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      To the memory of Sapper Edward Wybrow, 511th Field Company, Royal Engineers, who died on 2 June 1917, aged 19, and his two brothers, the uncles
            I never knew

   
      
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      Ninety years on the Great War of 1914–18 continues to haunt the British imagination. In 2007 the ninetieth anniversary of Passchendaele,
         where nearly seventy thousand British and Allied soldiers were killed and over a hundred and seventy thousand wounded, was
         being marked. Elizabeth Grice of the Daily Telegraph, whose great-uncle John Cheesewright was killed in Flanders in November 1917, joined the knots of visitors to Lijssenthoek
         Military Cemetery as she searched among the eleven thousand white slabs for the one that bore his name.
      

      
      ‘Why are we here in Flanders, ninety years after these soldiers were slaughtered in a swamp of mud?’ she asked. ‘Most of us
         don’t remember the person we are looking for. But we have family stories of what it was like when the news came through: the
         official telegram, the disbelief, then the blinds of all the front windows being drawn, and a woman’s hair turning white overnight
         when she heard that her favourite son had been killed in the Great War. We are part of the living consciousness of this apocalyptic
         conflict – but only just. We heard it from the people who knew. So we are looking for our connection to an event that, for
         us, is more than a history topic. I think we are proof that this most pitiful of wars did not end, not absolutely. It is deep
         in our national psyche.’
      

      
      That was well put. Many of us do indeed have such family stories and the First World War – or the Great War as it was known in contemporary parlance – really is deep in the nation’s
         psyche. That is why ninety years on more than thirty million red poppies are still sold in November as we approach the anniversary
         of the armistice on 11/11/18. It is why across the country, in thousands of cities, towns and villages, a two-minute silence
         is observed at 11 o’clock at services of remembrance; and why thousands watch the service at the Cenotaph in London, led by
         the Queen and Prime Minister; and why millions watch the service and march-past of veterans on BBC television.
      

      
      Enter ‘First World War’ on the London Library’s computer and 890 titles come up. The Imperial War Museum has thousands of
         Great War diaries, letters, interviews and memoirs as well as its library. There are also Great War archives at Leeds University,
         Birmingham University and King’s College, London. The greatest play of the war, R. C. Sherriff’s Journey’s End, is still performed to packed houses in London and New York. School students study the war, and especially its poetry, for
         school projects, GCSEs and A levels. The remains of British soldiers who died in the war ninety years ago are still being
         dug up in France. As the Great War historian Malcolm Brown has written, the Somme is not just a landscape of a particular
         war. It has also become a landscape of the mind.
      

      
      Some five million British servicemen went to war between 1914 and 1918, so few families, high or low, were untouched by the
         slaughter. Among the high was Raymond Asquith, son of the Prime Minister, who was killed in France. ‘Whatever pride I had
         in the past and whatever hope I had for the future, by much the largest part was vested in Raymond,’ his father wrote. ‘Now
         all that is gone.’ Among the low were the three uncles I never knew, my mother’s three brothers, each killed before he was
         twenty-one. So, even though I was born more than twenty years after the Great War ended, it has loomed in the background of
         my life for nearly seventy years, as it has for so many others of my generation who lost grandfathers or uncles in the fighting.
      

      
      I had read all the usual books – Wilfred Owen, Rupert Brooke, Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves, Vera Brittain, Lyn Macdonald, Pat
         Barker, Sebastian Faulks – and I had seen the films. But until I started work on this anthology I did not realise how little
         I really knew about the Great War. So the compiling of For King and Country has been a journey of discovery – as I hope it will be for readers too.
      

      
      Another anthologist might well have chosen utterly different contributions and this anthology concentrates on the Western
         Front with the sole exception of Gallipoli and does not visit other theatres of the war. The choice was deliberate. The aim
         is to reveal the depth of emotion felt by those who fought in the First World War. Of course, it was at the Western Front
         that these emotions – at first exhilaration but principally fear, horror, anger and despair – were to be found in their greatest
         concentration. But the soldiers’ sense of humour, reflected in several contributions, was a source of strength, all the more
         remarkable for its backdrop. And finally, at least for some, there is the joy of victory. Overriding all is one criterion:
         that every contribution – those of soldiers, poets, journalists, song, letter and diary writers – is informed by its author’s
         direct experience of the First World War. Only in the Aftermath, where a broader perspective is appropriate, are there contributions
         from historians born, for my purposes at least, too late.
      

      
      Beyond this, the contributions that follow are those that interested me and seemed worth passing on to a new generation. Within
         the following pages there are stories that are so moving and so poignant that they bring tears to the eyes. Vera Brittain
         captures the aching regret among the survivors for a pre-war world that was lost for ever – for her a Speech Day at Uppingham,
         her brother’s public school, ‘one perfect summer idyll’, as she puts it, her ‘last care-free entertainment before the Flood’.
      

      
      There are letters to their mothers and fathers from schoolboys written to say farewell lest they were about to die – and too
         often they did. ‘I could not wish for a finer death … I died doing my duty to my God, my Country, my King,’ says John Sherwin Engall, writing before the Somme in 1916. The letters speak in language
         that is unfamiliar today about God, duty, sacrifice and patriotism. Yet as Ruth Elwin Harris says in her collection of Billie
         Nevill’s letters – it was Nevill who kicked a football towards the German lines on the first day of the Somme – the emotional
         patriotism expressed by the poet Rupert Brooke may be disparaged now but in 1914 and 1915 Brooke spoke for his generation
         (as Vera Brittain also testifies).
      

      
      There are many stories of bravery in this anthology. As Alan Clark wrote in The Donkeys, ‘Bravery, perfect discipline, absolute conviction of right and wrong and the existence of God; a whole code of behaviour
         that is now little more than an object of derision – these were to be pitted against the largest and most highly trained army
         in the world.’ That bravery and discipline were too often ordered by an older breed of officers, as Richard Aldington writes,
         who possessed that ‘British rhinoceros equipment of mingled ignorance, self-confidence and complacency’ that was ‘triple-armed
         against all the shafts of the mind’. Exasperatingly stupid, yes, says Aldington; but also honest and conscientious.
      

      
      There is the eloquence of the well-known poets and writers – among them Brooke, Grenfell, Owen, Rosenberg, Sassoon and Sorley.
         Yet, under the pressures of war, unknown soldiers and officers, their archives now buried deep in the Imperial War Museum
         or their post-war books long forgotten, could be equally eloquent, as is shown by the contributions of, for instance, Henry
         Dillon, James Graystone and Maurice Gamon, or Frank Richards, Frederic Manning and Cecil Lewis.
      

      
      There were surprises as my research went on. I had expected the camaraderie of the trenches but not the friendship that often
         developed between junior officers and their men (about which R. C. Sherriff and Sidney Rogerson write) nor, surprisingly to
         those of us who were not there, the camaraderie between the British and German trenches, shown most spectacularly during the
         Christmas truce of 1914 but also month by month as across no man’s land the soldiers shared their weariness of war and their common humanity. That is why I have included letters and
         memoirs from German soldiers: they had the same joys, fears and sorrows as their British ‘enemy’; they too were patriots.
         For this reason, there are also French and American contributors.
      

      
      Another surprise, at least in 2007, was the brutality of the punishments meted out to the men – the ‘crucifixion’ on a wagon
         wheel for the most trifling offences, for instance. Most barbaric to modern eyes, however, were the executions whereby men
         convicted of cowardice or desertion were shot at dawn, three of which are described in this anthology.
      

      
      As the war ground on, and especially after the Somme, the idealism of the Rupert Brooke generation was replaced by the disillusion
         of such writers as Siegfried Sassoon, Wilfred Owen and C. E. Montague of the Manchester Guardian and other critics horrified by the continuing slaughter. They are amply represented in the following pages, as are those
         – see, for instance, Charles Carrington on Esprit de Corps – who believed that Sir Douglas Haig had been unjustly vilified
         as Commander-in-Chief and that matters were not so bad as the Sassoons and Owens would have had us believe. As the historian
         Hugh Cecil has pointed out, death sentences were frequently set aside, most of the five million British soldiers who took
         part survived, the British losses were less than those of the French, Germans or Russians – and the British Army achieved
         an overwhelming victory in the summer and autumn of 1918.
      

      
      Anthologists rely on the work of others; I hope that I have made sufficient acknowledgement to the authors whose work I have
         chosen. Writing this book has left me with an abiding sense of awe at the dedication to duty and discipline and the gallantry
         of the men who so often seem to have been senselessly sacrificed in the slaughter and squalor of the trenches of the Western
         Front. I hope that sense of awe will be shared by the reader.
      

   
1914

On 28 June 1914 Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, and his wife were assassinated at Sarajevo
in Bosnia-Hercegovina. The assassination provided Austria with an excuse to declare war on Serbia on 28 July, very much encouraged
by Germany. Russia, which vied with Austria for influence in the Balkans, sided with Serbia.


The Great Powers – Britain, Germany, Russia and France – had been limbering up for war for years. An intensely militaristic
Germany was engaged in an arms race with Britain and determined to overturn British naval supremacy. There was deep-rooted
hostility between France and Germany. Europe was divided into two hostile camps: the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria and
Italy, and the Triple Entente of Russia, France and Britain. It only needed a spark to light the fuse of war.


Throughout the tense days of July a flurry of telegrams passed among the royal cousins George V of Britain, Kaiser Wilhelm
II of Germany and Tsar Nicholas II of Russia, but they were powerless to stop the momentum towards war. On 3 August Germany
declared war on France and violated Belgian neutrality when its army crossed the Belgian border. Britain, which had sworn
to protect Belgium, accordingly declared war on Germany on 4 August. Two days later Austria declared war on Russia and France. A well-oiled military machine swung into action as
the railways carried the troops to the various fronts.


