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Trench Nomenclature


Genius named them, as I live! What but genius could compress


In a title what man’s humour said to man’s supreme distress?


Jacob’s Ladder ran reversed, from earth to a fiery pit extending


With not angels but poor Angles, those for the most part descending.


Thence Brock’s Benefit commanded endless fireworks by two nations,


Yet some voices there were raised against the rival coruscations.


Picturedrome peeped out upon a dream, not Turner could surpass,


And presently the picture moved, and greyed with corpses and morass.


So down south; and if remembrance travel north, she marvels yet


At the sharp Shakespearean names, and with sad mirth her eyes are wet.


The Great Wall of China rose, a four-foot breastwork, fronting guns


That, when the word dropped, beat at once its silly ounces with brute tons;


Odd Krab Krawl on paper looks, and odd the foul-breathed alley twisted,


As one feared to twist there too, if Minnie, forward quean, insisted.


Where the Yser at Dead End floated on its bloody waters


Dead and rotten monstrous fish, note (east) The Pike and Eel headquarters.


Ah, such names and apparitions! Name on name! What’s in a name?


From the fabled vase the genie in his cloud of horror came.


Edmund Blunden
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Trench Names


The column, like a snake, winds through the fields,


Scoring the grass with wheels, with heavy wheels


And hooves, and boots. The grass smiles in the sun,


Quite helpless. Orchard and copse are Paradise


Where flowers and fruits grow leisurely, and birds


Rise in the blue, and sing, and sink again


And rest. The woods are ancient. They have names—


Thiepval, deep vale, La Boisselle, Aubépines,


Named long ago by dead men. And their sons


Know trees and creatures, earth and sky, the same.


We gouge out tunnels in the sleeping fields.


We turn the clay and slice the turf, and make


A scheme of cross-roads, orderly and mad,


Under and through, like moles, like monstrous worms.


Dig out our dens, like cicatrices scored


Into the face of earth. And we give names


To our vast network in the roots, imposed,


Imperious, desperate to hide, to hurt.


The sunken roads were numbered at the start.


A chequer board. But men are poets, and names


Are Adam’s heritage, and English men


Imposed a ghostly English map on French


Crushed ruined harvests and polluted streams.


So here run Piccadilly, Regent Street,


Oxford Street, Bond Street, Tothill Fields, Tower Bridge,


And Kentish places, Dover, Tunbridge Wells,


Entering wider hauntings, resonant,


The Boggart Hole, Bleak House, Deep Doom and Gloom.


Remembering boyhood, soldier poets recall


The desperate deeds of Lost Boys, Peter Pan,


Hook Copse, and Wendy Cottage. Horrors lurk


In Jekyll Copse and Hyde Copse. Nonsense smiles


As shells and flares disorder tiny lines


In Walrus, Gimble, Mimsy, Borogrove—


Which lead to Dum and Dee and to that Wood


Where fury lurked, and blackness, and that Crow.


There’s Dead Man’s Dump, Bone Trench and Carrion Trench,


Cemetery Alley, Skull Farm, Suicide Road,


Abuse Trench and Abyss Trench, Cesspool, Sticky Trench,


Slither Trench, Slimy Trench, Slum Trench, Bloody Farm.


Worm Trench, Louse Post, Bug Alley, Old Boot Street.


Gas Alley, Gangrene Alley, Gory Trench.


Dreary, Dredge, Dregs, Drench, Drizzle, Drivel, Bog.


Some frame the names of runs for frames of mind.


Tremble Copse, Wrath Copse, Anxious Crossroads, Howl,


Doleful and Crazy Trenches, Folly Lane,


Ominous Alley, Worry Trench, Mad Point,


Lunatic Sap, and then Unbearable


Trench, next to Fun Trench, Worry Trench, Hope Trench,


And Happy Alley.


How they swarm, the rats.


Fat beasts and frisking, yellow teeth and tails


Twitching and slippery. Here they are at home


As gaunt and haunted men are not. For rats


Grow plump in ratholes and are not afraid,


Resourceful little beggars, said Tom Thinn,


The day they ate his dinner, as he died.


Their names are legion. Rathole, Rat Farm, Rat Pit,


Rat Post, Fat Rat, Rats’ Alley, Dead Rats’ Drain,


Rat Heap, Flat Rat, the Better ‘Ole, King Rat.


They will outlast us. This is their domain.


And when I die, my spirit will pass by


Through Sulphur Avenue and Devil’s Wood


To Jacob’s Ladder along Pilgrim’s Way


To Eden Trench, through Orchard, through the gate


To Nameless Trench and Nameless Wood, and rest.


A.S. Byatt
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FOREWORD


The names of many people who came to inhabit my novels were taken, after happy, and minute examination, from the 1-inch sheets of the Ordnance Survey. The name of a river, farm or, more generally, village, was given to a character if the surrounding landscape and the sound of the word fitted his or her temperament, and mirrored in some way what their fate was going to be. In any case this seemed a sure method of making the name easy on the memory of the reader. Thus many Nottinghamshire villages, in name at least, have adorned – or otherwise – my books.


It gives me great pleasure to see Peter Chasseaud’s erudite analysis on the subject of nomenclature with regard to the Western Front in the Great War. Trench names from that conflict have always fascinated me, so not only should the book be of much use to historians, but it will also be a gold mine to the intelligent and questing tourist and battlefield enthusiast who roams the areas with which it deals. Above all, it will delight the general reader who has any feeling for that war.


The author of this work is the most knowledgeable person I know on the landscape and cartography of that murderous campaign, as all his former works prove. The same subjects have always been of great interest to me, and I recall talks with Dr Chasseaud a few years ago, concerning the necessity of some treatment about the multifarious trench names of the Western Front. The topic seemed to us full of arcane but real value.


I am therefore delighted to see that he has now completed a book, with its scholarly introduction, whose contents will remain memorable in the mind of whoever reads it. Such a volume does indeed deserve to reach a wide audience, and I do not see how it can fail to do so.


Alan Sillitoe


2006
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THE SCOPE OF THIS BOOK


This book is aimed at general readers and military historians interested in the First World War, particularly those who would like to be able to locate particular trenches on the map – perhaps with a view to visiting the ground. It should also appeal to those with family connections – possibly even with letters or diaries that mention a particular trench – with the Western Front. On a rather different level, it might prove of some value to those of a more academic bent who are curious about the ‘discourse’ of the Western Front as represented by its trench and topographical nomenclature.


Part Two includes a large Gazetteer of trench names and names of other tactical features, containing more than 24,000 names, listed alphabetically and by 1:10,000 trench map sheet. This list includes map references, enabling a trench to be found on trench maps in The National Archives (Public Record Office), in the Imperial War Museum, British Library and other archival collections, in my trench map atlas Topography of Armageddon or on the various Imperial War Museum/National Archives/Naval & Military Press CD Roms and DVDs. It has been compiled from maps in my own and other collections, and from certain official, divisional and regimental histories, and checked against an original but very incomplete listing compiled many decades ago at the Imperial War Museum.


As it is impossible in a book of this size to include all the trench and topographical names within the whole of the British Army area on the Western Front, I have decided to focus on the area and map sheets covering what John Masefield called ‘The Old Front Line’ – essentially that held by the British Expeditionary Force up to the opening of the Battle of the Somme in July 1916, and the major battles of the Somme, Ancre, Arras, Messines, Third Ypres and Cambrai, and also the 1918 battles. It is not guaranteed that every trench name, and certainly not every place, associated with these battles will be included, as I have had to limit the length of the Gazetteer, but sufficient names have been included from the later battles to give a flavour of naming practice and policy. Not all trench names appeared on the maps, and even the secret editions showing British trenches do not give all the names, which appear and disappear over time, usually as trenches were newly constructed or left to fall into disrepair. Often the more ephemeral manuscript and duplicated map sheets, as well as war diaries, regimental and divisional histories and various documentary and literary sources, are an important quarry to be mined for trench names, some of which (though very few) are very difficult to pin down to a specific location within a 500 yard sub-square.




EXPLANATORY NOTE


By British trench names I mean those appearing on British Army trench maps produced – largely by lithographic processes – during the 1914–18 war, and used during operations and also, as far as can be ascertained, those names that were used but either not shown on the maps, or only shown on manuscript or duplicated sketch maps. These names were given to both British and German trenches, and some of the British trenches retained names bestowed earlier by French troops serving in sectors taken over by the British. Moreover, German names were often used by the British where these could be determined from captured maps; sometimes these names were replaced by new British ones, and sometimes not. The same goes for French names for trenches taken over by the British. Occasionally, therefore, but not simultaneously, a trench would have two names, and possibly even three – for example a French trench on the Vimy Ridge captured by the Germans and renamed by them, and later renamed by the British. It has not been possible to determine all these changes of name, but some have been indicated where they are known.


While a trench name is generally understood to refer to a specific trench, within clearly defined limits – for example a communication trench might begin by a road behind the lines, and finish where it met the front-line trench, crossing reserve and support lines on the way – this is often not the case. Long stretches of trench were frequently divided up into shorter stretches, each with its own name. Now the problem here is that these named lengths of trench were not always clearly defined, and their limits were neither marked on the ground nor on the map. To overcome this problem, pinpoint map references were used in orders as well as the trench name, and the British front-line trench was usually not named at all on the trench map, but was divided into clearly delimited sections, each lettered and numbered to provide a precise location for the staff and the artillery. Boards carrying these designations were often erected in the front trench, facing to the rear, for the use of artillery observers behind the front line. These were sometimes called artillery boards (not to be confused with artillery map boards, or battery boards, which were often described as artillery boards).


A further problem is name drift or migration. This is particularly apparent in 1917 and 1918, when British or German advances led to old trenches being abandoned and new ones being dug nearby. Many cases exist in the Lens and Fonquevillers–Hébuterne sectors where old trench names have been appropriated for new trenches in the same vicinity, or for trenches formerly known by a different name. In several cases, the old name has been used to cover part of the trench it formerly designated, and also part of a new trench or a former British or German trench previously known by another name. An example of a map that specifically shows such changes is 3rd Field Survey Company’s Hendecourt special 1:20,000 sheet of November 1917, which states: ‘Detail and Trenches revised to 25-9-17; New Work to 12-11-17 shown in Green.’ This shows some old trench names crossed out and new ones added. In several places in this sheet, the old name was retained for part of the original trench, together with its new extension, while the remainder of the old trench was given a new name.1


Spelling and punctuation of trench names also changed over time, and between map editions, often through some misreading or maladroitness on the part of a map draughtsman, an example being that of Tara Redoubt, east of Albert, which in edition 3A of the Ovillers sheet (trenches corrected to 1 September 1916) became Tarn Redoubt. Many names had a considerable history of cartographic use, with opportunities at each stage of transfer for errors. The name originally bestowed by a unit in the line might first be painted on a board, and entered on to a rough sketch map by that unit. It might then be transferred by a draughtsman of an RE Field Company, under the Divisional CRE, responsible for trench construction and maintenance, on to that Company’s master manuscript map, using the topographical or trench map produced by the Army Topographical Section or, from February 1916, Field Survey Company (FSC), as a base map. Such drawings would then be used by the Topographical Section or FSC to compile the secret edition trench map showing the British trenches. In early 1917, when Corps Topographical Sections were formed, an additional intermediate stage of map production, and therefore a further source of error, was introduced. If drawings were sent home by the FSC to the Ordnance Survey at Southampton for fair drawing and printing, this created yet another possibility of error.


The dropping of an apostrophe was a common change, and in some cases it is very difficult to determine the original form of a name – for example Rat’s Alley, Rats’ Alley or Rats Alley – and in some cases alternative forms are given. The form given in this book should not therefore be considered definitive. The same goes for spelling, which was not always reliable or consistent on the maps. Names changed over the course of the war, the result being some curious distorted forms that only the study of successive map editions can elucidate. Rudkin House became Birdkin House, Mule Track became Mole Track, Sully Trench became Scully Trench. Nairne Street in the Thiepval Wood sector was also Nairn Street or Naire Street on other editions. Tara Redoubt (the correct name) on Tara Hill, east of Albert, appeared as Tarn Redoubt on an edition of September 1916.2 There are many other cases. Where they have been identified, these are indicated in the Gazetteer. Where French or German trench names were adopted, accents were often omitted and spelling sometimes anglicised.


We should also remember that names of localities, given by the troops and often appearing in orders with a map reference, were not always printed on the trench maps. For example, Tank Farm in the Ypres Salient, or Crucifix Corner (Bazentin-le-Grand) and Cosy Corner (Montauban) on the Somme. This goes for certain trenches and trench junctions as well, such as Trafalgar Square at Fricourt (Bois Français) or Leicester Square at Cuinchy.




