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I am now on night duty. Sitting by the firelight has grown oppressive so I have lit a precious candle to enable me to pass the time in writing. I have been outside the billet and the silence is the sort that can be felt. People who live under modern conditions of civilisation can scarcely comprehend the meaning of absolute silence. And the silence of the trenches among the mountains is almost palpable.

Outside the billet I looked towards the line and listened for any sounds of war of contending armies but the absolute quiet was not broken even by a ‘beetles droning flight’. There is not the least sign of life or activity and the winking stars look down like the cynical eyes of cruel gods ready to laugh at human suffering and misery. Yet you know well enough that away in front men are ceaselessly watching ready to give the alarm at the first sign of animation on the enemy’s lines; and there are rifles and machines guns and trench mortars and field guns and howitzers of all kinds and sizes ready to break forth into a clamorous roaring and screeching at any moment. And there may be added the drone of aeroplanes and the rushing of wagons and motor lorries and the rattle and banging of railway trains and many other incidental noises.

You know that all this noise is possible and the Silence makes you shudder. It feels uncanny. It oppresses you. You whistle for sake of company but your own whistle makes you start and the Silence following the momentary break seems stranger and more awesome than before. So you creep back into your billet with cold shivering down your spine and a dull nervousness in your heart. And there you have a light and you see your comrades asleep, and hear their snorings and inarticulate grunting and you feel like being at home once more. Your spine becomes warm and erect – your heart steady and brave, and you say ‘Bah! I wasn’t afraid; I was only interested.’



Jack Martin, 9/1/18
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INTRODUCTION

Is it simply too easy to suggest that a man who fought on and survived the Western Front was ‘lucky’? The word appears to offer a quick, casual distinction between those who were killed or seriously wounded and those who came home apparently whole. How can ‘lucky’ begin truly to explain an individual’s remarkable escape from shell splinters that fell next to, or ripped past, his body? How can ‘luck’ justly explain the bullets that cracked past his head, time and time again, never finding their mark, belying all the apparent odds? Yet it is the right word, because there is no rational explanation. In the end only ‘luck’ amply explains the sheer randomness and utter injustice of war that could leave a man standing after four years of fighting, and take another who had only just arrived in the trenches.

In January 1917, Sapper Albert (Jack) Martin, four months into his service on the Western Front, wondered at his luck when a shell just skimmed the top of the dugout in which he had been sitting and exploded in a neighbouring one, killing a fellow Royal Engineer. ‘A piece of the shell [had] passed clean through his body close to his heart,’ Martin noted in his private diary. ‘He had only come out just before Xmas and his comrades had envied him as having a safe “cushy” job.’

Jack Martin was to remain a lucky man. He managed to survive more than two uninterrupted years on the Western and Italian fronts, and received nothing more than a ‘cat’s claw’ scratch in all the time he was in or near the front line during some of the most intense battles of the Great War. Perhaps he was luckiest of all in that he was constitutionally a man who could compartmentalise his war, able to move on from all that he had experienced, all the degradation and suffering he had witnessed, to live a contented and fulfilled life. For this reason alone, he was one of the Great War’s true survivors, damaged neither physically nor mentally; he was not obsessive about his service, unlike so many others, did not flail about in his sleep, or jump or duck at the backfiring of a car. He did not suddenly weep, or moodily sulk. His temper remained even; he was happy.

This is not to say that Jack Martin forgot his past. He remembered his comrades on Armistice Day but then moved on. According to his surviving son, Peter, an eighty-eight-year-old veteran of the Second World War, he tried to put the Great War at the back of his mind, not always successfully, but he certainly escaped its malign influence that haunted so many others for the rest of their days.

His lasting contribution to the memory of the war is in the form of twelve diaries of exceptional quality and depth. Like all diaries illicitly kept by both officers and soldiers during the war (for they were, like cameras, banned), it was not meant for public consumption but was left as a meticulous record of one man’s service. Was it written for his family, or was it a way of putting his war to bed, once and for all? Nobody knows, for he never spoke about it. From the date that he transcribed his diaries (probably in 1922) until his death, the diaries remained hidden and were never mentioned to family or friends. In fact, even after Jack Martin’s death nearly forty years ago, the diaries did not immediately come to light. Bundled up with a heap of odds and ends, they were kept in a large black plastic bin bag, undiscovered until a decade ago when Peter found and read them.

The original wartime diaries were apparently not preserved, and in fact very little was known of Jack Martin’s war. No discharge papers survived and only two photographs, one taken shortly before Jack left for France, the other in post-war Germany where Jack served briefly with the Army of Occupation. Even his two service medals have disappeared.

Jack was born Albert John Martin at Fakenham, near the north Norfolk coast, on 3 September 1884, one of three brothers and four sisters. He was a sickly infant. He was once given up for dead when he was just a few months old, and his parents drew the blinds as an indication to the outside world that somebody had died. No one now knows what his illness was.

His father was a Methodist minister who, in that capacity, moved his family around Britain every three years to a new circuit. The upheaval was considerable, the family moving from as far away as a mining village in South Wales to Gravesend in Kent. Jack’s father, according to his grandson Peter, ‘was probably pacifist and very liberal, at least he liked to think he was liberal, liberal in a way, but fierce at home where he was a strict disciplinarian. A self-righteous man, his evils were debt, dirt, drink and the Devil . . . and the Daily Mail.’

Comics were utterly prohibited when Jack was a boy; his father, a humourless man, would not have them in the house. Playtime at school was being marched around by the local recruiting sergeant, though at home toy soldiers were forbidden by his father. Jack’s humour came from his mother, who was an altogether different personality; she wrote poems and she had emotions that were quite different from those of her husband.

As a young boy, Jack learnt to play the piano and then played the harmonium for his father’s Sunday services; he had to listen to the same sermon three times a day at different churches. Peter commented that his father later called himself a nonconformist but wasn’t aligned to any church in particular.

Jack’s father died in August 1916; his relationship with his son had never been close. Nevertheless, Jack was like the older man in one way: he was a believer in self-help and, although he left school at fourteen, he educated himself. He had some lessons on the piano, but was largely self-taught; he also taught himself law and accountancy even though he had no further formal teaching at all. Financial circumstances meant there was never any possibility of his going to university.

When he left school, Jack was persuaded to take the Civil Service Boys’ Exam and went into the Admiralty, presumably as a clerk. As a young man in London, he lived with Mr and Mrs Berwick, who owned a boarding house. He became good friends with them and frequently noted their generosity in his diaries, receiving a number of letters and food parcels while serving overseas.

Apart from his immediate family and the Berwicks, Jack refers in his diaries most often to Elsie. Jack met Elsie Kate Brewster in London around 1910 and they were engaged, but did not marry until June 1919. Their son Peter suspects that they thought it wasn’t right to get married just because war was coming, and they would see it through, as they did. Perhaps, too, Jack did not wish to leave Elsie a war widow, a plight suffered by so many others.

Jack joined the army in early 1916, and felt it right that he should go. Aged thirty-one, he was a patriotic man, firmly patriotic, clearly feeling that the British nation was a cut above everyone else. He was the only member of the family to serve; one brother died before the war and the other was in a reserved occupation. It is probably fair to say that he did not like the army, he did not like most officers, he did not like being told what to do by people he felt were his mental inferiors. His son does not think that he ever sought promotion or was ever particularly offered it, although he ended the war as a lance corporal.