Woodrow Wilson, the American president, declared neutrality, but Britain was joined by the Dominions of Canada, Australia,
New Zealand and South Africa, who were later joined by Japan, Italy, Portugal and Romania. Eventually in 1917 the United States
and Greece entered the war on the Allies’ side. Turkey and Bulgaria joined Germany and Austro-Hungary. So, as the military
historian John Keegan has written, ‘the states of Europe proceeded, as if in a dead march and a dialogue of the deaf, to the
destruction of their continent and its civilisation’. One after another events gradually overwhelmed ‘the capacity of statesmen
and diplomats to control and contain them – they were bound to the written note, the encipherment routine, the telegraph schedule’.
The potential of the telephone and the radio evaded them altogether.


There was a mood of despair in both London and Berlin as the clocks ticked down to midnight on the evening of 4 August. As
Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, looked from his window and saw the lamps being lit, he murmured: ‘The lamps are going
out all over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our time.’ Herbert Asquith, the Liberal Prime Minister, was in the
Prime Minister’s room in the House of Commons sitting at his writing desk. His wife entered the room and sat down beside him.
As she later recalled, she wondered what he was thinking of. His sons? Her son was too young to fight. Did they all have to
fight? ‘I got up and leaned my head against his’, she said, ‘and we could not speak for tears.’ The British Ambassador in
Berlin paid a farewell visit to the Chancellor and found him agitated. ‘Just for a word Britain is going to make war on a
kindred nation that asks only friendship. Just for a word: “neutrality”! Just for a scrap of paper!’


Addressing Parliament two days later, Asquith said that war had been declared to fulfil an obligation (to Belgium) and to
vindicate the principle that small nationalities were not to be crushed, in defiance of international good faith, by the arbitrary
will of a strong, overmastering power. Both sides expected that the war would be over by Christmas.


At the outset the young were enthusiastic to fight for a cause they believed to be just. Their idealism was captured by poets
(as later was the growing disillusion with the conduct of the war by Douglas Haig and his generals). In a poem published in
The Times, Thomas Hardy spoke of the ‘faith and fire’ within the men who were marching to war: victory crowned the just, he said. Rupert
Brooke thanked God who had ‘matched us with this hour … and wakened us from sleeping’. Meanwhile Julian Grenfell declared
that he ‘adored’ war. He was killed seven months later.


Yet idealism was accompanied by an outbreak of anti-German xenophobia. The chief victim was the First Sea Lord, Prince Louis
Alexander Battenberg, who, although related to Britain’s Royal Family and a naturalised British subject, was widely seen as
being of German origin. After a whispering campaign he offered his resignation to Winston Churchill, who was then the First
Lord of the Admiralty. Many Germans left for Germany. Those who remained had to register and many were interned. German names
were anglicised – Bernstein became Curzon, Rosenheim Rose. In Paris the Rue d’Allemagne became Rue Jean Jaurès. In Berlin,
meanwhile, the Hotel Westminster became the Hotel Lindenhof and chauffeurs became schauffoers.


On the Eastern Front Russia invaded East Prussia on 17 August and Austria-Hungary invaded Russian Poland (Galicia) on 23 August,
but Germany had its greatest success of the war to the east when it defeated the Russians at the Battle of Tannenberg at the
end of August.


To the west the Germans swept through Belgium, leaving behind allegations of atrocities and the ancient university town of
Louvain devastated. Using the plan devised by General Schlieffen of invading France via Belgium and Luxemburg, crossing the
lower Seine, wheeling east and attacking the French fortresses from the rear, the Germans thought that France would be defeated within six weeks. The first engagement between the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), uniquely in Europe composed
of professional soldiers, and the Germans occurred at Mons on 23 August. Although outnumbered by six divisions to four, the
British, ordered to hold the Mons–Condé canal, at first overwhelmed the Germans. But the French Army to the right of the British
was falling back and there were no troops to the left. Sir John French, the BEF’s commander-in-chief, was forced to order
a retreat.


On 26 August the British stood and fought at Le Cateau. They held the Germans up and got away. But over fourteen gruelling
days the retreat from Mons took the British and French armies to the outskirts of Paris. On 1 September the German Army was
only thirty miles from Paris and about to achieve Schlieffen’s objective. So the French were astonished when the German First
Army, under General von Moltke, the German chief of staff, started moving south across the River Marne to support the German
Second Army, thus exposing his flank. This the French attacked on 5 September, starting the Battle of the Marne, in which
the Germans were forced to retreat to the River Aisne. General Joffre, the French commander-in-chief, became a national hero
for saving Paris and forcing the Germans to retreat.


There were important consequences. Not only was Paris saved, but the plan to conquer France in six weeks had failed; and Germany
now had to fight on two fronts – the Western as well as the Eastern. The slaughter that was to characterise the First World
War had also begun. There were 250,000 Allied casualties at the Marne. In the three weeks since the war began, each side had
lost 500,000 men.


The next major encounter between the two armies was at Ypres near the Channel coast in Flanders between 19 October and 22
November. The Germans had moved to Ypres intending to outflank the British while the British arrived at Ypres intending to
outflank the Germans. After the British and French withstood the Germans the battle ended in stalemate. But everywhere the
Germans held the high ground dominating the shallow crescent of trenches that became known as the Ypres Salient. By the end
of this First Battle of Ypres – there were to be two more – fewer than half of the 160,000 men of the BEF had survived. But
the two-million-strong French Army suffered more: its estimated losses in the first four months were more than 500,000 men,
of whom 360,000 were killed. The Germans lost even more men.


The Western Front now stretched four hundred miles from the Channel to Switzerland with both sides dug into trenches behind
barbed wire and protected by machine guns (both in use for the first time).The line would not move more than ten miles either
way in the next three years. Another ‘first’ was the use of gas on the battlefield by the Germans on 27 October, when they
fired three thousand shrapnel shells containing a nose and eye irritant.


On the home front the Defence of the Realm Acts began dismantling some of the ancient liberties so nostalgically described
by A. J. P. Taylor in his English History, 1914–1945:



Until August 1914 a sensible, law-abiding Englishman could pass through life and scarcely notice the existence of the state,
beyond the post office and the policeman. He could live where he liked and as he liked. He had no official number or identity
card. He could travel abroad or leave his country for ever without a passport or any sort of official permission. He could
exchange his money for any other currency without restriction or limit. He could buy goods from any country in the world on
the same terms as he bought goods at home. For that matter, a foreigner could spend his life in this country without permit
and without informing the police.


Unlike the countries of the European continent, the state did not require its citizens to perform military service. An Englishman
could enlist, if he chose, in the regular army, the navy, or the territorials. He could also ignore, if he chose, the demands
of national defence. Substantial householders were occasionally called on for jury service. Otherwise, only those helped the state who wished to do so. The Englishman paid taxes
on a modest scale: nearly £200 million in 1913–14, or rather less than 8 per cent of the national income.


The state intervened to prevent the citizen from eating adulterated food or contracting certain infectious diseases. It imposed
safety rules in factories, and prevented women, and adult males in some industries, from working excessive hours. The state
saw to it that children received education up to the age of 13. Since 1 January 1909, it provided a meagre pension for the
needy over the age of 70. Since 1911, it helped to insure certain classes of workers against sickness and unemployment. This
tendency towards more state action was increasing. Expenditure on the social services had roughly doubled since the Liberals
took office in 1905. Still, broadly speaking, the state acted only to help those who could not help themselves. It left the
adult citizen alone.






That was the world that was to be swept away over the next four years. The number of men who joined up in 1914 was 1,186,357.

On Christmas Eve England was attacked from the air for the first time by a small German biplane which dropped a small bomb
on Dover but no harm was caused. On that same day there was the Christmas truce, perhaps the most extraordinary event of the
war, when soldiers on both sides left their trenches, greeted each other, exchanged gifts and celebrated Christmas in no man’s
land.


In his book The Donkeys (suggesting that the British soldiers were lions led by donkeys), the military historian and Tory MP Alan Clark argued that
after the battles of the autumn British commanders spent the lives of their men with ‘profligacy’ in trying to reproduce the
sort of conditions of open warfare and ‘cavalry country’ that they met on the Aisne. Their handling of operations gave no
confidence that had their wish been granted they would have been any more efficient or imaginative than they were in coping
with the siege-like conditions that now set in:


‘So it was that as the leaves fell and the ground turned to mud and the German howitzers with their twelve-horse teams plodded
patiently up to the line, the British Army was poised over an abyss. It could be saved only by reckless squandering of the
virtues which, like its delusions, sprang from a background of peace and a stable, ordered society. Bravery, perfect discipline,
absolute conviction of right and wrong and the existence of God; a whole code of behaviour that is now little more than an
object of derision – these were to be pitted against the largest and most highly trained army in the world.’


HERBERT ASQUITH


‘What we are fighting for’

On 6 August Asquith went to the House of Commons to explain why Britain had gone to war and to make the ‘unusual demand’ for
a Note of Credit of £100 million.




I am entitled to say, and I do say on behalf of this country – I speak not for party, but for the country as a whole – we
made every effort that a Government could possibly make for peace. This war has been forced upon us.


