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AUTHOR’S NOTE



This book has sought to retain the original voices of the officers and soldiers whose personal papers and memoirs comprise the bulk of the book. Some of the accounts here were written during the events; others are recollections written long after the war. This means that tenses can vary, and later events can be mentioned side by side with a previous one, but it was felt that the texts reproduced should be preserved here as closely to the originals as possible. However, spellings, especially some placenames, and technical terms within the texts have been standardised so as not to distract or confuse the reader. Any additions or explanations made in the text are bracketed as follows: [ ].


The extracts have been arranged by year and in an order which I hope engages the reader. This has meant that not every event during the years in question is ordered chronologically, but is rather organised in themes, such as arrival in France, life behind the trenches, life in the trenches and the experience of combat. The intention is to allow readers a comparative framework in which to understand the experiences of Irish soldiers in France. Where an account touches on a major incident or battle, I have identified it, but I have left most as they were in the personal papers. (A glossary of battles is included for reference.) A list of abbreviations is provided at the start of the book to guide readers who may be unfamiliar with British military acronyms. Ranks and units have been changed for each officer and soldier as they were promoted or changed unit.


The stories in this book are drawn from the remaining accounts in British archives, and regrettably do not cover every regiment, but the London Irish and Tyneside Irish have been included. Some of the accounts are from non-Irishmen serving in the Irish regiments, yet their accounts also throw a light on the experiences of the Irish on the Western Front.
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	AIF

	Australian Imperial Force
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	Australian & New Zealand Army Corps
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	Army Service Corps
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	Battalion
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	British Expeditionary Force
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	Battalion
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	Captain
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INTRODUCTION




For the first time in history we have today a huge Irish Army in the field. Its achievements have covered Ireland with glory before the world, and thrilled our hearts with pride. North and South have vied with each other in springing to arms, and please God, the sacrifice they have made side by side on the field of battle will form the surest bond of a united Irish nation in the future. We have kept our word. We have fulfilled our trust. We have definitely accepted the position and undertaken the obligations of a self-governed unit amongst the nations which make up the Empire.



JOHN REDMOND, Leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party






It is common now in Ireland to argue that those who fought in the First World War from Ireland did so out of some spirit of adventure or that they joined the British Army out of financial necessity. But there is a third reason, unspoken due to the substantial discomfort it would cause to the carefully crafted nationalist and republican mythologies of the Irish Free State and later of the Republic of Ireland. A profound sense of imperial patriotism led many to join. Redmond’s call was answered by a generation steeped in the values of constitutional nationalism, a generation which sought something that should long have been granted, and indeed granted with far more generosity than the British establishment appeared willing to give—an Irish parliament. As a generation they fought for their country to become an independent self-governing nation—like Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa—within the British Empire.


Irish commerce depended on the British Empire. Many in Ireland had close relatives throughout the Empire, especially in the Dominions, countries indeed to which many in the Ireland of the time still wished to emigrate and build their future. Imperial service created opportunities for Irishmen of all creeds and classes in its administration and defence. As with their Australian, Canadian, New Zealand and South African cousins, a sense of imperial identity in no way diminished or diluted each country’s profound sense of its own national identity or destiny.


Yet in Ireland after 1922, this past had to be re-written. Indeed, one of the unique features of popular Irish history over much of the life of the Irish state has been the absence of popular or state interest in the First World War. This historical amnesia was carefully cultivated, and Ireland’s involvement in the war the focus of an active forgetting. The idea of Irishmen gladly serving a ‘British’ Empire and dedicated to its cause was too subversive to be indulged by a state that needed to legitimate its own existence. Yet it remains a fact that never before or since have so many Irishmen served together in uniform or fought such a war.


Over the last few years, efforts have been made by many to redress this, and this book hopes to continue that tradition. This work has sought not to replicate the many fine works that have recently emerged and are listed in a bibliography at the end of the book; rather it has sought to free from archives in the United Kingdom the voices of officers and men who served in the Irish regiments, both Northern and Southern, in the First World War. The goal is to give readers an insight into the experiences, thoughts, hopes and fears of those who served. It seeks to take the reader back to the world of the Western Front from 1914 to 1918, and to allow them to understand, and hopefully empathise with, the men. It attempts to take the reader through the experience of enlistment and training, of life behind and in the trenches, and of the battles fought and losses mourned. This book is about the experiences of ordinary Irishmen in an extraordinary and terrible war. It is my hope that the stories herein will bring the reader closer to a generation who sacrificed a great deal for their country, and indeed some gave their all for Ireland.