Jack Martin made a reluctant but idiosyncratic soldier. He played the organ, quoted from Tristram Shandy and carried a copy of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice for preferred reading. He was chosen to stage-manage army events when out of the front line, and, when time and a cloudless sky permitted, he waxed lyrical to anyone who would listen, about astronomy and the constellations they could see: he was, it is fair to say, no ordinary Tommy.

Yet, at the same time, that is exactly what he was. Sapper Martin, a sometimes grumbling, grousing ‘other rank’; a man who stood by his mates through the worst that war could throw at him. At times he kept going although shell-shocked, with shaking hand, gaunt face and a profound depth of fatigue that haunted his waking hours. When finally relieved he slept, indifferent to the chaos of his surroundings, unruffled by the discomfort of his ‘bed’.

Sapper Martin belied his lowly rank. Erudite and articulate, he kept his diary throughout his service in France from the moment he left Great Britain to the moment of demobilisation two and a half years later. Despite the ban on soldiers keeping diaries, a restriction that was widely broken, he carefully noted the day’s events in notebooks that grew in number from one to twelve, rarely missing a day.

Probably owing to his obvious intelligence, he was chosen to be a signaller in the Royal Engineers, and a very proficient one he turned out to be. His job did not consist merely of taking encoded messages sent from various parts of the line; he was frequently expected to leave the dugout and pass across the battlefield, maintaining communications when telephone lines had been cut in many places by shell fragments.

The diary reflected each day. Nevertheless, it would be surprising if, during the intense horror of an attack, he wrote much about his experiences; indeed, it would have been a dereliction of duty had he done so. After all, the lives of hundreds if not thousands of men were held in the balance, and success or failure in an attack could depend on the one intact telephone line that led back from a muddy hole in a battle-scarred wasteland all the way to Corps Headquarters. For that reason, he regularly updated his diary, sometimes days later, going back over recent events. In the main, however, he sought out quiet moments when he could jot down his thoughts, sometimes, when times were quiet, at a length of several pages.

There are some frustrating aspects to the story. Did Jack actually know that soldiers were forbidden to keep diaries during the war? If so, did he go to great pains to hide the fact that he was keeping one? It would not have been easy, given the amount that he managed to write, and it is possible his Commanding Officer chose to turn a blind eye. Certainly, he took risks: he divulged information that might have been useful to the enemy, giving, for example, the names of towns and villages, and repeating conversations he heard between senior officers. It is possible, of course, that he originally used a code, especially as he records using one in his letters to Elsie, letting her know in this way where he was at the time. As the original diaries have not survived, we shall never know.

Sadly, Jack Martin’s enlistment papers no longer exist, either. Around 70 per cent of all records were destroyed in an enemy raid in the Second World War (the remainder are held at the National Archives) so details of precisely when he enlisted are not known, nor even where he trained. It is very likely that he enlisted either under the Derby Scheme (a scheme by which men could volunteer and then return to civilian employment until required) or that he was called up shortly after conscription was introduced in January 1916. He had no previous knowledge of or training in signals (he was never a member of the Scouts, for example) and so he must surely have received a minimum of six months’ instruction before being ordered overseas.

During his army career, Jack was particularly close to Private Stuart Thomas Glasspoole, known as Tom, who, like Jack, had been a clerk, working for the Pearl Assurance Company in London. Jack refers to Glasspoole throughout his diary, with obvious affection. He was ten years younger than Jack, and was only twenty-two when he arrived in France. He had enlisted in the Surrey Yeomanry in 1913 and transferred to the 12th Battalion East Surrey Regiment after the outbreak of war. We do not know whether Jack knew Tom before their service overseas. However, they embarked within five days of each other in September 1916 and were demobbed within ten days of each other in February 1919.

Perhaps the most interesting relationship that Jack Martin had was with his Commanding Officer, Lieutenant, later Captain, Buchanan. Fletcher Gordon Buchanan came from Glasgow and went to France in May 1916, aged twenty-seven. He served with the 122nd Infantry Brigade Signals, to which Martin was sent, until he was transferred to 39th Division Headquarters as a signalling officer in July 1917. His sojourn there was short, as he was injured only three weeks later when he was knocked off his motorcycle by a shell explosion. He received shrapnel wounds to head, arm and leg, though none was considered serious. We do not know whether he returned to France. However, he was forced to resign his commission in January 1919 owing to ill health. Lieutenant Buchanan had, as Jack Martin’s diary shows, made an offer to the men under his command that if they needed help after the war they were to call on him at his business address and he would endeavour to do what he could for them. It is not clear exactly what Buchanan did, but it appears that he had business interests in eastern India.

Jack’s relationship with Buchanan was fraught. His attitude to officers, especially those who did not come up to the mark, was ambiguous to say the least. However, Jack respected Buchanan but could not understand why his Commanding Officer was difficult with him, always pointing out supposed errors or failures. Normally, Jack would have cared little for what an officer thought but with Buchanan it was different. The desire to win this officer’s commendation was strong and when Buchanan finally accepted him, the depth of feeling elicited from Jack was unprecedented.

Unlike some veterans who walked away from all connections to their service, Jack was friendly for many years with his comrades in arms. Jack’s son Peter met up with several: Glasspoole was one, and there was another from Halifax. With one old friend he actually crossed the Channel and went back to Belgium; it was against his own wishes and all his inclinations, as Peter recalls. ‘Jack didn’t want to go, but he went just to please this man. They were there only a day and possibly a night and they came back, and he had not enjoyed it. “What’s the point?” he said. It didn’t do anything for him.’ He never went again.

He thought about the war, Peter remembers, but he didn’t want to think about it. ‘It was an aspect of his life that he had not exactly turned his back on but wanted to ignore, to forget about. He was quite keen on respecting Armistice Day, though he didn’t go to church then. Nor did he ever wear his medals, definitely not. We don’t know what happened to them but I suspect he just threw them away; I’ve never come across them. As for the diaries: I suppose he wanted me and my children to know about what it was like.

‘I asked him one or two things but he never opened up. The diaries were how he communicated his feelings. I knew hardly anything, except that he was on the Somme and that he had gone to Italy. I knew he’d seen tanks, and that gas had been blown into the trenches where he was, but they had a damp blanket across the doorway to keep it out. I don’t think he minded me asking, but he was not naturally forthcoming about it. Reading the diaries I found he didn’t come across as any different from the man I knew. He may have mellowed in the 1920s, he may have been less uptight. He could just close the door on that part of his life and start again with my mother’s help.’

What would he feel about his diaries being published? ‘I don’t think he would care one way or the other; he wouldn’t be embarrassed, in fact on the whole I think he would be pleased but I don’t think he would be overjoyed. He didn’t express much emotion. He never said “I love you” to me, like I do to my children, and I didn’t hear him say that to my mother although he must have loved her. That was his innate nature, the war had not taken emotion from him. He was very much his own man.’

After Jack Martin returned to civilian life he took a job in Beckenham, Kent, with a company that made electrical motors. It was not a long-term job. In the spirit of self-education to which Martin had always subscribed, he studied and qualified as a certified accountant, before becoming self-employed in the late 1920s. He set up a practice, eventually taking his only child, Peter, into partnership. He continued to work until shortly after his wife Elsie died in January 1964, retiring the following year aged eighty. Jack then lived with his son’s family in Basingstoke. He died on 24 April 1970 aged eighty-five.

Jack Martin has made my job as editor not only a highly enjoyable one, for he is such a good writer, but also a relatively easy one. His stories are frequently self-explanatory and at times I have had little more to do than to clarify abbreviations. While editing the book, (about a third of the original text has been deleted), it was evident which passages might be cut to avoid repetition and only during the third and final fine cut did the process prove at all tricky.

