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FOREWORD


Ninety years have passed since the First World War began, amid an upsurge of confidence that it would be over within a few months – over and victorious; a confidence felt by all the warring nations. The fascination with that war has never faded: a fascination derived from our ever-growing knowledge of the scale and nature of the conflict. The diaries of Sir Morgan Crofton are an important addition to the contemporary literature of the war years, presenting many facets of an officer’s experience and emotion.


Sir Morgan Crofton took part in the First Battle of Ypres, a nightmare of a battle in itself, and the prelude to more than three years of trench warfare in the Ypres Salient, the linchpin of the Western Front. His descriptions of what he saw and experienced are graphic and revealing: a powerful testimony to the endurance and perception of a professional soldier, who showed wisdom and sensitivity amid the pressures and turmoil of war. His diary entries are by turn laconic and outspoken. They give a remarkable picture of the rumours and expectations, the daily drudgery and wry humour, the burdens and terrors of trench warfare.


The diarist was well placed to record these scenes. Born in 1879, he entered the Army while Queen Victoria was still on the throne, being gazetted Second Lieutenant in the Lancashire Fusiliers in 1899. That same year he sailed to South Africa, where he was severely wounded during the campaign to relieve Ladysmith. For his war service in South Africa, he was awarded the Queen’s Medal with five clasps. Returning to Britain, he transferred first to the Irish Guards in 1901 and then to the 2nd Life Guards in 1903. In 1902 he had succeeded his brother as 6th Baronet of Mohill, Ireland, a title that goes back to 1801. A Captain in the 2nd Life Guards, he retired in early 1914 and went on the Reserve of Officers. He could look forward to living on his estates in Ireland. There, and in Hampshire where he had his other home, he was a Justice of the Peace. He could not know that his military career would resume so swiftly. When the First World War broke out in August 1914 he was thirty-four years old.


Soldiering was in the Crofton blood. Sir Morgan’s great-grandfather, also Sir Morgan (the 3rd Baronet), fought at the Battle of Trafalgar as a Lieutenant in the Royal Navy. The 3rd Baronet’s son, Sir Hugh Crofton, fought in the Crimea, first at the Battle of the Alma and then at Inkerman, where he was severely wounded. He was awarded the Legion of Honour and the Order of the Medjidie. Almost a century later, Sir Morgan’s eldest son, Major Morgan George Crofton, served with the 14th Army in Burma in the Second World War, and was twice mentioned in despatches; his youngest son, Edward Morgan Crofton, served for twenty-one years in the Coldstream Guards and his grandson, Henry Morgan Crofton, continues the family tradition as an officer in the same regiment.


The most dramatic and traumatic nine months of Sir Morgan Crofton’s life are those covered by the diaries published here, from October 1914 to June 1915. His wartime service continued until the Armistice. During his service in the Ypres Salient he was twice mentioned in despatches, and was awarded both the Belgian Order of Leopold and the Croix de Guerre. From 1916 to 1918 he served as Provost Marshal in the East African Expeditionary Force, for which he was awarded the Distinguished Service Order and the French Legion of Honour. Later in 1918, he returned to the Western Front and saw active service as a Major in the Guards Machine Gun Regiment.


Crofton’s six handwritten volumes of diaries have been impeccably edited by Gavin Roynon, and turned into a single volume. Harrowing in its detail, it casts much important light on one of the severest and most decisive battles of the First World War and its aftermath. His editor’s note, ‘Ypres Then and Now’, is a fascinating survey of a small Belgian town that moved from relative obscurity to centre stage within a few months.


The power of these diaries is enhanced by Gavin Roynon’s dedicated editorial work. He has included biographical notes for many of those who appear in its pages, including the colonel who was most probably the tallest man in the British Army; and he provides historical explanations that place the diary in its wider context; the context of an ever-present, all-devouring war, on several fronts, drawing in and wearing down the manhood of many nations.


Sir Martin Gilbert


Honorary Fellow


Merton College, Oxford
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My wife, whose father was gassed while serving in France in 1918, has given me great support in this venture and gallantly accompanied me as we tramped far and wide over the battlefields of Ypres. I am equally indebted to my daughter Tessa, who firmly persuaded me to aim high where publishers are concerned – and her advice has borne fruit.


Finally, I must record my gratitude to Janet Easterling. She never complained at my endless updating of footnotes, as fresh information came to light. Without her hard work, good humour and professional approach, this project would never have got off the ground.


Gavin Roynon,


Wargrave, August 2004
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The Western Front, 1914–15. (First World War, Martin Gilbert)
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The Eastern Front, 1914–16. (First World War, Martin Gilbert)




YPRES


THEN AND NOW


Editor’s Note


‘I should like us to acquire the whole of the ruins of Ypres … A more sacred place for the British race does not exist in the world.’


Winston Churchill, addressing the Imperial War Graves Commission London, 21 January 1919


Churchill was back in the Government as Secretary of State for War in Lloyd George’s peacetime Coalition. In the highly emotional atmosphere of the early months after the Armistice, there was a strong British and Canadian lobby for the centre of Ypres to be kept in ruins en permanence, as holy ground and a ‘zone of silence’. Happily, by the end of 1919 Churchill was putting his weight firmly behind the construction of the Menin Gate by Sir Reginald Blomfield. This would be dedicated to the huge sacrifices made by the British and Commonwealth Armies, and be the finest Memorial to the Missing.