And what is it that we are fighting for? No one knows better than the members of the Government the terrible and incalculable
sufferings economic, social, personal, political, which war, especially war between the Great Powers of the world, must entail.
There is not a man among us sitting on this bench in these trying days – more trying, perhaps, than any body of statesmen
for a hundred years has had to pass through – who has not during the whole of that time had clearly before his vision the
almost unequalled suffering which war, even in a just cause, must bring about, not only to us who are for the moment living
in this country and in the other countries of the world, but to posterity and to the whole prospects of European civilisation.
Every step we took, we took with that vision before our eyes, and with a sense of responsibility which it is impossible to describe. Unhappily in spite of all our efforts to keep the peace, and with
that full and overpowering consciousness of the results of the issue if we decided in favour of war, nevertheless we have
thought it to be our duty as well as the interest of this country to go to war. The House may be well assured it was because
we believe, and I am certain the country will believe, we are unsheathing our swords in a just cause.


If I am asked what we are fighting for, I can reply in two sentences. In the first place, to fulfil a solemn international
obligation – an obligation which, if it had been entered into between private persons in the ordinary concerns of life, would
have been regarded as an obligation not only of law, but of honour, which no self-respecting man could possibly have repudiated.


I say, secondly, we are fighting to vindicate the principle in these days when material force sometimes seems to be the dominant
influence and factor in the development of mankind, that small nationalities are not to be crushed, in defiance of international
good faith, by the arbitrary will of a strong and overmastering power. I do not believe any nation ever entered into a great
controversy – and this is one of the greatest history will ever know – with a clearer conscience and stronger conviction that
it is fighting, not for aggression, not for the maintenance even of its own selfish interest, but in defence of principles
the maintenance of which is vital to the civilisation of the world, and with the full conviction, not only of the wisdom and
justice, but of the obligations which lay upon us to challenge this great issue.






JEROME K. JEROME

‘The instinct that Germany was “The Enemy”’

Jerome, author of Three Men in a Boat, written in 1889 and still in print, was fifty-six in 1914 and was turned down when he tried to enlist. But he became an ambulance driver with the French Army and went to the Western Front. In this extract from
his autobiography, he describes the mood of England when war was declared.




Sir Edward Grey has been accused of having ‘jockeyed’ us into the war – of having so committed us to France and Russia that
no honourable escape was possible to us. Had the Good Samaritan himself been our Foreign Secretary, the war would still have
happened. Germany is popularly supposed to have brought us into it by going through Belgium. Had she gone round by the Cape
of Good Hope, the result would have been the same. The Herd instinct had taken possession of us all. It was sweeping through
Europe. I was at a country tennis tournament the day we declared war on Germany. Young men and maidens, grey-moustached veterans,
pale-faced curates, dear old ladies: one and all expressed relief and thankfulness. ‘I was so afraid Grey would climb down
at the last moment’ – ‘It was Asquith I was doubtful of. I didn’t think the old man had the grit’ – ‘Thank God, we shan’t
read “Made in Germany” for a little time to come”’. Such was the talk over the tea-cups.


It was the same whichever way you looked. Railway porters, cabmen, workmen riding home upon bicycles, farm labourers eating
their bread and cheese beside the hedge: they had the faces of men to whom good tidings had come.


For years it had been growing, this instinct that Germany was ‘The Enemy’. In the beginning we were grieved. It was the first
time in history she had been called upon to play the part. But that was her fault. Why couldn’t she leave us alone – cease
interfering with our trade, threatening our command of the sea? Quite nice people went about saying: ‘We’re bound to have
a scrap with her. Hope it comes in my time’ – ‘Must put her in her place. We’ll get on all the better with her afterwards’. That was the idea everywhere: that war would clear the air, make things pleasanter all round, afterwards.
A party, headed by Lord Roberts, clamoured for conscription. Another party, headed by Lord Fisher, proposed that we should
seize the German Fleet and drown it. Books and plays came out one on top of another warning us of the German menace. Kipling
wrote, openly proclaiming Germany, The Foe, first and foremost.


In Germany, I gather from German friends, similar thinking prevailed. It was England that, now secretly, now openly, was everywhere
opposing a blank wall to German expansion, refusing her a place in the sun, forbidding her the seas, plotting to hem her in.


The pastures were getting used up. The herds were becoming restive.





RUPERT BROOKE

‘Peace’

Rupert Brooke was born in 1887 and educated at Rugby and King’s College, Cambridge. His first volume of poems was published in 1911. On the outbreak of war he was given a commission in the Royal
Naval Division.


[image: image]



Now God be thanked Who has matched us with His hour,

And caught our youth, and wakened us from sleeping,

With hand made sure, clear eye, and sharpened power,

To turn, as swimmers into cleanness leaping,

Glad from a world grown old and cold and weary,

Leave the sick hearts that honour could not move,

And half-men, and their dirty songs and dreary,

And all the little emptiness of love!

Oh! We, who have known shame, we have found release there,

Where there’s no ill, no grief, but sleep has mending,

Naught broken save this body, lost but breath;

Nothing to shake the laughing heart’s long peace there

But only agony, and that has ending;

And the worst friend and enemy is but Death.





VERA BRITTAIN

‘One perfect summer idyll’

Vera Brittain’s autobiographical Testament of Youth was a bestseller when it was published in 1933, it was a TV serial in 1979 and it is still in print. The book is at its most
moving when she describes her relationship with Roland Leighton, her brother Edward’s closest school friend (especially when
read now in the knowledge of what was to happen to both during the war).




Speech Day, Uppingham

As the headmaster strode, berobed and majestic, onto the platform of the School Hall, I was in the midst of examining with
appreciation my Speech Day programme, and especially the page headed ‘Prizemen, July 1914’, of which the first seven items
ran as follows:



	Nettleship Prize for English Essay
	R. A. Leighton



	Holden Prize for Latin Prose
	1st, R. A. Leighton



	
	2nd, C. R. B. Wrenford



	Greek Prose Composition
	R. A. Leighton



	Latin Hexameters
	R. A. Leighton



	Greek Iambics
	R. P. Garrod



	Greek Epigram
	R. A. Leighton



	Captain in Classics
	R. A. Leighton




But, still automatically responsive to school discipline, I hastily put down the programme as the headmaster began, with enormous
dignity, to address the audience.


I do not recall much of the speech, which ended with a list of the precepts laid down for boys by a famous Japanese general
– a monument of civilisation whose name I forget, but whose qualities were evidently considered entirely suitable for emulation
by young English gentlemen. I shall always, however, remember the final prophetic precept, and the breathless silence which
followed the Headmaster’s slow, religious emphasis upon the words:


‘If a man cannot be useful to his country, he is better dead.’

For a moment their solemnity disturbed with a queer, indescribable foreboding the complacent mood in which I watched Roland,
pale but composed, go up to receive his prizes.


I have written so much of Uppingham Speech Day because it was the one perfect summer idyll that I ever experienced, as well
as my last care-free entertainment before the Flood. The lovely legacy of a vanished world, it is etched with minute precision
on the tablets of my memory. Never again, for me and for my generation, was there to be any festival the joy of which no cloud
would darken and no remembrance invalidate.






ALFRED LICHTENSTEIN

‘Prayer Before Battle’

According to the historian Niall Ferguson, the German Alfred Lichtenstein, who was born in 1889 and died in September 1914,
has a good claim to have been the first of the anti-war poets.




God protect me from misfortune,

Father, Son and Holy Ghost,

May no high explosives hit me,

May our enemies, the bastards,

Never take me, never shoot me,

May I never die in squalor

For our well-loved fatherland.

Look, I’d like to live much longer,

Milk the cows and stuff my girlfriends

And beat up that lousy Josef,

Get drunk on lots more occasions

Till a blissful death o’ertakes me.

Look, I’ll offer heartfelt prayers,

Say my beads seven times daily,

If you, God, of your gracious bounty,

Choose to kill my mate, say Huber

Or else Meier, and let me off.

But suppose I have to take it

Don’t let me get badly wounded.

Send me just a little leg wound

Or a slight gash on the forearm

So I go home as a hero

Who has got a tale to tell.





CAPTAIN HENRY DILLON

Mons

Exhilarated by the battle, Captain Dillon, a thirty-three-year-old captain in the 52nd Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light
Infantry, wrote in a letter:




August 29: I am very fit and everything is going top hole. We have done a great march – it has been fearful work, 25 hours
with hardly a stop once and it has been going on so far almost continuously for days. One’s feet throb so one can hardly stick
it at times. We have bumped into the absolute flower of the German army and have laid them absolutely in thousands. In one
place they lie in heaps of 50 to 100 for three miles. Of course we have had some losses but I think there are probably 20
or more Germans to every Englishman. The swine are doing all sorts of low down things. In one case they drove civilian women and children in front of them, – our men would not fire but rushed at them with
their bayonets and fought till they were all killed, which was inevitable on account of the numbers. On another occasion they
dressed in French uniforms and came up shouting ‘Vive l’Angleterre’ and actually started talking French to our people and
then when they were all up they suddenly opened fire. This happened to a picket of about 50 men so it was not very serious.
We have had the best of them everywhere …


I am awfully glad to hear the Russians have come as it will have a great moral effect on the Germans. The swine are at their
old tricks again. The cavalry I mentioned who advanced on us in the early morning had on English great coats and caps. In
an advance of one of the Guards regiments some Germans dropped apparently wounded and as the Guards advanced over them they
jumped up and shot the officers. In another case they hoisted a white flag and then opened fire. It was annoying to lose a
lot of men without firing a shot back. We never let off a rifle all day. Anyhow we are up on them as far as our losses are
concerned.