As editor I had to make the decision when to interject into proceedings and whether my words would seem more like an interruption than a help. In the end I felt that my role was to let Jack tell his story in as pure a way as possible and so I have restricted myself to a full introduction and then, as far as the text is concerned, simply setting Jack’s words into their historical context.

There are, of course, many well-written diaries about the Great War, from the classics by Graves and Sassoon to lesser known ones that were nevertheless beautifully written. They are, in the main, written by officers. Far fewer are by other ranks, and, of those that exist, none, to my knowledge, are written by Royal Engineers, except for this one. But here is a brilliantly written book, penned, unusually, by another rank who happened to be a signaller. However, what gives this book an extra dimension is the beguiling character of the man himself, a cautious and meticulous character who wrote diaries of remarkable insight and sensitivity but also, perhaps most surprisingly, of easy and natural humour. Jack Martin was a man brimming with curiosity, full of life and vigour; a man who was utterly honest in what he wrote. The old adage ‘still waters run deep’ was never better exemplified than in him.

Jack Martin served with the 122nd Infantry Brigade Signal Company, part of the 41st Division. He wore the camp badge of the Royal Engineers, perhaps one of the most overlooked regiments of the British Army when it comes to written history. This is ironic for they were never overlooked during the Great War. On the contrary, their presence on the battlefield was absolutely vital not just for the successful prosecution of war but for war to be waged at all. As the conflict grew increasingly industrial in nature, so the regiments that reflected that change grew as a proportion of the army as a whole. For example, Heavy Artillery grew from 1.3 per cent of the army’s strength to over 8.5 per cent by 1918; the Royal Engineers grew from roughly 6 to 12 per cent. Conversely, the cavalry shrank from 10 to just 2 per cent and even the infantry, their numbers swelled by voluntary enlistment and conscription, shrank as a proportion of the army from 65 to 50 per cent.

The REs grew from a little over 25,000 officers and men in August 1914, including regular, reserve and territorial troops, to over 295,000 just three years later. Of these, 19,794 were to die in the war and sixteen Victoria Crosses were won.

It was, and remains, a simple fact that the British Army could not function without the Royal Engineers. They acted as the glue that kept the army’s constituent parts together, and the oil to ensure that all parts worked well. Their motto Ubique (Everywhere) amply described their presence on the battlefield, both in the front line, building and reconstructing (as well as demolishing) positions and fortifications, transporting and constructing pontoons and bridges, very often under intense fire, and, behind the front line, building and maintaining roads, railways and waterways.

As well as being ultimately responsible for the large-scale infrastructure of the battlefield, they maintained key elements vital to the army’s overall success. They were responsible for all communications, maintaining telephone lines, wireless and all other equipment used for signalling. They ensured a water supply to the trenches through miles of pipes, hundreds of water tanks and butts filled from temporary reservoirs supplied from bore holes. In the line, they were in charge of tunnelling operations, digging shafts and burrowing deep beneath the ground to lay explosives under enemy trenches. Field Survey companies located enemy positions, through sound ranging and flash spotting, so that accurate fire could be laid down, and, after the enemy’s first use of poison gas, special gas companies were formed to engage the enemy in the deadly art of gas warfare.

The Royal Engineers quarried, drained and bored; they surveyed the topography of the ground, and studied meteorology, forecasting the weather for the senior command. They were responsible for forestry, chopping down trees for myriad purposes, including the duckboard tracks that wended their way across the battlefield, the assault ladders that would take the men over the top, and the wood used to line and prop a trench.

Everything that was used to construct the defences upon which the infantry relied was tried and tested by the Royal Engineers, right down to the strength and durability of the nails that held everything together: the list goes on and on. It is hardly surprising, then, that the Royal Engineers grew in number throughout the war as their overall remit was massively expanded.

Sapper Martin was the smallest cog in an enormous and expanding wheel. But his job, as a signaller with Brigade Headquarters, was more important than that of any corresponding infantryman, trooper or gunner, for the lives of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of men could rely on his accurate message taking, on his courage to mend a telephone line cut by shrapnel, or his willingness to stay awake and mentally alert when his body craved sleep. It was a heavy responsibility, and he knew it and responded to the challenge.





THE DIARY





1916

Sunday 17.9.16

Left Hitchin just before 9 a.m. Saw Elsie at her window as we marched to the station. Embarked at Southampton at 4 p.m.

18.9.16

Disembarked at Rouen about 6 a.m. Marched past numbers of German prisoners working in the streets, to a barbed-wire compound where we got some breakfast at a YMCA hut. Crowded with men either going up to or coming down from the line. Played a number of ragtime choruses on the piano. Later I was fetched to play hymns for a service. The chaplain me gave a Testament that I retained until sent home for demobilisation. Medical exam and then entrained.

19.9.16

Arrived at Abbeville after a most uncomfortable journey (thirty-six in a truck) early in the morning. Marched to the Signal Depot where we caught up some of the men who had left Hitchin a few days before we did.

20.9.16–22.9.16

Did not have much to do at Abbeville and each evening we were allowed out. Could not go in the Cathedral but saw the massive doors which are its pride. Don’t think much of the city – some parts are very low, and probably the present circumstances of being a military centre have dragged it lower.

23.9.16

This morning my name appeared on orders to proceed to the 41st Division. I leave tonight and anticipate finding myself on the Somme tomorrow.



The Battle of the Somme was a campaign essentially conceived out of political necessity. The idea was to show that the British and French could not only launch a successful campaign together but that they could fight alongside one another in a show of military solidarity. That was the primary reason why, in late 1915, the gently rolling chalk downland of the Somme region was chosen as the ‘best’ place to force a decision on the Western Front in 1916. Hitherto, the area had been little more than a Franco-German backwater where little actual fighting had taken place.

The British had arrived in the summer of 1915, not necessarily to fight in the region but rather to take over more of the front line that stretched all the way from the Belgian coast to the Swiss Alps. The French had been holding by far the greater proportion and as the number of British troops serving overseas grew exponentially in the spring and summer of 1915, so it was felt appropriate that Britain should shoulder a greater responsibility not just in terms of fighting but simply holding the line. Only after the British had arrived on the Somme did the idea of a joint offensive begin to germinate. In February 1916 the Germans attacked the French at Verdun and, as more and more French servicemen were drawn into the fighting further south, so their commitment to a Somme offensive was much curtailed. Indeed, such was the ferocity of the fighting at Verdun that the British were increasingly urged, then implored, to fight at the earliest possible moment so as to draw off German forces from the beleaguered town. The British would put an enormous effort into what optimistically became known as the ‘Big Push’. A huge preliminary bombardment followed by a heavy infantry assault would, over days and then weeks, throw back the Germans across French-held territory. The outcome, as it was sold to the British public, was that this was an offensive that might end the war.

Reality was rarely the equal of expectation in the Great War and a catastrophic failure on the first day of the battle was only partially redeemed by limited success in the weeks and months that followed. Success would soon be measured in hundreds of yards rather than in dozens of miles, as each wood, each village and each roadway was contested by British troops determined to take the land in equal proportion to the Germans’ desire not to relinquish it.

In September 1916 the British introduced a new secret weapon, the tank. This seemed to hold out the prospect of renewed success, but although the Germans were taken by surprise at its appearance, once again the battle stalled. It was just days after the advent of the tank that Jack Martin arrived in France, to be quickly sent forward to join his unit in the line. As a signaller with the 41st Division, a unit used in some of the tanks’ first assaults, he would quickly get to see all the horror of modern warfare and the skeletal debris of both man and knocked-out tank close to the front line.

