd Lieutenant William MacKay

	Signalling Officer





	2nd Lieutenant Harold B. Law

	Machine Gun Officer





	Captain Murdoch Beaton

	A Company (Inverness)





	Lieutenant David F. MacKenzie

	A Company





	Lieutenant Ian MacKay

	A Company





	Lieutenant A.J. MacKintosh

	B Company (Nairn)





	Lieutenant Peter M. Cram

	B Company





	Lieutenant James H. Leigh

	B Company





	2nd Lieutenant William J. Shaw

	B Company





	Captain James MacPherson

	C Company (Inverness)





	Lieutenant Frederick W. Fraser

	C Company





	Lieutenant Charles Campbell

	D Company (Broadford)





	Captain Thomas Allison

	E Company (Fort William)





	Lieutenant Nigel B. MacKenzie

	E Company





	Major John Campbell

	F Company (Kingussie)





	Lieutenant John Campbell

	F Company





	Captain Roderick MacLean

	G Company (Beauly)





	Captain William MacKintosh

	G Company





	2nd Lieutenant Murdo MacKenzie

	G Company





	Captain Ronald MacDonald

	H Company (Portree)





	2nd Lieutenant Angus Ross

	H Company





	2nd Lieutenant Archibald M. Fletcher

	H Company








Two thirds of the officers were Gaelic speaking, which was roughly the same proportion as the men, possibly the highest percentage in any battalion in the British Army. The majority of the officers were firmly middle class with a large number being made up of members of the legal and teaching professions. In the end, several of the battalion’s officers who mobilised in August 1914 would not serve in France; Captain William MacKintosh of Glenurquhart was left in Inverness as the officer commanding the Cameron Territorial Force Depot and Captain James H. Leigh was employed training recruits at the base. Others such as Captain Roderick MacLean and Lieutenants Peter Cram, A.J. Mackintosh and Murdo Mackenzie were ordered, in September 1914, to recruit and organise a second line unit, the 2/4th Cameron Highlanders5 to take on the home defence duties of the 1/4th if they were sent to France.

At Cromarty the 4th Cameron Highlanders spent most of their time digging trenches during the day and camping in the open fields during the night, only once or twice having to be turned out of their tents to defend their camp. Every instance was a false alarm. The first casualty of war occurred that week when an unnamed soldier sustained an unfortunate injury when he sat in a pan of boiling fat!

On 11 August, the battalion returned to Inverness to join up with the 4th, 5th and 6th Battalions of the Seaforth Highlanders with whom they were brigaded in the Seaforth and Cameron Brigade of the Highland Division. The Regimental Journal, The 79th News, reported that 6000 troops were concentrated in Inverness at this time, taking over all the available accommodation. The following day, Lieutenant-Colonel Campbell paraded the battalion in Bell’s Park and after a stirring speech asked for volunteers for service abroad. Over 80 per cent of the men volunteered to fight in France. When the deductions in manpower for those who did not volunteer for overseas service, those who were too young and those who were deemed medically unfit were taken into consideration, the 4th Cameron Highlanders stood at a strength of 600–700 men. It became clear that more recruits would be needed to send the battalion abroad at anything close to its full fighting complement of over 1000 men. This recruiting would have to be done away from their Highland home as, on 15 August, the Highland Division was ordered to their new training area at Bedford. The Bedfordshire Times and Independent reported the arrival of the Highland Division on 21 August 1914:



The Highland Territorials arrived in Bedford on Saturday and received a very hearty welcome from the townsfolk. At an early hour the southern side of the town presented an animated scene. The soldiers who had had a long and trying journey appreciated to the full the cups of hot cocoa generously provided by the people in the Southend District and wherever they were billeted.6



The 4th Cameron Highlanders and their colleagues in the Seaforth and Cameron Brigade were allocated billets in the district between Kimbolton Road and Bromham Road, some men settling in the grammar and high schools. Bedford High School was converted into the 4th Camerons’ headquarters and can be seen in a photograph of the officers before their departure to France.

The Inverness Courier of 13 October described how the townsfolk of Bedford embraced their Highland visitors, accommodating them in their houses and serving them hot coffee and cocoa as soon as they stepped off the train. The paper also told of the diversions available to the men; the local pubs closed their doors at 8.00pm, but the men were also entertained by concerts, boating on the river and walking the promenades, while the officers were made honorary members of the local libraries and clubs. Some of the men even went to the trouble of learning French!

In the opening two weeks of the war over 100 men volunteered for service with the 4th Cameron Highlanders at either their central depot in Inverness or the Company depots in their local towns. However, still more were needed, so brothers Lieutenant Ian MacKay and 2nd Lieutenant William MacKay were sent to the headquarters of the London Scottish Regiment in the capital which was being inundated with volunteers of Scottish origin who wished to join Highland regiments. Approximately 250 new soldiers were recruited this way between 4 and 11 September 1914. These London Scots would be subject to particularly heavy losses when the battalion finally made it to France, with one in every five being killed within a year.

The new recruits had to sign Army Form E.624 stating their agreement to serve at any place outside the United Kingdom in times of emergency. In recognition of this agreement, the soldiers were entitled to wear an Imperial Service Badge on the right breast of their tunic.

One of the men who volunteered in September 1914 was Max Alexander Roemmele. He had been born in Kirkintilloch, Dunbartonshire, in 1892 to German immigrant parents Carl Hugo Roemmele, an iron merchant from Stuttgart, and his wife Amelia Bost. In order to join the 4th Camerons, Roemmele travelled from Glasgow to Inverness and enlisted at the depot as Private Number 2223. On his return to Glasgow, proudly sporting his new uniform, his neighbours promptly reported him to the police as a German spy. Luckily, nothing came of it and Private Roemmele travelled to Bedford with the rest of the 4th Cameron Highlanders. While there, he applied for a commission in the battalion, which was accepted on 25 February 1915 and he served as an officer with distinction throughout the 1915 campaign.

In Bedford, the 4th Camerons embarked on a vigorous routine of training to prepare them for action at the front. One unidentified soldier, writing home to his friend in the Highlands, told of his daily routine in a letter reproduced in a local newspaper:



We are getting a lot of recruits just now coming down every day from Inverness; others have arrived from London, over 80 coming in one day. So great is the rush of recruits that there are not enough tunics to rig them out so they have to wear their own clothes. All the same they look quite a smart lot. We are kept hard at it every day. Up at 6am, physical culture until 8am, out again from 9.15am until 1pm, dinner then out from 2.15pm until 4pm. After that we are free for the night. We go to the baths 3 times a week and as the heat here is terrific you can be sure we enjoy a refreshing plunge. We had a ten-mile march the other night for recruiting purposes and I hear there is to be another shortly. Everybody is in the best of spirits and take the most arduous of duties good humourdly. We rebel sometimes all the same over the grub. We kicked up a dust the other morning over breakfast. We had cause too as you may guess, when I say that the Adjutant came up and gave us another breakfast. We have been asked if we are ready for active service and over 80% of the battalion has volunteered for the front. We expect to be sent when we have completed 3 months training. I have no idea whether we will ever see France for no one has any idea where we may be sent.7



Another member of the 4th Camerons, in a letter published in the Inverness Courier, gave a further account of the training in Bedford, describing how they spent their time: ‘Skirmishing overs fields, hedges, ditches, dykes and fences after an imaginary enemy whom we usually put to complete rout in the end by a bayonet charge.’8

It was whilst at Bedford on 4 September that a most unfortunate event befell the battalion when Lieutenant-Colonel Ewen Campbell fell from his horse and had to be hospitalised. It was initially thought that Campbell was making significant, if slow, progress and would be able to rejoin the battalion, but it was not to be, and on 10 November it was decided that he would need to be replaced as commanding officer. The only person deemed capable of leading the battalion was the former commander, Alexander Fraser. Since the outbreak of war, Lieutenant-Colonel Fraser had been in command of the 2/4th Cameron Highlanders in Inverness and was the natural choice to succeed Colonel Campbell, given his knowledge of the officers and men.

The Battalion continued its programme of training in Bedford. On Friday 9 October it suffered one of its first serious casualties when in one of C Company’s billets at 6 Albert Terrace, Union Street, Private Arthur Charker was stabbed with a bayonet by Private John Fraser during a fight. Six men of the 4th Camerons were in the billets and three – Charker, Fraser and John MacVinish – were drunk. MacVinish had wanted a fight but, as reported by Sergeant Kenneth MacKenzie at the inquest, had been quietened by the time MacKenzie left. However, ten minutes later, Sergeant MacKenzie returned as the disturbance had started up again and found Fraser and another man named Macdonald fighting. They were separated by some of C Company’s sergeants but Fraser grabbed a bayonet and Sergeant MacKenzie left to gather up men to place Private Fraser under arrest. It seems that Charker and Macdonald tried to take the weapon from Fraser and in the ensuing scuffle Charker somehow fell on the blade. All the witnesses at the inquest reported that Fraser and Charker were friends and that the incident had been out of character for both men. Fraser was charged with wounding and intent to cause grievous bodily harm but when he appeared in court on the following Monday morning it was announced that Private Charker had died, so the charge was changed to wilful murder. The case was heard on 16 October and Fraser pleaded guilty to a reduced charge of manslaughter. He was sentenced to 15 months hard labour.