The atmosphere is still emotional. No visitor can fail to be moved by the poignancy of the ceremony at the Menin Gate. Every evening at 8 p.m. the noisy traffic is diverted, ‘the busy world is hushed’ and silence falls. Eyes are riveted on the thousands of names carved into the walls of soldiers killed in the defence of Ypres between 8 August 1914 and 16 August 1917, who have no known grave. They number almost 55,000. (A further 35,000 British and New Zealand servicemen, who were killed after that date, are commemorated on the Memorial at Tyne Cot.) Then the Last Post is sounded, as it has been – except from 1940 to 1944 – every day since 1 May 1929.


On 31 October 2001, the Duke of Edinburgh and Princess Astrid, daughter of King Albert of the Belgians, attended the 25,000th Last Post, followed by a special service in St Martin’s Cathedral. In 2002, the 75th anniversary of the unveiling of the Menin Gate Memorial by Field Marshal Lord Plumer and the foundation of St George’s Memorial Church, Ypres, were commemorated. This church, in which so many families, regiments and schools have presented memorial plaques, has become a British military shrine. The Friends of St George’s enjoy widespread support and make an annual pilgrimage to the war graves, memorials and battlefields of the Salient. The Chaplain told me that, in 2003, 170,000 people made a pilgrimage to his church – a figure of which many cathedrals might be envious. The historic ties which bind Ypres and Britain together are as strong as ever.


Yet, long before the defining events of the twentieth century, the medieval city of Ypres had stamped itself on the pages of history and enjoyed strong links with England. In the Middle Ages trade was the key to the prosperity of Ypres. For centuries, sheep-farming in medieval Flanders had produced the wool needed in the cloth industry. High-quality Flemish cloth was in demand, and to meet the increasing demand for woollen garments, wool was also imported from England. Thus, the earliest visitors from these shores were neither soldiers nor tourists, but wool merchants. Ypres prospered. Her population rose so rapidly that by 1260 she had 40,000 inhabitants – about ten times that of contemporary Oxford.


In the same year, construction began on the Lakenhalle or Cloth Hall. Reputedly completed in 1304, the massive, but elegant, building, where the wool-trading took place, was a symbol of the wealth and influence of contemporary Ypres. One of the Gothic glories of Europe, 125m long and boasting a superb belfry 70m high, the Cloth Hall stood for more than six centuries. It was to be totally destroyed by incendiary shells on 22 November 1914. Sir Morgan Crofton, who had arrived the previous week at the Front, reports the catastrophe in his diary. He took some photographs of what resembled one of El Greco’s more hellish scenes and gives an eyewitness account of the carnage.


Happily, the medieval builders and craftsmen had no premonition of the horrors which would ultimately destroy St Martin’s Cathedral as well as the Cloth Hall. The Hundred Years’ War was approaching. In 1383, English soldiers were attacking Ypres and experienced the mud of Flanders for the first time. The German nation did not yet exist and Richard II’s foes were the French. The besieging armies, led by the Bishop of Norwich, took the outlying areas, but not the city.


But Ypres suffered in the long term. The Hundred Years’ War caused the import of English wool to cease and the weaving industry declined. Flemish weavers crossed the Channel to find work in East Anglia and Ypres ceased to be the commercial capital of Flanders. Spanish rule was established in 1555, and the province became part of the Spanish Netherlands. Sectarian religious wars were rife. Not for the last time, Ypres saw a massacre of the innocents when zealous Protestant ‘reformers’ slaughtered Roman Catholics – and vice versa.


Spanish control yielded to French, and Louis XIV instructed his great military engineer Vauban to build a ring of defensive walls around Ypres, with bastions for the artillery. Centuries later, the British soldier found these walls an invaluable backdrop as he sheltered behind them in his dugout. The core of Vauban’s defensive works, including the Lille Gate, survived the four years of battering they received from German shells. Today, visitors should doff their hats to him as they enjoy the fine ramparts walk overlooking the canal.


Only in 1830 did Belgium become independent, and a kingdom in 1831. Aware that Belgium would make an admirable springboard for the invasion of England, the British Government negotiated the Treaty of London, which guaranteed Belgium’s neutral status. Signed in 1839 by the major European powers, no treaty has cost Britain more dearly. It was to honour this famous – or infamous – ‘scrap of paper’ that Great Britain, under Asquith’s premiership, declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914.


Before the First World War Ypres had enjoyed relative obscurity, but now it leapt into undesirable prominence. By the end of the third week of August, Brussels had fallen, the British Expeditionary Force was falling back alongside her French Allies, and German troops reached the little town of Meaux, about 20 miles from Paris. Von Moltke faltered, and, following the crucial Allied victory at the Marne, both sides sent troops rapidly northwards in an attempt to outflank each other. They clashed in Flanders, and the First Battle of Ypres, fought from 19 October to 22 November, reaped a terrible harvest of casualties. The war of movement was over.


It is during this battle that Capt Sir Morgan Crofton arrives at Ypres to join his regiment, the 2nd Life Guards. Pitchforked at once into the trenches, he jots down his experiences in standard-issue Army notebooks and provides the reader with a personal and powerful account of his experiences. From the six handwritten volumes of his ‘Anglo-German War Diary’, we gain a clear insight not only into the grim privations men suffered, but also the camaraderie and close friendships formed. ‘Bored in billets, terrified in trenches.’


Nor does Crofton hesitate to be controversial. ‘Poor little Belgium’, the Christmas Truce (‘this is WAR, Bloody War, not a mothers’ meeting’), the state in which the French ‘always’ leave their trenches, the breakthrough at Neuve Chapelle that proved such a damp squib but cost ‘nearly double the loss of the British contingent at Waterloo’, Churchill’s demotion in the Cabinet, the dire British shortage of shells – all are exposed by Crofton’s pen.