Ar dheis Dé go raibh a n-anamacha dílse.
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 1914



On 4 August 1914, the German Empire invaded Belgium, and the British Government declared war on Germany. The German Army based their combat operations on the Schlieffen plan, and swept through Belgium and into Northern France. The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) had begun to arrive in France from early August and began to co-operate with the French Army in their efforts to protect Northern France. The force included many of the regular Irish battalions, such as the 4th (Royal Irish) Dragoon Guards, the 5th (Royal Irish) Lancers, the 2nd Royal Munster Fusiliers, the 1st Irish Guards, the 2nd Connaught Rangers, the 2nd Royal Irish Rifles and the 2nd Royal Irish Regiment, with the 2nd Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers arriving at the end of August. Many of the other Irish battalions were on imperial service. Indeed the first shot in anger by the BEF was fired by Corporal Edward Thomas of the 4th (Royal Irish) Dragoon Guards on 22 August outside Mons.


The Allied forces however could not hold back the German Army, and were forced to make a fighting retreat, which resulted in battles at Mons (24 August) and at Le Cateau (26 August). On 27 August, the 2nd Royal Munster Fusiliers arguably undertook the single greatest action by Irish arms in the twentieth century when they fought off far superior German numbers at Étreux to cover the retreat of the 1st Division. The action led to the loss of most of the battalion, a fate the 2nd Munster would experience several times during the War.


The tide turned for the Allied forces at the Marne (5–12 September) when the German advance was halted and pushed back, setting the stage for the trench warfare that would dominate the Western Front for the next five years.


Private David Starrett


9TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES



Yes, the lads of Ulster in 1914 were ready to fight. We were the Ulster Volunteer Force of Carson’s Army. But little did we think we were drilling to fight not our own countrymen but the Germans.


Sergeant McIlwain


CONNAUGHT RANGERS


The smell of the turf fire smoke as I got out of the station and the bustling and noisy crowds busy on market day. It was the same loveable old Galway.


Lieutenant C.A. Brett


3RD BATTALION, CONNAUGHT RANGERS



My mother got me to write to the War Office seeking a commission in the Connaught Rangers, of which her friend Ford-Hutchinson was the Colonel of the 1st BN, and this I did, pointing out to it that I had served for almost four years in the Officers Training Corps at school (which I greatly enjoyed). I went to Dublin early in October and sat my exams (miraculously satisfactorily), staying in the Provost’s House where Dr Traill was lying ill. He died before the end of the month. Immediately on my return I received my Commission by post, with orders to buy myself a uniform and necessary kit (including bed and bedding) and report to the 3rd BN, the Connaught Rangers at Kinsale, County Cork.


Private A.R. Read


‘A’ COMPANY, LONDON IRISH RIFLES



All along the roads people were making a great fuss of the troops. At one halting place a coster came along with a barrowload of fruit and tipped everything among us and asked a policeman to take his barrow and then he enlisted. Cigarettes, chocolates, beer, lemonade and tea was supplied by everyone and although it was gladly accepted it soon began to make us feel uncomfortable and several chaps fell out. We halted at Elstree and made ourselves comfortable in some fields. Being August it was very warm weather and sleeping under the stars was lovely. Next morning on the road again early. The sun came out and we soon began to sweat, and our Regimental Band (which was composed of mostly middle-aged men) got fed up with playing so some of them let the big drum roll down a hill and it got smashed up. This was reported to the Colonel who to punish them gave orders that they were to play, but the row they made was simply awful and after all the boys ‘cut up rough’ the so called music stopped. Besides this Band we had a ‘Bag Pipe Band’ (at this time I think the only Territorial Band of Irish Pipers).


Lieutenant C.A. Brett


3RD BATTALION, CONNAUGHT RANGERS


I got to know my companions and roommates and spent hours off duty discussing drink, sex, and other matters about which it became clear that many of them knew much more than I did. It would not have been hard. Many new recruits were coming in every day; more than 700 joined us from the Falls Road, Belfast, alone. The barracks were very overcrowded, few of the men had uniforms or rifles, and squads in civilian clothes drilled daily with us in the Square.


Private A.R. Read


‘A’ COMPANY, LONDON IRISH RIFLES



In all there were about 20,000 troops. Here we started training in earnest. Bayonet fighting, firing practices, night operations, drills, route marching (which by stages [got] to 25 miles every Saturday morning), also physical drills and running exercises, Sunday being reserved for church parades at St Alban’s Cathedral or leave. Every man was medically examined and if unfit was sent away and others took their places, while we all had to sign forms agreeing to serve overseas.


Private David Starrett


9TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


Things were topsy-turvy, nothing good save the grub. ‘Acting’ Sergeants came round half a dozen times a day to ask your name. I doubt if some could spell their own. …The first two–three days was Babel. My! It was a picnic. Others as well as myself did not know what they belonged [to], so roamed together in and about the camp.


Lieutenant J.H. Butler


5TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


When the war began I was called up at once and hurried off to Belfast. I was just a few days over 17 then. I was very young indeed and knew nothing of the Army. I had been in the OTC at Haileybury but that was all. Fortunately the 5th BATTN RIR was filled up with recruit officers like me, though I was the youngest. We did some concentrated training and gradually began to know something of what was expected of us. My first independent job was to be in charge of the guard on water works near Lisburn at Stonyford. I had bought a Douglas motorcycle and was retuning one night to my guard when I hit an unlighted cart and knocked myself out. I was in hospital for a few days and then went back to the Battalion.