CORPORAL BERNARD JOHN DENORE

The Retreat from Mons

Bernard Denore, a corporal in the 1st Royal Berkshire Regiment, covered some 250 miles on foot in the retreat from Mons:



August 31st: Again we were rearguard, but did little fighting. We marched instead staggering about the road like a crowd of
gipsies. Some of the fellows had puttees wrapped round their feet instead of boots; others had soft shoes they had picked
up somewhere; others walked in their socks, with their feet all bleeding. My own boots would have disgraced a tramp, but I was too frightened to take them off, and look at my feet. Yet they marched until they dropped, and then somehow
got up and marched again.


One man (Ginger Gilmore) found a mouth-organ, and, despite the fact that his feet were bound in blood-soaked rags, he staggered
along at the head of the company playing tunes all day. Mostly he played ‘The Irish Emigrant’. Which is a good marching tune.
He reminded me of Captain Oates. An officer asked me if I wanted a turn on his horse, but I looked at the fellow on it, and
said, ‘No thanks.’


The marching was getting on everyone’s nerves, but, as I went I kept saying to myself, ‘If you can, force your heart and nerve
and sinew.’ Just that, over and over again. That night we spent the time looking for an Uhlan [cavalry] regiment, but didn’t
get in touch with them, and every time we stopped we fell asleep; in fact we slept while we were marching, and consequently
kept falling over.


September 1st: We continued at the same game from dawn till dark, and dark till dawn – marching and fighting and marching.
Every roll call there were fewer to answer – some were killed, some wounded, and some who had fallen out were missing. During
this afternoon we fought for about three hours – near Villers-Cotterets I think it was, but I was getting very mixed about
things, even mixed about the days of the week. Fifteen men in my company were killed, one in a rather peculiar fashion. He
was bending down, handing me a piece of sausage, and a bullet ricocheted off a man’s boot and went straight into his mouth
and out of the top of his head. We got on to the road about 200 yards only in front of a German brigade, and then ran like
hell for about a mile.

September 3rd: The first four or five hours we did without a single halt or rest, as we had to cross a bridge over the Aisne
before the Royal Engineers blew it up. It was the most terrible march I have ever done. Men were falling down like ninepins.
They would fall flat on their faces on the road, while the rest of us staggered round them, as we couldn’t lift our feet high
enough to step over them, and, as for picking them up, that was impossible, as to bend meant to fall.


What happened to them, God only knows. An aeroplane was following us most of the time dropping iron darts; we fired at it
a couple of times, but soon lost the strength required for that. About 9 a.m. we halted by a river, and immediately two fellows
threw themselves into it.


Nobody, from sheer fatigue, was able to save them, although one sergeant made an attempt, and was nearly drowned himself.

I, like a fool, took my boots off and found my feet were covered with blood. I could find no sores or cuts, so I thought I
must have sweated blood.


As I couldn’t get my boots on again I cut the sides away, and when we started marching again, my feet hurt like hell.

We marched till about 3 p.m. – nothing else, just march, march, march. I kept repeating my line, … ‘If you can, force, etc.’
Why, I didn’t know. A sergeant irritated everyone who could hear him by continually shouting out: ‘Stick it, lads. We are
making history.’


The Colonel offered me a ride on his horse, but I refused, and then wished I hadn’t, as anything was preferable to the continuous
marching.


We got right back that afternoon among the refugees again. They were even worse off than we were, or, at least, they looked
it. We gave the kids our biscuits and ‘bully’, hoping that would help them a little; but they looked so dazed and tired there
did not seem to be much hope for them. At 8 p.m. we bivouacked in a field and slept till dawn. Ye gods! what a relief.


I discovered that the company I was in covered 251 miles in the Retreat from Mons, which finished on September 5th, 1914.





THE TIMES, AUGUST 1914

The Retreat from Mons

The Times’s correspondent Arthur Moore was cycling around the back roads near Amiens when he rode into the chaos of a great battle and
obtained the newspaper’s first big scoop of the war. ‘Scattered remnants of British forces were trying to regain their units.
It was the Fourth Division turning after the retreat from Mons.’ The history of The Times adds: ‘Moore was greatly alarmed by what he saw and heard it bore no relation to the official communiqués.’ The report caused
an uproar.




It is important that the nation should know and realize certain things. Bitter truths, but we can face them. We have to cut
our losses, to take stock of the situation, to set our teeth.


First let it be said that our honour is bright. Amongst all the straggling units that I have seen, flotsam and jetsam of the
fiercest fight in history, I saw fear in no man’s face. It was a retreating and a broken army, but it was not an army of hunted
men. Nor in all the plain tales of officers, non-commissioned officers and men did a single story of the white feather reach
me. No one could answer for every man, but every British regiment and every battery of which any one had knowledge had done
its duty. And never has duty been more terrible.


The German advance has been one of almost incredible rapidity. The British Force fought a terrible fight – which may be called
the action of Mons, though it covered a big front – on Sunday. The German attack was withstood to the utmost limit, and a whole division was flung into the fight at the end of a long march and had not even time to dig trenches.
The French supports expected on the immediate right do not seem to have been in touch, though whether or not they were many
hours late I cannot say.


Further to the right, along the Sambre and in the angle of the Sambre and the Meuse, the French, after days of long and gallant
fighting, broke. Namur fell and General Joffre was forced to order a retreat along the whole line. The Germans, fulfilling
one of the best of all precepts in war, never gave the retreating army one single moment’s rest. The pursuit was immediate,
relentless, unresting. Aeroplanes, Zeppelins, armoured motors, and cavalry were loosed like an arrow from the bow, and served
at once to harass the retiring columns and to keep the German Staff fully informed of the movements of the Allied Forces.


The British Force fell back … Regiments were grievously injured, and the broken army fought its way desperately with many
stands, forced backwards and ever backwards by the sheer unconquerable mass of numbers of an enemy prepared to throw away
three or four men for the life of every British soldier. Where it is at present it might not be well to say even if I knew,
but I do not know, though I have seen today in different neighbourhoods some units of it. But there are some things which
it is eminently right that I should say …


Our losses are very great. I have seen the broken bits of many regiments. Let me repeat that there is no failure in discipline,
no panic, no throwing up the sponge. Every one’s temper is sweet, and nerves do not show. A group of men, it may be a dozen,
or less or more, arrives, under the command of whoever is entitled to command it. The men are battered with marching, and
ought to be weak with hunger, for, of course, no commissariat could cope with such a case, but they are steady and cheerful,
and wherever they arrive make straight for the proper authority, report themselves, and seek news of their regiment.


I saw two men give such reports, after saluting smartly. ‘Very badly cut up, Sir,’ was the phrase one used of his regiment.
The other said, ‘Very heavy loss, I’m afraid, Sir,’ when asked if much was left …


Apparently every division was in action. Some have lost nearly all their officers. The regiments were broken to bits, and
good discipline and fine spirit kept the fragments together, though they no longer knew what had become of the other parts
with which they had once formed a splendid whole.


Certain things about the fighting seem clear. One is the colossal character of the German losses. I confess that when I read
daily in official bulletins in Paris of how much greater the German losses were than those of the Allies I was not much impressed.
Much contemplation of Eastern warfare, where each side claims to have annihilated the other, has made me over-sceptical in
such matters. But three days among the combatants has convinced me of the truth of the story in this case …


The German commanders in the north advance their men as if they had an inexhaustible supply. Of the bravery of the men it
is not necessary to speak. They advance in deep sections, so slightly extended as to be almost in close order, with little
regard for cover, rushing forward as soon as their own artillery has opened fire behind them on our position. Our artillery
mows long lanes down the centres of the sections, so that frequently there is nothing left of it but its outsides. But no
sooner is this done than more men double up rushing over the heaps of dead, and remake the section. Last week, so great was
their superiority in numbers that they could no more be stopped than the waves of the sea. Their shrapnel is markedly bad,
though their gunners are excellent at finding the range. On the other hand their machine guns are of the most deadly efficacy, and are very numerous. Their rifle shooting is described
as not first-class, but their numbers bring on the infantry till frequently they and the Allied troops meet finally in bayonet
tussles. Superiority of numbers in men and guns, especially in machine guns; a most successfully organized system of scouting
by aeroplanes and Zeppelins; motors carrying machine guns, cavalry; and extreme mobility are the elements of their present
success …


To sum up, the first great German effort has succeeded. We have to face the fact that the British Expeditionary Force, which
bore the great weight of the blow, has suffered terrible losses and requires immediate and immense reinforcement. The British
Expeditionary Force has won indeed imperishable glory, but it needs men, men, and yet more men. The investment of Paris cannot be banished from the field of possibility. I saw rolling stock being hurriedly moved to-day from Amiens. Proximus ardet Ucalegon. We want reinforcements and we want them now. Whether the Chief of the German General Staff, after reckoning up his losses, will find that he has enough men left to attempt
a further assault with any hope of success is more doubtful. His army has made a colossal effort and moved with extraordinary
speed. It is possible that its limits have been reached.






WALTER BLOEM

Advancing from Mons

Walter Bloem was a well-known German novelist serving as a reserve captain in the 12th Brandenburg Grenadiers. The Advance from Mons, in which this piece appears, was published in 1916.




My nerves seemed to brace themselves up for the great test. At least the hour had struck; so be it. I saluted, turned Alfred
about and trotted back to my company: ‘B Company is to attack, lads! It’s a raging hell in front, but we’ve got to go through
it. I rely on you all.’ Dismounting, I gave the order: ‘B Company extend to the right – double!’ My ‘staff’ came out to me
and together we moved out in front of the company, the whole line emerging from the group of houses in excellent order and
past the battalion commander, who saluted his ‘morituri’ [We who are about to die].