But it is the decision after the Second Battle of Ypres to hold on to the Ypres Salient at all costs which most arouses the diarist’s ire. Years later, in his History of the First World War, Liddell Hart regrets that Haig did not ‘fulfil his idea of withdrawing to the straighter and stronger line along the canal through Ypres. It would have saved cost and simplified defence.’


Long before the historians had their say – and before the war is even one year old – Crofton, who is on the scene, cuts starkly to the heart of the matter:


The Salient at Ypres is simply an inferno. It is not war, but murder pure and simple. The massacre which has been going on here since April 22 is not realised at home. From May 1–16, we were losing men at the rate of 1,000 a night. Why we don’t give it up now, God alone knows. As a strategic or tactical point Ypres is worthless.… The town is a mere heap of rubble, cinders and rubbish.… We cannot conceive why the Salient is not straightened and given up. Hence why keep Ypres to impress people?


These words were written on 5 June 1915. When Crofton confided this blistering attack on the Higher Command to his diary he did not know there would be a Third Battle of Ypres (Passchendaele). Nor could he have predicted that, by the end of the war, more than 200,000 British and Imperial troops would lie dead in 170 different military cemeteries, all contained within the few muddy square miles of ‘the Immortal Salient’.


‘For your tomorrow, we gave our today.’ When we look – through Sir Morgan Crofton’s eyes as well as through our own – at the plethora of names on the Menin Gate, we are left with the sickening conviction that thousands of them need never have been there.


Gavin Roynon


AFTERNOTE


In May 2003, Edward Crofton and I visited Ypres and many of the surrounding villages where Sir Morgan Crofton had billeted the troops of the 2nd Life Guards from 1914 to 1915.


During our visit, in a moving little ceremony, Edward officially returned to the Dean, Jaak Houwen, the fine leaded fragment of the East Window and the key of the West Door of the Cathedral, which his father had saved from the rubble eighty-eight years earlier (see diary entry for 8 February 1915, p. 144).




Biographical Note on Lieutenant Colonel Sir Morgan Crofton, Bt DSO


As Sir Martin Gilbert so ably describes in his Foreword, we are a military family. Our forebears and descendants have served the forces of the Crown for over two hundred years. In addition to those of my ancestors to whom Sir Martin specifically refers, my father’s father and his two brothers were also commissioned, and this military tradition has continued into the twenty-first century.


My father did not have a particularly auspicious start in life. Born the younger son of the youngest son of the previous generation, his father died when he was three years old, leaving him and his elder brother to be brought up by their mother. Times were difficult and the two boys spent their early years commuting between their maternal grandfather in Colchester Garrison, and their paternal grandmother (the widow of Colonel Hugh Crofton) at Marchwood in the New Forest. While his brother attended Eton, my father followed members of his mother’s family to Rugby. His two surviving Crofton uncles had also both died early, and so when his brother died aged twenty-four he was on his own.


In 1897 he was appointed Second Lieutenant in the Militia Forces, and in 1898 he was successful as an Infantry candidate at the literary examination for entry to RMC Sandhurst.* The following year he was awarded a Commission in the Army.


From the outset of his military career he pursued a particular interest in military history, and his knowledge of the subject over ensuing years was profound. He became a notable contributor to military journals, and was an acknowledged authority on Napoleon and the Waterloo Campaign. The publication in 1912 of his booklet on the role of the Household Cavalry Brigade at Waterloo earned him many plaudits. This was followed in the same year by an article on The Relative Values of Certain Present Time European Agreements which was reviewed as being remarkable for its political insight and accurate diagnosis of the European situation. He rightly underlined the dangers of a Europe in which the five great empires were polarised into two armed camps by the Triple Alliance and the Triple Entente. This insight may explain the commentaries on Central European and Near Eastern campaigns, which he includes in his diaries.


My father enjoyed a distinguished career after the Armistice. Following retirement from the Regular Army in 1919, he served in 1922 as Commandant of the Schools and Depot of the Ulster Special Constabulary. Throughout this period, he continued his military writing and developed his skills as a cartographer. He compiled the highly detailed and intricate campaign maps for Liaison 1914, written by his old friend Sir Edward Spears. He was High Sheriff of Hampshire, the county in which he lived, in 1925/6 and a Gold Staff Officer at the Coronation of His Majesty King George VI. For a time in the 1930s he was a ‘Blue Button’* with a firm of stockbrokers in the City of London. In 1942 he was appointed Commanding Officer of the 28th (Bay) Battalion of the Hampshire Home Guard, remaining in command until the Home Guard was disbanded in December 1944. He died in 1958, ten days after his seventy-ninth birthday.


Divorce had necessitated his retirement from the Army in 1914, and so it was perhaps fortuitous that events unfolded as they did later on that year, enabling him to return to the Colours. Thus his diaries were born, and they represent a vivid and candid account of his daily experiences on the Western Front in the early months of the First World War. As with others of his generation who were fortunate enough to survive, the horrors of this conflict left an indelible impression on him. He never held back from saying what he thought and, as the reader will soon discover, political correctness was not in his make-up. I therefore believe that the genuine and heartfelt opinions which he expresses accurately portray the acute sense of frustration and despair which became so prevalent on the Western Front during those four terrible years.


Edward Crofton
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The Kaiser’s ‘Explanation’.


* The Royal Military College Sandhurst at Camberley, Surrey. In 1938 the decision had been taken to amalgamate with the Royal Military Academy Woolwich. However, the advent of war in 1939 caused the decision to be shelved until 1946, when planning for the new Academy recommenced. The Royal Military Academy Sandhurst was officially opened in the following year and remains in this form to the present day.