METHOD AND ACCURACY OF BRITISH 1914–18 MAP REFERENCES


The British did not use a theatre grid on the Western Front. British 1:10,000 regular series trench maps (see index maps) formed quarters of 1:20,000 sheets, which in turn formed quarters of the 1:40,000 sheets of the Belgian national survey, the sheetlines of which were extended by the British over northern France. An alphanumeric reference system was based on the 1:40,000 sheet, which was divided into twenty-four zones, each designated by a capital letter (A–X), containing thirty or thirty-six numbered squares, each of 1,000 yards side. Each of these 1,000 yard squares was subdivided into four 500 yard squares, lettered a–d. Thus a reference such as K.17.c would define an area 500 yards square on the map. This was clearly insufficient for the provision of accurate (pinpoint) references so, following French practice, a system of decimal coordinates, using the south-west corner of the 500 yard square as its origin and giving easting before northing, was soon introduced, with the added refinement that additional figures could be used to indicate hundredths rather than tenths. In this way, a reference could now appear as K.17.c.4.3 (accurate to 50 yards), or as K.17.c.45.37 (accurate to 5 yards). It should be noted that this square reference system, based on the map sheet, was completely independent of the survey system used by the Field Survey Companies/Battalions of the Royal Engineers and by the Royal Artillery for predicted fire.


On some British map sheets, particularly in the Neuve Chapelle–Loos area in 1915, the reference squares were out of position by some 300 yards in a north–south direction.3 This means that positions given for trenches taken from 1915 sheets may well appear in a neighbouring square on 1916–18 sheets. Thus if a British 1915 trench cannot be found in square G 10 b on a 1917 Loos sheet, it might well appear in G 10 d. On the other hand it might not appear at all on the later sheet, even on a secret edition showing the British trench system, as many old trenches were allowed to become derelict, not being incorporated into the new defence scheme for that sector. The aim has been to give the general position of a trench within a 500 yard sub-square, and if the trench extends over several sub-squares to indicate its rough extent by giving all the sub-squares covering its extent. In the case of groups of German trenches named by the British, using a common name followed by the descriptive qualifier – e.g. Caliban Trench, Caliban Support, Caliban Reserve, Caliban Drive, Caliban Avenue, etc. – to save space only one entry has as a rule been given for the whole group, with its sub-square locator. Armed with this information, the researcher can then inspect the relevant squares of the map sheets in the National Archives (Public Record Office) at Kew or elsewhere. It may be necessary to look at several editions of the sheet, and particularly secret editions in the case of British trenches. A warning – in The National Archives catalogue, many of the secret editions of the 1:10,000 trench maps sheets are listed separately at the end of WO 297, in ‘Supplement to 1:10,000 (British) Series I’ (see opposite).




ARCHIVAL AND OTHER SOURCES


The most complete collection of trench maps, particularly for secret editions showing British trenches, is to be found in The National Archives (Public Record Office) at Kew (WO 153 and WO 297). The British Library, Bodleian Library (Oxford), Cambridge University Library, National Library of Scotland and other copyright libraries in the UK hold a certain number. The Imperial War Museum archive has reasonably good coverage. There are also significant holdings of trench maps in official archives in Australia, Canada and the United States.


The Imperial War Museum, in collaboration with Naval & Military Press, has produced a CD Rom of trench maps that provides an invaluable home-search tool. Naval & Military Press has also produced, in association with The National Archives, a set of DVDs of trench maps, including captured German maps. The Western Front Association has produced, in association with the Imperial War Museum, a series of DVDs covering its trench map collection.


In France, the most comprehensive archive of trench maps (plans directeurs) is to be found at the Service Historique de la Défense (Chateau de Vincennes, Paris), while in Germany the equivalent for Stellungskarten is the Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv at Freiburg-im-Breisgau; the archives of some of the individual German states (Bavaria, Württemberg, etc.) also contain significant holdings.




TREATMENT OF TRENCH, MAP SHEET AND PLACE NAMES IN THE TEXT


In the text, trench and other names given to features and localities are given in italics, thus: Idiot Trench, while the names of trench map sheets are referred to thus: Ovillers sheet, or (Longueval) after a name or group of trench names. The location of map sheets can be found from the index maps provided. In the Gazetteer, British 1914–18 map square references, as used on the trench maps, are given, as well as sheet numbers and names.


The spelling of place names (towns, villages, localities) is that which was current during the war, which is to say that the names appear as used on the maps and in the orders used by the BEF. In the case of Belgium, these were the French rather than Flemish forms; the former had been officially adopted by the Institut Cartographique Militaire – the Belgian national survey organisation. Names of places in France are as spelled by the Service Géographique de l’Armée, the French national survey organisation. British military maps followed these usages, which is not to say that there was total consistency in the orthography.




GLOSSARY














	ADS


	Advanced Dressing Station







	Alley/Avenue


	British communication trench







	BEF


	British Expeditionary Force in France and Belgium







	BFL


	British Front Line







	Boyau


	French communication trench (alley; literally gut)







	Breastwork


	Parapet built up (with sandbags, etc.) above ground level in wet areas, in place of trench







	Cadastrals


	Large-scale land registration plans







	Corons


	Settlement of coal miners’ cottages







	CRE


	Commander Royal Engineers







	CT


	Communication Trench (one linking front, support and reserve lines with the rear)







	Defended Localities


	Entrenched and wired areas behind keeps; part of sector defence scheme







	DGOS


	Director General of the Ordnance Survey







	Feste


	Redoubt (German)







	Formation


	Relatively permanent grouping of units or lower formations – e.g. brigade, division, corps, army







	Fort


	Strong-point, either permanent (e.g. concrete) or field work







	Fortin


	Small temporary field defence (French)







	Fortress


	Defended area comprising many forts, often around a town that itself is fortified – e.g. Verdun







	Fosse


	Pit (coal mine), and by association the adjoining slag heap







	Front Line


	Foremost infantry position; a traversed fire trench, from which saps went out into no man’s land to listening posts, bombing posts, etc.







	FSC/B


	Field Survey Company/Battalion, Royal Engineers, responsible for mapping and artillery survey







	GCTA


	Groupe de canevas de tir (French field survey unit – equivalent of British Field Survey Company/Battalion and German Vermessungs-Abteilung)







	GFL


	German Front Line







	GHQ


	General Headquarters (British) at Saint-Omer, then at Montreuil







	GHQ Line


	Rear defence position, normally comprising front, support and reserve lines







	GOC


	General Officer Commanding







	Graben


	Trench [German]







	GS


	General Staff (of Army, Corps or Division)







	GSGS


	Geographical Section of the General Staff (London)







	GS(I)


	General Staff (Intelligence)







	HQ


	Headquarters







	I


	Intelligence







	Keep


	Small post close behind support trench, with garrison of up to one platoon







	Line


	Either a single trench line or a defence position comprising front, support and reserve lines, e.g. the Hindenburg Line was in fact a position (Siegfried Stellung)







	MG


	Machine Gun







	No Man’s Land


	The killing zone between the opposing front lines; deserted by day (except for the occasional well-concealed sniper) but busy at night with patrols, wiring parties, etc.







	Nose


	A small salient formed by the trench lines of either side







	OBOS


	Overseas Branch of the Ordnance Survey







	OP


	Observation Post







	OS


	Ordnance Survey (Southampton)







	Plan Directeur


	French large-scale military survey







	Position


	Defence system, normally comprising front, support and reserve lines







	Post


	Forward position normally wired-in for all-round defence; in an attack usually refers to temporary advanced positions defending the main line of defence







	RA


	Royal Artillery







	RAP


	Regimental Aid Post







	RE


	Royal Engineers







	Redan


	Strongpoint comprising field work with two faces, forming salient angle







	Redoubt


	Strongpoint covering large area, square, polygonal or circular, organised for all-round defence; usually connected to main trench system by flanking trenches







	Reserve


	A reserve trench/reserve line was about 1,000–2,000m behind the support line







	Retrenchment


	Inner defence-line, or back-line







	RFA


	Royal Field Artillery







	RFC


	Royal Flying Corps







	RGA


	Royal Garrison Artillery (medium and heavy batteries)







	RHA


	Royal Horse Artillery







	Riegel


	German switch line or position, or retrenchment







	Sally Port


	Specially protected exit from breastwork into no man’s land, for use of patrols, wiring parties, etc.







	Sap


	Short dead-end trench running out into no man’s land, to provide a sentry, listening or sniper’s post







	SP


	Strong-Point; Sniper’s Post







	Stellung


	German defensive position, normally comprising front, support and reserve lines







	Stellungskarte


	German trench map







	Strasse


	German street







	Street


	Communication trench







	Support


	The support line was normally about 50m behind the front line, close enough for an immediate counter-attack to be made if the front trench was captured by the enemy







	Supporting Point


	Works or defended localities behind keeps; garrison from one company to one battalion







	Switch


	A trench obliquely linking a forward defensive position with one further back







	TM


	Trench Mortar







	Topo


	Topographical – as in Topographical Section, Topographical Survey







	Trench


	General word for variety of field works – e.g. traversed fire trench, communication trench, breastwork, etc. – providing protection from fire







	Trig


	Trigonometrical point







	Unit


	Self-contained tactical command – e.g. infantry battalion, RE field company, RA battery







	VA


	Vermessungs-Abteilung (German field survey unit), equivalent of French Groupe de canevas de tir and British Field Survey Company/Battalion







	WO


	War Office (London)







	Work


	A small fort or redoubt, similar to the French ouvrage and German Werk








Notes


1   3rd Field Survey Company Hendecourt special 1:20,000 sheet, Ed. 5: ‘Detail and Trenches revised to 25-9-17. New Work to 12-11-17 shown in Green.’ Author’s collection.


2   Sheet 57dSE4 Ovillers, Edn. 3A, Trenches corrected to 1-9-16. Ordnance Survey 1916. All trenches shown in red. Author’s collection.


3   For an explanation of this, see Chasseaud, Peter, Artillery’s Astrologers – A History of British Survey and Mapping on the Western Front, 1914–1918, Lewes: Mapbooks, 1999, Chapters 5, 7 and 10.




INTRODUCTION TO THE 2017 EDITION


The centenary years of the First World War are a most appropriate time for the publication by History Press of this revised, and greatly enlarged, edition. Its most significant feature is the doubling in size of the Gazetteer; it has grown from some 10,000 names and map references of trenches and topographical features to more than 24,000. Appearing in the 100th anniversary year of the Battles of Arras, Messines, Third Ypres (Passchendaele) and Cambrai, the enlarged Gazetteer commemorates the terrain nomenclature of these titanic engagements, a nomenclature that is for ever associated with human drama, heroism and tragedy.


With the development of new technology and wider marketing, digital versions of the trench maps themselves have become increasingly available on DVD and online. The original ‘paper landscape’ of the trench maps themselves can be inspected in the various archives noted above, and in the Gazetteer section (Part 2) of this book.


I am greatly indebted to A.S. Byatt for her kind permission to display her wonderful poem ‘Trench Names’ alongside Edmund Blunden’s elegiac ‘Trench Nomenclature’, which formed the frontispiece to the original edition.


Peter Chasseaud


Lewes, Sussex


2017




INTRODUCTION TO THE 2006 EDITION
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF TRENCH NAMES



The poet and memoirist Edmund Blunden encapsulated much of the heroism, humour, magic and myth and tragedy of the Western Front in his poem ‘Trench Nomenclature’, which first appeared in his masterpiece of war autobiography Undertones of War (1928), and which is reproduced as the frontispiece to this book. He summed it up thus: ‘Genius named them, as I live! What but genius could compress/In a title what man’s humour said to man’s supreme distress?’ He clearly believed that trench names and other battlefield nomenclature were important markers not only of the ‘topography of Golgotha’, as Wilfred Owen powerfully described the battlefield landscape, but also of the human condition. That is to say, those trench nameboards stood out on the battlefield as cultural signifiers, as way-markers not only to the troops but also to succeeding generations in trying to decode the confused and opaque operations and experiences of the Great War. There were more than 10,000 miles of Allied and German trenches on the Western Front, and every stretch of trench bore a name, or in some cases a number. Just as the network of trenches seamed the terrain and, intersecting the map grid, defined the coordinates and parameters of Armageddon, so their names equally provided a literary text which generated key cultural coordinates, as this study seeks to demonstrate. The patterns of naming created a cryptic cultural map that can be decoded.
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Trench signboard from the Fonquevillers sector, facing Gommecourt, of the Somme battlefield, now in the Imperial War Museum, London.





Writers and philosophers have always been fascinated by names. Charles Lamb linked being and naming when describing a state ‘… before we have existence, and a name’,1 while Shakespeare in A Midsummer Night’s Dream brilliantly described the imaginative process of naming, having Theseus speak of:




The poets’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling


Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven;


And, as imagination bodies forth


The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen


Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing


A local habitation and a name.





Shakespeare also linked the names of people and places in Twelfth Night, when Viola, replying to Olivia, announces her desire to ‘Halloo your name to the reverberate hills’.2 The landscape of the Western Front still reverberates to the names of 1914–18, and we are not faced with the problems acknowledged by Sir Thomas Browne when, in The Garden of Cyrus, he noted of the Garden of Eden that ‘Of deeper doubt is its Topography and Local designation’.3 But we might consider, in the context of the trench systems we are about to explore, the subtitle to his book: The Quincuncial Lozenge, or Net-work Plantations of the Ancients, Artificially, Naturally, Mystically considered.