In front of us, now scarcely a hundred yards off, a long line of little puffs of white cloud floated in the air, and below
them a small forest of black fountains of smoke and dirt. Death, I’m ready for you! Here is my forehead, here is my heart!
Strike, if you wish! And as I went into it, a shout of triumph, a wild, unearthly singing surged within me, uplifting and
inspiring me, filling all my senses. I had overcome fear; I had conquered my mortal bodily self. And I glanced back on my
little army; they were following, a long line of high-held foreheads, of strong, gallant hearts. Bless you, children – my
children!


Nearer and nearer the barrage, to the messengers of death. Welcome! welcome! Strange, though, that of a sudden no more shells
were coming. All was quiet in front of us. No treacherous white lambs frolicking in the sky, no explosions, no miniature volcanoes;
the black smoke and cloud of dust was gradually clearing away in front. Just a pause in the fight, no doubt; any moment the
storm would break again and burst over us with redoubled fury. We were already crossing the zone where for half an hour volley
after volley of shells had ploughed up the field, bits of shell, empty shells, dud-shells – shrapnel that had not burst –
lying all about, with every here and there a mutilated Fusilier among them.


On, on to the village edge! Now our own guns were coming into action, howitzer-batteries, and their high-explosive shells passed
over us and crashed into the roofs of the village, rusty-red clouds of smoke and debris towered up into the sky. The church-spire
cracked like a bit of timber, and toppled on one side. On, on!


Strange, though, still no enemy shells. Where were they? Had they gone, cleared out? Was it possible? And as I marched on,
sweating, across the torn-up acres and saw death retreating away from us, the nervous reaction that overcame me was so intense
that I suddenly laughed, laughed outright at the way I had braced myself up to such a high pitch of heroism!


Behind me, too, I heard talking and giggling, and looking round saw my staff grinning, and then they too burst out laughing.
Turning my head still further I saw the whole line of B Company were laughing, the corners of their mouths almost reaching
their ears. We all felt the same. Who would have imagined how amazingly comic it is having worked oneself up with heaven-inspired
ardour to meet Death like a true hero, for her not to come to the trysting-place? No doubt about it now, she had definitely
gone, away over the far horizon. I almost wept with joy and laughter.






ST VINCENT MORRIS

‘The Eleventh Hour’

St Vincent Morris was still at school and too young to join the Army when war was declared. His frustration at not being able
to fight finds an outlet in this sonnet. Morris was gazetted in 1915 to the Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire Regiment, or the
‘Sherwood Foresters’, transferred to the Royal Flying Corps and died of wounds after his aircraft crashed in April 1917.




Is this to live? – to cower and stand aside

While others fight and perish day by day?

To see my loved ones slaughtered, and to say:

‘Bravo! Bravo! how nobly you have died!’

Is this to love? – to heed my friends no more,

But watch them perish in a foreign land

Unheeded, and to give no helping hand,

But smile, and say, ‘How terrible is war!’

Nay, this is not to love, nor this to live!

I will go forth; I hold no more aloof;

And I will give all that I have to give,

And leave the refuge of my father’s roof.

Then, if I live, no man shall say, think I,

‘He lives, because he did not dare to die!’





‘HUSH! HERE COMES A WHIZZ-BANG’

As the 1960s musical Oh! What a Lovely War demonstrated, songs became the voice of the soldiers fighting the Great War. They were often obscene: it was during the war
that use of the word ‘fucking’ became universal. The tunes were frequently adapted from music-hall hits and this example was
a pre-1914 pantomime song sung to the air ‘Hush! Here Comes the Dream Man’:




Hush! Here comes a whizz-bang,

Hush! Here comes a whizz-bang,

Now you soldiers, get down those stairs

Down in your dug-outs and say your prayers.

Hush! Here comes a whizz-bang,

And it’s making straight for you:

And you’ll see all the wonders of no man’s land

If a whizz-bang (bump!) hits you.





ERNST LISSAUER

‘Hymn of Hate Against England’
(translated by Barbara Henderson)

As the English denounced the Germans, so the Germans denounced the English. Ernst Lissauer, a German poet serving as an army
private, wrote an anti-English poem called ‘Hassgesang gegen England’, or ‘Hymn of Hate Against England’. This became a pamphlet
that sold in millions, was taught in schools, memorised in the trenches and became a second national anthem in Germany. When
it drifted over from the enemy lines, British soldiers would join in and sing with great gusto:




French and Russians they matter not;

A blow for a blow, and a shot for a shot;

We love them not, we hate them not …

We have but one and only hate,

We love as one, we hate as one,

We have one foe and one alone.

He is known to you all, he is known to you all!

He crouches behind the dark gray flood,

Full of envy, of rage, of craft, of gall,

Cut off by waves that are thicker than blood …

We will never forgo our hate,

We have all but a single hate,

We love as one, we hate as one.

We have one foe, and one alone – England.





P. S.: CAPTAIN ERIC FISHER WOOD

“Oo do we ’ite?’

Wood, an American major who served in the British Army, noted this example of the English soldiers’ robust sense of humour.



The German ‘Hymn of Hate’ also bids fair to become one of England’s national songs, just as derisive ‘Yankee Doodle’, first composed
and played by the musicians of British troops early in the American Revolution, was later, on the occasion of their final
surrender at York Town, played ‘at them’ by the bands of the Continental Army and subsequently became one of America’s national
songs, having today a popularity rivalled only by that of ‘Dixie’. It is truly an extraordinary sight to see some English
county regiment on the march singing the ‘Hymn of Hate’ at the top of their lungs, and at the chorus to hear some clear tenor
voice call out “Oo do we ’ite?’ and then the whole battalion’s reply in a voice of thunder – ‘England!’






THOMAS HARDY

‘Men Who March Away’ (‘Song of the Soldiers’)

‘Men Who March Away’, a call to action by Thomas Hardy (1840–1928), was published in The Times on 9 September.




What of the faith and fire within us

Men who march away

Ere the barn-cocks say

Night is growing gray,

Leaving all that here can win us;

What of the faith and fire within us

Men who march away?

Is it a purblind prank, O think you,

Friend with the musing eye,

Who watch us stepping by

With doubt and dolorous sigh?

Can much pondering so hoodwink you!

Is it a purblind prank, O think you

Friend with the musing eye?

Nay. We shall see what we are doing,

Though some may not see –

Dalliers as they be –

England’s need are we;

Her distress would leave us rueing:

Nay. We well see what we are doing,

Though some may not see!

In our heart of hearts believing

Victory crowns the just,

And that braggarts must

Surely bite the dust,

Press we to the field ungrieving,

In our heart of hearts believing

Victory crowns the just.

Hence the faith and fire within us

Men who march away

Ere the barn-cocks say

Night is growing gray,

Leaving all that here can win us;

Hence the faith and fire within us

Men who march away.





ELIZABETH BRIDGES

‘For England’

Elizabeth Bridges, who later wrote under her married name of Daryush, was the daughter of Robert Bridges, the Poet Laureate.



Use me, England,

In thine hour of need,

Let thy ruling

Rule me now in deed.

Sons and brothers

Take for armoury,

All love’s jewels

Crushed, thy warpath be!

Thou hast given

Joyous life and free,

Life whose joy now

Anguisheth for thee.

Give then, England,

If my life thou need,

Gift yet fairer,

Death, thy life to feed.





LAURENCE BINYON

‘For the Fallen’

Laurence Binyon (1869–1943) wrote this poem in September, only seven weeks after the declaration of war. Even though omitted
from several anthologies of Great War poetry, it is the most-quoted example as the fourth verse is frequently used on soldiers’
headstones and is still spoken ninety years later at official celebrations of Armistice Day:




With proud thanksgiving, a mother for her children,

England mourns for her dead across the sea

Flesh of her flesh they were, spirit of her spirit,

Fallen in the cause of the free.

Solemn the drums thrill: Death august and royal

Sings sorrow up into immortal spheres.

There is music in the midst of desolation

And glory that shines upon our tears.

They went with songs to the battle, they were young,

Straight of limb, true of eye, steady and aglow,

They were staunch to the end against odds uncounted,

They fell with their faces to the foe.

They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old:

Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.

At the going down of the sun and in the morning

We will remember them.

They mingle not with their laughing comrades again;

They sit no more at familiar tables at home;

They have no lot in our labour of the daytime:

They sleep beyond England’s foam.

But where our desires are and our hopes profound,

Felt as a well-spring that is hidden from sight,

To the innermost heart of their own land they are known

As the stars are known to the Night.

As the stars that shall be bright when we are dust,

Moving in marches upon the heavenly plain,

As the stars that are starry in the time of our darkness,

To the end, to the end, they remain.





‘IT’S A LONG WAY TO TIPPERARY’

(Words: Jack Judge; music: Harry Williams)

‘Tipperary’ was introduced to the British Army by the Connaught Rangers, who were stationed in that part of Ireland before
the war. It was written in 1912 by Jack Judge, a market stallholder, for a bet. The Daily Mail reporter George Curnock heard the Rangers singing the song at Boulogne in August 1914 and his report ensured its enduring
popularity.




Up to mighty London came an Irishman one day,

As the streets are paved with gold, sure everyone was gay;

Singing songs of Piccadilly, Strand and Leicester Square,

Till Paddy got excited, then he shouted to them there –

Chorus:

It’s a long way to Tipperary,

It’s a long way to go;

It’s a long way to Tipperary,

To the sweetest girl I know!

Goodbye Piccadilly,

Farewell Leicester Square,

It’s a long long way to Tipperary

But my heart’s right there!