* The term ‘Blue Button’ enabled the individual to obtain share prices from jobbers on the floor of the Stock Exchange. However, it did not authorise trading in shares. Holders wore a blue button to denote the practice, which ceased in 1986 with the advent of the ‘Big Bang’ in the City of London.




VOLUME I


OCTOBER 27– DECEMBER 3, 1914


TUESDAY OCTOBER 27


Captain Sir Morgan Crofton, Bt


2nd Life Guards


Herewith a copy of telegram received from War Office. Please arrange to hand over your duties as Area Staff Officer, South Eastern Area, as soon as possible to Captain F.W. Ramsden (late Coldstream Guards) 5, Upper Brook Street, W. (Telephone Mayfair 3717).


As soon as you have handed over, please report to this office and then proceed to Windsor to join Depot 2nd Life Guards.










	

Horse Guards,




	

G.Windsor Clive









	

Whitehall,




	

Major









	

S.W.




	

General Staff, London District









	

27 October 1914




	

 










I returned to my flat from the Marlborough Club, where I had gone after finishing my daily round in the South Eastern area, reaching home about 6.30 pm, and then found the above communication from the London District Office enclosing a War Office wire, directing me to rejoin my Regiment at Windsor for duty.


This was because of the heavy losses in officers which the 2nd Life Guards were sustaining in the desperate attempts of the Germans to reach the sea at Calais which had resolved themselves into a series of terrific struggles round Ypres. This memo was very welcome, for it had for a long time been very irksome to be at home in a comfortable staff billet, when the Regiment was going through such strenuous times in Flanders.


The Regiment had left Ludgershall Camp on October 6th, being railed to Southampton for Ostend and Zeebrugge, where it disembarked early on October 8th, and came under the orders of General Sir Henry Rawlinson* commanding the newly formed IV Corps.


The Regiment in conjunction with the 1st Life Guards and the Blues** forms the 7th Cavalry Brigade under Brigadier General Kavanagh. This Brigade, and the 6th Brigade consisting of 10th Hussars, Royal Dragoons and 3rd Dragoon Guards, forms the 3rd Cavalry Division, and is under the command of Major General Byng.†


I was thankful to give up the Area Staff job, although it had been useful and very essential. I had to survey, and lay down the Defence plan for every vulnerable point in the South Eastern Area of London. These included power stations, gas works, bonded stoves, purifying stations, sewage works, the Charing Cross railway bridge (a ticklish job, with trains coming from every direction, every few minutes), and the Penge and Chislehurst Tunnels.


I had a good liaison with every police station in my area. These jobs keep me very occupied every day of the week from 9 am to dark. The tunnels were tricky to inspect, as were also the Vickers Works at Erith. However, this was now finished and I could now return to my Regiment on service. I therefore got onto Ramsden and arranged with him to hand over all maps, plans, notes and details of all sorts connected with the South Eastern Area at 10 o’clock the following day.


WEDNESDAY OCTOBER 28


Handed over to Ramsden as arranged, and reported (11 am) myself to GOC London District, Sir Francis Lloyd, who was very kind and friendly, and thanked me for my work.


Packed and left for Windsor by the 3.40 pm train from Paddington.


Reported at 5 pm to the OC 2nd Life Guards Reserve Regiment, Colonel Oswald Ames. (The tallest man in the British Army,†† a dear man but not very quick or enterprising.) Trooper Hosegood told off to me as Batman, for the time being.


THURSDAY OCTOBER 29


Went to London after lunch to buy kit and get ready for the Front. Got 2 pairs of ankle boots, a British Warm and a pack saddle trunk. Wired Fuller, my groom at Woodside, to bring up my charger and saddlery to Windsor. Returned to Windsor 6 pm.


There were a lot of strange faces amongst the officers at Windsor. Some had been there weeks, and did not seem to me to be particularly anxious to leave the comparative peace and security of the Cavalry Barracks.* Ames did not have enough ‘Ginger’, he was too kind and friendly to push some of these people out. I suppose this sort of thing always happens in war. All the Regular officers were abroad, either with the Regiment or on Staff Duties, and a stream of individuals arrived from all sources, of all kinds, some ex-officers retired from various Regiments. Some Planters, many Civilians from every Profession.


Most of these were quite excellent, keen, brave and most anxious to get out and do a job of fighting. Some had come hurrying home from South America, Canada, East and South Africa. The real offenders, who should have known better, were nearly all retired ex-officers who had been called up from obscurity and soft lives.


However, it wasn’t my affair. It was Ames’s funeral. I made it quite clear that I insisted on going out with the next reinforcements.


FRIDAY OCTOBER 30


To London again to finish my kit buying.


FRIDAY OCTOBER 31


Finished equipping myself. Was inoculated against enteric** at 9.30 pm.


Fuller and Horse arrived from Marchwood, with all kit, so I am now ready for all eventualities.


SUNDAY NOVEMBER 1


Stayed in all day and wrote letters. Inoculation began to work, felt very cheap!


MONDAY NOVEMBER 2


Got a day’s leave to go to Woodside* to settle up matters there. Arranged to close the house for the ‘Duration’. Returned to London at 7 pm. Reached Windsor at 8.


TUESDAY NOVEMBER 3


Went to London to try on my British Warm, make a few 11th hour purchases. Got hair cut!


WEDNESDAY NOVEMBER 4


Went to London to see my Lawyer. Had tea with my Mother at Buckingham Gate. Returned Windsor 7 pm.


It struck me in London that there was a profound air everywhere of anxiety as to the Battle for the Channel Ports.** Now approaching its climax before Ypres. I felt more and more restless at not being in it. The casualties seem very very heavy.† From what we hear the Regiment seems to be in the thick of it day and night, and we are expecting that substantial reinforcements will soon be called for.