Names are frequently powerfully evocative, and deal with repute; power is transferred by magical association, as the namers of boats, ships, racehorses, steam locomotives and express trains have always known. Millennia ago, that monument to ancestor worship that we know as the Old Testament, spoke of ‘them that have left a name behind them’.4 That names conjure up associations of grandeur or dread is a point made by many a writer. Samuel Johnson spoke of ‘the name, at which the world grew pale’,5 while Dryden described ‘A name to all succeeding ages curst’.6 In my youth we were all familiar with the words of the song ‘The British Grenadier’, which invokes ‘Hector and Lysander, and such great names as these’,7 and Lucan spoke not only of the heroes but also of the place names, when he described the Trojan Plain ‘where so many heroes have died’, and where those events ensured that now ‘no stone is nameless’, and observed that ‘there stands the shadow of a glorious name’. In the same breath, he recorded that Julius Caesar ‘walked around what had once been Troy, now only a name’.8 Battlefield tourism is not therefore a modern phenomenon (we generally think of the Waterloo battlefield as the first to be the subject of large-scale tourism), and just across the Dardanelles from Troy lies the tragic 20th-century battlefield of Gallipoli, now visited by hundreds of thousands every year. Heroes, though, are distinctly unfashionable at present.


Shakespeare, that great philosopher who was not unfamiliar with trench and mine warfare, asked ‘What’s in a name?’, with the implication that the name itself was irrelevant: ‘… that which we call a rose/By any other name would smell as sweet’.9 But, inverting the olfactory sense of this, should we believe that the names of stinking trenches are unworthy of consideration? The names given to trenches, and to other topographical and tactical features of the battlefield by the general staff, troops and cartographers during the First World War reveal a great deal about their cultural attitudes and identity. The classic study of British soldiers’ nomenclature, language and slang was The Long Trail – What the British soldier sang and said in 1914–1918, by John Brophy and Eric Partridge.10 This in fact was the end result of three earlier editions of a publication by those authors (both of whom had fought in the infantry on the Western Front): Songs and Slang of the British Soldier 1914–1918, first published in 1930.11 Of course, we are aware that degrees of censorship, and self-censorship, were applied to the various editions of this work, just as they were to the original war reporting, trench naming, letters home, and so on. That said, there are sufficient sources of cross-referencing, including many first-hand accounts, to enable us to take back-bearings to a great deal of the original thoughts and language.


For my generation – that of the Beatles – the crucial introduction to the same material was provided by reading Blunden, Jones, Sassoon, Graves, Rosenberg, Owen and others, and by Joan Littlewood’s masterly but distorted musical Oh! What a Lovely War of 1963, soon transformed into a film. Unfortunately, this simplistic view of the Great War as a matter of butchers, bunglers, lions and donkeys has more recently been perpetuated by the BBC’s Blackadder. Acting as a counterpoint, we did, however, have John Terraine’s magisterial BBC series of 1964, commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the outbreak of the war. War, as an integral part of the human condition, will always be with us, and its mysteries are perhaps more appropriately explored by Jones and Blunden (who fought) than by Littlewood, Curtis and Elton. That said, despite a historical attitude that annoys the current revisionists and post-revisionists (and post-revisionist synthesists?), there is clearly a great deal of real value – especially the irony and the humour – in both these later cultural manifestations of what Paul Fussell called The Great War and Modern Memory.12 Attitudes ingrained during the 1930s, which resurfaced in the 1960s, have proved remarkably tenacious and, it must be said in the light of subsequent events up to and including the Second Gulf War and the associated ‘War on Terror’, with a lot of justification. However, whatever the cynical attitudes of politicians and, to a lesser extent, commanders, the P.B.I. (Poor Bloody Infantry), as David Jones was at pains to point out, have always had to make the best of things, and developed their language and discourse accordingly. This is recognisable in Shakespeare, and in earlier authors.


The soldiers of each warring nation went through very similar experiences; the mincing machine did not look very different from either side. Although there are clear parallels between the naming practices of the British, French and Germans, there are distinct areas in which the presence of national characteristics suggest themselves. There is certainly a strong case for arguing that the British are distinguished by their use of humour and irony, while the Germans display a seriousness more in keeping with the dominant professional military culture of the Prussian General Staff Mentality. What typifies the French? Military tradition certainly, especially the campaigns and battles of Napoleon – La Gloire – and also a pride in French cultural achievements and the desire to commemorate officers killed in action.


Speaking of glory, is a number a name? Richard Holmes, in Redcoat, quotes an amusing story of a British officer, Colonel Poole, who rebelled at the thought of the old regimental numbers, ‘wreathed in glory’, giving way to names: ‘Damned names mean nothing. Since time immemorial regiments have been numbered according to their precedence in the Line.’13 Since then, soldiers have become equally attached to regimental names. Clearly the number of the regiment, say the 23rd Foot, served the same function as the name The Royal Welch Fusiliers. In that sense the number and the name fulfilled the purpose of designation and establishing an identity and focus of loyalty. They were, to all intents and purposes, the same thing. New Yorkers may feel the same about their numbered streets.


It is important to pause briefly to consider what a name is, and what it does. Naming is a profound human urge, the origins of which are lost in pre-history. That huge volume, the misnamed Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, tells us that the Old English word nama has cognates in all the Indo–European languages, including Sanskrit, Greek and Latin, and clinically defines a name as the particular combination of vocal sounds employed as the individual designation of a single person, animal, place or thing.14 That will do as a starting point, and immediately brings the realisation, as any walk around a district with a local inhabitant or glance at a map reminds us, that localities, places and topographical features are nearly always named. Geographers and cartographers call this toponymy.15 We name stars and planets, oceans and seas, mountains and hills, canyons, valleys and nullahs, deserts and rivers, cities, towns and villages, forests, woods and copses, and so on down to roads and alleyways. The earliest and closest approaches to toponyms, although not site-specific, were The Front, a term that had been used in the Boer War (and in the song of that period, ‘Goodbye Dolly Gray’) and probably earlier, and No Man’s Land. At various stages of the war, these had very specific geographical locations, but were so extensive that they could not be called proper names, whereas names of trenches or defensive positions were clearly associated with specific stretches of earthworks. As communication ditches joining up individual rifle pits and machine gun posts, it is not surprising that the names of trenches were usually related to streets, avenues, alleys and so forth. Further, the appellation ‘trench’ (less often ‘road’ or ‘street’, which were often used for communication trenches) usually meant a fire trench (front, support, reserve, often designated as such), while ‘avenues’ and ‘alleys’ (French boyau and German Weg or Gasse) were communication trenches.


We also love naming animals and our own homes and more mobile creations. Particularly imaginative names have been (and are) given to racehorses, and to sailing and steamships and steam locomotives, and indeed there was much cross-fertilisation in this respect. How we love the Golden Hind, the Cutty Sark and the Marie Celeste, with all their romance and magic. The Royal Navy dignified its ship of the line, Britain’s ‘wooden walls’ (and, later, ironclads and steel vessels) with magnificent names – Redoubtable, Indomitable, Indefatigable, Ajax, Achilles, Agamemnon, Dreadnought, etc. Many of these drew on classical accounts (notably Homer’s Iliad) and mythology. The Great Western Railway adopted many of these warship names for its locomotives, as did the London and North Western. An amusing account of locomotive naming, including the trawling of a classical dictionary and some unintentional howlers, was given in Volume I of MacDermot’s History of the Great Western Railway.16 Reverting to the question of names versus numbers, W.A. Tuplin, in his book North Western Steam, considered many names downright inappropriate, and concluded that if ‘one believes that the main purpose of a name is to give an engine a sonorous title, one may doubt the value of adding a name to the number that is in any case essential’. To him, ‘Eleven seventy three’ sounds at least as euphonious as The Auditor and ‘Fifteen ninety five’ more dignified than Wild Duck.17 One can’t help feeling that he was missing something! Many (but not all!) of the racehorse names given by the London and North Eastern Railway to its express locomotives seemed to fit. And surely the North British Railway got it right with its engines named after Walter Scott’s characters.


Military operations were also given names – sometimes as concealment devices (code-names) – e.g. BARBAROSSA, SEALION, NEPTUNE, OVERLORD – and more recently as ponderous political propaganda – OPERATION ENDURING FREEDOM in the case of the invasion of Iraq. Names have a particular psychological significance to men in action; as Winston Churchill pointed out in the Second World War, servicemen should not be called upon to risk their lives in operations named MICKY MOUSE, but rather in ANVIL or OVERLORD. Similarly, soldiers were more likely to make a big effort to capture Potsdam Trench than a set of merely numbered points. The propaganda point is obvious. The French in particular were rather keen on using derogatory names for German trenches – for example the Ouvrage de la Défaite or the Tranchée des Homosexuels in the Champagne region.


So what is a name for, and what does it do? It operates simultaneously on many levels. It is in some way more real and easy to grasp than any other way of describing features on the terrain. It is a sign and a signifier; it designates and it identifies. It is also a code-word; it encapsulates. If it does not already have multiple meanings and associations, it soon acquires them. That icy grip around the heart and sinking feeling in the stomach on being told you are destined to hold, or attack, a certain trench happens because you know the history of that bloody place. As David Jones knew very well, quoting Malory, the Western Front landscape spoke ‘with a grimly voice’.18


In the next war, Henry Reed wrote a wonderful poem (or rather Part I of his Lessons of the War) that he called Naming of Parts, in which he drew ironic parallels between the names, which soldiers had to learn by heart, of the parts of the deadly Lee–Enfield rifle and those of the life-creating sexualised ambience of the English springtime in which the men were being taught their lethal trade. The author remembers similar, less poetic but more forthright, instruction from regular NCOs regarding the problem of finding the lower cover on a Bren. Such names, in their specificity and the need to get them absolutely right, took on liturgical meaning, as David Jones rightly recognised.


Getting very close indeed to the phenomenon of trench naming, Gabriel Josipovici highlighted the ‘naming of parts’ of the Atlantic rock in William Golding’s novel Pincher Martin as a crucial cultural activity dealing with:




… one man’s struggle to retain his identity in the face of an alien nature. He is alone on a rock in the middle of the Atlantic, waiting to be rescued. It is vital for him to keep himself healthy and sane till rescue arrives, and the first thing he has to do if he is to achieve this is to humanise his rock, to ‘tame’ it and thus turn it into something he can control and understand. So he names its parts: Oxford Circus, Piccadilly, Leicester Square. To name is to master. Men give names to nature and make patterns which they superimpose on nature, whether it is simply by moving two stones to come into line with a third or building a city. This is culture, civilisation: the separation of oneself from nature.19





It is more than mere coincidence that Golding chooses these particular London street names; he was aware that they had already been utilised – as trench names – in not too dissimilar circumstances in wartime, when survival and sanity had also been key issues. So we need to control our environment, to render it comprehensible, to reduce its fearful dimensions closer to the human scale we can understand, and also, if possible, to make it familiar, homely and comfortable. These are all survival strategies. Neither is it mere coincidence that Golding’s rock turns out to be nothing more than the hollow of his tooth, felt by his tongue. Robert Graves told of a fellow officer, revisiting the Laventie sector after the war, using precisely the same metaphor to describe crawling over no man’s land on a night patrol. Describing the peacetime appearance of this absurdly small area, as compared with its seemingly extensive wartime dimensions, he compared it to the real size of a hollow in one’s tooth, as opposed to the great crater felt by one’s tongue.20
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Detail of manuscript map of Ploegsteert Wood, Belgium, late 1914 or early 1915, showing named features, trenches, breastworks and duckboard or corduroy tracks.





In 1903 Jack London, in The People of the Abyss, described the East End of his namesake city in terms of ‘solid walls of brick, the slimy pavements … screaming streets’,21 while four years later, in a fascinating inversion of the usually accepted chronological relationship between trench names and city streets, Joseph Conrad, anticipating the First World War by seven years, described a London thoroughfare in his book The Secret Agent as a ‘short and narrow street like a wet, narrow trench’, and again as a ‘slimy, deep trench’.22 Doubtless the analogy had suggested itself to earlier authors. In late-1914 and in 1915, several trenches on the Western Front were lined with brick (archaeologists have recently uncovered two such, at St Yvon in Belgium and Auchonvillers on the Somme), thus turning the trope back on itself. We shall see later that London names feature prominently among trench names in France and Flanders, much more so than those of Paris or Berlin.


Following the introduction of trench names at the front at the very outset of trench warfare during the Battle of the Aisne (September 1914), new topographical and trench names moved into popular culture remarkably quickly. In a period when censorship was still relatively relaxed, The Illustrated London News for 4 September 1915 carried several drawings by an officer in the Ploegsteert Wood sector, showing various British military constructions and dugouts dating from the winter of 1914–15, with nameboards proclaiming Somerset House, Hotel de Lockhart, Plugstreet Hall and Scawby. The commentary claimed that the drawings of Plug Street Hall and other ‘rustic residences’ built by soldiers at the front ‘in a style suggestive of Robinson Crusoe’s hut, illustrated the British soldier’s love of home and his capacity for making himself comfortable in the most adverse circumstances’. A correspondent of The Times wrote of Ploegsteert Wood that the Army knew it as Plug Street, and was proud of it, its defence being ‘one of the best-remembered episodes along this battle-front’. In it, he continued:




a forest town of comfortable dug-outs has been laid out, new roads have been constructed upon which the men can reach any portion of the wood dry-shod … We passed up the ‘Haymarket,’ which in Plug Street, as in London, led us to ‘Piccadilly Circus,’ off which in some geographical confusion branched not only ‘Regent Street’ but ‘Fleet Street’ as well. The Strand and Oxford Circus also have their counterpart here … Spy Corner and Dead Horse Corner bring one back to the realities of Plug Street.