Being so young I was left in Belfast while the other subalterns went off with draft to France. I was furiously jealous and thought I would never get out to the war.


Lieutenant C.A. Brett


3RD BATTALION, CONNAUGHT RANGERS


In the early days at Kinsale I learned much. A guest night was held in Mess every Thursday night, at which we drank the toast to the King (in port, marsala, or sherry at 7d a glass) when there was a certain amount of horseplay and quite a lot of drink drunk. There I learned how to behave and how to drink. I got very drunk once and was violently sick and was heartily ashamed of myself and decided it was not worth it, though I always gladly drank my drink in moderation. In this connection I remember Christmas Day 1914. Colonel Lewin had to go the rounds of the various men’s and sergeant’s Messes before lunch on Christmas morning. There were 22 in all; at each he had to drink half a tumbler or more of whiskey. In consequence he was quite unable to bite his little finger when half round, but he did the complete round and was then put to bed by his wife.


Private A.R. Read


‘A’ COMPANY, LONDON IRISH RIFLES



Besides ourselves there were another Brigade of Territorials composed of the ‘North and South Staffords’; also ‘Lincoln Regiments’. These chaps were mostly miners and used to go to their trench-digging by train, carrying nothing except an overcoat and haversack. This they used to remind us of, and as a further taunt started a stunt of pinching cap badges. Then the fun started. Free fights were all over the town every night and it was quite the thing to walk out with an entrenching tool handle (a stick about 14 inches long) tucked up a sleeve, and soon the Guard Room was full up, also the Hospital, but I think that we let them see that ‘Cockneys’ could do their share when it came to a scrap, and nearly all of us had a cap badge of theirs as a memento of the ‘Battle of Braintree’.


Private David Starrett


9TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


We did not fare badly with our officers, though they had their faults, but whilst detecting the faults of their men, those like Captains Gafficken, Membry and Crozier hid their own.


Lieutenant C.A. Brett


3RD BATTALION, CONNAUGHT RANGERS


I was shortly sent to Dollymount, Dublin on a month’s course of machine gunnery, which pleased me very much. But it had its problems. Dollymount golf course had been converted into Ireland’s first School of Musketry, and this was the first course to be held. We lived and messed in the golf club house, and the club secretary was in charge of catering for which he charged 5/6d a day. Fair enough, but my pay was 5/3d a day. I was told that after the course I could claim ration allowance, but in the meantime I had to find the money to pay my Mess bills, and money was so short that for a time I was unable to afford to take a train into Dublin. However, I greatly enjoyed the course and passed out as a first class instructor of Maxim and Vickers guns. When I got back to Kinsale I was told I had been appointed Battalion machine gun officer and I was given an excellent reservist sergeant (Sgt Mulrooney) and about 30 hand-picked men. This was a splendid job, as no-one but me knew anything whatever of machine guns, and I had to teach my men from scratch.


Private David Starrett


9TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


Ballykinlar was a dismal hole, nothing but sandhills hemmed in by Dundrum bay … But it was in that dismal hole our boys were really trained to be one of the best fighting brigades in France.


Private J.L. Stewart Moore


12TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


We had a tremendous send-off from Ballymoney Station—half the countryside seemed to have gathered on the platform to say goodbye. There was great emotion and loud cheers as the train pulled out. There was a sort of feeling in the air that Clandeboye was only the first stage and perhaps we would be in Berlin by Christmas; the war could not last longer and we were all keen to get into it before it was over.


Arriving in Belfast we marched across from the Northern Counties to the County Down station and thence to Bangor. When we got to Clandeboye we found everything ready, the tents had been pitched and adequate preparation made, no shortage of essential food, water or blankets and no confusion, a great achievement on the part of those responsible especially when one remembers that there were four battalions in the camp, comprising in all about four thousand men. These battalions were the 11th Rifles from South Antrim, the 12th Rifles from North Antrim, the 13th Rifles from County Down and the Royal Irish Fusiliers from County Armagh. Together they formed the 108th Brigade. Our company was drawn from the Ballymoney, Portrush, Bushmills, Ballycastle area, was commanded by Sidney Lyle of Ballycastle, Miss Boyd’s estate agent. The majority were working class lads who had left school at the age of twelve and had never been away from home before, never slept out of the family bed.


Lieutenant C.A. Brett


3RD BATTALION, CONNAUGHT RANGERS



I fear I did not attend Church [Kinsale] often. The Battalion was 99% Roman Catholic, and the Church of Ireland Church parade, which I took a few times, was not stronger than 9 or 10 men and 3 or 4 officers. It was a strict regimental custom that the entire Battalion of all denominations should attend Mass in state, band playing and colours flying, on St Patrick’s Day, and I of course went and enjoyed myself. Later in the summer of 1915 there was a mission in Kinsale Chapel run by a Jesuit which I and several others attended every night for a week and found it very good.