The Composite Regiment has been disbanded, and its component parts have been drafted to the 3 Regiments in the 7th Cavalry Brigade, which will help to fill the depleted Cadres. Anyhow we shall soon hear something definite.


About 8.30 during Dinner the Orderly Room Corporal appeared with an Order, just received, from GOC London District that 5 officers were to proceed as soon as possible to the Front, 2 to the Blues, 2 to the 1st Life Guards and 1 to the 2nd. This is my chance!! A few words with Ames clinched it.


THURSDAY NOVEMBER 5


Sent for to the Orderly Room at 8.30. Told to pack instantly and leave for the Front that evening. Ward-Price* (the brother of the Daily Mail Special Correspondent) and I were ordered to join the Blues. Packed and left Windsor by the 12.05 train.


Reported to Colonel Holford, 1st Life Guards, at Knightsbridge Barracks at 2.30. We arranged to leave for Southampton at 9.50 pm.


Wrote letters until 3 o’clock. Sent some wires and said goodbye all round. Went to my Mother’s flat and stayed with her until 9.15 pm, when I left for Waterloo to catch the train, picking up my luggage at the Marlborough Club en route. At the station I met Mathey (an ex-diamond expert) and Goodliffe, late 17th Lancers, both of whom were joining the 1st Life Guards.** Holford came to see us off, and Lady Holford gave me some letters for her son, Stewart Menzies, the Adjutant of the 2nd Life Guards.


We reached Southampton Docks at midnight – an exciting day.


FRIDAY NOVEMBER 6


Midnight. Having arrived at Southampton Docks Station, we then had a long walk in the dark to where our ship was berthed. We received our tickets and warrants from the Transport office, and went to board the Lydia about 1.15 am. Berths were allotted to us. Mine was 155, but as all four were put into it we objected and succeeded in getting a larger one into which Ward-Price and I went. Slept well until 9 am.† Cabin like a monkey house.


Had a bad and expensive breakfast at 9.30. Beautiful fine hot day, the sea like glass. Humorous Canadians issued us tins of Bully Beef and a loaf of Bread at 1 pm to each of us as rations for 2 days! Nowhere to carry this simple food so made it up into a parcel, which on landing fell into the sea.


Reached Le Havre at 2, and after threading through Minefields came alongside the quay at 2.45.


Several very large steamers came in with us, with the 8th Infantry Division on board. Landed about 3.15, and after considerable difficulty secured a cab, and having piled in our kit and luggage drove off into the town to report our arrival.


Reached the office of the Base Commandant about 4 pm. Found a mob there of recently landed officers milling round an unfortunate staff officer of the Gordon Highlanders* who was half suffocated. Joined the mob and helped the process! His piteous appeals of ‘It’s getting too hot here, gentlemen, please stand back’ produced little effect. Room finally cleared of all but myself.


Received orders to leave for Rouen by the 5.50 train. Went off and got lunch with Ward-Price, who got very muddled over 2 glasses of Chablis.


Greatly struck by the number of women in the streets in deep mourning.** Watched the 1st Battalion Hertfordshire Regiment march through the town en route for the Rest Camp outside. Very strong and fine Battalion – grand fellows.


At 5.15 we drove to the station after picking up Goodliffe and Mathey. Given a Chrysanthemum by a small girl in the street, and shook hands with several unknown persons in various stages of cleanliness! Put our luggage consisting of 4 valises, 4 boxes, 8 saddles and 6 various into a first class compartment, and got into the next one ourselves. We were told that we should reach Rouen in 3 hours. As a matter of fact it took 6, arriving there at midnight.


Reported our arrival to the Station Staff Officer, a seedy individual with a hacking cough. Told to go into the Town for the night, and report at the Remount Depot at 8.45 in the morning.


We collected our kits and stepped over several officers’ valises which were spread out on the platform, in which their Batmen were soundly sleeping. We then sallied out into the town to find a Hotel, followed by half the population of the place!


SATURDAY NOVEMBER 7


12.30 am. Found Hôtel de Paris near River Quay. Hall crowded with various officers more or less all in varying stages of alcoholism. Rum looking lot! Our arrival hailed with considerable levity. The Patron, an individual of villainous aspect, introduced himself to us. We decided to stay here pending Orders. To Bed, after a supper of Beer, Omelettes and semi-raw Beef, at 2.


8.45 am. We taxi to the Remount Depot which was 3½ miles away, out near the Race Course, and report ourselves. We were told to ‘Stand By’ and to report every day at 8.45 and 3 until we get Orders to move.*


Decide to live in Camp so as to be near Orders. Return to the Hôtel de Paris at 12 to collect kit. Lunch at a Restaurant near the Cathedral, and return to Camp at 3.30. No tents, but are allowed to use the Mess Marquee to sleep in. Return to dine in Rouen at the Hôtel de la Poste, where we got a bath. Back to our Marquee and bed at 11.30.


SUNDAY NOVEMBER 8


Damp, cold and misty day. Got tent and put it up. Ward-Price and I in one, Goodliffe and Mathey in the other. Also got servants. Ward from 17th Lancers as Batman, Young, 2nd Life Guards, as Groom.


No orders. Told that they may be expected any day.


Lunched and dined at Hôtel de la Poste, where I bumped into a certain MacCaw, 3rd Hussars, with whom I had once been on a course at Aldershot. He was now acting as DAAG,** and as such was responsible for the posting of Officers as they joined the Depot. I explained quite definitely that I did not want to go to the RHG but to my own Regiment, 2nd Life Guards. He said that he would see what he could do. So I pushed in at once for Transfer.