He also noted that in the spring of 1915 these routes were all deep in mud, and the men laid ‘corduroy’ tracks on top – primitive duckboard tracks and plank roads – comprising small branches laid across stouter parallel branches.23


The popular song of 1914 that saw the Regular Army marching off to war – ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’ – contained that still well-known refrain ‘Goodbye Piccadilly, farewell Leicester Square’. But in fact the survivors of the first encounters carried those London thoroughfares with them, and planted them deep in the soil of France and Flanders. Archaeologists are still finding them; below the disturbed and ploughed surface, the old trenches, duckboards, bones, ammunition, grenades and other battlefield detritus survive, in varying states of decomposition and metamorphosis depending on the height of the water table and the chemical conditions of the terrain. For Dr Johnson, Virginia Woolf and many other Londoners, London was a celebration of life itself, but all too many of the optimists who named and inhabited the trenches failed to return to their mother city.


The names were also planted in journalistic accounts and literary works. Ian Hay, in his upbeat, fictionalised, autobiographical account of a Scottish unit in the first Kitchener Army in 1914–15, The First Hundred Thousand, published in 1916, chose to use real trench names from a part of the front – the Bois Grenier sector, south of Armentières – with which he was familiar and which, like those of the Ploegsteert Wood sector described above, were largely London names.24 One result of this, as was the case with the earlier cartoon work of Bruce Bairnsfather, was that the public (and soldiers still in Britain) became extremely familiar with trench-naming practice. Elsewhere in his account Hay mentions dugouts named Potsdam View and Maxim Villa, a British trench called Orchard Trench, and an old German communication trench, Unter den Linden, while farther south in the Loos sector he speaks of Fountain Alley, Scottish Trench, Central Boyau, Bart’s Alley, Fosse Alley and the Hohenzollern Redoubt with its attendant Big Willie and Little Willie, names forever associated with the battle of September–October 1915. Henry Williamson later conjured them up in the inter-war period when revisiting the battlefields he had fought over.


The classic literature of the Western Front immediately brings trench names to the attention of the reader. Robert Graves, Siegfried Sassoon, Edmund Blunden, David Jones, Isaac Rosenberg and many others make very deliberate use of them to set the scene and evoke associations. They were, of course, writing for an audience, many of whom had had a classical education, which was very familiar with the events and culture of the front – many of their readers had themselves served in France and Flanders – so these trench names provide crucial mental, historical and geographical reference points, and anchors to the terrain. When Graves wrote of the Hohenzollern Redoubt, Brick Trench, Maison Rouge Alley, Mine Point, the Pope’s Nose, the Brickstacks and the Duck’s Bill,25 he was documenting precise locations and moments of the Battle of Loos, in which he participated, and also evoking events, memories and associations. All this is a kind of referencing. The name becomes the key to open the data-bank, the password to enter the archive.


A significant parallel is the practice by emigrants of attaching familiar names from home to the new, wild or hostile territory they are colonising. A good example of this is the naming of places by English and French settlers in the American Colonies, or indeed in any part of their empires. This process undoubtedly staked a claim, but also established continuity with the past, and a sense of familiarity and security. A new label was attached to a place; the old native label was usually (but not always) discarded in the process. After the immediate and violent colonising phase, map-makers were often keen to find out the old native names for places.


Wittgenstein noted that ‘naming is something like attaching a label to a thing. One can say that this is preparatory to the use of a word. But what is it a preparation for?’,26 and also that ‘… a great deal of stage-setting in the language is presupposed if the mere act of naming is to make sense’.27 This suggests that names are associated with a certain theatricality. Of course, we already speak of the ‘theatre of war’, so we should not be too surprised to find this scene-setting, especially for something the military actually call a ‘set-piece’ battle and for which they arrange a ‘dress rehearsal’. The notion that the name is a preparation for something – an event – is something that our context of military operations immediately clarifies; it is a preparation for defence or attack, for those very operations that provide the context. It is the case, for example, that the British named the German trenches at Gommecourt and on the Somme front in 1916, immediately before attacking those very trenches. Wittgenstein’s label metaphor is particularly apposite in the case of trenches and many other battlefield features, for they were indeed labelled. Each trench was signed with one or more name-boards which did exactly that.


Although Bertrand Russell came up with the odd idea that the referent of a name was its meaning, he sensibly commented that the point of names was that they referred. Roger Scruton, seizing on this observation, agreed that ‘this must be the fundamental fact about the meaning of a name’.28 And in military terms this is the crucial function of a trench name; it rigidly designates a military defence line, defended locality, attack objective or communication route, particularly for artillery bombardment fire (‘artillery preparation’, which is offensive, or ‘counter-preparation’, which is defensive) as a specific geographic location. As plotted on the map (with its name), a trench is defined in space by its three-dimensional cartesian coordinates – i.e. two dimensions (x and y) of planimetry, and one dimension (z) of height. It exists in this geodetic matrix as a fly does in amber. This mathematical placing is, as has been suggested, crucial for artillery work, for if the guns are also similarly located on our three-dimensional grid, the exact range, bearing and vertical angle-of-sight of the trench as a target (assuming it is correctly plotted on the map) can be calculated or found graphically on an artillery board and, assuming no ballistic and atmospheric errors, the shells will find their target.29


But as well as this primary function of a trench name, there are many others, and an attempt is made in this book to suggest what these might be. A model of the naming function might include:














	Trench Name


	 







	Primary Function


	Secondary Functions







	(Tactical)


	(Psychological/Cultural)







	Important for commanders and staff


	Important for front-line troops







	Content: Precise geographical location (pinpoint map refs)


	
Content: Control of hostile environment


Security, reassurance & mnemonic


Homely associations


Regimental or group associations


Nostalgia


Humour


Irony, etc.









Thus in terms of the primary or tactical function, any name might do. However, when it comes to the secondary functions, any name clearly will not do. The name chosen, whether through a careful thought process or by a flash of humour or other inspiration, has to be ‘right’ – it has to fit the case, whatever the desiderata of the troops happen to be. While the primary function is purely tactical, the secondary functions are all clearly social and psychological in some way. Indeed, we might reverse the ranking; for the front-line infantry the social and psychological functions were primary, and the tactical function secondary. For them the important thing is the group. The great military thinker Clausewitz recognised the supreme importance of morale (as well as training and experience) in overcoming the danger, toil, chance, uncertainty and friction generated by war.30


Philosophers have, in recent years, considered the nature of proper names rather than common ones. Gottlob Frege31 held that proper names have sense as well as reference, in contradistinction to John Stuart Mill’s belief, currently supported by Saul Kripke,32 that they only had a reference function. To Kripke, proper names are ‘rigid designators’, whose reference operates through an external causal chain linking one’s use of a name to the original occasion on which the name was first assigned to that person or place, not through any ‘sense’ which one attaches to them. In this ‘causal theory of reference’, as the name is passed on from person to person, all that is necessary for the name to be used successfully to refer to the place originally named by it is that each subsequent user should intend to refer to the same place as the name was used to refer to by the person from whom he received the name. This does not answer all the questions, and Gareth Evans points out that it cannot cope with some of the ways in which names change their reference over time.33


Some philosophers have also been puzzled by the use of the names of fictional characters and places, considering that fictional characters and places do not exist; if they did, they would not be fictional.34 Here we enter the intriguing territory of the fictional domain, and the possibility of cross-over, or transference between the fictional (or magical) and the real world. To David Jones, Ploegsteert was Broceliande; the Ypres Salient became the enchanted forest of the grail legend. We have to accept that the storyteller and the artist operate on a metaphysical level, and that there is more than one reality. We only have to read Paul Fussell’s stimulating book The Great War in Modern Memory, or Richard Holmes’s comprehensive Tommy, to realise that the ‘reality’ of the Western Front was different to different people, and that our current conception of it is coloured by their different memories and agendas, as well as by their artistic and literary creations.


After he had been severely wounded on the Somme, Robert Graves included in a poem about the episode an amazing passage about being carried away on a stretcher past ‘the door that Cerberus guards’ and then, not the usual signboard – To Dressing Station – but ‘an old Greek signpost’ pointing To Lethe. His classically educated audience would understand exactly his references to death.35


A name encapsulates a shared understanding of location, properties and experience, as well as other levels of shared cultural associations. Thus if I speak to you of Glastonbury Tor, I am releasing in your mind everything you know about that place, including all its Arthurian associations – the name speaks volumes, and also conjures up visual images. It is thus a vital shorthand, a code-word, which enables us to communicate a mass of information in the briefest possible time, and avoids the use of clumsy map coordinates (which would normally be used in written orders in any case, to provide precision and avoid vagueness).


A map is, of course, a text of a sort, and we commonly speak of ‘reading a map’. However, in a very literal way we read the names on a map, and they form a text that can be decoded in a cultural sense. This is not the place to enter into a discussion of late 20th-century literary or cultural ‘Theory’, but in a very real sense this book aims to decode the trench names found on the maps, and to reconstruct some of the cultural structures that informed them.


Being printed on the map next to the feature, the name creates mental links and associations between the ground, the map, the soldiers fighting over that terrain, the commanders planning operations in the rear, and the politicians, newspapers and public at home. Simplified maps appeared in the newspapers. If the communiqué spoke of heavy fighting at the Hohenzollern Redoubt, all were immediately connected by those two words of the name.


War artists recognised the iconic nature of battlefield name boards and signs. William Roberts, the vorticist, produced a pen and watercolour piece that he entitled: In the Ypres Sector: an infantry duck-board track being shelled by the Germans. By this track he featured prominently a sign proclaiming Overland to KIT and KAT, the names of two positions in enemy territory prior to the Third Battle of Ypres.36


That trench names were potent cultural signifiers was recognised in 1918 by Charlie Chaplin, who had trench name boards prominently featured at a trench junction for a publicity still for his 1918 film Shoulder Arms. The names in question were Rotten Row and Broadway,37 both names of actual British trenches (and London streets), but carefully chosen for their London and New York associations signifying Allied solidarity. In a less striking vein, the ‘mock trenches’ that were dug in Kensington Gardens, at Blackpool, and other locations during the war, for both training and propaganda purposes, were adorned with nameboards to complete the illusion of reality. On Salisbury Plain, and also at Bovington and other training areas in the UK, systems of practice trenches were complete with the names of their German counterparts in France, including the Hohenzollern Redoubt.


Similarly, photographs and paintings reproduced in post-1918 books commonly included trench nameboards (and others); their iconic quality appealed to the authors and editors. Such books often also featured trench maps, another example of iconic imagery, on many of which the names of the trenches and other key points were printed. It is no accident that both the first edition of Graves’s Goodbye to All That (1928) and the edition of Sassoon’s Memoirs of an Infantry Officer illustrated by Barnett Freedman (1931) carried images of trench maps (photograph and graphic respectively) on their dust jackets (Goodbye to All That also included some reproductions of trench maps bound into the text), while the first edition of David Jones’s In Parenthesis (1937) included a sketchy drawing by Jones of a trench map). One recent book contained six photographs of trench signboards, the signboards proclaiming: Savoy Grill (1915, Company HQ), Marschstrasse 4/Seven Dials, Oblige Trench (north-west of Wytschaete; with trench name deleted by the censor), Field Dressing Station, Railway Alley and Gas Alert Off (Cambrin), and 2nd F.A. (Field Ambulance). The author noted: ‘Seven Dials being in a part of London near the “Tipperary” places Piccadilly and Leicester Square, perhaps there was a subtext of nostalgia as well as wit in the choice of name.’38 Tony Ashworth’s book on trench warfare included a photograph of officers at a dugout entrance in early 1915, with a trench nameboard proclaiming The Strand clearly visible.39 Another popular book included a photograph of the huge signboard the Germans erected in Péronne at the time of their retreat to the Hindenburg Line in 1917: Nicht ärgern, nur wundern! (Don’t be angry, just be amazed!)40 This sign still exists in the Péronne Historial de la Grande Guerre. In the current iconography of the First World War, trench nameboards are always an essential part of the classic image presented. Displays at the Imperial War Museum and the National Army Museum both include replicas of sections of trench, complete with nameboards (Bully Alley in the NAM), rats, dugouts, corrugated iron, trench periscope, sentry with rifle on the firestep, duckboards, grenade boxes, signal rockets, etc.