Private David Starrett


9TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES



The woman question occurred only on Sundays, hundreds flocking from Belfast, some good wives, some not so good, and the others. The cooks had orders to well feed the visitors. My! The roast joints. The crowding and the fun in the dining tents. After a good tuck-in away to the sandhills—many a tale those dunes could tell if they could only speak. Some of the females had not quite got over their ruffling when tea was ready.


Private J.L. Stewart Moore


12TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


Our training in the UVF before the war stood us in good stead. We were not raw recruits but men who knew how to drill and march. We also had the help of a number of non-commissioned officers called up from the Reserve who had been sent over from England by the War Office to assist in our training and provide the stiffening which the War Office thought necessary. We had a particularly nice man from a London suburb called Sergeant Golding; he had served in the South African War. We had another advantage over the other Divisions of Kitchener’s Army then being formed—the stores accumulated in Belfast by the UVF were immediately made available so that we received uniforms and equipment straight away without the long delays experienced by other Divisions.


Private David Starrett


9TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


I remember the Scotland Road district for one thing particularly, that started unpleasantly. It is one of the Catholic quarters of Liverpool, like Falls Road in Belfast, and there’s no love loss between the faiths. A crowd of men, young and old, at the corner commented on my badge, one shouting, ‘the bloody hand of Carson’. They pressed around and I wondered, being alone, what was best to be doing. But no hand was laid on me, though for a bit I thought there would be. From shouting we fell to talking and presently some of them accompanied me to the office, saying up to now no one told them we recruited Catholics as well as Protestants. So that was that, and afterwards we had many Scotland Road men.


Private J.L. Stewart Moore


12TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


During my years in Trinity I had enjoyed many arguments and debates on politics and religion as well as other topics including of course the burning question of Home Rule. Now at Clandeboye I found myself in a camp of four thousand men where no such debates were possible because everyone thought exactly alike; patriotic and Protestant fervour was at its height. All had signed the Ulster Covenant and all were out to win the war. Even the noncommissioned officers sent over from the Reserve in England were invited to sign and I think most of them did so. The tents were decorated, many of them with Union Jacks and Orange emblems and at night the overflowing enthusiasm of the men found its outlet in song. For the first week or so I went to sleep every night to the strains of Orange ditties such as:


‘Come back to Ireland those who are over the sea,


Come back to Ireland and fight for her liberty,


They are flying the flag, the harp without a crown,


So come back to Ireland and keep popery down.’


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


At dinner a man rushed in to say a soldier had just cut his throat on the fo’c’s’le—I was in command on board so I rushed out. Found the starboard side of the fo’c’s’le running with blood and a man of the Northumberland Fusiliers lying in it. Amid cries of ‘He’s gone!’ ‘No he ain’t,’ ‘Ah! Poor fellow, ’es dying’ and other cheery remarks. I forced my way into the crush around him. Had a horrid jag in his throat, in which I could see his windpipe, but that wasn’t severed. The drizzling rain eventually brought him round and he was carried off the ship crying for his mother. Did it with a Government Jack Knife. Probably have succeeded if he’d used a steel blade! Jolly start for active service, and on a Friday too!


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


It is a perfectly glorious day today, and this morning I saw what I think a wonderful sight. The Germans were shelling a French aeroplane high up in the air. The sun was brilliant, the sky dark blue, and the burst of shrapnel from six guns one after the other; at first you saw one small puff of white, then another, then heard the explosions of the first as the puff gradually got bigger and whiter, and so till all six had burst, leaving great thick white puffs gradually getting larger, while the aeroplane sailed away as if nothing had happened. It was a wonderful sight, and an artist might make a very striking picture of it.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


Mud everywhere, and ankle deep near camp, and our camp wasn’t fit to walk in with gum boots. Put our men 14 to 15 in a tent. Calverly and I got a tent to ourselves, and found a rough bunk there, for which we were charged two francs a day, robbery, as we were only in a Government Hospital tent, ate off a rough deal table, with the commonest of cutlery, and not enough of that either, and put up with rations. Someone was making a bit.


Private William Barry


AUSTRALIAN IMPERIAL FORCE


Spud Murphy and a few of his comrades crept onto a farm house one day unseen and hearing a woman screaming, crept in and up the stairs, only to find four Germans and a young girl in a room. When the Germans found out the British soldiers were in the house, they held up their hands and said, ‘Mercy, Comrades.’ Spud said, ‘Sure we gave them mercy and drove our bayonets through the lot of them.’ These were only a few of the tales that the heroes of the Retreat from Mons had to tell.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


Orders to be prepared to move at an hour’s notice came just after breakfast, about 8 am. One of the mails we have missed came in today, and got boots from Peal, puttees, watch, etc, and a parcel from Fortnum and Mason. There was an open air service at 10.30, but I could not go, as I was on a Court Martial. A good many French soldiers passed through here last night. All Territorials and fine looking, medium aged men. Their officers all look like bank clerks, and it is the lack of them that the French Army is suffering from. We expect to be off soon, but in what direction we can’t say. The people in this town speak a mixture of French and Flemish, very difficult to understand. They have also very harsh voices.