During their time at Bedford the battalion underwent a structural reorganisation, changing from eight companies to four, A–D. The old A and D Companies merged to form A Company, B and C merged to become B Company, E and F became C Company and G and H became D Company. As some of the officers had been sent back to Inverness to raise the second line battalion, several of the men were commissioned from the ranks to take their places. The Historical Records of the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders showed the new posts for the battalion’s officers.9








	Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Fraser

	Commanding Officer





	Major Hector Fraser

	Second in Command





	Captain Garden B. Duff

	Adjutant





	Major John Lockie

	Quartermaster





	Captain Robert Lindsay

	Medical Officer





	Lieutenant John D. MacPherson

	Transport Officer





	Lieutenant Harold B. Law

	Machine Gun Officer





	A Company

	




	Captain Murdoch Beaton

	in command





	Captain David F. MacKenzie

	




	Lieutenant Ian MacKay

	Assistant Adjutant





	Lieutenant William MacKay

	Signalling Officer





	2nd Lieutenant Francis E. Laughton

	




	2nd Lieutenant John D.M. Black

	




	B Company

	




	Captain James MacPherson

	in command





	Captain Frederick W. Fraser

	




	Lieutenant Charles Campbell

	




	Lieutenant William J. Shaw

	




	2nd Lieutenant John F. MacLaren

	




	2nd Lieutenant Frederick J. Kelly

	




	C Company

	




	Captain Thomas Allison

	in command





	Captain John Campbell

	




	2nd Lieutenant Andrew Sutherland

	




	2nd Lieutenant William Calder

	




	2nd Lieutenant Ian T. Nelson

	




	D Company

	




	Major John Campbell

	in command





	Captain Nigel B. MacKenzie

	




	Lieutenant Angus Ross

	




	Lieutenant Archibald M. Fletcher

	




	2nd Lieutenant Joshua Thompson

	




	2nd Lieutenant Cameron R. Carruthers

	





At the end of October 1914 King George V inspected the Highland Brigade at Bedford. The King was met at the station by General Sir Bruce Hamilton, commanding the Highland Division, and General Bannatyne-Allason, commanding the Seaforth and Cameron Brigade. The troops of the Seaforth and Cameron Brigade, the Gordon Brigade and the Engineer and Artillery units mustered for review on the golf links just outside Bedford and the Argyll Brigade, the Army Service Corps and the Royal Army Medical Corps drew up in the pastures beside the course. The Division marched past the King with pipes playing, taking 80 minutes to complete the review.

From the middle of October onwards many of the officers and men of the 4th Camerons chose to make out wills in order to ensure their effects were disposed of as they wished in the event of their death. As always, Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Fraser led by example. In his will dated 23 October 1914, Fraser left all his worldly possessions to his wife, Ella Menzies Fraser. The document was witnessed by Captain Thomas Allison and Orderly Room Sergeant James MacDonald.10 Some of the men wrote their wills right up to the time they were sent into battle, with Corporal Duncan Fraser of Beauly writing his on 19 February on board the troopship taking him to France. Lance Corporal John Hossack of Cawdor stipulated that he wanted to have his pocket revolver and diary sent to his father back home in Scotland.11

Although the main focus of the battalion’s time at Bedford was training, there was still time for the men to enjoy themselves. For the New Year of celebrations 1915, Hogmanay suppers were provided, the festivities costing £1000. Most of the funding had been raised in Scotland, and dignitaries such as the Lord Provost of Aberdeen and the editor of the Aberdeen Journal visited Bedford to see in the New Year with the troops. Dinners were given, reels danced, pipes played and Auld Lang Syne was sung in the market square at midnight, much to the delight of the onlooking locals.

Back in Scotland the 2/4th Battalion was not idle, recruiting and training men who would, in time, be sent to the front. One training initiative was the screening of a short recruiting film made by Gaumont of the 4th Cameron Highlanders in Bedford. Entitled The Highlanders at Bedford it was shown at the Central Hall in Inverness in the last week of November. Captain Ian Baillie of Lochloy near Nairn was present, and after each showing gave a stirring speech which prompted many of the watching men in the packed theatre to volunteer for service with the 4th Camerons. Adverts prompting men to do their duty and join their local battalion were printed every week in the Inverness Courier, Highland News, Northern Chronicle and many other local newspapers. Men flocked to the recruiting stations.

The 2/4th Cameron Highlanders were to be attached to 191 Brigade of the 64th (2nd Highland) Division. As a reserve formation, they recruited men who wished to serve both on home defence and those who volunteered for foreign service duty, and would be sent to the 1/4th Camerons when required. On 4 November Lieutenants Peter Cram and Murdo Mackenzie left Inverness for Bedford with 100 men of B Company, the 2/4th Camerons. They were tasked with forming a reserve at the Highland Division base, from where they could despatch reinforcements more quickly to France. From 6 December 1914 the battalion was under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel J.G.O. Fitzmaurice, and soon after the 2/4th Camerons recruited many officers and men who would later serve in France.

During the last months of 1914 the Bedford base was plagued by a measles epidemic. The 4th Camerons had been holding themselves ready to depart for the front since the end of October, but at the last minute the orders were cancelled, due to the outbreak. As many of the men hailed from the remote islands and glens of the Scottish Highlands, where measles was rare or unknown, they had little immunity to the disease. An article in the Bedfordshire Times in January 1915 reported that between 17 August 1914 and 9 January 1915 the Highland Division lost 27 men to measles, as well as 3 to scarlet fever, 3 to diptheria, 3 to pneumonia, 1 to uraemia and 2 to violence, including the 4th Camerons’ Arthur Charker. Of the 27 men killed in the measles epidemic,12 14 of them were 4th Cameron men, and in total the battalion had 141 confirmed cases. Men who were deemed susceptible to measles were moved to special huts at Howbury, and then if they contracted the disease, were moved to the measles hospitals at Goldington Road and Ampthill Road.13 The bodies of the men who died were either buried in a Commonwealth War Graves Commission plot in Bedford Cemetery or repatriated to Scotland for burial.14

As the epidemic had delayed the departure of the 4th Camerons to France, other troops of the Highland Division were sent in their place. The 4th Seaforth Highlanders, the 6th Gordon Highlanders and the 7th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders departed to join other divisions across the Channel, and were replaced by their recently formed second line units at Bedford. In February 1915, after further training from platoon to division level, the 4th Cameron Highlanders were informed that they too were being detached from the Highland Division. They were chosen, along with the 4th Gordon Highlanders and the 9th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, to proceed to France immediately.

Before the departure the Provost of Inverness wrote to Lieutenant-Colonel Fraser on 12 February:



My dear Colonel Fraser,



Permit me, in the name of myself and the other members of the Town Council, as well as the whole of the community, to congratulate you and the battalion under your command on being selected for foreign service. It is a signal honour for you personally that you should have been selected to lead the battalion now going on active service, after your retiral from the active command; but it is not only an honour to you personally and the gallant 4th Cameron Highlanders, but also to the Town and County of Inverness, and I am sure I voice the feelings and the wishes of the whole community when I wish you in their name Godspeed.

 May every officer and man uphold the worthy traditions of our Territorial Regiment, and be distinguished by gallantry in the face of our country’s enemy, and may you all return to receive the honour and thanks which you so well deserve at the hands of your home and country which you are going to defend. Your movements in the field will be followed by those at home with intense interest, and may God bless and protect you all.



I remain, yours very truly, John Birnie15
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ARRIVAL IN FRANCE AND FIRST BLOOD, 18 FEBRUARY–9 MARCH 1915

On 18 February 1915, the 4th Cameron Highlanders formed up for an inspection by Brigadier-General Bannatyne-Allason, commander of the Highland Division, and Brigadier-General Ross, commander of the Seaforth and Cameron Brigade. The same day, Lieutenant-Colonel Fraser issued orders that detailed procedures for the movement of the 4th Camerons to France the following day:



Routine: The Battalion will proceed abroad tomorrow. Reveille 3am. Breakfast 3.30am. The first party, which consists of A Company and all the cooks, all the signallers, one strong platoon of B Company and a detail of Transport will parade in Tavistock Street at 5am under Colonel Fraser.