So far we have looked at wider cultural reasons for naming, but we should also look at the more narrow utilitarian functions of trench names. Above all, in strictly operational terms, a name is convenient and efficient; more efficient, in fact, than grid references alone. Staff officers soon learned that the too slavish use of grid references, or rather their 1914–18 square reference equivalents, was not only clumsy and time-consuming but also led to errors in orders. Much better to say that the 11th Royal Sussex will capture and consolidate Stuff Trench, than to order that battalion to attack the trench between X.17.d.4.3 and X.24.c.5.6. Provided, of course, that all concerned were issued with the appropriate map, on which the trenches and brigade and battalion boundaries were marked, the objective could be seen at a glance and the company and platoon boundaries and objectives easily assigned.


Apart from the purely practical value of easy identification of a specific section of defences – while map square references were essential for precise pinpointing and artillery work, the naming of features and trenches helped to make spatial and conceptual sense of the battlefield, names being easily associated and remembered, unlike numbers, and were particularly useful in emergencies when there was no time to recall or look up square references. A name commemorates, reminds and encourages. It also comforts, and helps combatants to make some sort of sense, or nonsense, of where they are and what is happening to them. Humour, irony, pathos and sentiment all play a part. Soldiers like to remind themselves of home.


A name also implies permanence of a sort, so it tells us something about the nature of trench, or position, warfare. A trench is a place for living in, and also a protected way of getting from one point to another – a route. The simultaneous familiarity and means of communication thus implied immediately suggests the domesticity and bustle of city life, so it is no surprise to find innumerable groups of trenches whose names reflect the familiar thoroughfares of urban living – the English, Scottish, Irish or Welsh street network metamorphosed into the shell-blasted French or Belgian rural landscape. This theme is developed in Chapter VII.


Names of places, woods and localities already existed of course, and were printed on the national maps. More local names were to be found on the larger-scale cadastral plans, kept by the mayor of each village. Some of the first names used by the troops arriving in a new sector were these pre-existing names; those they found too unfamiliar, or simply too much of a mouthful, they anglicised in a way long familiar in the Royal Navy in which HMS Bellerophon was english’d as Billy Ruffian; thus Ploegsteert became Plugstreet, Wytschaete became White Sheet, Goedevaeresvelde became Gertie Wears Velvet, and Auchonvillers became Ocean Villas, Delville Wood became Devil’s Wood, Fonquevillers became Funky Villas, Leuze Wood became Lousy Wood, Gris Pot became Grease Pot, Monchy Breton became Monkey Britain, and so on.


The first headquarters buildings and those used as observation posts, before they were reduced by shelling to heaps of rubble, were named with affectionate irony after hotels, music halls or pubs – the Ritz, Savoy, Maxims, Carlton Grill, Coliseum, etc. Maxims, of course, when in the front line at Ploegsteert Wood, had a double meaning. While the main purpose of such names was easy identification, they served a secondary purpose in providing a measure of security. A name would act as a code-word; if overheard by the enemy in a telephone conversation (a common source of intelligence) it might not easily be identified. But it also introduced a comforting, if illusory, element of home and safety into a lethal, dirty and uncomfortable reality. Such pretence became a consistent feature of the battlefield.


We find names popping up on every front, and in every army. The 1915 Gallipoli campaign provides a rich harvest, as does the Salonica (Macedonia) front, Palestine, Mesopotamia, the Eastern Front; in fact everywhere. This phenomenon is only briefly examined here. The tradition continued in the next war, with its Maginot Line, Siegfried Line, its Knightsbridge and Admin Box. RAF bomber crews named the heavily defended Ruhr target area Happy Valley, with the same fine irony that served the same purpose so well in the previous war.


Names of trenches and localities were quick to seize the imagination of the war poets and memoir-writers (often the same people). Blunden was not the only poet or writer to recognise the particular ironic and mesmeric quality of trench names; David Jones built the trench and topographical names into the structure of his epic prose poem In Parenthesis (1937), in which he created ‘a veritable litany’ including Pecantin (or Picantin), Le Plantin, Cats Post and Dogs Post, Rags Post and Bones Post, Mole hole Keep, Croix Barbée, and Gorre, to whose shelter relieved troops returned from the isolated posts known as the Islands, or (with the twist of a Shakespearian reference to mine warfare in its tail) from the Duck’s Bill, ‘where his concavities is sufficient’.41


The names permeated the post-Great War popular and literary imagination. In that modernist milestone of post-war self-examination of the decadent state of Western civilisation, The Waste Land (1922), the American T.S. Eliot (who had spent the war in London) wrote, if not with the trenches in the forefront of his mind, then certainly with them seared in recent memory: ‘I think we are in rats’ alley/Where the dead men lost their bones.’42


Paul Fussell, in his influential book The Great War and Modern Memory,43 developed this idea of a specific First World War vocabulary, and in particular of irony as its dominant mode. Not far removed from this is the mournful and gallows humour, so common in trench names. It is therefore vital to venture at least a little way up this ‘sap of retrogression’, as Blunden might have called it.


Irony


The horrors of trench warfare – indeed of any type of war – have been so thoroughly documented in an extensive literature that readers should need no reminding that it was not just out in no man’s land, and in fighting through the enemy position, that soldiers were exposed to wounds, mutilation and death. The routine business of ‘holding the line’, even in so-called ‘quiet sectors’, was a lethal one. Skulls were split by snipers’ bullets, shrapnel balls or shell splinters; men were blown apart by shells or trench mortar bombs; whole sections or platoons were disintegrated, pulped or entombed by mines exploded in galleries deep below them; lungs and mucous membranes were eroded by gas, men choking and drowning. Even without hostile action by the enemy, life was often hideous with the discomforts of dirt, smell and lice, and the painful or deadly hazards of exposure and trench feet. Irony was clearly one way of living with all this.


The ironic mode of trench naming is only one of several, and we should not be carried away by the ideas of literary commentators who, holding that irony was the supreme mode of soldierly poetic expression in the First World War, intimate that we should view everything in ironic terms. Much trench naming was totally without irony – for example that which had the function of commemorating comrades killed in action or died of wounds, or appealed to a sense of regimental history. Nevertheless, a great deal was ironic in its intention, or became ironic as the war’s cumulative horrors unfolded (one of the ways in which names change their meaning). The naming of trenches after the familiar streets of home towns and cities may originally have had a simple function that became overlain with irony. The original act of naming may not have been made with contrast in mind, but contrast there certainly was. Often the irony was in the ambiguity.


By irony we usually imply that meaning is expressed using language that, in normal usage, would express the opposite – we encounter here a binary opposition or inversion. There is a silent ‘I don’t think!’ about many such names, which highlight the huge discrepancy between an expected (or desired) and an actual state of affairs – for example, Rose Cottage, or Happy Valley. This ironic spirit, conscious or not, and even if not the dominant mode, was widespread. Giving trenches pompous (high-status?) metropolitan names such as Pall Mall, Piccadilly, Park Lane or Bond Street may, or may not, immediately imply ironic intention, but it was impossible not to be aware of the stupefying contrast between the iconic original model and the stinking, muddy reality of the narrow ditch so named.


The names emphasise the contradictory or ill-timed outcome of events as if mocking the fitness of things. The ancient Greeks used tragic irony to reveal to the audience the tragic or fatal significance of a character’s words or actions, while making it clear that the character is unaware of such significance. In the First World War, however, the players were only too well aware. And yet forms of irony persisted. In the Hill 60, Caterpillar and Battle Wood area south-east of Ypres, the British named a system of German trenches ‘Immovable’ – Immovable Trench, Immovable Support, Immovable Row, Immovable Avenue – in the full knowledge that these very trenches were to be bombarded by heavy artillery and then blown sky-high by British deep mines at the opening of the Messines battle on 7 June 1917. As General ‘Tim’ Harrington, Second Army’s Chief of Staff, told journalists on the eve of this battle: ‘Gentlemen, I don’t know whether we are going to make history tomorrow, but at any rate we shall change geography.’44


Ironic contrasts in terms of juxtaposition of names are also striking; in the Westroosebeke sheet we find Wonderland cheek by jowl with Whitechapel, as well as Radio and Void Farms, Spider and Vindictive Cross Roads. Here we cross the border between irony and serendipity.
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Signboard, much perforated by shell splinters, from the Western Front, now in the Imperial War Museum, London.





Serendipity


Horace Walpole coined this word in 1754 from the old name of Ceylon, having in mind the fairy tale ‘The Three Princes of Serendip’, whose heroes ‘were always making discoveries, by accidents or sagacity, of things they were not in quest of’. Our reaction to trench names is very much in this serendipitous realm of accidentally making happy and unexpected discoveries, not least in their juxtapositions. A glance at the Gazetteer that makes up Part Two of this book will confirm this, but much of the serendipity depends upon the way the names are sorted. As far as the intentions of the namers are concerned, the most important thing is to look at the original map for it is only by doing so in the map-and-landscape-space, a space at once geographical and conceptual, that the original juxtapositions are found. It is then that the intentions of the name-bestowers become clear.
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PART ONE




I


TRENCHES AND THE LANDSCAPE


The first part of this chapter looks at how the trench system developed and became part of the landscape, while the second part examines the way in which the battlefield landscape and the natural world were perceived and mythologised by the troops, and the impact this had on trench naming. The following chapters follow the development of naming along the front, and focus on specific naming themes.


The Development of Trenches and Trench Systems
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Early 18th-century plan of the siege of Béthune (1710), showing, on the right, the attacking trenches and batteries of the Duke of Marlborough’s forces. The ‘Aproches’ zig-zagged between the successively advanced ‘parallels’ in a way that exactly prefigured First World War communication trenches (approaches or avenues). The batteries fired at Vauban’s fortifications until a breach was made, and when this was deemed ‘practicable’ the infantry assault was launched.





Historical Overview


Trenches and field fortifications were not a new concept and have existed in various forms since pre-history. A principal feature of warfare in the medieval and renaissance periods (Leonardo da Vinci was a military engineer), they had assumed a new importance with the invention of gunpowder and firearms, and by the 17th century sieges had become intricate and scientific affairs with a vast trench vocabulary, much of which survived into the 20th century. Readers of Lawrence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1757) will recognise, in Uncle Toby’s development of sieges in miniature on his bowling green, the parallels (in more than one sense) between early 18th-century siege warfare and the Western Front in 1914–18, including the use of mortars. The Crimean and American Civil Wars of the 19th-century saw the widespread use of trenches and breastworks, while the Russo–Japanese War of 1904–5 and Balkan Wars of 1912–13 drove home the message that trench warfare was likely to be a significant feature of early 20th-century conflict, at least at certain stages of operations.


Permanent fortifications had always been named for identification, and earlier wars had seen names given to temporary field works for the same reason, for example the La Bassée Lines and Louis XIV’s Ne Plus Ultra Lines of Marlborough’s time, and Wellington’s Lines of Torres Vedras in the Peninsula. In the Crimean War, the Great Redoubt and Lesser Redoubt crowned the heights of the Alma, the Sandbag Redoubt appeared, and the prolonged siege of Sebastopol was executed according to classic siege-war principles. Many features and works here were named accordingly: the Great Redan, Little Redan and Malakoff redoubts defending Sebastopol, the Mamelon, McKenzie’s Heights, Frenchman’s Hill, Greenhill, Tryon’s Trench, the Cochorn Battery, Lancaster Right and Left Batteries, the Allied Picquet House, Left, Right and New Boyaux (approaches or communication trenches), Victoria Redoubt and the 1st to 5th Parallels, from the last of which the Allied assault was launched. Several of these names were to reappear on the Western Front in 1914–18.


The practice of naming defensive lines continued after the Crimean and American Civil Wars, with the Bulair Lines defending the Gallipoli Peninsula and the Chataldja Lines defending Constantinople in the Balkan Wars, and so forth. Most of the defence lines took their names from the local topography. On the Eastern Front in 1914, the Germans held back the invading Russians on the Angerapp Line in East Prussia. In the west, 1914 saw many permanent fortifications facing the German invader, and in key defensive zones such as Serré de Rivière’s Verdun–Nancy–Belfort fortress belt defending France’s eastern frontier there were many named forts, ouvrages, batteries and so forth. When these were augmented by temporary earthworks, it was natural that they should be similarly named. Thus another reason for trench naming was historical precedent – it had always been done, and had been picked up by regular soldiers and others from reading regimental and campaign histories.


1914 – The Start of Trench Warfare


The infantry soldiers of 1914 were trained in the first instance to dig individual scrapes and rifle pits with their ‘grubbers’ or entrenching tools, which they all carried, and with which they quickly dug in at Mons and Le Cateau. If no forward movement was possible or rearward movement intended, they were trained to link these up into fire trenches as soon as possible. Sections of fire-trench were then linked laterally to provide communication between sections, platoons, companies and then battalions, and also forward and backward to provide communication between firing line, supports and reserves, and with headquarters. All this was provided for in pre-war training manuals.