After dinner, sort out kit and repack valise, etc. for the Front. Return to tent, very damp, to bed at 11.


MONDAY NOVEMBER 9


The battle for Ypres had been raging since 19 October. It was vital to get the horses to the troops in Flanders as soon as possible. Many horses were frantic after the sea crossing and liable to lash out. Here Crofton skates fairly lightly over the ‘strenuous efforts’ needed to choose and equip his horses.


Trooper George Frend was at the same Remount Depot outside Rouen and witnessed the pandemonium. ‘Thousands of horses had recently arrived from Canada, Australia and the Argentine. There was no kit to groom them with; there were no bridles to put on them, but they had to be taken to water two miles away twice a day; each man riding one and leading two with nothing but head collars and ropes. Horses and men went spare all over the country and to my knowledge, at least two men were killed.’


Getting the horses to the right station and on to the right train was the next hazard. Crofton’s horses get lost en route, but despite being hauled over the coals by a choleric general, he keeps his cool …


Awakened at 6.30 by an excited Orderly who ordered us all to pack at once, collect Horses and Saddlery, and get to the Station. Scene of great confusion followed. Got packed and succeeded in choosing hurriedly from line of 500 Horses, 2 Chargers and a Pack Horse. The Saddles fitted badly, and we couldn’t get Bridles on. However, after strenuous efforts we succeeded in getting ready around 10.30.


Start off for Train. Baggage waggon late, so leave Servant to pack on it and follow at once. Groom rides 2nd Charger and loads Pack Horse. All now start off riding to the Station. Great difficulty in finding Station as there are four in Rouen, and we are not told which one to go to.


On the way we pass a Brigadier General with a purple face, whom I recognise as Tyndale-Biscoe,* late (very late) of the 11th Hussars,** who bellows from the window of his Car ‘Advise you hurry up. You are very late!’


Finally we reach the right station at 12 o’clock. Several Trains waiting and Details of 12 Cavalry Regiments are entraining.


Am put in charge of Train, and handed a bundle of documents, and then asked to sign a Form that I have received 250 Horses. But remembering that I shall probably have to pay for them in the future I politely decline. No one seems to mind. Neither our Servants, Baggage nor Spare Horses arrive. Find afterwards that they went to the wrong station, also that my 2nd Charger went through a Shop Window!


Everybody fusses, and the choleric General demands in a voice of thunder when we shall be ready! I tell him I think about the New Year. He says ‘Things very badly arranged’. I agree! He says that we must wait behind as he can’t keep the Train. At 12.45 the Train goes off, leaving us four and our Servants who now begin to arrive.


After long search finally collect all Horses, kits, etc. and proceed back to Hôtel de Paris, but return the Horses and Servants back to Camp, where we eventually proceed to report. Told to continue to report at 8.45 and 3. Lunch and dine at Hôtel de la Poste. No further Orders. Change Charger which went through shop window for nice Bay.


I saw a poor man badly kicked at the Remount Depot, and superintended his removal to Hospital. Make final arrangements and draw more Blankets for Horses. All ready now to start, so return to Rouen. Town full of Infantry as British Base at St Nazaire now moved to Rouen. No news from the Front. Am greatly struck by the total absence of any Birds, even of the commonest species.


TUESDAY NOVEMBER 10


Went to camp at 8.45. I am told that we are under Orders and may go at any moment. I realise what a Fire Engine Horse must feel like when standing ready for eventual call, which sometimes comes, and sometimes doesn’t! Return to Rouen 11.30, do some shopping, and all lunch at the Café de la Cathédrale. More shopping in afternoon. Return to Camp at 3.30. No Orders! Dine at Hôtel de la Poste.


See the Adjutant of the Remount Depot there who tells me that my transfer to the 2nd LG from RHG has been sanctioned. He seems most affable, and says that only one officer need report at the Depot in future. He also tells me that his Wife is sick at the Hotel and that he is looking after her. I deeply sympathise with him. He then says that in future no one need come up to the Depot to report, but that he will telephone us any Orders which may come in. Civilitas Civilitatum omnia Civilitas!*


Just heard news of the destruction of the Emden.**


WEDNESDAY NOVEMBER 11


No Orders up to 11.30. Send Mathey and Goodliffe up to Camp to see our Horses, and warn our Servants to be ready. At 12 o’clock we went round the Town† to see the places of interest. The Cathedral is beautiful, but very finicky, the tall spire, 500 feet high of wrought iron, was added to the building in 1842. The Glass in the Windows is old and very good, and the Organ is magnificent. The Interior of the Building itself is not unlike Salisbury. The Doors are poor. The Best Church was Saint Maclou, the carving and stone work being very fine, but the Interior decoration is rather tawdry. There is however a beautiful Louis XV wood carving over the Altar.


All the Churches and the Cathedral here date from the 14th–15th Centuries. We next taxied to see where Jeanne d’Arc was burnt. This spot is now occupied by the Halles which are not unlike the Covent Garden Market on a very small scale.


There is a simple stone let into the pavement which says


Jeanne d’Arc


30 Mai 1431


and on the wall above a tablet which says


Here stood the Stake at which Jeanne d’Arc was burnt


It adds the information that her ashes were thrown into the Seine.†† This being the case, we did not search for her Tomb which we had otherwise decided to do. Returned to Hotel and lunched at 1.30 at the Restaurant de la Cathédrale.
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The Fight at Klein Zillebeke on 6 November. (The Story of the Household Cavalry, Sir George Arthur)


At 3.30 went up to the Camp and found Goodliffe’s Servant in the Guard Tent drunk. Got him another Groom. Blofeld and Townsend turned up at the Hotel en route to join the Composite Regiment,* which had just been broken up and its Members returned to the three Regiments in the 7th Cavalry Brigade.