The second party which consists of C Company, Machine Gun Section and one and a half platoons of D Company and a detail of Transport will parade in Tavistock Street at 7am under Major Fraser. Dr Lindsay will accompany the party. The third party consisting of B Company less one platoon and D Company less one and a half platoons and a detail of Transport, Medical Orderlies, Orderly Room Staff, CQMS’s and Quarter Masters Staff will parade in Tavistock Street at 8.30am. The third party will be under Major Campbell. The Quartermaster and Adjutant will go by this train. All officers will be in their Company lines at 3.15am and report to the Orderly Room that everything is going all right by 4.30am. Officers baggage will be at the Headquarters by 4.30am.16



The Battalion’s passing from Bedford and the Highland Division was recorded in a poem entitled ‘The Departure of the 4th Cameron Highlanders’ (‘Cha Til MacCruimein’ in Gaelic) by Lieutenant Ewart Alan Mackintosh of the 5th Seaforth Highlanders. Mackintosh was born in Brighton in 1893 and joined the 5th Seaforths on the outbreak of war. He was awarded the Military Cross for gallantry in the field in June 1916 and was killed in action on the second day of the Battle of Cambrai on 21 November 1917 whilst serving with the 4th Seaforth Highlanders. He is buried in Orival Wood Cemetery near Flesquieres.



The pipes in the street were playing bravely

The marching lads went by

With merry hearts and voices singing

My friends marched out to die

But I was hearing a lonely pibroch

Out of an older war

‘Farewell, farewell, farewell, MacCrimmon

MacCrimmon comes no more’



And every lad in his heart was dreaming

Of honour and wealth to come

And honour and noble pride were calling

To the tune of the pipes and drum

But I was hearing a woman singing

On dark Dunvegan shore

‘In battle or peace, with wealth or honour,

MacCrimmon comes no more’



And there in front of the men were marching

With feet that made no mark

The grey old ghosts of the ancient fighters

Come back again from the dark

And in front of them all MacCrimmon piping

A weary tune and sore

‘On the gathering day, for ever and ever,

MacCrimmon comes no more’17



These opening days of the 4th Camerons’ journey to the front and through the first battles of 1915 were chronicled by two A Company diarists, Private Montague Goodban and Private Charles Bowdery, and their prolific letter-writing officers, brothers Lieutenants Ian and William Mackay. These diaries and letters give a wonderful insight into the day-to-day activities of the 4th Camerons and, whilst being mainly concerned with the rudiments of an army on active service, are often tinged with moments of great humour and sadness.

Montague Sidney Goodban was born in 1891 in the London Borough of Paddington to Sidney Goodban, a china salesman, and his wife Elleanor. He was educated at St John’s College in Margate in Kent and on graduating began working for his father in the family’s china and glass shop at 129 High Street in Clapham. Goodban joined the 4th Cameron Highlanders at the recruiting centre in the first week of September 1914, drawn like so many of his countrymen to the ranks of a Scottish regiment.

Charles Dudley Bowdery was born in 1893 in Lambeth, London. In 1911 he lived at 52 Thirsk Road South West in Wandsworth with his mother Matilda and his sisters Gladys and Irene. As his diary shows, Bowdery was an intelligent man, which led to him taking employment as a clerk. Bowdery joined the 4th Camerons at the same time as Private Goodban and became one of the many London Scots in A Company.

The brothers Ian and William Mackay were born in 1883 and 1885 respectively, the sons of prominent solicitor William Mackay and his wife Margaret Elizabeth Mackay who lived at Craigmonie House in Inverness. They were educated at Inverness College and Edinburgh Academy before both went to Edinburgh University to study law. On his return to Inverness, Ian joined the Inverness Volunteers as a Private soldier and was commissioned as a 2nd Lieutenant on 20 December 1909 before being promoted full Lieutenant in March 1913. William joined the 4th Cameron Highlanders in 1913 and was promoted full Lieutenant in September 1914 whilst the battalion was based at Bedford. Both wrote detailed letters to their parents and sister Kathleen during their time in the trenches, describing in detail their parts played in battle, their social life in the army and their living conditions.

As the troops prepared to leave for the front, Private Bowdery’s girlfriend travelled from London to Bedford to spend one last night with him. He recalled in his diary entry for 19 February, the day of embarkation, how difficult it was saying goodbye:



Had a farewell breakfast at Smiths, Bedford at 3.30am. Paraded at Tavistock Street at 5am, entrained at 6am. Lillian saw me off from siding. Poor dear girl breaks down in tears on train leaving. My heart feels full. Saw last of Bedford at 6.40am arriving at Southampton at 12 noon after somewhat tiring journey.18



The 4th Cameron Highlanders embarked on the SS Empress Queen, the Archimedes and the Duchess of Argyll at 6.00pm along with the 4th Gordon Highlanders and the 9th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders. Montague Goodban recorded in his diary that the crossing started out well enough but after a dinner of bully beef and biscuits had been served at 8.30pm the weather turned and it had its effect on the men, many of whom emptied their stomachs over the side of the ship, if they could make it there quick enough! They arrived at Le Havre at 1.00am on 20 February and after an early breakfast disembarked at 9.00am. The Battalion then marched 4.5 miles to rest at No1 Camp Le Havre, where the men spent the rest of the day having their first wash since leaving Bedford; it was to be their last for a month. Men were quartered 12 to a tent, and were roused for a 10.00am church parade. The Camerons, less two platoons under Captain David F. MacKenzie who were quarantined for scarlet fever, left the Le Havre camp at 2.15am the next morning and embarked by train for Merville at 7.20pm, having waited at the station all day. The journey to Merville took an unbearable 23 hours, as described by Private Bowdery: ‘34 men packed like sardines into a horse truck. Straw spread on floor. Spent a most uncomfortable time. Slept little. Never mind, still quite happy. Smoking and eating passes the time.’19 Private Goodban noted:



There is no thinking of going on holiday this time; we are packed in like sardines. The train is composed of horse boxes and we are packed 34 in each box and no light. What a game! We sort ourselves out and try to settle down but sleep is out of the question, such cries of ‘get off my ear’ and ‘whose ****** leg’s that in my dining room?!’ etc keep rending the air. However we pass the night singing and smoking and eating the 3 B’s.20



According to Bowdery, the train passed through Rouen, Beauvais, Amiens, Boulogne, Calais, St Omer and Hazebrouck before arriving at Merville at 6.30pm on Monday 22 February. From there they marched to La Gorgue, a distance of four miles, where they were billeted in a school with heaps of straw as their bed. At this time La Gorgue was approximately six miles behind the firing line, but had been occupied by the German Army at the start of the war, and bore the scars of the previous winter’s fighting. The 4th Cameron Highlanders were immediately posted to 24 Brigade in the British 8th Division where they were brigaded with the 1st Worcester Regiment, the 2nd East Lancashire Regiment, the 1st Sherwood Foresters, the 2nd Northamptonshire Regiment and the 5th Black Watch. Whilst in La Gorgue the two platoons detached the previous day rejoined the battalion.

The Cameron men spent the next few days searching La Gorgue for cafes, or as Private Goodban writes, ‘Estaminets’. Lieutenant Ian MacKay – in a letter to his parents of 23 February – described that time: ‘All the men are very fit and in high spirits and some of their efforts at French are very amusing. Most of them say ‘Oui, oui’ to everything and the Skyemen usually stare and say nothing.’21

Whilst billeted in La Gorgue, Private Bowdery saw one of the wonders of modern warfare – a dogfight in the air:



During the afternoon I witness a fight in mid-air between English and German aeroplanes. These fellows run great risks and from below one can watch the effects of shrapnel fire directed against them. None of them were hit but at any rate the Germans were driven off.22



On 25 February, a party of eight officers and eight sergeants were sent to spend the night with the Worcestershire Regiment in the front line trenches to gain an idea of how they operated. Lieutenant Ian Mackay was one of the officers selected, and he later described how, in the advance to the trenches, bullets were flying all around them. The trenches the Camerons viewed were 70–100 yards from the Germans, who kept firing all night. Mackay reported that the trenches were very muddy and it was bitterly cold at night but the Worcesters’ Captain shared his dug out with him and they managed to light a fire, cooking their own dinner. Even though he proclaimed the trenches to be a safe place, MacKay had a close encounter when a bullet passed straight through his glengarry (bonnet). He was undeterred by the incident. A sergeant from Inverness, eager to test the marksmanship of the Germans, raised his own on a stick, which instantly drew fire and left him with two holes in the headgear.

Whilst in these trenches Lieutenant Mackay got word that the 4th Camerons were moving closer to the firing line and he returned to join them in their new billets in Black Watch Lane, which they reached at 7.40pm on 26 February, eight days after their arrival in France. The officers were billeted in a cottage and the A Company officers formed their own mess there. Captain Murdoch Beaton, Captain David F. Mackenzie, Lieutenants Francis E. Laughton, John Black, Charles Campbell and the Mackay brothers all messed together.

On 28 February, the 4th Cameron Highlanders took their place in the front line trenches for the first time. In the sector running north from the village of Neuve Chapelle the trenches were known as A to F Lines. A and B Companies took over from two companies of the Middlesex Regiment and took their positions in part of the C Lines trenches just north of the Estaires to La Bassee Road. C and D Companies were in reserve billets in Cameron Lane, just behind the battalion Headquarters which were in a farmhouse in Rue Bacquerot, about 1000 yards behind the firing line.23 Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Fraser had the honour of being in command of the whole sector.