This pattern had developed on the Aisne in September 1914 within two weeks of movement coming to a halt, with Field Companies of the Royal Engineers helping to survey and construct defences. In open country, modern weapons made it quite impossible to move in daylight without such communications, and even at night heavy casualties could be expected in moonlight, or when the enemy were equipped with flares. In any case, even if illumination was lacking, the ground would be swept by rifles and machine guns firing on fixed lines. Brigadier General Hunter-Weston was proud of the trenches constructed by his 11th Brigade, and exhorted his battalion commanders to take the education of their officers in trench construction very seriously. On 30 September 1914 his brigade major sent the following message to each battalion (Hants, Rifle Brigade, Somersets, East Lancs):




Brig-Gen is desirous that all the Officers of the battalions should profit by the experience of entrenching under active service conditions which is now afforded by our sections of defence. He is of opinion that most of the work [which] is now executed is admirable. He directs therefore that commanding officers will go round the whole section of defence with half the officers of their battalions today and with the other half tomorrow pointing out for instruction purposes the good and bad points of the various works.1





The troops again dug in during the encounter battles of La Bassée and First Ypres in October and November 1914, and at the end of these battles the trench system again solidified, as it had on the Aisne. Trenches, or in waterlogged terrain breastworks (as in parts of the Ypres Salient and long stretches of the line southwards to Festubert and Givenchy) were essential for survival, and some form of primitive ‘splinter-proofs’ or dugouts had to be provided for protection from fire and the weather. In the winter of 1914–15, the infantry and engineers watched helplessly as trenches filled with water and sandbag breastworks spread and sank into the slime. The most that could be done in several low-lying parts of the front – notably the Lys Valley and parts of the Ypres Salient – was to construct short lengths of revetted breastwork (‘grouse butts’ or ‘islands’), reached only by night by an overland route, which could be held by outlying pickets, most men of the front battalions remaining in ‘keeps’, ruins and villages behind the front line. Where possible, wire was strung out in front of these meagre defences to improve their security. Grim ground conditions were nothing new in warfare, or in Flanders. Uncle Toby, in Tristram Shandy, declared that ‘Our armies swore terribly in Flanders’.
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British and German front breastworks in the low-lying Richebourg sector facing the Aubers Ridge, May 1915. The British front breastwork is two-thirds of the way up the photo, and beyond that lies no man’s land and the German front breastwork. Further on again rises the Aubers Ridge.





Trenches systems did not grow at random. Vital to their planning and siting were the experts in field works – the Divisional Royal Engineers, and the all-important ‘defence scheme’ for each sector that detailed the units and sub-units responsible for holding each trench or feature, their dispositions and ‘stand-to’ positions, and their deployment to meet an expected attack. The scheme included support and reserve positions, and routes to be used to reinforce and counter-attack. Over an extended period of time, the relationship between a defence scheme and trench system was symbiotic; the original defence scheme determined the trace of the trenches on the ground (though this was also partly inherited from the first scrapes and diggings of the initial encounter battles), and where brigadiers, divisional, corps and army commanders felt that there needed to be changes or developments these took concrete form in the shape of new trenches, dugouts and tunnels, machine gun and mortar emplacements, battery positions, etc. The pattern of trenches might also be changed in response to geological and terrain conditions – an old, waterlogged line would be abandoned and replaced by a new line on higher ground, or an exposed position on a forward slope would be replaced by a protected one (with a good field of fire) on a reverse slope, leaving only observation posts forward, with saps running back to the new line.


1915 – Trench Systems Develop


German policy for 1915 was to remain on the defensive in the west while attacking to finish off the Russians in the east. They therefore dug deep and well, constructing a practically impregnable position that included, wherever possible, deep dugouts in which their machine gunners could shelter during the preliminary bombardment. In the battles of the winter of 1914–15 in the Champagne, Joffre ‘nibbled’ at the German position, incurring high casualties in the process – a sort of attrition in reverse. This put the Germans even more on the defensive.


When the 27th Division took over trenches in the St Eloi sector from the French on 6 January 1915, they found them ‘wide ditches mostly, very uncared for, ankle, knee and even waist deep in liquid mud’.2 Despite the grim weather and dreadful ground conditions (in the winter of 1914–15 men had to be dug out of the mud, an exercise taking several hours), the trench systems developed slowly but remorselessly from the first encounter battles. At first there was little more than a single line of short sections of trench, as on the Aisne, and even in early 1915 there were still many disconnected sections of trench, particularly where the French, who relied for defence on their quick-firing 75mm field guns, were holding the line. The French learned very quickly to man the front trenches with only small pickets, keeping their main force farther back. The British took longer to learn from experience, and packed their forward trenches with troops, thus exposing them to vile conditions (and trench feet) and unnecessary casualties.


Behind the thin front line at this stage there were isolated strong points, but little else. On 3 January 1915 7th and 8th Divisions in the Neuve Chapelle–La Boutillerie area had started to construct twelve ‘pivot points’ lettered A to M on a 1:10,000 map, ‘in support of the existing line of entrenchments’.3 These pivot points, organised for all-round defence, were soon called keeps on First Army Front. A IV Corps letter of 26 January ordered completion of these keeps all along the front of the 7th and 8th Divisions ‘at the earliest possible moment’. The insecurity of the existing feeble defences was keenly felt, and the letter continued: ‘With the exception of the two new works 1A and 1B in rear of “A” and “B” lines of the 8th Division, all these keeps will be fit for occupation and wired up all round by January 31st.’ At the same time instructions were issued on how to draw up tracings of the British defence works on a lithographed 1:10,000 map base, including the use of a broad range of conventional signs; existing works and those under construction were to be in red, and proposed works in blue.4 There was also a discontinuous ‘GHQ Line’, to act as a fall-back position, and this was particularly important in key sectors such as the Ypres Salient.
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British manuscript sketch map of the St Yvon (St Yves) sector from early 1915, showing the British trenches and breastworks facing the German positions around La Petite Dove and La Douve Farms.





As late as April 1915, a battalion new to the front, the 1/4th Duke of Wellington’s (West Riding) Regiment, could report that ‘movement to and from the front line, in the Fleurbaix Sector, was almost entirely across the open, communication trenches being practically non-existent’. One of the first tasks undertaken by this battalion was to begin a new communication trench, Dead Dog Alley (taking its name from the eponymous farm); this trench was still being completed two months later when the battalion left the sector.5 This situation was the norm in the Lys valley, and indeed along many parts of the front. Where ground conditions were better, for example in the chalk of the Givenchy sector, faster progress was made. Even in the spring of 1916, Edmund Blunden found that that were no communication trenches in the marshy Festubert area out to the front-line posts in the Islands;6 attempts had been made here in December 1915, as recorded by Siegfried Sassoon,7 to build communication breastworks, but these had simply sunk into the soft ground.


To a great extent, the development of the trench system was dictated by geological conditions. In the early days, trenches and breastworks had to be revetted with locally obtained materials, and countrymen in the British battalions were particularly adept at making hurdles from the willows growing along every stream and ditch in Flanders. Many a dugout was at first a mere lean-to, propped against the side of the trench or breastwork. Farms and cottages close behind the front line were soon denuded of timber and doors for such constructions, as well as for firewood. Progress was speeded up by deliveries of specific trench stores – particularly sandbags, ‘A-frames’, dugout frames, corrugated-iron sheets, pit-props and trench boards (also known as grids or duckboards), which accelerated during 1915. Later, expanded metal was added to the list of revetting materials, and concrete was widely used for gunpits and strongpoints. Of course, all these had to be carried ‘up the line’ by infantry working parties – and installed by them (‘under the direction of the RE’), the ‘Poor Bloody Infantry’ indeed. More progress was made as additional RE Field Companies were formed, equipped and sent to the front. The greater quantities of picks, shovels, pumps, bailing ladles and similar RE stores assisted this progress, and later in the war the RE Tunnelling Companies also helped with dugout construction for the infantry. It was only by the application of millions of laborious man-hours by successive battalions during 1915 that the trench system of ‘The Old Front Line’ gradually approached something like its final form.


In July, 27th Division was responsible for the Bois Grenier Line, a continuous rear breastwork position extending through that village (which was later organised for all-round defence). There were also numerous deep communication trenches. In the midsummer of 1915, after the limited success of the Neuve Chapelle attack in March, the German success at Ypres in April and May, and the failure of the Aubers Ridge, Festubert and Givenchy–Rue d’Ouvert attacks in May and June, pessimism about the prospects of an advance was rife, and on 22 July 1915 27th Division’s Chief Engineer addressed a memorandum, entitled ‘Preparations for Winter’, to III Corps, recommending that ‘New Communication Avenues should be made by erecting lanes of hurdles or other revetments, backed by earth, built on the surface of the ground’, and also that a new breastwork support line should be built in rear of the existing support line, which was liable to waterlogging. In addition, ‘rear defended localities’ were also to be established.8


Gradually, the front line was augmented by support and reserve lines, all linked together by duckboard tracks and communication trenches, the whole forming the first position. The isolated posts, strongpoints and keeps behind the front and support lines were soon linked with this system by communication, switch and lateral trenches. Front trenches were invariably identified by their sector letter, and numbered, but there was infinite scope for naming communication, support and reserve trenches. The trace and strongpoints of the ‘GHQ Line’ provided an embryonic British second position. By the summer of 1915, after their experiences in the winter and spring battles in which the Allies were attacking, the Germans were also everywhere constructing a second position in the west. Their strategy was to defend in the west while attacking on the Eastern Front. During 1915 they constructed deep dugouts of the type that the British later claimed to be surprised to find when they attacked on the Somme in 1916. In fact the French had already encountered such deep dugouts in the chalk country of Artois (Lorette and Vimy), the Somme (Touvent Farm) and the Champagne, in May, June and September 1915, while the British found them in the captured German lines on the Loos battlefield in September 1915. There was, therefore, no such surprise. The Allies, always on the attack, were not so anxious to dig in, and concentrated on preparations for attack. Nevertheless, by the end of 1915 the Allies too had developed a defence in depth of a sort in most sectors.


1916 – Arras and the Somme


British units taking over new sectors from the French, on the Somme in 1915 and in Artois in 1915–16, often found well-developed trench systems in rolling chalk country. These systems were in various states of sanitation and repair – a common complaint among the British infantry was that the French paid too little attention to proper latrines and burial of corpses – while on the Vimy Ridge, as a result of the French policy of holding the front with a minimum of infantry while relying on the rapid fire of their excellent 75mm field guns, it was found that the French trenches (‘of the crudest description’) were disconnected and in an extremely poor state, an effective truce with the enemy having to be observed while they were connected, deepened and put into repair. Even on the high, chalk terrain of the Vimy Ridge in March 1916, the ground was a quagmire, littered with unburied corpses from the battles of the previous year.9 As we shall see in subsequent chapters, French trenches were found to be systematically named, and these names were, in most cases, soon changed by their new inhabitants.


The German offensive at Verdun in February 1916 found the French ill-prepared. The defence of this crucial fortress sector had been based on the rings of permanent brick, stone and concrete forts, with their retractable steel gun and machine gun turrets, and field fortifications had been neglected. This was only partially remedied by the construction by the French of trench lines on the left bank behind Verdun, and just before the German attack by a new intermediate defence line ordered by de Castelnau in front of Verdun on the right bank. As a result, the Germans almost broke through in the first few days, only being held at bay by a heroic defence in hastily dug trenches. The French commanders were forced to compensate for the lack of good defensive positions by piling up men upon men, to be pounded to pulp by the superior German artillery. In fact, even where trenches were dug, the artillery soon flattened them.


Battle of the Somme, July to November 1916


The Verdun and Somme battles of 1916, with their overwhelming and ground-pulverising bombardments by heavy artillery, were the first large-scale operations during which not only individual trenches but also whole trench systems disappeared. They were simply obliterated by the shelling, and the process of degradation of their remains was accelerated by periods of wet and frosty weather. In places the whole battlefield, like that of much of Third Ypres the following year, became a morass. The digging and maintenance of trenches became impossible in this flooded terrain, and men held shell-hole positions where they could, movement, in the absence of communication trenches, being possible only at night. Men, both wounded and unwounded, were known to drown in the mud; even when they were found alive, they could often not be extracted by their mates. However, much of the Somme battle was fought for the possession and consolidation of specific trench lines, and many new trenches were dug by both the Allies (British and French) and the Germans in the summer, autumn and even winter of 1916. The lesson learned at Verdun was reinforced on the Somme in the summer and autumn of the same year, and led the Germans to adopt a new system of defence in depth, abandoning the rigid, continuous trench lines that, when accurately plotted from air photos on to the trench maps, provided such an obvious artillery target. This new defence system proved its worth on the Aisne and at Ypres the following year.
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The war of the guns: A battery of British improvised 8-inch howitzers in position in Caterpillar Valley on the Somme battlefield, firing by the map and observation to bombard the German defences prior to an attack.





The 1917 Battles


Following the Battle of the Somme (‘the muddy grave of the German field army’), heavy German losses caused by their defensive policy of continual counter-attack to regain lost ground within the context of continuous trench lines (which formed ideal targets for artillery bombardment) led to a reformulation of their defensive policy. Colonel von Lossberg of the General Staff developed a new system of defence-in-depth, based on the interlocking fields of fire of numerous strongpoints distributed throughout the zone behind an outpost line. This new system was not adopted before the Hindenburg Line (Siegfried Stellung) was built, and in fact rendered the Hindenburg system obsolete. It was, however, influential in the layout of German dispositions during the Arras battle, and particularly during Third Ypres. During the latter battle, German defensive policy depended on heavily wired rear positions, covered by masses of pillboxes and shell-hole positions arranged in a chequer-board pattern behind them. These were intended to so thin out the attacking troops that they would fall easy prey to counter-attack divisions waiting out of British artillery range.
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A British II Corps sign, now in the Imperial War Museum, prepared for the assault on Vimy Ridge in April 1917, showing the direction to the Advanced Cage, Pulpit Crater. This was east of Neuville St Vaast. Advanced cages were temporary holding places, fenced with barbed wire, for prisoners captured during an advance.