24.9.16

Travelling. We left Abbeville in the usual crowded cattle trucks at 9.30 last night. In the morning we were near Amiens. Progress is frightfully slow. Sometimes there were as many as five trains all crawling close behind each other. There may have been more round the bends. Every time we stopped near any orchards some of the fellows would jump out and fetch apples. Two or three got left behind just as we entered the tunnel before Amiens but they walked over the top and caught us up at the other end. Stace, another fellow named Morgan, and I were booked for the 41st Division. We were told to get out at Edge Hill which is the railhead. We found a Middlesex guide who said he would take us to our Division. He walked us right up to Fricourt where we saw the big guns in action for the first time, but after tramping about for some time without finding any trace of the Div. we decided to pad it back to Edge Hill – jumped a lorry part of the way. Some cooks at Edge Hill gave us tea and we learnt from a motorcyclist that the 41st Div. was at Ribemont, a few km further back. We jumped a train but it only took us a few yards. After waiting ¾ hour we decided to walk to Mericourt where the RTO [Railway Transport Officer] put us into a Rest Camp and promised us some breakfast.

26.9.16

Today I am posted to the 122nd Infantry Brigade, and Stace to the 124th Inf. Bde. We’re taken up on a limber. Found the 122 encamped in tents and bivvies on the heights at Dernancourt overlooking Albert. Reported to the Signal Officer who seems pretty supercilious. His name is Buchanan. I’m in amongst a crowd of Scotsmen from the wilds of Glasgow and they don’t exactly open their arms and embrace me.

27.9.16–1.10.16

These few days I have done nothing in particular except run messages and have two journeys to the baths at Méaulte. We have to walk about a mile each day to get an ordinary wash in the River Ancre. Talked to a German prisoner who is confident that the Germans will win in the end.

2.10.16

Up early and dismantled the camp. About 9 a.m. we moved off to go up the line. Since I left England the weather has been fine, but today it started to rain about 11 a.m. and it continued to pour throughout the march. We were soon wet to the skin, the water trickled down our bodies and into our boots. We arrived at the remains of Mametz Wood, all trenches and shell holes and mud, and after erecting tents for the officers were given bivvy sheets and left to make ourselves comfortable. Hetherington, Bennett and I selected an excavation where Fritz had started to make a dugout, put branches across it and spread over the bivvy. Then we collected the driest wood we could find, lit a fire close to the entrance to our ‘home’, took off our clothes and dried them one by one as much as we could, tipped the water out of our boots, wrapped ourselves up and went to sleep. At 2.30 a.m. I was called to go on wagon guard for half an hour, during which time I wrote one or two letters huddled up under a tarpaulin.

3.10.16

The rain had ceased when we got up but the roadways are swimming in liquid mud. They look nice and level but really they are full of big holes, and although usually the mud is not above the ankles yet every now and then you go in up to the knee. Horses and mules fall down every few yards. After a few miles of this we left the road and went along a track over open country. The going soon proved too heavy for the mules, and also we were getting into the danger region so we unloaded the limber, each man taking as much as he could carry – the rest we left to be fetched later on. So we went across country, worming our way between guns of all sorts and sizes till we came to a trench called Fish Alley. Down this we went a long way to Ferret Trench which was our destination. The Signal Office and Officers’ Quarters were down a deep dugout. Our billet was an old German dugout, dug in the face of a high bank, and, of course, facing the line. The village of Flers is close by and a crippled, battered tank, one of the first used in war, is lying almost opposite. Field batteries are all round us and this seems a pretty warm shop. Our dugout is filthy – lice and flies by the million and the stench of dead bodies makes one sick. One of our orderlies started to dig a hole in the bank to put his equipment in and came across a boot. He pulled it and a leg came with it.

4.10.16

This morning I was the first one up and went outside to get a breath of comparatively fresh air. Found Macdougall, the acting cook, astir, but he had no water. I offered to try to get some. There are wells in Flers but Fritz has got the range of each one. Although the journey was only a few hundred yards it took some time, dodging shell holes and bits of trenches and gun emplacements. Two RFA [Royal Field Artillery] men arrived at the well at the same time as I did, fortunately, for it was three men’s work to get the water up. The winch was broken and we lowered our petrol cans by means of a length of telephone wire. It took a long time to fill up, meanwhile Fritz was getting busy and we had only just got away when he began to drop ‘em all round the well. While I was gone the Sergeant (Twycross) came round and found out what had happened. He stormed and raved and cursed Macdougall for letting a man go singly to such a spot but I got back safely with the two petrol cans of water and so we had some tea, which otherwise we might have whistled for.

5.10.16 and 6.10.16

The Signal Officer, who hasn’t taken very kindly to me, doesn’t consider that I am capable of taking over regular duties in such a strenuous period, so I am on all sorts of odd jobs. Rations are scarce – we get only two meals a day each, consisting of a half-pint of tea, one or two biscuits and a piece of bully or a little jam. Some of us have been out on the scrounge; we found some cases of bully and biscuits and brought back as much as we could carry. The rations are brought up to the dump, a few hundred yards away, each night, but Fritz generally manages to blow some of them into the air. Ours went west one night but two men who were guarding them didn’t get touched.

Spent some hours on the parapet this evening trying to get visual communication with the Hants [Hampshire Regiment]. Raining all the time. All our pigeon baskets got blown to bits, but there were no birds in them and one shell landed right in our trench a few yards away from me and wrecked an Artillery Observation Post. One man (RFA) was wounded and buried, but he was got out all right. Another shell landed on top of an Artillery dugout close to ours and a young fellow came running and screaming up to us. He wasn’t wounded but had been badly shaken so I took him along to where there had been a Dressing Station, but that had gone so I took him back along the trench and he was crying loudly all the time and calling out ‘Oh my mother, oh my mother’. I could get nothing out of him and when I had got him back as far as Longueval I laid him on a truck to wait for an ambulance to pick him up. I could do no more.

I’ve had a most welcome parcel from Lil – never did good food taste so really good – but oh for a good drink of pure water. A pint of petrol-tainted tea a day is all we get. We have used the water from our bottles sparingly and guarded it almost savagely – so easily does the primal instinct of self-preservation rise above all the teaching and training of centuries of civilisation. Bennett and I went back a couple of miles risking shells and bullets all the way in the hope of filling our bottles. It was a journey in vain although some RFA men gave us a drink out of their scanty store. A big shell landed just outside our dugout and made a hole big enough to take a General Service wagon. Another blew up six dead Germans to add to the intolerable stench. You can hardly go ten yards in any direction without coming across dead bodies or parts of bodies – an arm here, and a leg there. In trying to cross a very muddy track I stepped on what appeared to be a white stone – it was a skull. Buchanan unbent far enough to ask me what I thought of modern warfare, I told him ‘not much’.

7.10.16

All this morning Fritz continued his strafing but at 2.30 p.m. we launched an attack. Then he stopped shelling us and gave his attention to the front line. The infantry only got about 100 yards – in some places not so far. They got mown down by machine-gun fire. The attack was a failure. In the evening I had to go to Tock Esses (= TS = Test Station) with Southwood so that I may know the way as I may be wanted to guide some officers up there later on. Davidson, Carter, O’Brien and McLachlan were there. It was difficult going owing to the large numbers of wounded who were coming down.