Paddy wrote a letter to his Irish Molly O

Saying, ‘Should you not receive it, write and let me know!’

‘If I make mistakes in spelling, Molly dear’, said he

‘Remember it’s the pen that’s bad, don’t lay the blame on me.’

Chorus:

It’s a long way to Tipperary (etc.)

Molly wrote a neat reply to Irish Paddy O,

Saying, ‘Mike Maloney wants to marry me, and so

Leave the Strand and Piccadilly, or you’ll be to blame,

For love has fairly drove me silly – hoping you’re the same!’

Chorus:

It’s a long way to Tipperary (etc.)

That’s the wrong way to tickle Marie,

That’s the wrong way to kiss!

Don’t you know that over here, lad,

They like it best like this!

Hooray pour le Français!

Farewell, Angleterre!

We didn’t know the way to tickle Marie,

But we learned how, over there!





JULIAN GRENFELL

‘I adore War’

Julian Grenfell, the eldest son of a Liberal and later Conservative MP who became Lord Desborough, was educated at Eton and
Balliol College, Oxford. He was commissioned in the Royal Dragoons in 1910 and served in India. He was twenty-six when this
letter was written in October and he died of wounds in May 1915:


[image: image]



I adore War. It is like a big picnic without the objectlessness of a picnic. I have never been so well or so happy. Nobody
grumbles at one for being dirty. I have only had my boots off once in the last 10 days, and only washed twice. We are up and
standing to our rifles by 5 a.m. when doing this infantry work, and saddled up by 4.30 a.m. when with our horses. Our poor
horses do not get their saddles off when we are in trenches.


The wretched inhabitants here have got practically no food left. It is miserable to see them leaving their houses, and tracking
away, with great bundles and children in their hands. And the dogs and cats left in the deserted villages are piteous.


October 3rd, 1914 … I have not washed for a week, or had my boots off for a fortnight. But we cook good hot food in the dark, in the morning before we start, and in the night when we get back to our horses; … It is all the best fun.
I have never never felt so well, or so happy, or enjoyed anything so much. It just suits my stolid health, and stolid nerves,
and barbaric disposition. The fighting-excitement vitalizes everything, every sight and word and action. One loves one’s fellow
man so much more when one is bent on killing him. And picnic-ing in the open day and night (we never see a roof now) is the
real method of existence.


There are loads of straw to bed-down on, and one sleeps like a log, and wakes up with the dew on one’s face. The stolidity
of my nerves surprises myself. I went to sleep the other day when we were lying in the trenches, with the shrapnel bursting
within 50 yards all the time and a noise like nothing on earth. The noise is continual and indescribable. The Germans shell
the trenches with shrapnel all day and all night; and the Reserves and ground in the rear with Jack Johnsons (heavy shells),
which at last one gets to love as old friends. You hear them coming for miles, and everyone imitates the noise; then they
burst with a plump and make a great hole in the ground, doing no damage unless they happen to fall into your trench or on
to your hat. They burst pretty nearly straight upwards. One landed within 10 yards of me the other day, and only knocked me
over and my horse. We both got up and looked at each other, and laughed. It did not even knock the cigarette out of my mouth
… Our men are splendid, really splendid. One marvels at them. We shall beat those German swine by sticking it out …


We took a German Officer and some men prisoners in the wood the other day. One felt hatred for them as one thought of our
dead; and as the Officer came by me, I scowled at him, and the men were cursing him. The Officer looked me in the face and
saluted me as he passed, and I have never seen a man look so proud and resolute and smart and confident, in his hour of bitterness. It made me feel
terribly ashamed of myself …






JULIAN GRENFELL

‘Into Battle’



The naked earth is warm with spring,

And with green grass and bursting trees

Leans to the sun’s gaze glorying,

And quivers in the sunny breeze;

And life is colour and warmth and light,

And a striving evermore for these;

And he is dead who will not fight;

And who dies fighting has increase.

The fighting man shall from the sun

Take warmth, and life from the glowing earth;

Speed with the light-foot winds to run,

And with the trees to newer birth;

And find, when fighting shall be done,

Great rest, and fullness after dearth.

All the bright company of Heaven

Hold him in their high comradeship,

The Dog-Star, and the Sisters Seven,

Orion’s Belt and sworded hip.

The woodland trees that stand together,

They stand to him each one a friend;

They gently speak in the windy weather;

They guide to valley and ridge’s end.

The kestrel hovering by day,

And the little owls that call by night,

Bid him be swift and keen as they,

As keen of ear, as swift of sight.

The blackbird sings to him, ‘Brother, brother,

If this be the last song you shall sing,

Sing well, for you may not sing another;

Brother, sing.’

In dreary, doubtful, waiting hours,

Before the brazen frenzy starts,

The horses show him nobler powers;

O patient eyes, courageous hearts!

And when the burning moment breaks,

And all things else are out of mind,

And only joy of battle takes

Him by the throat, and makes him blind,

Through joy and blindness he shall know,

Not caring much to know, that still

Nor lead nor steel shall reach him, so

That it be not the Destined Will.

The thundering line of battle stands,

And in the air death moans and sings;

But Day shall clasp him with strong hands,

And Night shall fold him in soft wings.





F. E. SMITH

‘A necessity for five cigars’

How the other half lived. F. E. Smith (later Lord Birkenhead) (1872–1930), one of the outstanding advocates and parliamentarians
of his day, was initially in charge of press censorship but then served from 1914–15 as a staff officer with the Indian Corps. In May 1915 Asquith made him Solicitor General. This plaintive letter to his wife Margaret Furneaux explains his longing for
cigars:




October 21, 1914: Would you send me my waterproof that Marshall Hall gave me? It rains every day and it would be most useful.
Also, my angel, do send me from the Stores every 20 (or perhaps 18) days a box of my cigars. I can live, as I am doing, on
bully beef. I can drink, as I am doing, cocoa and tea. But I cannot, and I will not, as long as my bank will honour my cheques,
wash them down, so to speak, with nothing but a pipe. I can smoke two pipes a day and not more, which leaves me with a necessity
for five cigars, or say seven (two to a friend) and honestly the support of my system requires this. This is most important
and quite serious. Tell the Stores not to print any indication the boxes are cigars. Have printed yourself some gummed labels
as follows:


Army Temperance Society

Publications Series 9

And put these and nothing else on the outside. These precautions are very necessary, as again as always stolen by the men
if they escape the officers.






FRITZ PHILIPPS

Farewell Letter

An agricultural student at Jena University, Fritz Philipps was twenty-five when this farewell letter was written. He was killed
seven months later.




Farewell Letter, only to be opened if I am killed.

I am going with all my heart, freely and willingly, into the war, never doubting but that Germany will bring it to a favourable
and victorious end. I wish that there may be no laying down of arms until we have won a real world-victory. I need scarcely
say that I hate war in itself, but for that very reason I will fight and take part in this great affair and willingly die,
if I can contribute to the transformation of world war into world peace … Do not have my body brought home even if that is
possible; let me lie there where I have fought and fallen. Do not put on any mourning for me; let nobody feel any constraint;
but rejoice that you too have been allowed to offer a sacrifice on the altar of the Fatherland.






‘KEEP THE HOME FIRES BURNING’

(Music: Ivor Novello; words: Lena Guilbert Ford)

Ivor Novello was only twenty-one and a Royal Naval Air Service pilot when he wrote the tune and the memorable phrase of the chorus of this song in 1914. The words were written by Lena Guilbert Ford, an American poet who was living in London. Novello went on to write songs and West End revues that boosted the morale of Londoners and troops on home leave. After the war he wrote several hit musicals.


There is a snapshot of Ivor Novello in 1918 in Robert Graves’s Goodbye to All That: ‘He and his young stage-friends were all sitting or lying on cushions scattered about the floor. Feeling uncomfortably military,
I removed my spurs (I was a temporary field-officer at the time) in case anyone got pricked. Novello had joined the Royal
Navy Air Service but, his genius being officially recognized, was allowed to keep the home fires burning until the boys came
home.’




They were summoned from the hillside,

They were called in from the glen,

And the country found them ready

At the stirring call for men.

Let no tears add to their hardship,

As the soldiers pass along,

And although your heart is breaking

Make it sing this cheery song.

Chorus:

Keep the Home fires burning,

While your hearts are yearning,

Though your lads are far away they dream of home.

There’s a silver lining

Through the dark cloud shining,

Turn the dark cloud inside out,

Till the boys come home.

Overseas there came a pleading,

‘Help a Nation in distress!’

And we gave our glorious ladies;

Honour bade us do no less.

For no gallant son of Britain

To a foreign yoke shall bend,

And no Englishman is silent

To the sacred call of Friend.

Chorus:

Keep the Home fires burning (etc.)





CAPTAIN HENRY DILLON

‘Out of the darkness a great moan’

In August Captain Dillon had been buoyed up by the British Army’s early prowess at Mons. Two months later he was filled with
a ‘great rage’, as he reports in this vivid letter. His letters were passed on to the War Office, which appreciated his power
of description. His use of a rifle rather than a sword was noted, suggesting that it would be more useful to arm officers with
rifles and teach bayonet exercises.