The German defences on the Arras battlefield were a hybrid in two senses. Firstly, in the northern part they were essentially the old defence system, augmented by new rear positions, notably the Drocourt–Quéant Line, while south of the Scarpe, starting at the immense redoubt known to the British as The Harp, the new Siegfried Stellung broke from the old main position towards the south-east, running past Saint-Quentin to join the old front system once more north of the Aisne. Secondly, the Germans had not completed their reorganisation in terms of a conversion to the tactics of defence-in-depth and counter-attack. Aspects of the Arras battle, notably the British plan to use predicted artillery fire for counter-battery work, based on increasingly efficient flash-spotting and sound-ranging techniques and air-photo interpretation, and compilation of these enemy-battery-location results using sophisticated statistical techniques, and fuller cooperation between tanks, cavalry, infantry, artillery and flying corps than had happened on the Somme, demonstrated that the British Army was becoming forward-looking and more scientific in its approach. However, it was not until the Battle of Cambrai in November 1917, and the Battles of the Hundred Days in 1918, that the new operational and tactical methods were fully exploited. In the meantime, trench warfare and semi-open warfare predominated.


During the course of the Messines and Third Ypres battles the German trenches in the area to be attacked were pulverised by shelling, and from the opening of the latter battle (31 July) their remains became uninhabitable through flooding caused by heavy rainfall and the impermeable nature of much of the soil. The British Army, through its prolonged artillery bombardment, created its own obstacle. Tanks, guns and infantry became bogged down during the August fighting, and again in October and November. In fact, ground conditions became so atrocious that the tanks were withdrawn from this sector; they found firm going on the unshelled chalk terrain at Cambrai. Partly as a result of the new German defensive tactics, the battlefield of Third Ypres displayed certain characteristics distinguishing it from those of earlier engagements, and a concomitant of this type of fighting (and terrain) was the lack of definite trenches and trench names. The attacking British, Canadian and Anzac forces found themselves fighting many small battles to capture individual German pillboxes, clusters of pillboxes, or concrete gun-pits often constructed in and among the ruins of old farm buildings. Thus trench fighting became the exception rather than the rule during Third Ypres, troops surviving in shell-hole positions and captured German pillboxes, various types of concrete structures built from 1915 as a protection against shellfire.


The Winter of 1917–18: Preparations for the German Offensive


Following the Russian revolutions of 1917, particularly the Bolshevik coup of October–November, their military effort was clearly at an end as far as fighting the Central Powers was concerned. The Germans could now concentrate on the Western Front in an attempt to knock out the British and French before massive American reinforcements could arrive. The British position in northern France and Flanders was perilous, as they had their backs to the Channel ports with not a great depth of country behind them; as actually happened in 1940, the great danger was that the Germans would drive through to Abbeville and divide the Allied forces, cutting the BEF in half. The British had always embraced defence-in-depth, but now they also adopted the German system of defensive zones. The certainty that Germany would transfer significant forces from the Eastern Front led to a sudden switch to a defensive stance; hitherto British operations had been primarily offensive, and this had led to the neglect of proper surveys and mapping of British trenches and defensive works.


Army commanders were asked for their views on defensive organisation, following which GHQ on 14 December 1917 issued instructions for the creation of three defensive zones, named Forward, Battle and Rear, all defended in depth on the German model.10 Old trench systems, now in rear of the front line after the Allied attacks of 1915–17, were included in the schemes, and new maps were drawn up showing these. All armies pressed ahead with the construction of defences and the preparation of new maps showing all actual and proposed works. In January 1918 the previous misguided policy on secret editions was relaxed, and it was ruled that all 1:10,000 trench maps should show British trenches. A new secret edition of the 1:20,000 scale sheets was authorised at the same time for defence purposes. Colonel Jack, of ‘Maps GHQ’, noted that:




Monthly defence schemes, reports on defence lines, etc., necessitated the production of large numbers of these secret 1/20,000 maps, which, owing to the absence of an official issue, had to be drawn by hand. This was recognised by the order of January, 1918, which permitted the production of a secret 1/20,000.11





Defence positions were not just a matter of trenches and strongpoints. On Third Army front south of Arras, VI Corps’s defence scheme included maps showing the general organisation of the defences, distribution of defence garrison by battalions with HQs of formations and units, artillery positions, heavy and field artillery, SOS lines and OPs, corps and divisional boundaries, machine gun defence, administrative areas, light railways, tram lines and main dumps, dressing stations and tracks, road traffic routes and rendezvous and routes into the battle zone. There were also large-scale plans of the defences of the more important defended localities.12


On 10 January 1918 GHQ sent secret instructions to Rawlinson’s Fourth Army to draw up plans for a retirement from the Passchendaele (actually most of the Ypres) Salient, in order to shorten the line so that divisions could be released for a general reserve.13 Rawlinson envisaged withdrawal to the line Polygon Wood–St Julien, but he thought it might take four days to move the heavy artillery back over the terrible ground.14 New defensive positions, including trenches wherever possible in the shattered and waterlogged ground, were prepared.


It had unfortunately been decided that Gough’s Fifth Army, moving south from the Ypres battle at the end of 1917, should take over part of Third Army’s right flank, but a new agreement with the French soon led it to extend the British line southwards, taking over the Saint-Quentin–La Fère front and eventually finding itself near Barisis, between Noyon and Laon. French maps taken over by Fifth Army did not show much in the way of rear defences, not even marking the Rear Zone as planned works (projet).15 On 4 February, Lieut. Rothwell, of ‘R’ Sound Ranging Section,16 saw much staff reconnaissance and digging of rear defence lines and strongpoints between 4,000 and 5,000 yards behind the front in his sector. Studying a secret defence map at Grand Seraucourt, he noted that the existing British front system was overprinted in blue as the Forward Zone, the new system being dug was shown in red as the Battle Zone, while a third unnamed zone marked in green farther to the rear was plotted along features that led themselves naturally to defence; this was known with desperate humour as the God Help Us line.17


Other armies printed similar rear defence positions showing the names given to these lines, which were in some cases continuous wired trenches and in others posts and isolated stretches of trench. In all cases, these lines, whether dug continuously or not, were wired, and posts or defended localities were wired all-round and organised for all-round defence.


The German Offensives of 1918 and Subsequent British Defence Lines


The German offensives of March and April did not, luckily for the Allies, succeed in capturing Amiens, reaching the Somme estuary and forcing the British forces thus isolated north of the Somme back on the Channel ports.


Early in 1918 when Fifth Army took over more front from the French as far south as Barisis, beyond La Fère, existing French trench names were adopted or the trenches renamed. The area was divided into Forward, Battle and Rear Zones, like the rest of the BEF front, but Fifth Army in particular was spread too thinly. Behind the front trench system was the area devastated by the Germans before their retirement to the Hindenburg Line in 1917, and behind this again was the destroyed terrain of the old Somme and Arras battlefields, with their shell holes, lengths of bombarded and eroded trenches, tangles of wire and other hazards. This was not good country for defence, offering many opportunities for infiltration. Behind this destroyed zone again were the Outer and Inner Amiens Defence Lines, protecting the crucial railway junctions at Amiens. Beyond that city lay Abbeville and the sea.


British troops occupied the southern sector only briefly, for in March the Germans attacked and Gough’s Army was, together with the right of Third Army to its left, forced to retire on Amiens across the old battlefields of 1916–17. While a certain amount of trench renaming had occurred in previous years, the 1918 battles, sweeping backwards and forwards across old battlefields in which the trenches had been shelled to bits or fallen in through neglect, saw an unprecedented amount of renaming.


Following the retreat of Fifth and Third Armies, two special 1:20,000 map sheets of the area between Doullens and Amiens were hurriedly prepared by a Topographical Section to show a rear defence line, the GHQ Line in the Villers Bocage–St Sauveur–Argoeuves–Floxicourt area, and printed in April and May. The GHQ Line was shown as at 29 April and 9 May respectively, running in front of Villers Bocage, Bertangles and Vaux-en-Amienois, and then south-west through the Ailly-sur-Somme, Dreuil-les-Amiens and Bovelles area. The 3rd Field Survey Company printed regular sheet 57eSE on 11 May with the trenches of the Amiens Defence Line as existing on the previous day.18 The 5th Field Survey Company, soon back in operation after the retreat, overprinted the new back-area sheet 62aSE, covering the area to the west of Amiens, with new defence lines that were being constructed, and three successive editions (trenches dated 22 May, 1 June and 2 July) recorded the development of these lines. Even if the Germans captured Amiens, they would face further resistance before reaching Abbeville and the sea.


In Flanders, MacLeod’s 4th FSC carried out an extensive programme of 1:10,000 back-area mapping following the Lys battle in April. Regular series 1:20,000 sheets existed as far west as Saint-Omer, but these had been hastily plane-tabled by the 1st Ranging Section in early 1915, and needed revision and correction. All the new rear trench lines also had to be plotted, and this work was based on plane table survey and air photos. During the summer of 1918, 4th FSC/B conducted a three-month programme of mapping in the Hazebrouck area using this method, during which more than twenty 1:10,000 regular series sheets were produced. The area covered was about 5 square miles per man per month. The work of XV Corps Topographical Section, including assistance with back-area surveys, may be taken as typical of all Corps Topographical Sections at this time. It overprinted German and British defences and tactical information with the duplicator. British defence construction work was surveyed, and special maps were produced showing these back lines, with their names.


The Allied Counter-Offensives and the Final Advance


The battles of the ‘hundred days’, from 8 August to the Armistice, were fought over the old battlefields of the previous four years and few new trenches appeared. The principal new defensive positions encountered were the German rear positions, which are dealt with in Chapters IV and IX.


Trench Life and Routine


For most of the war, on most of the front, the trench systems had become veritable subterranean cities, in which the garrisons lived and worked according to a well-administered routine. The staff bureaucracy extended its tentacles forward from GHQ to Army Headquarters, and thence to corps, divisions, brigades and finally the battalions holding the reserve, support and front lines. Every battalion headquarters had its clerks, typewriters and telephonists, supervised by the adjutant, the right-hand man of the battalion commander, assisted by the signal officer. In 1916 each battalion appointed, in addition to its bombing officer, intelligence officer, gas officer and Lewis gun officer, many of whom were also platoon commanders, a ‘field works officer’, whose task it was to supervise the daily maintenance of the trenches. Hitherto this had been a task for the Royal Engineers (‘sappers’), assisted by infantry working parties, but the RE could not cope with routine maintenance in addition to all their other duties.


There is a huge literature on trench warfare, and this is not the place to develop the theme. Most readers are familiar with at least some of the original war writers – Robert Graves, Siegfried Sassoon, etc. – and the reader who wants to find out more is referred to books such as Tony Ashworth’s Trench Warfare 1914–1918,19 and Paddy Griffith’s Battle Tactics of the Western Front,20 which themselves refer to an extensive bibliography. An even more revealing source of information is the whole range of unit and formation war diaries in Class WO 95 in The National Archives. Suffice it to say that trench life and routine was a rich source of trench nomenclature, and this theme is developed in the following chapters.


The Landscape and Trench Naming


As the writers and artists involved in the war realised, the landscape of the Western Front helped to create an iconography of the battlefield. Certain images became shorthand signs, immediately recognisable to soldiers and civilians as conveying some important part of the war experience. Many of these signs recurred as trench or topographical names, and some are explored below and in subsequent chapters. Perhaps the most potent visual landscape images appeared in the paintings, drawings and prints of Paul Nash, with their vorticist vocabulary of stark diagonals evoking shattered trees, traversed trenches, starshell light, cloud formations, zig-zag duckboard tracks, wire-pickets, shell-bursts, etc.


Among the war writers, while Edmund Blunden insisted on the ironic contrast of peacetime pastoral landscape with wartime lunacy and destruction, et in arcadia ego forming the keynote, the landscape for David Jones was rather a mythologised place, in which the present day soldiers of both sides were part of a historical and cultural continuum of experience. Some form of mixture of precise and local geographical identifications with the vague and semi-mythical, reminiscent of the ‘geographical indications’ of The Nibelungenlied, as described by A.H. Hatto,21 recurs in accounts of the war. Indeed the Germans, when it came to naming their own trenches and defensive positions, made a great point of using names from Nordic mythology, particularly The Nibelungenlied, and incorporated by Wagner into his Ring Cycle; the German name for the Hindenburg Line was the Siegfried Stellung, and this was followed by the Brunnhilde, Hunding, Wotan and other rear positions. German naming is addressed in Chapter IX. The British (who may have taken it from French plans directeurs) gave the name Siegfried Copse to a feature south of the Somme (Vermandovillers). What was true of The Nibelungenlied, The Iliad, The Battle of Maldon and the Morte d’Arthur is also, in some sense, true of the First World War. It inhabited at the time, and has become, a sort of mythologised cultural and psychological space. The names tell us something about this and, as has been suggested, serve as keys to unlock some of these doors to a generation’s Bluebeard’s Castle.