Second Lieutenant Neville Woodroffe


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


We continue to hold this position, the other side of the Aisne, and have been entrenched now for over sixteen days. One is beginning to feel the reaction after all our previous marching and we are longing to be on the march again. This is really the first time we have been in the same position for more than one day. It is in some way a rest after our previous excursions but we are shelled all day long and have occasional fusillades at night. We take turns to relieve one another, and one day we are in the trenches, and the other day are in reserve.


There has been more fighting and more loss of life, crowded into seven weeks, than there was in the whole of South Africa. It is awful what the Brigade of Guards have lost, and being like one big regiment one knows everyone and feels it all the more.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


Heard some of our troops had been looting a bit on the Aisne, but that is put down with an iron hand, and six men of a certain Corps, caught looting and ‘other things’ at the Base, have been shot. At Harve some English troops broke open a lot of cases lying on the quay, Xmas gifts for the troops and looted eighty plum puddings.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


Up at 4 am and our march orders came at 4.45 while we were having breakfast. They were, that we were to march to Ypres, and drive in the enemy wherever met. We left B [Bethune] at 6.35 am, a cold misty morning, but good for marching in. One of the signs of winter approaching was that some of the cows had sacks on their backs to keep them warm. Sounds of firing became ever more distinct. Between Vlamertibbe and Ypres an ever increasing stream of refugees passed us. Men, women, and children of all kinds and description. All the women had terribly haunted expressions on their faces, and that perhaps more than anything else I have seen made one realise the horrors of war. We halted at Ypres for about five hours, and then moved into billets at St J. about two miles out. We are now quite close to the fighting and 3 Battalions of the Brigade have gone out, and we alone remain in reserve and expect to go out at any moment. Many French troops passed us today, nearly all Territorials and for the most part away from the fighting. There is a certainty of fight tomorrow. One hears of the Germans advancing and burning everything as they come.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


Arrived at Bailleul where we detrained; a guide met us who seemed uncertain about the way. Over awful cobble stones we marched 6 miles to Locre; there I heard the 2nd Battalion were in the trenches, and I was sent a further 2½ miles to some huts at West Outre. Arrived there in the dusk, fagged out all of us. My NCOS not of great use, except one Sergeant whose name I forget; harangued them in discipline; told them I could not be bother with petty crime; they must make their men obey them, how I did not care; and that I would back them up in all they did. Ten minutes later a miserable corporal runs up to me, ‘Please Sir, Rifleman X has his rifle loaded and he won’t unload it, and all the men’s afraid of him.’ I went back to Rifleman X, and without a word punched him twice under the jaw, told him luridly to unload his rifle, and the thing was done.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


Started this morning from Densil, and rode to Soupin where Headquarters, 4th Brigade, are. On the way we had coffee at 2nd Division Headquarters. We were told to be careful on the way as if the Germans saw many horses together they would be certain to shell us. Unfortunately a batch of remounts caught us up and we had three or four shells amongst us in less than no time, and all the horses stampeded. Francis Scott was knocked off his horse, but not much hurt. Having arrived at Headquarters about 10 we were taken up to the Battalion which was holding a line of trenches, on top of a flat topped hill just outside a wood. One or two German were sniping at us and one of our men was wounded this morning. I found all in the best of spirits and delighted to see us, in spite of the fact that Guernsey, Arthur Hay and Bernes had all been killed on Monday. The first two by Germans up trees. They did not live long afterwards I am glad to say. Guthries and Hugo Gough were both wounded the same day, and the latter lost an arm.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


The high explosive shells are most terrifying, but if one keeps well in a trench they do not do much harm. They went on firing these shells till 8 pm sometimes singly and sometimes the universal, which has three bursts. Many fell within a few yards of us but did no harm. In the afternoon the CO and I walked all round our trenches and up to those of the Light Infantry on our left. We walked right out in front and passed David Bingham’s grave. There were many dead Germans lying out in front, and it is difficult to see when they will get buried.


When we got the hill we are on at present the Germans tried a sort of counter attack and drove cattle in front of them and the whole place is littered with dead cows and smells most unpleasantly.


Second Lieutenant Neville Woodroffe


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


We had a small patrol out in front of our trenches yesterday and it was awful to see the massacres and refuse which a wood to our left disclosed. Dead Germans and a few of the Wiltshire regiment, which had been there fully a fortnight ago, unburied and in terrible conditions—legs, stuck in boots, lay out in the open and corpses shattered from shell fire lay at short intervals. Kits and rifles, ammunition, helmets, boots, etc, all lay in heaps. The stench was awful. We buried what we could, but most one could not touch.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


When I got back to my Headquarters I found a letter from the Brigade Major saying that as our billets in the town had been left in such a dirty state the General had ordered us to stay in the trenches another night, i.e. three nights altogether. The Coldstreams had complained about it; we don’t complain about them as we have every reason to do, but simply set to work and clean up their mess. One would have thought this sort of thing would not have gone on on active service. However, we shall know in the future. The men will never forget it and it will make for bad feeling I fear.