Saw the account in the Daily Mail of Dawnay’s and Arthur O’Neill’s deaths.* They were killed in the counter attack at Zillebeke on Nov 6th when the Regiment was brought up to fill a gap in the line. We had several Casualties that day. Dawnay had only just returned from the staff to take command as we had had so many losses. A very fine soldier and a delightful man. Arthur O’Neill returned to the Regiment on the outbreak of War from being a Member of Parliament.**


At 6.30 we were told that we should probably go up to the front by the 9.15 Train tomorrow. Dined at the Hôtel de la Poste. Very wet returning to our Hotel.


I fear that I shall find many of my friends missing from the Regiment when I get to it. It has had a very gruelling month’s fighting, and the situation at Ypres is still very shaky. However, we shall soon see now.


THURSDAY NOVEMBER 12


Called at 6.30. Immediately got on to the Telephone to find out when we were to start. Hear that Parade is at 11.30 for the Train, so imagine we shall get off about 1.30 pm. A beautiful bright sunny morning. What a pleasant change it makes. 9.30 went out to shop. Had my Razors ground, bought some Tinder, etc.


Saw a Motor Car (4 seater) standing outside a house in the rue d’Elboeuf which was riddled by Shrapnel. Spoke to Chauffeur, who said that the car belonged to the Headquarters of 7th Division, and was now employed in the Supply Service, and that, while standing outside the Staff Office at Ypres, a shell had pitched 20 yards off, and hit the car in 40 or 50 places. The aluminium body was pierced and the mudguards and door handles also knocked to pieces, but no one was hurt.


At 12.30 went to the Station to see if I could get any information respecting our departure. After interviewing several officials, who indicated several different departure points, we at last discovered the right platform, and found that the Train would leave Rouen about 2. Great confusion, as on the former occasion, seemed to exist as to which Station the Train left from. Opinions were equally divided as to whether the Station was on the Left or the Right Bank of the River Seine.


As usual the Servants went to the wrong Station with the Horses, but they were fortunately met and stopped. I waited at the station and Goodliffe and Mathey returned to the Hotel for our Baggage. Was very pleased to leave the Hôtel de Paris, a dirtier or more squalid hotel I have never been in. After considerable trouble and loss of temper, the Horses were finally boxed and the luggage piled in an empty Third Class Compartment.


At 2.45 the Train left. As it got dark about 5 we decided to have Tea, and we made an excellent meal off Bully Beef, Bread and Butter, Foie gras, Jam, etc., washed down with Chablis. As the Carriage was only lighted by an old obsolete Oil lamp, from now onwards we were in a condition of semi-darkness.


At 7.30 we stopped at a place called Abancourt, ‘Not in the Cromwell Road’, as my Servant explained, and here we got out our Rugs and Sleeping Bags.


About 8.30 pm we had a Supper very similar to our Tea, and then we settled down to spend a very uncomfortable night. Must have fallen asleep about 10.30, and slept fairly decently except for a few breaks when we stopped at stations during the night.


FRIDAY NOVEMBER 13


Woke about 7.30 and found ourselves at Calais, where however we did not stop, the Train going slowly on to St Omer, which we reached about 8.30. Here we were told the Train would stay 10 minutes. Rushed round the Station and bought a Paper full of news 2 days old, and tried unsuccessfully to get some Coffee. The Train stayed much longer than we thought it would, and so we got a bucket of hot water and washed on the line! We also got some hot water from the Engine Driver and made a can of quite decent Tea.


We left St Omer about 9.15, the Train moving very slowly, stopping every mile or so. The country round reminded us very much of England, and on all sides the Peasants can be seen cultivating their fields apparently oblivious to a War going on. There seemed to be more Birds in this Area, as we saw the first ones today that we had seen since we arrived in the country.


Train continually stops, and at each stop Men climb out on the Line. There is plenty of evidence from the empty Bully Beef Tins all along the Line, that many Troop Trains have passed along here. Our Train is a heavy one with 2 Engines and 42 Carriages and Trucks. From time to time we see small groups of Belgian Soldiers. As we approach Hazebrouck,* which is one of the Railheads, the Trains stop more frequently and ahead of us we see 6 Trains and 5 are behind us. An Armoured Train carrying a 4 Inch Gun passed us going to Calais, with 2 of its Trucks showing bad shell marks.


We did not reach the Station at Hazebrouck until 1.15 when all Trains ahead of us had been dealt with. There is a quantity of Belgian rolling stock here. Several Trains of French Troops passed us going towards Calais. These made frantic efforts to cheer and shouted Vivent les Anglais and Vive L’Angleterre very heartily. My Sergeant appeared with some very welcome slices of hot Bacon, cooked in a Mess Tin in his Carriage on some hot cinders which he had borrowed from a French engine. Still very wet and cold.


We found a Staff Officer at Hazebrouck who told us that our Railhead was at Steenbecque, a station 6 miles off to the South. He thought we should get there in an hour, but he doubted it. He said that we should detrain there, and find our Regiments. We asked him how things were going. He said all right, but he believed that the French had lost some ground yesterday, and were now trying to capture Messines. He said that Ypres was being badly shelled, and a lot of wounded had gone through in the morning, who were cheerful and sitting up.