October 24: The night came on rather misty and dark, and I thought several times of asking for reinforcements, but I collected
a lot of rifles off the dead, and loaded them and put them along the parapet instead. All of a sudden about a dozen shells
came down and almost simultaneously 2 machine guns and a tremendous rifle fire opened on us. It was the most unholy din. The
shells ripped open the parapet and trees came crashing down. However I was well underground and did not care much, but presently
the guns stopped, and I knew then that we were for it. I had to look over the top for about 10 minutes however under their
infernal maxims before I saw what I was looking for. It came with a suddenness that was the most startling thing I have ever
known. The firing stopped, and I had been straining my eyes so for a moment I could not believe them, but fortunately I did
not hesitate long. A great grey mass of humanity was charging running for all God would let them straight on to us not 50
yards off, – about as far as the summer-house to the coach-house. Everybody’s nerves were pretty well on edge as I had warned
them what to expect, and as I fired my rifle the rest all went off almost simultaneously. One saw the great mass of Germans
quiver. In reality some fell, some fell over them, and others came on. I have never shot so much in such a short time, could
not have been more than a few seconds and they were down. Suddenly one man, I expect an officer, jumped up and came on; I
fired and missed, seized the next rifle and dropped him a few yards off. Then the whole lot came on again and it was the most
critical moment of my life. Twenty yards more and they would have been over us in thousands, but our fire must have been fearful,
and at the very last moment they did the most foolish thing they possibly could have done. Some of the leading people turned to the left for some reason,
and they all followed like a great flock of sheep. We did not lose much time I can give you my oath. My right hand is one
huge bruise from banging the bolt up and down. I don’t think one could have missed at the distance and just for one short
minute or two we poured the ammunition into them in boxfuls. My rifles were red hot at the finish, I know, and that was the
end of that battle for me.


The firing died down and out of the darkness a great moan came. People with their arms and legs off trying to crawl away;
others who could not move gasping out their last moments with the cold night wind biting into their broken bodies and lurid
red glare of a farm house showing up clumps of grey devils killed by the men on my left further down. A weird awful scene;
some of them would raise themselves on one arm or crawl a little distance, silhouetted as black as ink against the red glow
of the fire. Well, I suppose if there is a God, Emperor Bill will have to come to book some day. When one thinks of the misery
of these wounded and later on wives, mothers and friends, and to think that this great battle where there may have been half
a million on either side, is only on a front of about 25 miles, and that this sort of thing is now going on a front of nearly
400. To think that this man could have saved it all.


The proposition is almost too vast to get a grip of. It is ruining thousands of lives, from the Bay of Biscay through France,
Germany, Russia, India, and right to Siberia, poor wives and people are waiting to hear. It really is the greatest calamity
the world has ever seen. Our losses in the battle were 6 officers killed and five wounded, and we have not had time to find
out how many men, but I should think about 400. There are not many of the original lot left now. Our Colonel is all right. I am the only Captain and the rest subalterns. It all fills me with a great rage. I know I have
got to stop my bullet some time, and it is merely a question of where it hits one whether it is dead or wounded. We fight
every day and I am in support today in a trench with the shells coming along at intervals. The order may come at any minute
to support an attack which is going on, and then it is just a chance. I don’t care one farthing as far as I am concerned,
but the whole thing is an outrage on civilisation. The whole of this beautiful country devastated. Broken houses, broken bodies,
blood, filth and ruin everywhere. Can any unending everlasting Hell fire for the Kaiser, his son, and the party who caused
this war repair the broken bodies and worse broken hearts which are being made? – Being made this very minute within a few
hundred yards of where I am sitting.






ALFRED EDWARD HOUSMAN

Epitaph on Army of Mercenaries

Alfred Edward Housman (1859–1936) was educated at Bromsgrove School and St John’s College, Oxford. He was professor of Latin
at University College London, and then Cambridge. His most famous poem is ‘A Shropshire Lad’. He wrote this epitaph after
the First Battle of Ypres:




These, in the days when heaven was falling,

The hour when earth’s foundations fled,

Followed their mercenary calling

And took their wages and are dead.

Their shoulders held the sky suspended;

They stood, and the earth’s foundations stay;

When God abandoned, these defended,

And saved the sum of things for pay.





RUDOLF BINDING

‘An endless reproach to mankind’

Rudolf Binding’s sketches from the battlefront were written contemporaneously and later published as A Fatalist at War. He took the field with one of the Jungdeutschland divisions in October. The following was written in Flanders the next month:




November 22: As matters stand now, not only here but all along the line, both we and the enemy have so crippled ourselves
by in-fighting that we cannot get in a blow properly, we cannot get the momentum for a thrust; we get in our own way with
every movement of any importance. Once again I observe that, here at least, the art of war is not noticeable. It may be an
incredible achievement to create this endless, unbroken line from the Alps to the sea as a monstrous whole; but it is not
my idea of strategy …


Only a month ago this country might have been called rich; there were cattle and pigs in plenty. Now it is empty; not a wine-cellar
in any town that has not been requisitioned for the Germans. Not a grocer, corn-chandler, or dairy but must sell their goods
to the Germans only. We have taken every horse, every car; all the petrol, all the railway-trucks, all the houses, coal, paraffin,
and electricity, have been devoted to our exclusive use. I buy all the necessities and comforts I want for myself and my man,
give the shopman a requisition order signed by myself, and he bows me out. I take fifteen bottles of the best claret and a
few of old port from the cellars of Chevalier van der B – they only drink wine and milk in this country and gin in the pubs
– and do not even tip the butler two franks. I take the oats and straw, the pigs, cattle, chickens, vegetables, tinned fruit,
potatoes, and apples that belong to the inhabitants who have fled or been evacuated. They do not even get a chit to give them any formal right to claim. Whom could I give it to?

If we were making rapid progress and there were problems to be solved that claimed one’s whole energy one might not think
backwards so much. As it is the horizon is bounded in front as with a mighty wall that neither deeds nor thoughts can surmount,
and only behind us can we see a little patch of blue sky.


November 27: When one sees the wasting, burning villages and towns, plundered cellars and attics in which the troops have
pulled everything to pieces in the blind instinct of self-preservation, dead or half-starved animals, cattle bellowing in
the sugar-beet fields, and then corpses, corpses, and corpses, streams of wounded one after another – then everything becomes
senseless, a lunacy, a horrible bad joke of peoples and their history, an endless reproach to mankind, a negation of all civilization,
killing all belief in the capacity of mankind and men for progress, a desecration of what is holy, so that one feels that
all human beginnings are doomed in this war.


We will probably lie here for a few days more. The battle, which has lasted nine times twenty-four hours without effecting
a decision, has immobilized both Fronts close to one another. Now forces will be massed for the attack. Our Army has Ypres
as its objective. There is no doubt that the English and French troops would already have been beaten by trained troops. But
these young fellows we have only just trained are too helpless, particularly when the officers have been killed. Our light
infantry battalion, almost all Marburg students, the best troops we have as regards musketry, have suffered terribly from
enemy shell-fire. In the next division, just such young souls, the intellectual flower of Germany, went singing into an attack
on Langemarck, just as vain and just as costly.






GEORGE ADAM, THE TIMES

A belt of misery and ruin

As Paris correspondent of The Times George Adam made the first of several visits to the fronts in France and Belgium in November. His book Behind the Scenes at the Front, from which this extract is taken, was published in 1915:




In the course of my journeyings along the front I have seen enough with my own eyes, and through the lens of the aerial photographer,
to be able to state with certainty that there runs right across Western Europe, for some 500 miles, a belt some ten miles
wide of misery and ruin: of villages pounded to pieces by high explosives, burned to charred fragments by incendiary shells;
of towns with battered squares and crumbling churches; of isolated, unroofed, desolate farmhouses. In attempting to convey
an impression of this ten-mile belt I shall be careful only to describe what I myself have seen; and if my descriptions differ
from those which have already been published, they do not call into question the accuracy of other records. To those who witnessed
the flames shooting up over the roof of Rheims Cathedral there can have been no doubt at the time that the cathedral was destroyed.
A very eminent French statesman informed me, indeed, that it had been razed to the ground. Seen a week or so after the fire
had consumed the outer timber roofing, both descriptions seemed to be very far from the reality. To use the word ‘destruction’
in giving an account of the state of the cathedral is to leave one’s vocabulary beggared in recording the work of the Germans
in many other towns and villages. The mark of the incendiary, the havoc of shell, is to be seen in much greater completeness
(than at Rheims) at Ypres and the villages we still defend in Belgium.


There are many villages so battered and smashed as to have, perhaps, no more than the framework of two or three houses left standing,
where the peasants and farmers, on their return to the village after the passage of the Germans, have for a time been unable
to locate with certainty the sites of their own homes. In these spots something has been destroyed which it will be difficult
to replace. Sentiment, association, and interest, which centred on those villages, have been scattered as though they were
dust before the wind. The tragedies there did not afford the grandiose spectacle of the red flames shooting up over Rheims;
they did not wring a cry of horror from the world; they were intimate, small, and infinitely sorrowful. The glories of the
rose-window of Rheims may have belonged to all the world, but the clock which was snatched by a marauding Bavarian from an
old woman’s cottage at Vassincourt meant more to her than the whole of Rheims Cathedral to the lovers of beauty all the world
over.


In Clermont-en-Argonne the Germans carried their work of incendiarism to the highest pitch of cruelty. The town, a stronghold
of medieval days, lies at the eastern entrance to the Argonne. The opening of railway communication deprived the road which
it defended of its strategical importance, and the town, after long years of decay, had just begun to realize, when the war
broke out, that its picturesque position in the heart of one of the loveliest stretches of forest country in France, its terraced
streets, had a value to the traveller in search of beauty. It had its little devices for spreading the fame of the loveliness
of Argonne through France; its 1,200 inhabitants hoped at a later date to go still farther afield, and bring the foreigner
to admire its charms. Then the foreigner came, in the shape of the 121st and 122nd Würtemberg Regiments, under the command
of General von Durach and Prince Wittgenstein.