8.10.16

I waited till 3 a.m. in the trench by the Signal Office but nobody came along so I was allowed to go to my billet. The shelling was not so bad this morning. Both sides seem tired after the exertions of yesterday. Early in the afternoon I managed to get a bit of a wash and a shave, the first I have had for six days. Then a number of us were sent for and told to find our way to Carlton Trench. In addition to our overcoats and equipment we were loaded up with all manner of Signal Stores, so much so that my knees quavered under me. We split up in two or three groups – Dickson, Brady and I were together – we progressed in easy stages along Fish Alley stumbling along the duckboards, but the real trouble began when we got out into the open with nothing but mud and shell holes. In attempting to step across a bit of trench I slipped and fell; and it was some minutes before I could get up. I now know what exhaustion means. Passed by a dead body in a shell hole that must have been laid there for weeks – couldn’t tell if it were British or German. A little further on we look off all our clobber and had a rest on an old parapet. Once at Carlton Trench we soon got rid of our excess luggage and scrounged round for somewhere to sleep. Dickson and I found a sandbag shelter roofed with corrugated iron and settled ourselves in it. We can sit up in it and that’s all. The 123rd Brigade are here and we went to their cook and begged a mug of tea and a slice of bread and jam. Dickson had a couple of parcels this morning and we had a feed of cold sausages and cake. This is the largest amount of food I have had in any one day since we left Dernancourt. Just before dusk we were called out to unload a wagon that had come up the transport track. This is one of the tracks that cut across country just anywhere and have not been made up at all; consequently it is knee-deep in mud. Even by picking your steps carefully you can’t avoid going in over your ankles. They put as many as fourteen horses on an ammunition wagon and even then the poor beasts collapse and can’t get up – and, of course, the wagon standing still gradually sinks deeper and deeper into the mud. I was ankle-deep when I stood by the wagon. They dumped a heavy officer’s valise on to my shoulders and it pushed me further into the mud – up to my knees in fact – and I couldn’t move. They removed the valise and I pulled myself out and after considerable struggling managed to get away with my load. Later in the evening I was told off for duty as ‘check’ at the Staff Office. All I did was to hang about the trench shivering and hungry for three or four hours. The Officers’ cookhouse was close by and the smell of roasting meat made me ravenous, but it is worse than sacrilege to go near the Officers’ cookhouse except on business. One man noticed me and I suppose I looked gaunt and hungry for he offered to try and get me something to eat. Presently he came back with a hunk of bread which I fairly gobbled up. But it was a long way from being sufficient and when the cooks shut up the cookhouse and went to bed, temptation was too strong for me – I broke into that cookhouse and hacked off a great lump of roast beef with my jackknife, grabbed a lump of bread, shoved both into my pocket and then returned to my post. I ate all that meat, fat, gristle and everything, and felt all the better for it. I shall always feel a deep sympathy with the man who steals food because he is starving.

12.10.16

About four o’clock I woke up feeling very queer. Got up and went outside but everything swam round and round and I clutched hold of the bivvy pole or I should have fallen. After a time I crawled back and got a little more sleep. After breakfast we marched down to the railhead, which has been pushed up this far since we were here ten days ago. We entrained and were taken as far as Méaulte, where a small party of us were immediately despatched to the old camping ground at Dernancourt to erect tents and get things ready for the others. I am sharing a bivvy with Dickson and McCormack.

15.10.16

This morning the Divisional Commander (General Lawford) reviewed the Brigade. Before he turned up, General Towsey (our Brigadier) said a few words to us about the recent stunt. The 11th Royal West Kents were the only battalion on the whole of the attacking front who dug themselves in in advance of the original line, but even this bit of trench was lost by the battalion which relieved them. So much for that victorious onslaught!

16.10.16

Up early, struck camp and marched to Mericourt where, after waiting some hours, we were packed into railway trucks – about thirty-five or forty men in each truck – barely room to stand. Made the usual steady progress and cheered ourselves by singing and making a great deal of noise. But after nightfall our spirits flagged and we wished to rest. We curled ourselves up as well as we could, legs and feet and heads and arms were all mixed up in a horrible jumble and every now and then there was a hearty cursing when somebody got another man’s boot in his eye. It would have been impossible to tell which legs belonged to which head or which head was the owner of a certain pair of arms.

17.10.16

After travelling about twenty-five kms in eighteen hours we arrived at Oisemont just after dawn and then marched several miles to a chateau. I’m not very certain as to whereabouts we are but it’s somewhere in the neighbourhood of Abbeville. Soon after leaving Oisemont it came on to rain and we got pretty wet. I was glad to dry my clothes at the transport cook’s fire. Our billet is a sort of loft approached by a rickety ladder but the straw is a luxury after so much of mother earth, and also we have been issued with a blanket. We had them given to us when we got back to Dernancourt – and that was not before we needed them.

20.10.16

Up long before daybreak and started a long march by the light of the moon and without any breakfast. It was very exhausting – twelve miles on an empty stomach, and carrying about 80lbs of equipment is a pretty stiff task. McCormack was pushing a bike and he offered to strap my rifle to it but I declined. About 9 a.m. we arrived at Longpré station where the cooks, who had come in advance with the transport, had prepared our breakfast, but before we could touch it we had to get the horses and mules and weapons loaded up. Then we moved off through Abbeville, Etaples, Boulogne, and St Omer to Caestre where we arrived after dark. The journey was considerably swifter than any other I have had in France. From Caestre we marched to Eecke where we were billeted in a big room with a large fireplace. I was among the last to get up the ladder and so lost a position against the walls and had to make up my bed with three or four others in the middle of the room where we ran a certain risk of being walked on.

21.10.16

Eecke is not a bad little village. The church is just opposite our billet and our Signal Office is in the Tower. Spent the afternoon in the billet writing letters. Frank Wallace came in rather the worse for liquor and started doing and saying silly things. When he began to be abusive to Sgt Oxley I thought it was time to clear out – wish I had done so sooner, for later on Buchanan met me and told me that I should be wanted to give evidence. Don’t relish this at all. These Scotsmen don’t like Oxley and if my evidence goes against Wallace it will be all the harder for me to make friends with them. They are terribly clannish and don’t take to strangers in the least. Had my hair cut by a woman barber.

24.10.16

After a short spell on wagon guard I took a short stroll through the military-infested village and was then put on guard over Frank Wallace. This duty lasted all night but, of course, prisoner and guard both had a good night’s sleep. Our bed during this night was the uneven, badly worn brick floor of a brewery. With only a groundsheet to lie on it was the most uncomfortable bed I ever laid on, but nevertheless we slept.

25.10.16

Crossed the Franco-Belgian border east of Abeele. Into camp at Zevecoten, just outside Reninghelst. Took over from an Australian Brigade who left the huts very dirty. These huts are ancient, leaky buildings made of wood, roof felting and tar – they are practically all roof. The one I am in boasts a door. There are a number of beds, wooden frames with wire netting stretched across and supported by four legs, more or less rickety. My immediate neighbours are McCormack on my right and Dickson on my left. There are plenty of rats.

29.10.16

Had a brainwave – discovered a brilliant way to let Elsie know my whereabouts. Told her to get a Daily Mail Birdseye Map of the British Front and later in the letter gave an answer to a mythical problem in terms of figures which appear on the map. I think she will twig it all right. Andy McCormack has been on the scrounge and brought home a stove which we have rigged up and, although fuel is scarce, we have a fire each evening and generally one of us does some washing. I did some socks and handkerchiefs last night, but dispensed with the starching and ironing.