Sergeant McIlwain


CONNAUGHT RANGERS


At sunrise, to our disgust, ordered to retire from our beautiful trenches. Retiring all day. Dropping from the want of sleep. I had been away from the Army; that I held the rank of sorting clerk and telegraphist in the Post Office; that only twenty days before I was working in Newcastle; whereas now, I reflected, looking down at my dirty and sun-burned hands, it was as if I had never been away from the service, this kind of manoeuvring and in the company of these Irish lads I had known so long.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


I cannot describe my feelings at having no friends here, when only a few days ago, there were 25 of us, and all such a happy family. It is too sad. I sincerely hope we shall be relieved from the trenches tonight. We have been in them day and night for 15 days and it is a very great strain on the officers and men.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


C COMPANY, 4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES



From 3.30 to 4.15 pm the French and our artillery bombarded Wyschaete and the German lines round them. In the growing gloom the gunfire burst out below us and about a mile or rather less to our front; over Wyschaete and all along the ridge to the south of it, there is a cloud of little white puff balls, each burst heralded by a flare like the spark which comes from the top of an electric tram arm occasionally.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


The best night I have spent, I think, as I did not get up till 7. Then we began to hear the bands of the Germans in our front playing. The tune was ‘God save the King’, also some hymn tunes, so I suppose they were having a church parade.


After breakfast we received an order to advance and to send out patrols to clear up the situation. As far as per immediate front is concerned we know the situation perfectly, as the moment anyone puts his head over his trench he not only gets fired on by rifle fire, but generally gets three or four rounds of shrapnel as well. About 11.30 am heavy firing began, both rifle and shrapnel, the cause of it being the Leinsters on our right trying to send out some patrols covered by the fire of our right company. They could not make much headway and we were forced to lie down.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


C COMPANY, 4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES



Forty of my men are in immediate support of the trenches in dug-outs; things so filthy in muck and mud that no farmer, however callous, would sty a pig in any of them. I slept with the remainder of my men in the loft, some in a filthy cellar, the rest divided among half a dozen tiny rooms and cupboards and in the kitchen and taproom (for the farm was also an estaminet) where I lay down amongst them on some barely clean straw. I had no blankets and got but little sleep. My feet, mud up to my knees, and my puttees caked as in a plaster cast, just froze, and I lay and prayed for the dawn. The fields around here are a sea of slimy clayey mud, smothered with shell holes, some half as big as our ‘pond’, full of water, into which, if you are not careful, you slide, and generally stick, till some man lifts you out again.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


Up at 1.45 am and marched off to relieve the 2nd Gren Guards in the trenches. We went round the position and all got into their trenches by 5 am, and then a certain amount of sniping began and a few shells came over. The whole place is very dirty, the weather wet, and one is simply covered in mud with nothing to change in. I can’t complain as I have only just come out. The Battalion has been here a week.


Second Lieutenant Neville Woodroffe


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


We were in action the day before yesterday. We got in a wood with the Coldstreams and were surrounded by Germans. The wood was very thick and the enemy was no less than a hundred yards off at times. We lost considerably. Of the nine officers, three of whom only can be accounted for, the CO was wounded but through no one had heard where. The 2nd in command was killed. Six others are missing.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


The Gunners have been making some very good shooting today and driven the enemy out of several trenches. It is most interesting to watch our shells bursting over their trenches. And to see the Germans run out of them, so I hope they are getting a real good doing. But in spite of this, their trenches are getting nearer.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


C COMPANY, 4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES



I am told that one company of this battalion on the Aisne was surrounded and were all shot down. The last to go was a Sergeant who put up his hands to surrender, but though he was hit in three places, the brutes bayoneted him. A body of some 400 Germans tried to surrender in a body about this time, and some regiment turned a machine gun on them; the next day they had to tell a fatigue party to bury their bag, so we got a bit of our own back.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


From 2 pm onwards we have been under a very heavy fire from big German guns, and they have been pitching shells on top of the cave and all around. It has been a most unpleasant experience and very nerve-wracking although it has not done any very material damage as far as I can tell. The Germans are certainly wonderful gunners. An aeroplane came over this morning, and they got the range here in a very short time. A furious fusillade started at 9 pm which lasted till 10 pm. The Germans lit us up with star shells and searchlights.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