My own observation leads me to believe that the Prussians have been completely outdone by the Bavarians and the Würtemberg troops
in the genial German work of sacking and incendiarism. It would be unfair to place upon the two German noblemen who were in
command at Clermont the responsibility for beginning the scenes which attended the sack of the town. It was carried out without
method, and apparently without instructions. A brutish soldier, having made himself a cup of coffee over a methylated spirit
stove, apparently thought that it would be rather amusing to burn the house down. He started by upsetting the stove, and then,
presumably anxious for more light, obtained the assistance of one or two kindred souls in spreading it. The idea seemed good,
and soon all the fire-lighting machinery of the German Army was in full blast. The place was besprinkled with the little black
patches of gunpowder which have figured in nearly all the big German bonfires, and with petrol. The kind-hearted Würtemberger,
so far as can be ascertained, was good enough to allow the inhabitants to leave their burning houses. They were, at any rate,
not shot down as they ran for refuge. While the town below was getting well alight, some earnest churchgoers climbed up the
hill to the beautiful old church. One with a musical soul sat down to the organ while his comrades danced crazily up and down
the aisles. This did not end their fun. A church, of course, could not be allowed to escape. Having set fire to their dancing-hall,
they hurried down the hill again to join in the pillaging that was going on.


I found one of the inhabitants of Clermont. She was an old woman, scavenging along the ruined street for any little object
which might go to the rebuilding of her home. As my car stopped, she raised herself slowly from the heap of stones over which
she was bending, and turned the uncurious face of utter misery towards me. The heap she had been turning over was her house.
She had been proud of it, with all the pride of the old peasant woman whose savings in life were represented by a son with the army, the stone and mortar
of her dwelling-place, her handwoven linen, two clocks, a breviary with a silver clasp, and a few sticks of furniture. She
had at first thought that her decent old age had won her favour in the Würtemberger’s eye, for before putting the torch to
her home they had removed the furniture, the clocks, the breviary, and the linen. But once the fire was well alight she saw
her mistake, as the soldiers went through the pile of her household belongings in the street, tucked the clocks under their
arms, tore the silver clasp from the breviary, and then threw the book back among the furniture, which before they left was
blazing away merrily. They appear to have been on the move, and fearful lest they might not be able to return to complete
their work, as they passed the baskets of linen they shoved their bayonets through them.






‘KEEP YOUR HEAD DOWN, ALLEYMAN’

(Tune: ‘Hold Your Hand Out Naughty Boy’ by C. W. Murphy and Worton David)

‘Alleyman’ was the soldiers’ version of the French ‘Allemand’, a German, in this parody of the music-hall hit of 1914.

The original song:



Hold your hand out naughty boy,

Hold your hand out naughty boy!

Last night in the pale moonlight,

I saw you! I saw you!

You were spooning in the park

With a nice girl in the dark,

And you said you’d never kissed a girl before

Hold your hand out naughty boy.

The soldiers’ parody:

Keep your head down, Alleyman,

Keep your head down, Alleyman,

Last night, in the pale moonlight

We saw you, we saw you,

You were mending broken wire

When we opened rapid fire,

If you want to see your father in that Fatherland

Keep your head down, Alleyman.





THE TIMES, 10 NOVEMBER, PERSONAL COLUMN



‘Pauline – Alas, it cannot be. But I will dash into the great venture with all that pride and spirit an ancient race has given
me …’






MÈRE MARIE GEORGINE

‘Crucifying people’

Some commentators were sceptical about the truth of German atrocities in Belgium. But this powerful account by Mother Marie
Georgine, of the Ursuline Convent at Tildanck in Wespelaer, suggests that they did occur. The previous entry in the nun’s
diary reports that a curé had been found in a grave with four or five civilians, stripped entirely and with his nose and ears
cut off.




November 24th: Yesterday we received news for one of the lay sisters that her two brothers, a brother-in-law, a sister-in-law,
two children in one family, one a baby of a few days old and one child in another had all been killed during the passage of
the troops at Tamines in Hainault. It seems that the people had taken refuge in the Church and the soldiers made the men come
out shooting them all after which they committed further horrors. In all about 6[00] to 700 people were killed. The women
and young girls were stripped and then made to march in between the troops. The Curé was crucified against a wall and when he complained of thirst they amused themselves by shooting
him down the middle so that he had a row of bullet holes like buttons in the middle of his body. They seem to have a fiendish
delight in crucifying people especially priests. A woman was here the other day who saw one crucified near Namur and one of
the Haecht nuns who was taken prisoner also saw the body of a priest who had evidently been crucified from the holes in hands
and feet. I was told the other day that they had crucified children against doors and walls at Charleroi, but that I cannot
vouch for. They had pierced the hands of the Curé of Bruken, but do not seem to have crucified him. Perhaps he expired before
they had time to do more. From all accounts they played pitch and toss with his body flinging it in and out of the cart as
they went along; but it is impossible to know all the details of the treatment he was subjected to. At the beginning of the
War one of our workmen was shot on his way here and as they saw he was not yet dead from his movements, they trampled on him
with their great boots and then buried him (still alive) where he lay. They did the same to a young girl at Wespelaer and
burnt the house over the head of an old man and his daughter. Half the horrors they have committed will never be known even
after the War, for people are buried all over the place and half the time it is not known who they are and where they come
from.






ALAN SEEGER

Table d’hôte

Alan Seeger, the ‘American Rupert Brooke’, who was to write the best-known American poem of the war (‘I have a rendezvous
with Death’; see page 144), graduated from Harvard in 1912 and went to France to learn how to write poetry. He joined the
French Foreign Legion in August. In this letter he describes the importance to the French, even in war, of eating:


[image: image]



We are not, in fact, leading the life of men at all, but that of animals, living in holes in the ground and only showing our
heads outside to fight and to feed.


Amid the monotony of this kind of existence the matter of eating assumes an importance altogether amusing to one who gives
it only very secondary consideration in time of peace. It is in fact the supreme if not the only event of the day. In France
the soldier is very well cared for in this respect. In cantonment and under all normal conditions he receives ordinarily coffee
and an ample day’s ration of good bread the first thing in the morning; then at 10 and at 5 he is served with soup, meat and
a vegetable, excellently cooked, coffee and wine, not to mention such little occasional luxuries as chocolate, confitures,
brandy, etc.


In the trenches this programme is necessarily modified by the distance from the kitchens and the impossibility of passing
back and forth in daylight on account of the artillery fire. When we first came to the trenches we made the mistake of having
our kitchen too near in the woods. Whether it was the smoke that gave it away or one of the hostile aeroplanes that buzz continually
over our heads the Germans soon found its range and with one man killed and half a dozen wounded the cooking brigade was forced
to move back to the château and take up its quarters at a point in the woods at three or four kilometres from the line of
the trenches.


Since then the matter of ravitaillement is arranged as follows: every morning at 3 o’clock a squad of men leaves the trenches and returns before daybreak with the
day’s provisions – bread and coffee, cheese and preserved foods, such as cold meat, pâtés, sardines, etc. The ration is very
small, but the nature of life in the trenches is not such as to sharpen one’s appetite. In the evening another squad leaves
immediately after sundown. Every one waits eagerly to hear the clink of the pails returning in the dark. It is a good meal,
a soup, or stew of some kind, as hot as can be expected in view of the distance from the kitchen fires, coffee and wine, and
we all gather about with our little tins for the distribution.


These nightly trips to the kitchen are sometimes a matter of considerable difficulty, for frequent changes of position often
find us unfamiliar with the course of the paths through the woods, which are newly cut, impassably muddy and ill defined.
Notwithstanding the danger of going astray in swamp and thicket and the labor of bringing back a heavy load in the dark it
is considered a privilege to be assigned to this duty because it gives a little activity to relieve the day’s tedium. Single
file, with rifle strapped to shoulders, we flounder on, wet to the ankles, the black forest all around, each man carrying
half a dozen canteens besides his other burdens. Our water comes from a spring down by the château.


To supplement the regular rations with little luxuries such as butter, cheese, preserves and especially chocolate is a matter
that occupies more of the young soldier’s thoughts than the invisible enemy. Our corporal told us the other day that there
wasn’t a man in the squad who wouldn’t exchange his rifle for a jar of jam. It is true that we think more about securing these
trifles than we do about keeping our rifles clean. Nor is it an easy matter to get such things. The country where we are now
has been thoroughly fought over, so that the poor inhabitants and their stocks of goods have suffered severely from the continual
passing of troops in action. The countryside is stripped as a field by locusts.






ALFRED CHATER

Camaraderie

The Old Harrovian Alfred Chater was a twenty-four-year-old captain with the 2nd Gordon Highlanders. He wrote this description
of the occasional sense of shared comradeship between the two sides in a letter to his girlfriend, Joyce Francis:
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It’s not so very cold up in the trenches and we are allowed to have fires in braziers although we don’t get an opportunity
of getting very much fuel. Things up there are very quiet – in my part of the line the trenches are only 50 or 60 yards apart
in some places, and we can hear the Germans talking. They often shout to us in English and we respond with cries of ‘waiter’!
There was one fellow who had a fire with a tin chimney, sticking up over the parapet, and our men were having shots at it
with their rifles. After such a shot the German waved a stick or rang a bell according to whether we hit the chimney or not!
There are lots of amusing incidents up there and altogether we have quite a cheery time, our worst trouble is the wet and
mud which is knee-deep in some places.
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