1.11.16

Had a lovely parcel from Elsie and there are some others on the way from Mother, Lil and Ada. Have managed to get a soft cap at last – been wearing a tin hat ever since we were on the Somme, as I put my soft one on the GS wagon when we went into action. The wagon got ‘done in’ and a lot of stores were lost including the mail, though parts of this arrived before we finally left Dernancourt.

The housing problem is an acute one for the civilian population for there are so many refugees who fled before the German onslaught in 1914 and have just taken what shelter they could find. Just outside Abbeville I saw a ‘home’ which was only a wretched wooden shed about eight feet square, certainly no more than ten. In this single room lived a woman and four children. The husband was at the front.

2.11.16

Steady downpour all day long. Weather is worse than we get in England. No wonder Uncle Toby in Tristram Shandy said ‘our armies swore terribly in Flanders’. They had the same sort of weather and probably less comfort. Was on duty this afternoon and now (7 p.m.) the rain has ceased and the moon is shining brightly. My mug of water is boiling on the stove so I must make my Oxo and then get to bed.

4.11.16

Quite a fine day. This afternoon I sat outdoors and wrote letters. A parcel arrived from Mrs Berwick which she posted on 22 September, six weeks ago – but the grub was all good – also a parcel from Ada. Sergeant Twycross is irreverently known as ‘Callipers’ owing to the shape of his legs.

5.11.16

Frank Wallace had his court martial and has no hope of acquittal. It’s a crime to be drunk – there are no degrees of intoxication – you are either drunk or sober in the army. Evidence of your having had ½ a glass of watered beer is sufficient to prove that you were drunk and your punishment would be the same as if you had had a barrel and were right royally and nobly ‘blind’.

6.11.16

Wallace was sentenced to two years’ hard labour, but this was subsequently reduced to ninety days’ Field Punishment No. 1. He has been returned to Division to undergo his sentence.

7.11.16

Vile weather. Haven’t been outside my hut all day except to go to the Signal Office or to the cookhouse. Sent a parcel of odds and ends off to Mrs Berwick together with A Girl of the Limberlost for Elsie. I have made dots under a lot of letters commencing on p. 140 which when sorted out will provide interesting information of my doings.

8.11.16

Soon after breakfast we marched off to Dickebusch where our headquarters are at the burgomaster’s farm. We came up through Ouderdom and right through the village of Dickebusch which is very much battered. It consists of one street with just a few outlying houses and a church. Every building is in ruins. Burgomaster’s farm is in front of the village nearer to the line and is practically unharmed. The burgomaster and his wife, both old people, still live there although for over two years they have been in continual and very real danger. The Officers live in the farmhouse, all except Buchanan, and he has a dugout next to the Signal Office. This latter is a pretty strong dugout camouflaged to represent a straw stack, but is generally known as the ‘Haystack’. The men are accommodated in a number of small dugouts ranged along two sides of the field.

12.11.16

Well, this is the most comfortable billet I have struck since I left England, and so long as old Fritz keeps as quiet as he is at present I shall be able to stick this for a long while. The dugouts are old and frail and you can only stand up straight in certain places but we can make them warm and comparatively dry. The men who were in here last built a brick fireplace and we have got a home-made table and stools. It’s a bit of a business to keep the fire going – we have to scrounge the wood, bring it in and chop it up. Yesterday I spent a lot of time wrestling with a young tree – broke a felling axe and gave myself a whack on the knee – it’s a bit painful but we’ve got the wood. My letters are now coming with a rush. In the last two days I have had twelve letters and three parcels. My comrades in this dugout are Capt. J.C. Hamilton, Cpl Davidson and Andy McCormack. There is room for one or two more, so we are not overcrowded. Three of our men, Cpl Davidson, Jack Carter and John O’Brien, have been awarded the Military Medal for work done on the Somme. Have just heard a little incident that happened on the Somme. Tom McLaughlin was cooking some potatoes up at his Test Station and to get a better blaze he picked up what he thought was a rocket but what was really a German bomb – an oval-shaped missile slightly larger than a duck’s egg attached to a wooden shaft about eighteen inches long. The shaft he pushed into the fire – soon the bomb began to sizzle – but he just coolly pulled it out of the fire and stamped it in the mud. ‘I didn’t want to lose the totties,’ he explained.

13.11.16

I think we are likely to stay here for about three weeks as a start off. After that it will be a week in and a week out. This is a pretty wet part of the globe – ‘water, water everywhere, but never a drop to drink’ until it has been boiled, although we get it out of the pump at the farm, for it has a vile smell and the place swarms with rats – millions of them – ‘they chase the dogs and kill the cats, make nests inside the ladies’ hats’ etc etc. (I’ve forgotten the rest and I fancy it ought to be ‘men’s Sunday hats’, but the Pied Piper could have the time of his life and there’s plenty of water to drown them in – but I don’t believe rats can be drowned.)

20.11.16

Elsie doesn’t seem to have tumbled to my little ruse for letting her know my whereabouts by means of dots under letters in A Girl of the Limberlost. She says she has already read the book, but I have told her to read it again, or at any rate to read the passage I referred to. We have had a few fine days with frosty nights, and yesterday morning we woke to find a thin coating of snow on the ground but it soon became milder and commenced to rain and we are ankle-deep in mud once more.

24.11.16

I have had several attacks of toothache lately, due, I think, to wet feet. My boots are worn and let in the damp, and I shan’t be able to change them until we get back to Reninghelst. Have finished the phospherine tablets which Elsie sent me and have also had some tablets out of the Medicine Chest which Buchanan supplied when the Division came out to France.

29.11.16

Shivered with cold all night – all the other men were the same – these huts are wretchedly cold and draughty after the comparative comforts of the little dugouts. Haven’t had neuralgia for three days – touch wood!

30.11.16

Night shift last night – the stove we have in the Signal Office is a very sorry affair. It either smokes or goes out, and the question is whether to sit and shiver or sit and choke. Make my first essay with a ‘Gong’ Soup Square – Mother and Lil have sent me several. I couldn’t get enough heat out of the fire to boil the water, but all the same the attempt was quite successful.

4.12.16

We have been issued out with leather jerkins. Some of the men have furry ones and look like bears but I have a plain brown one; when dressed up with tin hat, jerkin and gumboots my closest friends at home would hardly recognise me – I only need a spear and a shield to transform me into a medieval warrior. Last night I talked music for nearly two hours to Davidson and McCormack and managed to keep them interested, which is rather wonderful.

11.12.16

Went down the town this afternoon and bought a few trinkets at a little shop opposite the church for Xmas presents. Cost nearly 50 francs which is a large sum in these days. Haven’t been able to get my wristwatch to go ever since that turn on the Somme. Think it’s got shell shock.

13.12.16

Labelled each of my Xmas presents, packed them up and sent them to Elsie for distribution. Sent my watch also so that it can be repaired. I have been doing postman’s duties today for the first time, adding another ‘profession, occupation or calling’ to the long list that I have followed since I joined the army.

15.12.16

Back to Dickebusch again this morning. Everything quite normal. We always carry out these reliefs in broad daylight and I can’t make out why Fritz leaves us alone, for he can’t help seeing us. Still I don’t mind him not taking any notice. He throws a few shrapnel over now and again and once in a while we get a whizzbang or two, but nothing to worry us. Just as we were about to leave Reninghelst the mail came up and I had a parcel from Mrs Berwick. The wagon was loaded and tied down so I had to carry it, but I didn’t mind that. Remarkable how anxious some of the fellows were to help me do the carrying.