C COMPANY, 4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES



At dawn this morning two unwounded Gordons hopped into our trenches. These two men and two others badly wounded had crept into an old French fire trench, some seventy yards in front of our line, and lain there since Monday morning (14th) not daring to come out, as they had lost all sense of direction and did not know where our trenches lay. Starving and drenched the two unwounded men, thinking they heard Irish voices, chanced it and came over. Four of my men very pluckily at once jumped over the parapet and went to the two badly wounded men, taking them some hot tea and food, but the Jocks refused to allow themselves to be brought in then, preferring to wait another day in the cold until nightfall. Our fellows brought in two other wounded who were lying in front of them.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


Stepney, my CO, went out at 7 am and I heard at 1 pm that it was thought he had been shot. He had been very much depressed for the last two or three days, and told me that without relief he could not stand it much longer. He also felt responsible for some of our losses, which really had nothing whatever to do with him. I send out to see if he could be found after dark, and they found him between the regiment on our left and the enemy, quite dead, with bullet wounds in his head and chest.


Private Frank Germain


ROYAL IRISH FUSILIERS


Lots of our boys got killed outright. It was then we knew we were fighting. We got it hot and heavy all day and night. Next was, the front line of the Germans had to be taken. Then [nothing] for it, we pulled together. Started on a dark morning, up and over the top, right into the enemy line, sticking as we went, firing shot and shell till we landed in the German line.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


Bullets were coming into the town and the enemy were bursting shrapnel in the town. I went to the Brigade Office after turning out the Battalion, for orders. Companies were sent to various points, and all was carried out in perfect order. The firing by this time had become furious and when I had taken two companies down a road and given them orders I went back to Brigade Office under the cover of a wall. The Brigadier was standing outside quite calm, bullets flying about from enemy machine guns, and shrapnel. He, Brigade Major and I stood together. I did not like it a bit, but in half an hour’s time, the firing slackened and at 9 am, my Battalion was told to return to its billets and the attack was repulsed.


Private Frank Germain


ROYAL IRISH FUSILIERS


St Eloi. Well, this battle started on the 13th of Feb at 3.30 in the afternoon. It was raining heavy. The Germans started to shell us, and he shelled the village. The 1st BN Leinsters were all in the line at the time. They got it heavy and lost a lot of chaps, and they could not stick the fire as it was too much, and they retired back to another trench. Then the Germans came over and took our line. The Leinsters lost 3 trenches.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


Our line was fairly dug in, and at 7 am the enemy began the most terrific bombardment with guns of every calibre. Not a house within a range of three of four miles was left untouched, and the incessant roar went on all day, shells dropping within a very few yards of our dug-out. We had many casualties amongst them. Coke killed, Francis Scott, Kingston, and Fergusson wounded. About 4 pm, the Battalion on our left gave way, and with considerable difficulty we bent back the left of our line and got a fairly good one. Eventually we regained our original line. Shelling went on till 11 pm and as it was a very bright moonlight night, only the reserve companies could get teas, although we managed to get supplies to all. I think this was one of the worst days I ever spent, both with anxiety as to what was going to happen, and the great strain on one’s nerves to say nothing of want of food. The Grenadiers were relieved by the French during the night, but we had to remain in our trenches. No one in the front line could put their heads up over their trenches, without a bullet coming at it. Casualties, I think about 40 officers and 50 to 60 men.


Major E.H.E. Daniell


2ND BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH REGIMENT


For ten days I was unable to wash and take off my clothes or get a complete wash, and I had to keep on the same wet boots for 5 days. My bullet wound in the leg has not quite healed up as it should have done. We had no doctor with us, and probably a little bit of dirt went into it with the bullet; it is now being taken in hand and will be well in a day or two.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


We began an attack at that hour [5.30 am], but could not get very far as the enemy were prepared in their trenches. We got rifle fire from every direction, and a man had his leg broken within two yards of me by a bullet. The enemy was very active all day and so were we, but we could not advance although it was attempted by two brigades. We suffered considerably, losing our Medical Officer, a very fine man killed, and about 70 or 80 killed and wounded, including those killed by one shell the day before. I hope we did as much if not more damage. We got many orders today, once to resist a desperate counter attack, supposed to be about to be commenced by the enemy, then to be prepared to assist another brigade who were going to advance, and then to hold our ground. We had been digging all day, no sleep or food for at least 36 hours, so we were rather fatigued.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


Every day much as another, very heavy shelling all day with the enemy occasionally seen in front. They are trying desperately to break through our lines, and we are desperately trying to prevent it.