The conditions in the trenches were particularly trying. There were no communication trenches linking the fire trench to the reserve positions and no duckboards providing flooring in the front line trenches. This lack of flooring – when combined with the snowfalls which peppered northern France in the first week of March 1915 – meant that the trenches became a quagmire. Ration parties were forced to move in the open at night under persistent rifle fire from the enemy positions.24

Private Bowdery described his first day in the trenches:



Well Sunday today, and who would have thought that I would see a Sunday as near the firing line as I am now. Nothing much doing in the early part of the day. Aha! We hear about 12 orders now that we are to go into the trenches this evening, my word the excitement in A Company. Now for fatigues, yes I thought, my name yes Bowdery, just give a hand with these blankets. Right-oh Sergeant off I trot, come back, more fatigue – rations this time. Eventually we are ready then comes ‘fall in’ and off we go for our first baptism of fire. We march to trenches through mud over our ankles. Eventually we get within the bullet area and my word don’t they whistle. Everyone keeps as low as possible and probably wonder if any are coming his way. We reach the trenches at last and we are told that we are safe enough if we keep low, which one might be sure we do with the result that our backs ache within about 5 minutes. At 10 o’clock pm I am put on Sentry, that is to look out over the top of the trench for Germans. One might guess that hearing the bullets whistling about I feel somewhat dubious about putting my head over, but I eventually get over that feeling and do my duty. Nothing happens.25



The Inverness, Broadford and Nairn men of A and B Companies spent that first day in the C Lines trenches and were relieved after two days by the Strathspey, Fort William and Portree men of C and D Companies. Each platoon had a front of about 100 yards to call their own.

The first casualties sustained by the 4th Cameron Highlanders were taken on 1 March. When the Machine Gun Section was retiring to their billets half a mile behind the trenches a shell came through the roof of the billet and exploded, killing Sergeant Ronald R. MacDonald and wounding Privates John Kowin, Albin Rous, William Feiling, Reginald Murray, Daniel Stanger and Robert Dingwall. A correspondent, writing to the Inverness Courier, described the explosion:



I jumped up on the wall and was in the act of jumping over when a shell burst through the roof and blew me off the wall, half-blinding and deafening me and I was nearly choked with fumes. When I realised my whereabouts I was sitting under a horse. I got up and rushed for the fresh air. I then heard shrieks and groans from within and shouts for stretchers. I bolted to the doctor and got three stretchers, and in them we carried three of the worst cases and three walked to the doctor.26



[image: images]

A to F Lines trenches, Neuve Chapelle Sector, March 1915. (8th Division History)

By 6 March all four companies of the 4th Camerons were in the front line trenches of C Lines. On 8 March a German shell exploded in the trenches of C Company, killing Private Colin Fraser and Bugler William Campbell and wounding six of their comrades, one of whom, Private Ralph Edwards, died on 9 March. Company Sergeant Major William A. MacIntyre became the most senior member of the 4th Camerons to become a casualty. He was shot in the leg on 8 March and died on the 23rd of his wounds.

These early days in the trenches were full of new experiences for the men of the 4th Cameron Highlanders. Corporal Roderick Ross described the situation in a letter to his sister in Inverness:



On Monday night I took a team into the firing line, and on the way up had to pass a bullet-swept road. It made one feel rather nervous to hear a biz-z-zip above your head and not knowing but that the next would get you. The trenches themselves are safe as houses once we get in. The dangerous part is getting in and out. The mud is terrible. I wish you could have seen me when I came out last night. I walked into a shellhole, sinking almost to the waist in liquid clay. About half a dozen star shells blazed up near us as we were crossing the exposed part of the field but we were so mad and out of temper that we kept straight on even though we were showing up quite distinctly. We are so close that we can hear the Germans talking and singing. They have a very nasty habit of shooting just when we are at meals and when a lump of clay falls into your tea, which is none too plentiful as water is scarce, it’s none too pleasant. I had a few shots at their loopholes, and did some damage to their cookhouse chimney.27



The Battalion, with their colleagues in the 8th Division, were about to take part in the first major attack of 1915. The village of Neuve Chapelle had to be taken.
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THE BATTLE OF NEUVE CHAPELLE, 9 – 15 MARCH 1915

In March 1915 Neuve Chapelle was a small village in the Nord Pas-de-Calais region of France, nine miles southwest of Armentières. The area had been the scene of sporadic fighting in the final months of 1914, which culminated in the Germans taking possession and incorporating the village into the defences of the strategically important position of Aubers Ridge, a mile to the east of the village. The overall battle plan was to capture the salient in which the village was situated and, if the British Army was successful, to assault Aubers Ridge itself.

There were several key features of the battlefield. On the extreme north of the British position, at the point where C Lines met D Lines, was a farm called Moated Grange. It had been largely destroyed on 27 November 1914 by British artillery, in an attempt to eliminate a German sniper position. By March 1915 the buildings were technically in no man’s land between the British and German lines. To the south of the farm, the Sunken Road ran past an orchard and then on to meet a road coming from the village of Mauquissart and a group of houses called Nameless Cottages. Just south of the Sunken Road was Signpost Lane. This was another road running almost parallel to the Sunken Road just outside of Neuve Chapelle. Further still to the south, in the centre of the British line, was the village itself and at the extreme south of the position was Port Arthur, which was to be assaulted by the Lahore and Meerut Divisions of the Indian Corps.

The popular image of First World War trenches was inspired by those of the later years of the conflict: complex trench systems carved into the earth, extending from the North Sea to the Swiss border. The Neuve Chapelle sector in March 1915 did not have these cavernous subterranean homes and the British soldiers relied on something much more basic, the breastwork. Speaking in 1977, Private Hector Macdonald from Daviot, near Inverness, described them:



You could stand in the trench and look over the breastwork towards the German frontline but of course … the weather was wet and you were nearly up to your knees in mud in this trench. Everything was mud. Both sides of the trench all mud. The trench would be about five foot deep and then you could look over it towards the German front.28



[image: images]

The Neuve Chapelle battlefield and objectives, March 1915. (7th Division History)

The Battle of Neuve Chapelle was the first large scale offensive carried out by the BEF in 1915. The disposition of the British troops at the start of the battle was as follows. From the Port Arthur position to the start of the B Lines trenches was the area manned by the Indian Corps, comprised of the Lahore and Meerut Divisions. In the B and C Lines trenches were 23 and 25 Brigades of the British 8th Division who were to lead the assault on the village. Farther to the north were 20, 21 and 22 Brigades of the 7th Division. 24 Brigade of the 8th Division were to be the Divisional reserve, but at the opening of the battle several of their battalions were in holding positions in the front line. This included the 4th Cameron Highlanders whose A Company was on the extreme left of the battlefield in the right hand portion of the D Lines trenches. To their right was B Company in the left portion of C Lines and the trenches curving round behind the Moated Grange. Next came D Company, still in C Lines, and lastly C Company, who garrisoned the right hand section of C Lines up to the junction of C and B Lines, to the north of Signpost Lane.

The aim of the 8th Division attack was for 23 and 25 Brigades to push on and capture the first line objectives. 24 Brigade had supplied the 5th Black Watch and the 2nd Northampton Regiment to garrison B Lines in addition to the 4th Camerons in C and D Lines. 21 Brigade of the 7th Division was to assemble along the Rue de Tilleloy, behind B Lines, and occupy the trenches vacated by the assaulting brigades of the 8th Division, with 20 Brigade taking over their reserve trenches. 22 Brigade was to remain in reserve trenches in E and F Lines to the north of the main attack. Facing the British troops were the German 13th and 14th Divisions, the 6th Bavarian Reserve Division and the 11th Jaeger Regiment.

The battle commenced at 7.30am on 10 March with a massive artillery bombardment. Around 350 artillery pieces had been collected for use in the offensive and they set about their aim of pulverising the Germans’ front line trenches and destroying the protective works of barbed wire. There followed a barrage which was the largest yet seen in the war and prompted one officer in the 4th Seaforth Highlanders to remark: ‘the din was terrific, the whole air and the solid earth itself became one quivering jelly.’29 Another account stated that: ‘a wall of dust and smoke, from 50 to 100 feet high had shot up from the German trenches, as the shells fell thick and fast on the enemy’s barbed wire and front line.’30

The bombardment was largely successful, with one exception – the trenches in front of 23 Brigade from Signpost Lane to the Sunken Road, held by two companies of the 11th Jaeger Regiment. This was to prove costly for the attack.