16.12.16

We have just about denuded the broken-down dugout. It is waterlogged but we have torn down all the dry wood and used it for our fires. A Belgian soldier came there while Andy and I were pulling it to bits. He told us that it had been their cookhouse until it was struck by a shell. He had come over to find a sack of coal but as this had been transformed into heat and smoke I was unable to enlighten him as to its whereabouts. We had previously imagined that the Belgians had occupied it because we found a pair of wooden shoes such as the native peasants wear. I had thought of sending them home as souvenirs but they were rather bulky and not very handsome – besides there was no telling what sort of feet had been in them. This soldier belonged to a Belgian battery of field artillery which is close by and covers part of our front. They take matters very casually – only fire a few rounds now and again, then retire to their dugout and amuse themselves with a piano and concertina, which they have scrounged from somewhere or other, probably from the big house close to the church. This house is very much in ruins and is another source of supply for firewood, but we have to be careful when we go up there because it is forbidden ground and if any officer or MP catches us we shall be for it.

17.12.16

Buchanan is going to censor our letters. It has been done hitherto by the chaplain and I don’t welcome the change, for I don’t like the idea of him prying into my correspondence. He doesn’t take to me any more kindly. Every time he comes into the Signal Office he watches me most intently and if I make any little error or slip I hear all about it. But I don’t let it worry me – I simply listen to his remonstrances apathetically – I am not in the army to make a living so he can bluster. I shan’t be greatly perturbed. As far as I can make out, the reason for all this is merely a dislike of new faces. On the other hand, he is a good officer – he keeps us all up to scratch and he won’t let any other officers interfere with us and that’s something to be thankful for. Even the Staff Captain and Brigade Major are afraid to give us any orders without his permission. He is a good athletic figure – an Oxford Double Blue according to reports. In time his dislike may disappear – meanwhile, I shall jog along as usual.

18.12.16

Last night I was on duty and spent a lot of the time in letter writing in the hope that they will be in time for Xmas. Also addressed and sent off eighteen Xmas cards. Elsie hasn’t discovered my message in The Girl of the Limberlost so I have had to urge her to look at it again. Paid seven francs towards our Xmas dinner. Sgt Oxley and Andy McCormack have gone to Bailleul today to buy the poultry, vegetables etc for the dinner which we anticipate will be the first thundering good meal we have had since we left England. The Germans have made some peace proposals but I bet they are rejected. It takes longer to end a war than to start it.



The Battle of the Somme had been officially closed down on 18 November. The onset of winter and the dire nature of the ground meant that further operations were pointless. The British and German armies had fought each other to a standstill but it was Germany who could ill afford the losses it had sustained. The battle might not have liberated much French soil in terms of square miles, but the effort had begun to underline an unpalatable fact for the Germans: they were being slowly outmuscled. British aircraft had temporary mastery of the skies, with the introduction of more advanced planes, but, more importantly, they had gained mastery (permanently) of firepower, and in particular artillery, the war’s greatest killer.

The winter of 1916–17 was the worst in recent memory. Over Christmas and the New Year, the soldiers alternately froze or found themselves wading through mud, sludge and slop as snow and ice melted, then refroze. There was no fighting to speak of, but the Germans had not been idle. Throughout the autumn and winter months, they had been busy building a new defensive position, known as the Hindenburg Line, to which their troops would retire in the spring. The new positions would hopefully hold the Allies in the west while Germany aggressively fought in the east, but crucially, too, it would help the Germans to shorten the line their weary and overburdened soldiers would have to hold. This was vital, for the Allies’ intention to maintain an offensive spirit in the west was consuming vast numbers of German men and vast volumes of raw material. When the Allies launched another offensive at Arras in April and May 1917, the German army was once again forced to use every ounce of its strength to hold the line. There is perhaps nothing more depressing than for an army to be almost permanently on the back foot, and for half of 1916 and the whole of 1917 that was the reality faced by the German soldier.

22.12.16

In the towns and villages which lie a few miles behind the lines a great business is done by the native trades people (reinforced by refugees who live in the shanties made of wood and old biscuit tins) in selling souvenirs of one description of another, the majority being of a semi-religious or ecclesiastical nature. Rosaries seem to be sold in pretty large numbers and one can now get pendants bearing ecclesiastical emblems such as the Lion of St Mark, the Lamb of St John etc. Favourite souvenirs are rings made from the aluminium portions of exploded shells and I have seen some very nice antique silver cups, saucers, serviette rings etc but besides being expensive they invariably bear the crest and name of some town or district and therefore cannot be sent home by post. A big trade is also being done in Xmas cards; not the sort we usually have in Blighty but gaudy things with a bunch of flowers and ‘A Merry Christmas’ or something of that sort worked in highly coloured silks, something like the things our grandmothers did in their youth – the Lord’s Prayer or the Ten Commandments worked in wool, framed and hung up over the mantelpiece.

The little bit of frost and snow didn’t last long. We have only one standard type of weather, it is rain and leaden skies – any variation is only of a very temporary nature. It is pouring with rain and everywhere is ankle-deep in mud. Even the duckboards are becoming submerged in it. Bill Rogers computes that already there are several million of them beneath the surface in Flanders. I thought the 21st was the shortest day but my diary lays the blame on the 22nd. Still no matter, they are both pretty short. After I got to bed last night the Surreys’ band played a few Xmas hymns and carols. It is not a very strong band at present as most of its members became casualties in the Somme fighting.

25.12.16

Christmas Day. I was on duty at 8 a.m. but didn’t turn out of bed till 7.40 a.m. – so I took my breakfast with me and had it in the Signal Office where it is usually a bit warmer than in the huts. The holiday spirit was prevalent and there was precious little work to do. I washed and shaved at leisure, received and sent a few complimentary messages and wrote to Elsie. Meanwhile Sgt Twycross’ gramophone was going at full tilt, one man was chopping up wood with a blunt axe, others were doing juggling tricks with oranges and some were trying to pile up oranges and apples on plates to make them look like they do in fruiterers’ windows, but their attempts were not as successful. The gramophone is a good one and there are some excellent records but they are usually spoilt by some fellow or other humming, whistling or barking out the tune and so the brave endeavours of the instrument are spoilt.

During the morning I received letters from Mother, Elsie, her mother and a card from Edith. Finished duty at 1 p.m., had a cup of tea and some bread and pozzy [jam] and then got ready for the Great Feed. All day long the men not on duty were making the necessary preparations. All of the beds had been taken out of one of the huts, a long table and forms fixed up and a platform built at one end. All the food and drink had been collected and the rather large-sized difficulty of getting it cooked had been overcome by the discovery that in one of the outhouses of the little farm just behind us there is a baker’s oven and the farmer knows how to work it. Getting the stuff across to the hut was rather perilous because we had to get through a hedge, scramble up and down a bank and all in the dark. However, there were no accidents and we all sat down to a first course of turkey, ham, beef, mashed potatoes, cabbage and plenty of stuffing. Everything was excellently cooked and delightfully tender. We especially enjoyed the cabbage for we get very little green stuff in the ordinary course. After the poultry came the Xmas pudding, custard, jellies and tinned peaches and pineapple. Apples, oranges and nuts came as dessert and there were cigars and cigarettes for everybody and beer and wine for those who desired either.