Captain John Trefusis


1ST BATTALION, IRISH GUARDS


All was quiet till 1 pm when a terrific bombardment began, which lasted for an hour. Shells of every description burst on our support trenches, where I was, and within a few yards of us, and the effect on one was awful. About 2.15 we got a message to say that the French on our immediate right were retiring. This meant that our right flank would be in the air. We pushed up some supports, and I was sent to report to the Brigadier. By this time a hail of bullets were also coming over from hostile maxims, and my walk was anything but pleasant. The Brigadier told me some cavalry would be immediately sent to our support. I made my way back to my Battalion and saw the French running in all directions, and learnt that the enemy had got on to our right flank and turned it. I ran back with the news to the Brigadier, and then began to try and get back to my Battalion. I was met by streams of men coming back and with the help of a colour sergeant managed to form a firing line in the edge of the wood, someway behind our firing line. The 1st and 2nd Life Guards and Blues and Royals came up and made a very fine advance through the wood. Our men, about 100 of them on their left under Norman Orr Ewing, helped and drove the enemy back, killing a good many with the bayonet.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


C COMPANY, 4tH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES



Last night the Germans were doing a great deal of funk firing, and both sides, using blue flares freely, were wasting a great deal of ammunition. Our windows are fairly rattling with the salvos of fire our howitzers and the French artillery are directing on the Middlestede and Wyschaete trenches. The ‘funk’ firing at night is very catching, as new troops think there is something up, or imagine they see movement in the darkness, and one man’s firing will set off the whole line.


Major E.H.E. Daniell


2ND BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


We have not had a day’s repose since we started the campaign; previous to this, it has been march, fight, hell-fire from shells continuously. A few days away from action will work wonders for us.


Major E.H.E. Daniell


2ND BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH REGIMENT


Five of our nights in the trenches we spent in the pelting rain. Most of the men had no great coats and, as the cold was intense, I do not know how they get their health, but they have done so, as there is next to no sickness. We have been sitting in the trenches exposed to shellfire, and where our artillery has been unable to reply or give us any assistance, during the day we have kept very few in position; the rest have been underground. Every man had to dig a hole in the bank and completely disappear like a rabbit.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


C COMPANY, 4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES



A moment ago word was given up to me that there was a wounded Gordon in front crying for help. I ran up the line, stripped off my overcoat and had a look: and sure enough saw the poor devil’s face about fifty yards in front of us, just beyond our wire entanglements, peering over the top of a shell hole. At my call all the men volunteered to fetch him in. I took two and went out to him. We found the poor fellow, shot in the groin, lying in the muddy water of a shell hole and had been there since Monday! My two men picked him up, and wound or no wound, ran him smartly into our trenches, where he stood a moment and stoutly cursed the Gordon Highlanders for leaving him there. He was so grateful to us. I just stayed outside a minute, as I thought I heard another cry and called out to see if any among the bodies lying thick around were but wounded, but no answer, and I was very glad to skip back again, as the enemy was not averse to firing at men rescuing the wounded. I learnt later that away to our left was a wounded officer. For two days he was heard crying for help. At last two stretcher bearers went out, by day, carrying a stretcher. One man was at once killed. The other put the stretcher down, and had his arms round the officer to lift him on to it, when a bullet hit him through the head. The officer had to be left there, and his cries became weaker and weaker and then stopped. But if Irish Riflemen had been there, I am sure the poor fellow would have been brought in.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


C COMPANY, 4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES



I have been digging out rifle pits in front of my trenches, a preliminary to making a new trench by connecting these pits, but we got down to water after digging a couple of feet. No fun either, digging in the dark, out in the open, within 200 yards of the Huns. We buried 5 Gordons whom we found lying there. Three of them we just rolled into water-filled shell holes which we afterwards filled up. Seemed very sacrilegious, but we had no time for more, and out here after all, the dead are but carrion. We did our best to mark their graves by sticking their rifle muzzles down into them. No means of identifying them though, as we cannot get at their identity discs. Poor fellows.


Sapper J. Davey


2ND FIELD COMPANY, ROYAL ENGINEERS


I entered the trenches of the 1st BN Royal Irish Rifles, of the 25th Infantry Brigade, 8th Division, just about 8.00 pm on Christmas Eve 1914. Whilst making our way to a selected point in the trenches to commence sapping towards the German line, somewhere in the Neuve Chappelle area, a succession of fancy lights started coming over from the enemy lines to ours. As I remember it these were not Verey lights. At the same time German voices were constantly calling out to this effect, ‘Don’t fire, it’s Christmas; if you don’t we won’t; come over and talk.’


After a while I saw a private of the R. Irish Rifles go over (it was quite dark except for the lights being sent up) and I saw him come back with a box of cigars. In a short while numbers of our men were meeting the Germans in No-Man’s Land, chatting, walking about together and exchanging what they could in the form of smokes and food.


I saw a number of Irish, English and German soldiers chasing a rabbit or hare in No-Man’s Land, throwing clods of frozen soil at it. I don’t know whether it was caught.


Captain Gerald Burgoyne


C COMPANY, 4TH BATTALION, ROYAL IRISH RIFLES


Rarely do the men write of their life out here; too illiterate; most of the letters are confined to remarks on their own health; questions as to the welfare of those at home, and prayers, so very often, prayers to God to care for those they have left behind them. From 90% of the letters you would never discover the men were on active service. A very strong religious strain runs through most of the letters, and I rather admire my old shell-backs for it.
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