Twenty-four-year old Kingussie man Sergeant Donald P. Fraser of the 4th Camerons C Company described the barrage:



The men were wonderfully cool and confident the night before the battle, and quite ready at any moment to drive off an attack. At 7am the guns opened like thunder, shot and shell screaming overhead, and men, earth and debris flying high in the air from the German trenches. We kept up a rapid fire on anyone who tried to retire.31



The artillery bombardment lasted for 35 minutes before lifting to its secondary targets in the German second defensive line. At 8.05am, the infantry attacked. The 2nd Middlesex Regiment and 2nd Scots Rifles, in the first wave of 23 Brigade’s attack on the right of the 4th Camerons, ran into trouble immediately. Their 400-yard front to the immediate north of Signpost Lane had been largely untouched by the artillery barrage and the German defenders inflicted such losses on them that they were unable to advance very far and were pinned down by machine-gun and shell fire. The second wave of the 23 Brigade assault, the 2nd West Yorkshire Regiment and the 2nd Devon Regiment, were ordered to support the attack of the Scots Rifles as they were less bogged down than the Middlesex to their left. They were then to turn north and attack in the flank of the enemy positions holding up the Middlesex.

Corporal Alistair MacDougall32 of the 4th Camerons, writing to his father in the Highlands, described the initial advance of the British Army:



After breakfast the advance began, the Scottish Rifles leading. For all the world you would think that they were going to a football match; smiling, smoking and joking, their manner did not suggest war. They were followed by battalion after battalion, and as they were under fire you could see every now and again a fellow stumble and fall, but the advance continued. When our men arrived at the German trenches they had nothing to do but walk in.33



At approximately 10.00am a fresh artillery bombardment of the lines in front of the Middlesex commenced. Major-General Francis Davies, commanding the 8th Division, ordered most of 24 Brigade to take up new positions to continue the attack. The 1st Worcesters and the remainder of the 2nd West Yorkshires were to support the Middlesex men and occupy the trenches vacated by the 11th Jaegers. The 2nd Northamptonshires, the 1st Sherwood Foresters and the 2nd East Lancashires, all of 24 Brigade, took up their new positions in the area of the old British front line, from where 23 and 25 Brigade had launched their assault. The East Lancashires took up positions where Signpost Lane met the Armentières Road, filling the gap of several hundred yards between the attacking brigades. Major-General Davies realised the difficulties of 23 Brigade’s position and accordingly authorised General Pinney, the commander, to call on the services of 24 Brigade as and when needed.

At 11.30am, Sir Henry Rawlinson, commander of IV Corps, ordered the 2nd West Yorkshires and the battle-weary remains of the Middlesex Regiment to rush the Orchard position on the north of the Sunken Road. After a brief artillery bombardment, they did so, and at 12.30pm the Orchard was taken and the Yorkshires moved north towards the Moated Grange and the 4th Camerons’ position.

Situated to the north of the Middlesex attack, the 4th Cameron Highlanders themselves were not directly involved in the first stage of the battle, but neither were they idle. Private Montague Goodban of A Company, situated in the D Lines trenches, reported how the artillery barrage took its toll on the German defenders:



During the 3 hours from 4am to 7am we had orders to pour rapid fire on to the ‘Allemands’ who were retreating from their trench to seek safer quarters. With the constant rapid fire my rifle steamed like a boiling kettle and became so hot that I could scarcely hold it. During this time I think we managed to bag a good few of the enemy between us. Their parapet was so badly damaged by our high explosives that they stuffed the gaps up in it with their dead.34



The Camerons were still the target of German attention, with shells continuously hitting the trenches around their position, causing casualties. Captain James MacPherson of B Company became the first 4th Camerons officer to be killed by enemy fire; he died alongside seven of his men. A further 23 men were wounded, one of them, Sergeant Alexander Johnston of Nairn, dying the next day. An unnamed Private writing in a letter published in the Inverness Courier told of the German shellfire:



The air was simply thick with shrapnel. One shell knocked down a bit of our parapet, passed through a group of men without hitting anyone and buried itself in the wall of the dugout. Fortunately it did not burst.35



Lieutenant William Mackay was in command of a farmhouse to the north of the Moated Grange which had been strengthened, loopholed and garrisoned by his platoon of A Company.



It was quite amusing, quite near the German lines so we could not leave the building during the day time and had to keep all lights well shaded at night. Through chinks in the roof we could observe with field glasses the Germans and see them running about in their trenches. The farmer had gone, his wheat lay unthreshed in the barn, his cows lay dead in the fields but his two dogs remained and became very friendly with us!36



By 1.00pm the battalions of 23 Brigade were in possession of their second line objectives and had cleared the Germans from the trenches on the left of their advance to the Moated Grange. At once the troops of 23 Brigade began to put this area of newly captured ground into a state of defence to prepare for a counterattack. Their colleagues in 25 Brigade dug in on a line from the easterly houses of Neuve Chapelle to the road junction at Signpost Lane where its flank met that of 23 Brigade.

Around 2.15pm 21 Brigade was ordered forward from its reserve positions on the Rue de Tilleloy. The 2nd Yorkshire Regiment and the 2nd Royal Scots Fusiliers advanced through the 23 Brigade positions 100 yards east of the Moated Grange, and gained about 300 yards from the enemy. On their left, the 2nd Wiltshire Regiment took up a position just in front of, and joined up with, the 4th Cameron Highlanders in the C Lines trenches. These fresh troops were to attack towards Moulin du Pietre as soon as 24 Brigade were in position on their right flank. But it was not to be so straightforward.

At 1.30pm, 24 Brigade had received fresh orders to be ready for the attack. The Sherwood Foresters and the Northamptons deployed along the Armentières Road each side of Signpost Lane. Due to numerous breakdowns in communication they finally advanced at 5.30pm and received a light peppering of fire from the German positions at Nameless Cottages and the Layes Brook Redoubt. Taking casualties, the battalions halted and dug in, awaiting support. The new British line ran from a point near the German defences north of the Moated Grange to the junction of the Signpost Lane–Layes Bridge Road where it met Nameless Cottage Lane.

By 7.00pm, 21 and 24 Brigades had lost touch with each other and both had dug in for the night to prepare to renew the assault in the morning. That evening, in the Camerons’ sector, parts of B and D Companies occupied the Moated Grange and trenches taken from the enemy. A wounded officer of B Company, recuperating in Inverness at the end of March, recounted the tale of occupying the farm:37



They were ordered to occupy a moated grange, a large farm building that had been wrecked by the German shells. The moat round the building was reached by the Camerons in safety. Operations were immediately done to fortify the place and while the Camerons were busily engaged digging themselves in, a hail of German bullets assailed them. A number of the men dropped wounded, but the German counterattack was repelled promptly, and the Camerons were able to dig themselves into the position they had taken up, and to hold them against the enemy. During this operation there were several casualties among officers and men and these were promptly attended to. The whole operation was a fine piece of work.38
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The northern sector of the Neuve Chapelle battlefield. (7th Division History)

11 March did not start well for the British troops. The weather was particularly misty and the 15-minute artillery barrage which preceded the morning’s action was ineffectual. Shells by now were in short supply. Under the cover of night and and a thick mist the Germans had been able to dig new defensive positions in relative comfort, these areas being missed by the British gunners, who never even knew they existed. The troops of 21 Brigade – in dugouts in the area between the Orchard on the Sunken Road and the village of Mauquissart – could make no progress in their attack against these new positions. Reinforcements from 20 Brigade advanced at 7.00am from the Moated Grange to try and get in touch with 21 Brigade but were hit by rifle, machine-gun and artillery fire. This bombardment was to last for three hours. 21 Brigade suffered many casualties, especially amongst the 2nd Gordon Highlanders, who dug in southeast of the Moated Grange and to the north of the orchard.

Corporal MacDougall, of the Cameron’s Fort William Company, described how the German artillery bombardment affected the 4th Camerons:



It was at that time that I had the misfortune to be hit. The Germans had brought up fresh artillery and men. In our part of the trench, Captain Allison, Lieutenant Calder, Sergeant K.K. Cameron, Sergeant Donald Cameron, Corporal R. Cooper, Corporal Donald Grant and myself. Shells were dropping too near to be comfortable and one landed just behind the trench and almost buried us all. I had to be dug out and the Captain also had to be helped out. We shifted over to where 9 Platoon were and had not been there very long when a shell burst about 6 yards away and fairly peppered Lieutenant Calder and myself.39



The Germans did not have it all their own way. In the Camerons sector around the Moated Grange the German trenches had taken a severe pounding from the British artillery. Private Charles Bowdery of A Company described how the enemy reacted:



We have the satisfaction of seeing the Germans put up their white flags all along their line and we shout across to them to surrender and come over, which they do, poor wretches. They leave all the rifles and equipment behind and run across with their hands up. We capture about 300 in our section, most of them wounded owing to the terrific fire they have been subjected to. Poor devils they seem dazed and only too pleased to be taken prisoner.40



Lieutenant Ian Mackay, serving in A Company with his brother William, also watched the surrender, before taking posession of the vacated German trench:



Some of our troops collected them and they came across to our lines so we had a good look at them. It was a guard of our men that marched them off. They seemed to be delighted to be taken prisoner and be out of the fight as they waved their hands to us and shook hands with our men and slapped them on the back and some gave up their helmets in exchange for biscuits etc.41



Lieutenant William Mackay, writing to his mother in Inverness on 14 March, described the part the Camerons played in the surrender and in particular the role of one of the toughest men in the battalion, Corporal James Macbean of Achnabeachan,42 who would later achieve legendary status as the finest fighting man in the battalion:



Of course the flank attack and artillery fire really caused them to surrender but we did our share too and picked them off whenever they showed up – Achnabeachan in particular doing great execution, remaining at a loophole all day like a leech! Whilst the bombardment was going on amidst the fearful noise one of my platoon, a Skyeman looked over the parapet and seeing sandbags etc being hurled from the German trenches by the explosions exclaimed in awestruck tones ‘Good Graaashus, God have mercy on them’ to which I replied ‘I hope he will have more than you Norman, for I am sure if you get at them you won’t have much!’ The man in question being very small made the joke complete.43



At 12.19pm, General Rawlinson ordered that the buildings at Moulin du Pietre and at the Mauquissart-Pietre crossroads should be assaulted. Regrettably, the only troops to hear of this were two companies of the 1st Worcester Regiment. Their attempt to capture the position, and a later attack by the Sherwood Foresters and 2nd Northamptonshires, met with failure and severe loss of life. The 24 Brigade front now stretched from the Northamptons in the extreme north, in touch with 7th Division on their left, directly east of Nameless Cottages. The Worcester Regiment was on their immediate right with the Sherwood Foresters facing the German position at the eastern end of Sunken Lane. The West Yorkshire Regiment of 23 Brigade held their right flank, in a position straddling the Layes Bridge Road. These battalions remained there for the rest of the day and made preparations to renew the attack the following morning.

In the 4th Cameron Highlanders War Diary, Adjutant Captain Garden B. Duff recorded that in the evening of 11 March two platoons of C Company occupied trenches in support of the Middlesex Regiment where they remained for the night.44 The trench system occupied by the 4th Camerons was now much more spread out than at the start of the battle two days earlier. A Company still held the left flank in D Lines but B Company now held the right of C Lines, the Moated Grange and the captured German trenches to the east. They were ably supported by D Company who had moved forward from their position in the salient to a position to the southeast of the Moated Grange, and C Company on the extreme right of the Camerons’ front was now in support of the Middlesex Regiment.

As night fell on 11 March 1915, the German 6th Reserve Bavarian Division moved into position to assault the ground gained by the British and Indian assault and recapture the village of Neuve Chapelle. Their aim was to force the Allied troops to retreat along the whole of the captured territory, from Port Arthur in the south to the Moated Grange in the north. The 13th Infantry Regiment, two companies of the 15th Infantry Regiment and one battalion of the 179th Saxons would attack the area of the Moated Grange.45

On that misty Friday morning, following an artillery bombardment, the German troops were able to advance as close as 50 yards from the British lines before being spotted. 21 Brigade managed to hang on to their position south of the Quadrilateral, near the Moated Grange, despite the 2nd Wiltshire Regiment being temporarily overwhelmed by the enemy bombers, and their A and C Companies were driven back to the Camerons’ trench. The Green Howards to the immediate right of the Wiltshires, directly facing the Quadrilateral, repulsed the Germans but only when the enemy was in their front line trenches. Further round the line the Germans broke through the ranks of the 2nd Royal Scots Fusiliers, but were swiftly dealt with by reinforcements from the 2nd Bedfords. The Bedford War Diary records the battalion’s losses as 15 men killed, 66 wounded and 5 missing and at least 3 officers wounded.46 The Northamptonshires and Worcesters further to the right of the British line repulsed an attack by the 21st Bavarians and the 133rd Saxons but the Sherwood Foresters, holding the line between the Sunken Road and Layes Bridge Road, we not so fortunate. Their section of the line was the first to be attacked and most of the defenders were killed. At the same time, the Germans attacked the Foresters in the trench along Nameless Cottage Lane and forced them to retreat.47

The Bavarians and Saxons then found themselves in a salient and were charged by elements of the 1st Worcesters and the West Yorkshires who drove them back and secured the Nameless Cottages position. The Sherwood Foresters also rallied and regained the trenches that had been lost earlier.

The 4th Cameron Highlanders were also in the thick of it that morning. The previous evening, the officer commanding the D Lines trenches had issued an order to Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Fraser:



To enable the 7th Division to support an attack with key close artillery fire the whole of D Lines will be very quietly cleared of troops by 6.30am tomorrow morning. Half will close onto C Lines and half onto E Lines. Two 18-pounder batteries will be firing from Rue Bacquerot towards Moulin du Pietre from 7am. Troops so cleared to close back again after artillery bombardment which will commence at 7am and last half an hour. If morning very misty bombardment may be postponed a little. The Yeomanry will go into E Lines, the Cyclists and Camerons into C Lines. The move will be made as quietly as possible.48



Lieutenant Ian Mackay summarised the actions of Highlanders that morning:



About 4.30am we got the word to quit our trench as our guns were going to heavily bombard the German trench in front, part of which had not been captured by our men the previous day. We accordingly started before dawn to go over to the next trench on our right which was held by our B Company. To get to it we had to go through a ditch up to our middles in water and thick with mud. Just as we were getting across and most of us flopping about in the water the Germans attacked. They opened a heavy fire on us and also the Wiltshire Regiment, who were holding the part of the German trench captured the previous day. They drove the Wiltshires out with bombs and they retreated back to our trench to the very point we were making for. Consequently there was a fearful block in the entrance to the trench and we could not get on.


 Those of us who were across the trench got into the next trench, those behind had to lie low in the watery ditch and those at the end of the line who were not across the ditch (among whom were Willie and DF)49 went back to our old trench and manned it. I was at the head of the line as my command is Number 1 Platoon and I was following Beaton, our Captain. We got across alright but when we got into the next trench we found it blocked with the Wiltshires who had been bombed out of the trench in front and that there was absolutely no room for us. We had therefore to file down a narrow trench behind and there we were stuck for about half an hour over the ankles in mud and water. We had to stoop very low to get cover and bullets were flying thick. I looked across with my field glasses and made out Willie and McErlich50 in it. Gradually the block eased and we were able to make our way back to the firing trench.

 While we were in the narrow trench behind we expected every minute to be charged by the Germans but when we got back to the firing trench we found that the Wiltshires had rallied and charged the Germans and recaptured the bit of trench they had been bombed out of in the morning. We accordingly took our place in the firing line and had a lovely time. Our fellows enjoyed it awfully and you could see the Germans being bowled over like rabbits. After a bit we made our way back to our old trenches. The heavy guns again bombarded the German trenches while we kept up a constant fire and after a bit, a large number (300) of Germans again surrendered, again coming through our lines. The Brigadier sent us a note congratulating us on our co-operation in these captures. These captures were very exciting, like winning a good football match.51



The letters of Lieutenants Ian and William Mackay and the diaries of Privates Montague Goodban and Charles Bowdery are full of references to the exciting and even enjoyable life on the front line. However, some moments provided a sobering reflection on the horrors of war. Writing to his mother on 14 March from billets in Cameron Lane, Ian Mackay described one such event:



That morning we had one of the little tragedies of war. When we crossed the ditch in the early morning we had with us a young officer of the Welsh Fusiliers who had come along the line to reconnoitre. When the Wiltshires were beaten back he took a prominent part in rallying them and behaved very bravely and when we recrossed to our old trench he came back with us. We lit a fire in the open and sat round it and had some breakfast and discussed the events of the morning. After a while he got up to go back to his own lines but he had only gone a few yards when he looked over the breastwork and fell dead, shot through the head. I believe he is to be recommended for the DSO for the part he played in the morning’s proceedings.52



The officer in question was 25-year-old 2nd Lieutenant Horace Parkes from Bournemouth. He had joined the 1/28th London Regiment, the Artists Rifles, and was given a temporary commission into the Royal Welch Regiment in December 1914. On the day of the battle he was in the C Lines trenches in his capacity as liaison officer with the 21st Brigade. For his efforts in trying to rally the 2nd Wiltshire Regiment he was mentioned in the despatches of General Haig. 2nd Lieutenant Parkes’ body was not recovered after the battle and he is commemorated on the Le Touret Memorial to the Missing.

At this time D Company of the 4th Camerons were dug in to the southeast of the Moated Grange. Private Arnold Theobald described his experiences of this position:



I was in a short trench for an hour or so only, a trench to the right of my own section. While there shrapnel broke overhead and a ‘Jack Johnson’ almost at the same time carried away the parapet, with the result that four were wounded and one killed. How I escaped I cannot explain. But some explanations are not for us to fathom, I’m sure. The above incident is simply one of hundreds.53



One of B Company’s wounded officers, recuperating in Inverness in April, spoke of the casualties caused by shellfire in an interview with the Inverness Courier:



In some of the breastworks occupied by the 4th Camerons the floor was littered with shell fragments. In one case where there was practically no cover the men were ordered to lie close to the breastwork and hold their packs above their heads for protection.