Dinner was finished about 6.30 p.m. Then we started a concert. A programme had been arranged and everybody had to do something, each one being referred to by his nickname, mine being ‘Tin Hat Joe’, generally abbreviated into Joe. This name was conferred upon me when I had lost my cloth cap and couldn’t get another and was consequently compelled to go everywhere tin-hatted. My contribution to the programme was ‘Widdicombe Fair’. We had no instrumental accompaniment but that didn’t prevent us from enjoying ourselves. At 9.30 we had an interval for light refreshments – jam tarts! Large ones called ‘church windows’ because they had strips of pastry latticed across the jam, cakes, biscuits etc. The Signal Office was closed all the evening except that one man had to be on duty. This resolved itself into a number of us doing ½ hour shifts so that no one was away from the merry-making for long. After the ‘cakes and ale’ the concert was resumed and lasted until midnight. Buchanan is on leave but the Staff Captain (Capt. Ainger) came in and stayed a few minutes. At midnight we sang ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and were served with sandwiches made up with what was left of the poultry and meat. These were not exactly drawing-room sandwiches. The bread was cut about ¾ inch thick, generously coated with butter and between the two slices was loaded (that’s the only word) a quantity of turkey, beef, ham and stuffing – the whole sandwich being anything from two to three inches thick, but they were jolly good. My turn on the programme was rather late and after ‘Widdicombe Fair’ I gave them ‘I Love My Gal Across the Water’ as an encore. Both were applauded tumultuously, partly because they were liked and partly because the men had arrived at that stage when they will applaud anything. I heard no gunfire at all on Xmas Day but they got going again sharp at midnight.

26.12 16

After the concert it was my luck, with McCormack, to be on night duty. Didn’t feel very much like it. I sat up on the table with my back in the corner and slept from 1 till 4.30 when Andy roused me and we changed places. I had a rare job to wake any of the men for duty at 8. I called them at 7, at 7.10, at 7.20 and 7.30 but it was 20 to 8 before I got any of them on the move; only one managed to be punctual at his job. Brady and Coultherd were supposed to take a class of battalion signallers at 8 but each time I shook them Brady said ‘Is Bob up yet?’ and Coultherd said ‘Jim up yet?’ The battalion men were not very late considering the day but their class didn’t get going until 9. I was the only one who had any breakfast and I made this meal of cold turkey and ham. Afterwards I was quite busy taking cups of tea to men who were not on duty and who were still inclined for slumber. Then I turned in and slept till dinnertime. Apparently everything was not devoured at last night’s gorge because today’s dinner was made up of ham and little pieces of turkey etc.

28.12.16

Elsie still has failed to discover my message so I have told her straight that I have marked certain passages so now I hope she will find it all right. Talked astronomy to George Henderson (from Ascot Post Office) and got him quite interested.

Feel as if I would like a real good bath – one I could lie in and soak. Whenever we are out of the line we get a bath (army type) but that’s more in the nature of a lick and a promise. We are marched down to the Brasserie which has been converted into baths; before entering we start to disrobe for an RAMC [Royal Army Medical Corps] man who stands at the door yelling ‘Take your boots and puttees off outside!’ This done, ‘St Peter of the boots and puttees off outside’ admits us by batches into an ante-room where we stow away our boots, puttees, overcoat, cap etc in places where we hope to be able to find them later on, jostling all the time with another crowd who have had their bath and are now trying to find their clobber. From here we go into another chamber and finish undressing. Finally we arrive at the bathroom which is stone-paved, the hot water being supplied in showers from pipes running across the room about seven feet up. Under these showers we scrub ourselves as well as we can, taking turns at ‘doing’ each other’s backs. Of course there is a bath attendant who hurries us up and we get back into the dressing room and dry ourselves, or at least do our best at it, with our dirty towels. Being fairly dry and shivery we pick up our dirty underclothing and trot to the Exchange Room where, if we are lucky, we get a clean article for each dirty one we hand in. Generally, there are ‘No clean shirts’ or ‘No clean pants’ or ‘No clean socks’ and to get a clean towel is an occasion to be marked as a red-letter day, while a complete change is almost unheard of. When we get back to the boot and puttee room we come under the attention of Mr Peter again who sternly admonishes us to hurry up and put our boots and puttees on outside.

Physically, this country resembles the eastern counties of England. Birds and plants are the same but I have seen more magpies in two to three days than I have in England in two to three years. A number of sinister looking carrion crows haunt the neighbourhood of our huts getting fat on garbage and filth. As for rats, they are as the sands of the seashore for multitude and cannot be numbered. They swarm everywhere and run over our bodies when we are in bed. They have taught me how to sleep with my head under the blanket. Up at Dickebusch they run along a beam, over the head of my bed and then over the middle of Davidson’s bed and so to various holes which take them out of the dugout. My head lies directly in the track and after two or three had trotted across my face I soon became able to breathe with my head covered up.

In the huts here at Reninghelst they jump up from the floor and sit on our bodies or legs. They come with a ‘plop’ which is sufficient to wake me up and then with a violent kick upwards I send them flying, but they are slow at taking lessons and I generally have this exercise two or three times each night. At Dickebusch we have both rats and mice in our dugout which I believe is rather unusual as I have often heard it said that rats and mice will not live together. Also, I fancy, fleas will not live where lice abound – we get plenty of the latter but seldom see any of the former. In the neighbourhood of our dugouts live a number of half-wild cats, something like those that may be found around many English farmhouses. They hide themselves away in the daytime but at night we hear them having fierce battles with the rats.

The Belgians are more phlegmatic than the French: they are not so excitable and gesticulatory and to hear them talking casually one might easily think that they were speaking some dialect of our own language. But there is no need to try to understand them for nearly all of them can speak and understand English even though they get all the dialects from Cornwall to Caithness hurled at them. I quite marvel at some of them, particularly one young woman in a book, paper, postcard and general assortment shop for she understands some of the Scotch and North Country dialects better than I do. And little street urchins jabber away indiscriminately in both Flemish and English. All this, I imagine, is due in some measure to the masterful British nature. To us these people are foreigners and therefore our inferiors – why should we stoop to learn their language? It is up to them to understand what we say in our own language. And so, unconsciously perhaps, we impose our will on theirs and take the place of top-sawyer as by divine right. And the natives seem quite content and accept the situation quite placidly. In some districts, we have gone so far as to obliterate all the original street names and replace them by English ones such as Station Road, Carlyle Road, Piccadilly Circus etc. The way of Englishmen with people of other nations, even on the latter’s own soil, makes you feel rather proud of your nationality. I’ve written enough for one day so will shut up. We move up the line tomorrow so, of course, Andy and I are on night duty tonight.

30.12.16

Been thinking of making a collection of Soldiers’ Songs, but it’s a difficult job as it is seldom that they are sung through from beginning to end. I dare say some enterprising blighters are making exhaustive collections and some no doubt will reach the dignity of print, but a good many never will; they are not sufficiently polite and it is a fact that those which are the most typical, the most forceful, with the most ‘character’ and the most wit are easily the most unprintable. So far I have only managed to get snatches here and there – a man may start a verse and leave off in the middle, or start in the middle and finish just anywhere or sing a few words and whistle the remainder or make inarticulate gurgles to fill the place of words he has forgotten. This is sung to the hymn tune ‘Aurelia’:



We are Fred Karno’s Army

The gallant RE Boys

We cannot fight, we cannot shoot

No earthly good are we

And when we get to Berlin

The Kaiser he will say

‘Hoch, Hoch, mein Gott

What a bally fine lot

Are the Boys of the Old RE!’

31.12.16

This being the last day of the year, the Scotsmen, who barely understood Christmas and had never heard a carol, are in a state of excitement. They jabber about Hogmanay with the accent on the ‘ay’, and have promised that I shall learn what it means. I look forward to tonight with certain qualms and misgivings.
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