At 2 o’clock we left Hazebrouck and reached Steenbecque at 2.30. Here we were ordered by the Station Staff Officer, Denny, 19th Hussars, to leave our kits at the Station, and the Train was sent on 4 miles to detrain the Horses. I sent my Servant on to bring mine back, and got out myself, with my kit. Got Orders to proceed tomorrow to the Château 1 mile SW of Ypres to report to the GOC 3rd Cavalry Division. In the meantime we were to billet for the night at Morbecque about 1 mile away. With great difficulty in heavy rain we collected all our kits into an empty Motor Lorry and set off for the village. This we reached about 3.30 and at once set about getting a billet.


The village was crammed with Motor Transport. I counted over 200 Lorries there, the Drivers being mostly London Bus Drivers. About 4 pm we found a house with two large empty rooms into which we put a quantity of straw with our Valises on top. We were all four in one room. Wandered round the Village and found a Café at which we each drank 4 glasses of excellent coffee and felt better. Four Motor drivers in a corner of the room were playing some Card Game with the air of four old gentlemen in a London Club.


Servants arrive with our Horses at 6.30. Pouring wet. Have to picket out the unfortunate animals in the Rain. Men wet through. My Servant turns out to be an excellent Cook. Arrange for dinner at 7.30 and return to our house to have a Bath, Shave, etc. We all Bathed in the Bedroom of the Uncle of the Landlady. Feel much cleaner. We collected some food and prepared to have a Banquet. Discover some excellent slices of bacon in my Servant’s kit, also Bread, Jam, Bully Beef and some Tabloids of Turtle Soup from my Valise.


Dinner a great success. Turtle Soup like a Guildhall Banquet. Excellent Coffee. Room full of Motor Drivers who seem most amusing characters. Returned at 9.30 to Bed. Put a lot of Straw under my Valise and made it like a ‘Heal’s’* Bed. Slept like a Log.


SATURDAY NOVEMBER 14


Awakened early by the continual hoarse crowing of a Cock, found that outside our window was a large and smelly Farmyard. All washed in Uncle’s Bedroom and dried on his sheets! Had an excellent Breakfast at 8 am of Tea and Bacon which we had scrounged from a Sergeant of the Supply Column. A beautiful fine crisp morning. Out in the main street a column of 65 large Motor Lorries, full of Supplies for the various Divisions, was loading up. The Village is a funny straggling one on one long street. Many Houses have quaint old Sundials as their fronts.


We meant to start at 9, but, as usual, the Horses were late and we did not finally get off until 9.30. As the Others were still fussing about I rode off alone, with my Groom bringing on my two other Horses. Set out for Hazebrouck, which was about 4 miles off. The Roads are all paved with Granite or stone setts in the centre, which makes it very good going for Motor traffic, but bad for hacking. The vehicles must keep to the centre of the road, and that makes it a terrible nuisance for people riding, as the sides which are unpaved become mere bogs in places. These paved roads are the saving grace of this Campaign, without them it would be impossible to run these lengthy Supply Columns at all.


About 2 miles out I passed an empty column of 65 Motor Buses* returning to the Railhead to refill. They have all been painted a grey colour, and many have facetious inscriptions chalked on them such as ‘Grove Park to Berlin’ etc. Every one had a Name and it was curious that with the exception of one which was called ‘John Bull’ all the rest had Ladies’ names. Possibly the ‘Girl Friend’ of the Driver. I counted 10 Gladys and 7 Lotties and nearly every English name was well represented.


Hazebrouck was full of Waggon and Motor Parks. I took the Road to Bailleul which was about 9 miles off and left Hazebrouck about 11. The Bailleul road runs through cultivation very like that of English fields.


About 2 miles out of Bailleul I began to hear the first sounds of considerable cannonading. To the right and left the sullen roar continued almost continually. Reached Bailleul at 12.30 and found the Headquarters there of the 5th Infantry Division.** The Central Square was crammed with Transport, and everywhere the Engineers were putting up Air Lines.† I stopped at the Hôtel du Falcon for lunch and to water and feed the Horses. Tried to buy a pair of Woollen Gloves but couldn’t find any in the Town. Had some very hot Coffee at the Pub, and dried my leather gloves as best I could. Set out again at 2 for Dickebusch, which was about 6 miles off.


The Cannonade got louder and louder. When about three miles past the Town, a German shell pitched into a Farm house about 30 yards off. Horse didn’t care about it much, nor did Groom! I thought I had better push rapidly on. The Sun came out, and all the Clouds cleared away, and away to the Right, very high in a bright blue sky I saw a plane slowly sailing up and down, being followed, always behind and much lower, by little tufts of Cotton Wool which were the bursting of German Shrapnel†† trying to bring it down.
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‘The route I followed to join the Regiment.’


Passing a Convoy of six waggons on the way to Dickebusch, trotting hard to get out of the shelling zone, I reached the village about 3.30, and found it packed with French Infantry. On going through the street half a dozen or so shells flew over and pitched beyond the villages to my left. No one seemed to bother at all. In the field where the shells pitched a man was lungeing a young horse,* and he continued to do so. Children were playing in the street, and women were sitting at the Doors knitting. More shells came over, so I trotted on to reach the Château near Ypres, where the Headquarters of the 3rd Cavalry Division were located.


Near the Road leading to the Château were 2 French Heavy Batteries, which fired at regular intervals, apparently taking their ranging and observation from the small aeroplane which still continued to sail up and down slowly along the sky. The Guns were about 4 Inch, and each one was most cunningly concealed with branches of Trees. Their Wheels had flat plates fixed on the rims to enable them to go over rough ground. The Horses at first did not like the continuous firing, but finally they got used to it! I found the Château about 4, where also I discovered two of our party who had come a different way.
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