 It was during this bombardment that the 4th Camerons suffered most heavily losing about 6 officers wounded and 80 to 100 men killed and wounded.54



At 5.45pm, 23 Brigade instructed the 2nd Devonshire Regiment and the 2nd Scots Rifles to capture the Pietre Road. 24 Brigade, still holding their earlier positions, deployed the 4th Cameron Highlanders to assist in the attack.



At about 5.00pm the battalion and the 2nd Battalion, Devon Regiment, were ordered forward to take part in a bayonet attack on the new enemy front at Pietre55 which commenced at 7.30pm. As the battalion was very scattered, the men went forward by companies. Lieutenant-Colonel Fraser and Captain Duff, the Adjutant, led C Company forward to scout the route. They lost touch with the 2nd Devons56 and in endeavouring to find them C Company and the Commanding Officer came in touch with the enemy’s trenches unexpectedly.

The experiences of Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Fraser were recounted in the Inverness Courier:



[G]oing forward in front of the men they heard some talking but could not make out whether English or German. So they got forward to listen and came to the conclusion it was German. The Germans then sent up a flare light and the party was discovered, and the Huns opened fire very hotly. The officers in question were certainly not more than 20 yards from, and in front of, the German line but they lay flat on the ground, as flat as possible and never moved: then after a little the firing stopped and the CO, moving very cautiously a few inches a time, crawled first backwards into a hollow, then sideways and then straight back until he came to a firing trench, into which he rolled, and was then able to go in its shelter on his hands and knees for a little, after which he got up and walked away, completely untouched.57



Captain Duff followed Fraser and the 170 men of C Company followed him. Miraculously, there was not one casualty in the whole company. The Battalion was reorganised and once again ordered forward for a bayonet attack. The battalion war diary recorded:



The Battalion which was now collected was ordered forward again, but owing to the dark and the intersected nature of an unknown country much time was lost and the battalion which had been in file was being assembled in an open field under heavy fire preparatory to moving to the correct position.58



Private Charles Bowdery described in his diary entry for 12 March how the men were exceedingly tired and in no fit state to make a bayonet charge, but were led forward in single file, across fields strewn with dead and wounded British and German soldiers. The wounded were crying for water but there was nothing the Camerons could do for them. Bowdery described it as the most gruesome thing he had ever seen in his life. His A Company colleague Private Montague Goodban could only sum it up in one word – heartbreaking.
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The Moated Grange sector at the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, 12 March 1915. (7th Division History)

The area over which the 4th Cameron Highlanders marched for their bayonet charge was between their position in the captured German trench in front of the Moated Grange and the 24 Brigade frontline positions facing Nameless Cottages around the sector held by the Worcester Regiment. The Camerons took up positions on a slight hill in no man’s land about 100 yards from the new German positions. The Battalion had reached its launching position unobserved by the Germans and intended taking them by surprise. All of a sudden they were ordered to lie down and await further orders. The field they were in was full of rotting turnips and the constant shellfire had turned it into a quagmire. Here they stayed, expecting orders to attack at any moment, for 2–3 hours. The Germans continuously sent up flares to try and find approaching British troops, and once the Camerons were spotted the enemy opened up a terrific barrage of rifle, machine-gun and artillery fire. Lieutenant Ian Mackay, again writing to his parents in Inverness, noted with levity that the men were so tired from the exertions of the previous days that even under such hellish conditions they all fell asleep. He wrote that he was afraid the noise from the Highlanders’ snoring would alert the Germans to their presence!

After the Germans opened fire, the 4th Camerons and the other battalions at their side were ordered to retire. Someone further up the chain of command had realised that an attack in that sector would be unwise and it was aborted. Private Bowdery described the retreat:



Evidently someone has made a mistake and bungled orders for we are given the order to retire as best we can. We got up and shrapnel plays havoc with us, our poor chaps are hit and their cries are heartrending for we dare not stop to help them.59



Private Goodban echoed Bowdery’s sentiments:



For reasons I am unable to find out we get the order to get back on to the road as quickly and as best as we can, the road is about half a mile in our rear. As soon as the Huns discovered us they opened a terrific fire of machine guns, rifles and artillery and cries of chaps getting hit go up on all sides.60



A member of the Maxim gun section wrote home that the battalion had been ordered to charge the Germans out of a wood. The soldier reported that it was just as well the Camerons were ordered to retire as the Germans had brought up so many reinforcements that the Scots soldiers would have been annihilated.61

The men retired about 3.00am on 13 March. In the confusion following the retreat, many of the 4th Camerons lost their way when trying to get back to their original position beside the Moated Grange. At this time, Private Goodban’s and Private Bowdery’s accounts converge, as they and two other men got lost together. According to Bowdery:



Myself and the other 3 got lost and mixed up with the Worcesters etc, eventually we strike the road towards our headquarters and after struggling along for about 3 hours dead tired we reach headquarters but cannot find anywhere to sleep so trudge off again about another mile to our old barn. We were fall down whacked. It is about 5.30 Saturday morning I have never spent such an awful time in all my life and hope to God that I never repeat it.62



Goodban continues:



Eventually myself and 3 pals get clear but we find we have lost touch with our battalion and are mixed up with a bunch of Warwicks. We decide we had better make for Headquarters which we find after a great deal of tramping and arrive there at 5.30am on Saturday morning absolutely done up. All day Saturday chaps keep turning up who had got lost in a similar manner to ourselves.63



Lieutenant Ian MacKay also got lost during the retreat, having stayed behind – with Sergeant John Roake and four men – to bringing in the wounded left in no man’s land during the German barrage. He described it in a letter to his parents in Inverness:



The men … got confused in the dark and followed the battalion home, so the Sergeant and I were left alone and we had a little adventure together. We started off across the field and went over the ground thoroughly but could not find the men we were looking for so concluded that they must have been picked up by RAMC men, who were going about in parties picking up men wounded in that day’s battle. We then turned to make our way back but owing to the dark and the frequent turnings we had in our search we lost the direction and could not find the road back. Every now and again, the Germans, who seemed to be all around us, sent up fire balls and opened fire and we had to fall flat down. Wandered about for some time not knowing if we were going towards the British or German lines as the two were not parallel but zigzagging about but gradually by my compass I made out the right direction. We heard some voices and crawled up to them to hear what language they were speaking. We were glad to hear a good English swear word and found the party to be some RAMC men who were taking in a wounded officer who was shot through the shoulder. Shortly afterwards we fell in with some of our own men who had been delayed on the way home and we all made our way back to the trenches together.64



The operation had been a costly affair and the Adjutant, Captain Garden Duff, writing in the battalion war diary, summed it up most succinctly: ‘Casualties about 70.’65

At 10.40pm on 12 March 1915, while the Camerons were lying in the field in no man’s land, General Sir Douglas Haig officially ended the Battle of Neuve Chapelle. First Army Operation Order No13 stated:



The 4th and Indian Corps will continue to hold the advanced line reached by them today. This line to be established as a defensive line and secured against attack including wiring. The general advance will not be continued tomorrow without further orders and reliefs may be carried out within Corps accordingly.66



Speaking later, Sir John French, commander of the BEF, gave the fatigue of the troops and, above all, the want of ammunition as the reason for the cessation of the attack. Many units of the 7th and 8th Divisions still came under fire on 13 March and the 4th Cameron Highlanders War Diary records that A Company sustained heavy losses during the German attack. This aside, the Camerons took little share in any action that day, and on 14 March they and the rest of 24 Brigade were placed in reserve billets at Cameron Lane before moving to the old C Lines trenches they had previously occupied. In his diary entries of 15 and 16 March, Montague Goodban described taking possession of the German trenches that day:



These reserve trenches are situated on the ground captured from the Germans on the 10th, 11th and 12th. Rifles, equipment and dead litter the ground all round. There is an old German trench close by which I went and had a look at, it is full of dead Huns, some terribly mutilated, but I have by now got quite used to these gruesome sights. The Huns go in for comfort much more in their trenches than we do – some of their dugouts are quite cozy [sic] affairs with chairs, windows and even pictures on the walls, all of course taken from the houses behind their lines. As I write these notes shrapnel is bursting thick overhead. 6.20pm we leave here and go over to the German trenches of which I have just spoken and proceed to reverse them and make them suitable for our own occupation. We are digging until midnight when we get an hour or two’s sleep and continue our operation at daybreak. We finished our job and leave here at 4pm for a rest back at La Gorgue where we arrive at 11pm.67



Private Bowdery, writing in his diary on the same day, his 22nd birthday, recalled how he never thought he would spend his birthday in such conditions. He remained cheerful, however, as he received letters and parcels from home. He also described the conditions of the German trenches:



Move on to more trenches recently occupied by the Huns. I have now an opportunity of going over the German trenches and God the awful sights here inc a poor German who has had his head taken completely off and another with only half a head, others terribly mutilated. I am getting used to this now and find myself gazing on these awful sights without even a shudder. The fields round about are strewn with rifles, equipment etc both English and German, the result of our advance. While I think of it I remember that the shells and shrapnel are flying about us and a number of our chaps are falling.68



In La Gorgue, the 4th Cameron Highlanders rested, cleaned themselves and their equipment and refitted for their next duty in the front line. Lieutenant William Mackay, looking back on his experiences of the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, compared the German soldier to his own men:



They are splendid snipers but in actual fighting cannot compare with the British man for man, and in fact are rather a funk of the British I think. I don’t believe our fellows would have been turned out of those trenches – they are so strong and don’t give a damn about anything. The more one sees of the British Tommy, the more one admires him and can understand how the British Empire has been made.69



His brother Ian, who served with him in A Company, reflected on the previous days:



For a Territorial battalion just out we have had a pretty stiff time. Out of the last 10 days we have been 9 in the trenches and severely shelled which is very trying – also that abortive night attack took it out of the men very much. There is nothing so trying for Territorials or Regulars as to lie out for hours under fire, besides that we have a fair number of killed and wounded.70



An unidentified officer writing to a friend in Inverness described the loss of men during the battle. The letter was reproduced in the Scotsman of 23 March: ‘I volunteered to hold an advanced redoubt until the assault was ordered, and managed to do so with a platoon of men. I lost some of the best, however, with that awful combination – snipers and shrapnel.’71

German snipers were a particular problem for the 4th Camerons, but they had their own share of excellent marksmen. Men used to stalking deer in the Highland glens proved adept at returning the enemy snipers’ fire.

Writing in the Scotsman on 24 March, a 4th Cameron Highlander officer described the conditions. Iron plates with small loopholes for observation and firing were provided in the front line fire trenches, however the Germans were such good shots that one could not look through these loopholes during the day. The officer lamented the fact that the loopholes in the German trenches had iron shutters. He noted that the battalion favourite, Corporal James MacBean of Achnabeachen, Lieutenant Roderick McErlich and himself managed to locate a particular point in the German trench opposite where a sniper had been causing significant problems for the Highlanders. The three men had many shots at it, and after the battle, whilst inspecting that section of the enemy’s trench, were satisfied to find many battered and silenced loopholes.

Charles Bowdery also had a salutory experience with a sniper:



They have got a sniper posted so that his fire catches right at the side of my trench. I was bending down near the 2ft wall when without any warning I got a smash in the face by sand and mud which somewhat startled me. I got up and looked around and over the bank and found that the sandbag had been hit just below where my head had been. I thanked God it was low otherwise I should have been put out.72



Private Goodban recorded in his diary entry of 3 March how the German snipers used disguises:



I drop in for Billet Guard today, 1 hour on and 3 hours off. My first attempt at this job out here. My Lieutenant has just come round to try and comfort me with the news that 3 sentries have been shot outside this billet during the last fortnight and advises me to keep a sharp look out. The sniper who did the dirty work is dressed as an old peasant woman.73



The snipers, trench mortars, machine guns and artillery of the German Army had taken its toll on the 4th Camerons. Casualty lists published in the Scotsman, Inverness Courier and Soldiers Died in the Great War give the names of the battalion’s dead and wounded from the Battle of Neuve Chapelle. In the period from 28 February–9 March the battalion lost 7 men killed and 17 men wounded. During the battle itself, the 4th Camerons lost 28 men killed in action and died of wounds and 111 men wounded, half of whom were in A Company. The majority of the battalion’s casualties took place on 12 March, presumably during the abortive attack on the German position.

The officers fared equally badly. Captain James MacPherson, commanding B Company was killed and Major John Campbell (D Company), Captain Thomas Allison (C Company), Lieutenant William J. Shaw (B Company), Lieutenant Angus Ross (D Company), 2nd Lieutenant James R. Park (B Company), 2nd Lieutenant Alexander R. Wallace (D Company) and 2nd Lieutenant William Calder (C Company) were wounded.

The casualties of the 4th Cameron Highlanders from before the Battle of Neuve Chapelle are buried at Rue de Bacquerot Number 1 Cemetery near Laventie, behind the British front line. Captain James MacPherson and four of his men lie there with them. One man, 20-year-old Private Donald MacDonald from Inverness, is buried in the Royal Irish Rifles Cemetery in Laventie. The remaining casualties’ bodies were either never found or identified but their names live on, etched into the Memorial to the Missing at Le Touret.

For all their suffering at Neuve Chapelle, the Camerons were singled out for praise, both by senior officers and in the press back home. One of B Company’s officers wrote:



Instances worthy of the VC were performed by members of the 4th Camerons. When the advancing soldiers were hit in the open in front of the Cameron trenches several members of the battalion boldly left their cover and succeeded in succouring and bringing in wounded men.74



It had been a difficult start to their time in the trenches. From their arrival in France on 19 February until the end of the Battle of Neuve Chapelle on 16 March the 4th Camerons had spent twelve days in the front line, six days in support and eight days out of the line in reserve. Even though they had not been an attacking battalion at Neuve Chapelle, they had paid a high price; they marched on without 170 of their men.

NOTES

  28    Hector MacDonald, taped interview with Peter Liddle, 1977, held by the Liddle Collection, Leeds University.

  29    Lieutenant Charles Tennant, quoted in The Battle of Neuve Chapelle, Battleground Europe Series by Geoff Bridger, p.29.

  30    Unnamed officer of the 2nd Middlesex Regiment quoted in The Battle of Neuve Chapelle, Battleground Europe Series by Geoff Bridger, p.30.

  31    Highland News, 3 April 1915, p.3

  32    1129 Cpl Alistair MacDougall was from Fort William, was commissioned and died on 30 April 1918 while seconded to the 2/14th London Regiment (London Scottish) and is buried in the Jerusalem War Cemetery in Israel. 

  33    Scotsman Digital Archive, Scotsman, 22 March 1915

  34    Goodban, p.8

  35    Inverness Courier, 23 March 1915 p.5

  36    MacKay, p.15

  37    The only officers of the 4th Camerons in Inverness at this time who were present at Neuve Chapelle were Lieutenant William Shaw and 2nd Lieutenant Fred Kelly, both of B Company.

  38    Inverness Courier, 6 April 1915, p.5

  39    Scotsman Digital Archive, 22 March 1915

  40    Bowdery, p.20–21

  41    MacKay, p.15

  42    James MacBean was born in the Parish of Daviot in 1874 and farmed at Achnabeachan in that parish. The Strathnairn Heritage website (http://www.strathnairnheritage.org.uk/stories2.html) tells how James MacBean was a renowned sniper during the First World War. In the 1960s his medals and other war memorabilia were found in a field at Achnabeachan. Corporal MacBean died in Inverness in 1957.

  43    MacKay, p.16

  44    WO95/1659, War Diary of the 4th Cameron Highlanders

  45    Bridger, p.84

  46    War Diary of the 2nd Bedfordshire Regiment, 11 March 1915 http://www.bedfordregiment.org.uk/2ndbn/2ndbtn1915diary.html

  47    Bridger, p.85

  48    MacKay, additional pages between p.11–12 – photocopy of official order.

  49    Lieutenant William MacKay and Captain David F Mackenzie, both of A Company.

  50    Lieutenant Roderick McErlich

  51    MacKay, p.13

  52    ibid.

  53    Highland News, 3 April 1915, p.3. A ‘Jack Johnson’ was a large calibre Howitzer shell.

  54    Inverness Courier, 6 April 1915, p.5

  55    Historical Record of the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders, Vol.3, p.427 says Moulin du Pietre but this seems improbable. It is more likely to be the area round Pietre.

  56    The War Diary of the 2nd Devons read ‘Battalion received orders to lead Brigade in attack on line PIETRE-LA RUSSIE at 6.30pm. Battalion was collected as quickly as possible and proceeded via points 22-7-6-23-92 setting into position in dark on the enemy’s side of our trench 87-92 with the 2nd Scottish Rifles in support.’

  57    Inverness Courier, 13 April 1915, p.6

  58    TNA Ref: WO95/1659

  59    Bowdery, p.17

  60    Goodban, p.10

  61    Inverness Courier, 23 March 1915, p.5

  62    Bowdery, p.18

  63    Goodban, p.10

  64    Mackay, p.14

  65    TNA Ref: WO95/1659

  66    The Battle of Neuve Chapelle by Geoff Bridger, p.96–98

  67    Goodban, p.11

  68    Bowdery, p.20–21

  69    Mackay, p.16

  70    Mackay, p.14

  71    Scotsman Digital Archive, Scotsman, 22 March 1915

  72    Bowdery, p.11

  73    Goodban, p.6
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