The Enchanted and Mythical Landscape


David Jones was, as always, right and wrong when his artistic sensibility, escaping from south-east London streets, transformed the landscape of the Western Front into one of enchantment. To him, Ploegsteert Wood, and indeed the whole Ypres Salient, were the enchanted forest of Broceliande, and he painted a similar pagan and mythic picture of Mametz Wood, where he was wounded, on the Somme. Irony, of course, is inescapable in this vocabulary of enchantment, when we set the straight literary images against the vile reality of the foul, shell-shattered, stinking landscape. Even in the landscape of the Passchendaele battlefield, we find Pan Cotts, Peter Pan and Wonderland, Celtic, Cyclops and Puck Lodge, which last, by some magical transposition by a Belgian draughtsman, had evolved out of the British name Duck Lodge. We would perhaps expect also to find here Oberon and Titania; but we do not.


The imagination of the field survey cartographers sometimes reinforces this picture; east of the Hindenburg Line, south of Saint-Quentin, they assigned the names Mystery, Magician and Dream to woods, yet were perhaps thinking in theatrical rather than metaphysical terms, as these were in company with Stepmother, Wig, Thunder and (glorious pun) Ply Woods. Nearby, west of the Sambre et Oise Canal, were Saturn, Neptune and Uranus Woods, while farther west, in the Itancourt and Berthenicourt sheets, were Mars, Venus (and Milo!), Jupiter, Pegasus, Regulus, Arcturus, Andromeda, Orion, Castor and Pollux Woods, and Polaire, Pleides and Procyon Copses. There was also Sphinx and Dragon Woods, and a Haunted House. East of the canal were woods named after every sign of the zodiac but for Libra. Also in a no man’s land between the magical and the theatrical were: Mannequin, Fairy and Charity and Juno Woods, and Elf and Daly’s Copses (Saint-Quentin area). East of Saint-Quentin were Chariot Wood, Grail Copse and Cupidon and Ciros Copses, Diana’s Hill and Wood.


The prehistoric, Celtic and iron-age landscape of France and Belgium was remembered in several Caesar’s Camps, Druid’s Camp (Hébuterne), Druid Trench, Druid Farm (Wytschaete), Woad Farm (Merville), Dolmen (Noyelle-sous-Bellonne) east of Arras, and Stone (Ecoivres), which in fact referred to the more prominent of a pair of prehistoric menhirs, west of Mont St Eloi. There were many ancient earthworks and standing stones in northern France and Belgium, as archaeologists such as Mortimer Wheeler, serving with the artillery, and ‘Ogs’ Crawford (3rd Topographical Section, 3rd Field Survey Company and Royal Flying Corps) immediately recognised.


The enchanted landscape also encompassed Fairy House (Kemmel), Pan Post (Bois Grenier), Pan Lane (Bellicourt), Pan Trench (Wervicq), various apparitions from A Midsummer Night’s Dream and related fairy tales: Bottom Bridge, Goblin, Dwarf, Imp and Elfin Banks, Ogre Pit, Sun and Moon Quarries, Star Corner (Vis-en-Artois), Gargantua Alley (Gricourt), Puck Trench (Bertincourt), Centaur Copse (near Poet Woods, and west of Argosy Woods, in the Athies sheet), and Odin’s Copse (Vermand). Unicorn Trench and Avenue appeared at Bullecourt, and Unicorn Trench at Rouvroy.


The Hindenburg Line south-east of Arras was the location of a concentration of names from classical and Celtic mythology, many at the southern end given by the French. At the northern end was Jove Trench (Neuville Vitasse), and then, just north-west of Bullecourt, a series of German concrete pillboxes, part of the Hindenburg Line defences; Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Zeta, Flora, Juno, Minerva, Argus, Uranus, Mercury, Mars, Jove, Vulcan, Pluto, Neptune, Og, Gog and Magog (the last two were sacred to London). On the Somme (Bouchavesnes), were Jupiter Trench and Support, Bacchus Trench, Pallas Trench and Support, and in the Combles area were Mars Avenue and Prometheus and Furies Trenches. Mars was a particularly appropriate deity, and reappeared in Mars (a German pillbox) and Mars Lane near Bullecourt. At Bailleul was Pegasus Farm and at Elverdinghe, near Ypres, were Fantasia and Erebus Farms. The Zonnebeke sheet contained a farm-cum-concrete gunpit or pillbox called Cyclops, perhaps featuring a single large aperture. Vulcan (pillbox) and Vulcan Alley appeared at Bullecourt, and a further Vulcan Alley at Itancourt. Blunden likened the clouds of an evening sky in Flanders to cherubim and seraphim, and this leads us on to that airy element.


Heavenly Bodies and Phenomena, and the Weather


It was inevitable, as Cyrano de Bergerac might have said, that those who lived in the mud (Napoleon’s fifth element) should gaze at the stars. Indeed, a medical officer of the 36th (Ulster) Division on the Somme told his men to do just this.22 The sky dominated the landscape of Flanders, Artois and Picardy, as the wonderful paintings of Paul and John Nash and other war artists demonstrate, and the outcome of battles often depended on the weather.


The developing science of meteorology has been welcomed at the front by the high command, the artillery and the Royal Flying Corps. The German gas attack at Ypres in April 1915 depended on the wind direction and speed for its success, while for the Loos battle in September 1915 General Haig appointed a meteorologist, Captain Gold, to his First Army staff to advise on the timing of the release of the chlorine gas; however sluggish air blew the wind back in the faces of the British attackers. The advent of British sound-ranging (very much affected by wind direction and strength), also in 1915, led to the proliferation of weather reports throughout the day and, in 1917, the setting up of special ‘wind sections’, one per army, to supply the sound-ranging sections with local data. The artillery depended on ‘meteor’ reports to calculate the ‘error of the day’ and even ‘of the moment’, while the Royal Flying Corps’ operations were greatly influenced by the weather forecasts. Infantry attacks were frequently postponed because of adverse weather conditions, particularly if the supporting artillery forward observation officers could not see their targets.


The opening stage of the Battle of Arras in April 1917 was fought in a blizzard, while the opening and concluding phases of Third Ypres later in the year were washed out. The German offensive in March 1918 succeeded partly because of fog, and so on. Living very much in the open air, especially during operations when no dugouts were available or inhabitable, soldiers were exposed to all weather conditions, and sometimes succumbed to them. Even just holding the line, the condition of ‘trench foot’ was prevalent in flooded trenches. In the winter, frostbite was not unknown, and deaths from exposure occurred, as Wilfred Owen’s poem, entitled Exposure, occasioned by his experience lying out in the snow with his company on the plateau facing Serre, witnessed.


Not only did the fate of battles depend on the weather, but the sky was also a place in which danger lurked and from which death plunged. David Jones, steeped in Celtic mythology, imagined the dogs of Annwn riding ‘the trajectory zone’,23 while utilising the Wagnerian imagery favoured by the Germans in both World Wars, Thomas Pynchon, writing of the next war, spoke of German rockets hunting the sky ‘like Wuotan and his mad army’.24 It had to be regarded as a third dimension to the battlefield, and watched carefully. Gun and howitzer shells roared and screamed through it, some on trajectories as high as the patrolling artillery observation and photographing aircraft, which were sometimes smashed by them. The burning fuzes (the Royal Artillery’s preferred spelling) of mortar bombs tumbling, and shrapnel shells spinning, through the air left trails of fire and sparks at night. The lethal hail of indirect fire of massed machine guns crackled down through the sky to create beaten zones of interdiction. Clouds of gas, depending on the wind direction, wafted across no man’s land.


The dramatic events and lighting conditions of autumn and winter skies over the Somme battlefield inspired an array of atmospheric, meteorological and apocalyptic trench names in the Combles–Villers-au-Flos area, to the east of Flers, Gueudecourt and Morval, some of which were reminiscent of George Borrow while others might have come straight out of King Lear: Autumn Support, Stormy Trench, Gusty Trench, Mild Alley, Cloudy Trench, Cirrus Trench, Mirage Trench, Misty Trench, Muggy Trench, Rainy Trench, Foggy Trench, Dewdrop Trench, Hazy Trench, Snow Trench, Slush Trench, Frosty Trench, Windy Trench, Hail Trench, Sleet Trench, Solar Lane, Sunray Trench, Moonray Trench, Beam Trench, Gleam Trench, Shine Trench, Rainbow Trench, Spectrum Trench, Spec Lane, Mercury Trench, Sun Trench, Moon Trench, Star Trench, Comet Trench, Planet Trench, Zenith Trench, Eclipse Trench, Meteor Trench, Atom Trench, Ozone Avenue, Ether Lane, Sulphur Avenue, Brimstone Trench, Molten Trench, Fire Trench, Thunder Trench, Bolt Alley, Lightning Trench, Orion Trench, Pollux Trench and The Nebula.


Captain J.C. Dunn, of the Royal Welch Fusiliers, remarked of this group of ‘weather’ trenches in the Sailly–Saillisel area on 25 October 1916 that the so-called trenches were but figments of the imagination of the Staff, but that the names had what he called a ‘colloquial’ use in identifying the locations of the shell-hole positions that provided good concealment and defence for the Germans.25 He rather implied that names such as Misty Trench and Hazy Trench were as much to do with the staff’s difficulty in making positive identifications of enemy positions as with imaginative systems of nomenclature; such names certainly conjure up for us the realities of the Royal Flying Corp’s difficulties in attempting to photograph the enemy trenches in appalling weather conditions. We will encounter this group of trenches again. Foggy Trench appeared not just at Combles, but also at Harnes, Vimy and Oppy, while near Fonquevillers appeared Misty Trench and Blizzard Post.


Townscape and Landscape (Spoke with a Grimly Voice)


The bucolic, pastoral and also industrial aspects of the French and Belgian landscape are well represented in the topographical and trench names. There were many rural industries – farms, lace factories, sugar beet refineries, breweries, coal mines, railway installations, etc., which were important topographical features. They were used as reference points, and some had tall chimneys or other structures that made excellent observation posts. At Armentières the many factory and textile mill chimneys were invaluable for observation, while at Richebourg a lace factory (at Factory Corner) housed an observation post known as The Ritz, which also gave its name to a nearby trench. In the Steenwerck sheet, the Flemish textile and lace industries were recalled by Dimity, Spool and Twine Farms. A group of textile names also appeared in the Villers-Guislain sheet: Satin, Silk, Linen Trenches. The Roeux Chemical Works east of Arras had many gable ends and chimneys that were invaluable as trig points and aiming points to 3rd Field Survey Company and to the artillery. In the Somme area were several sugar beet works (sucreries on the French maps). Quarries, chalkpits, sandpits (sabliers), brickworks and tileworks were also common. The names of all these appeared on the maps, and were often also used to identify nearby trenches – Factory Trench, etc.


There were many comparatively large urban areas close to the front, or actually in the front line. Ypres, Armentières, Arras, Albert, etc. were crucial bastions, and housed many military and associated activities. As the war went on, the increasingly damaged nature of buildings and landscape was reflected in the names of these features and their associated trenches – Hull’s Burnt Farm, Debris Farm, Decrepit Farm, Wobbly House, and so on.


The coal mining area around Lens was particularly densely scattered with mining and related industrial manifestations. The pits were known as puits or fosses on the French maps. Pithead buildings, winding towers and slag heaps (crassiers) were everywhere in the Loos district. In Loos itself were Tower Bridge (The Pylons) and Loos Crassier, while nearby were Puits 14 bis, the Double Crassier, The Dump of Fosse 8, the similarly flat-topped dump of Fosse 5, and the conical slag heaps of Fosse 3 and Fosse 9 near Annequin. At Lens an old slag heap in the front line was known as the Green Egg. South of here, again in the front line, was the Burning Bing, a north British name (also the title of a folk song) given to a slowly burning slag heap.


High Places, Lumps and Bumps


The gently rolling landscape of Artois, Picardy and Cambresis afforded many ridges, hills and ridges, which formed vital observation posts, and the names of these soon found their way on to the maps – the Lorette Spur and Vimy Ridge, Greenland Hill, Orange Hill, Observation Ridge, Infantry Hill and Artillery Hill on the Arras battlefield, Redan Ridge, Hawthorn Ridge, Thiepval Ridge, Usna and Tara Hills, Chapes Spur and High Wood on the Somme, Welsh Ridge, Highland Ridge and Fusilier Ridge on the Cambrai battlefield, etc. Some of these hills had in the Napoleonic period been crowned by tall timber semaphore telegraph stations, these being commemorated in the names – Telegraph Hill, Ginchy Telegraph. By association, trenches in these localities were called Telegraph Redoubt, etc.


Flanders, while generally fairly flat, boasted some prominent eminences, notably the Monts des Flandres culminating in the Scherpenberg and Kemmelberg, or Mount Kemmel, overlooking the Messines–Wytschaete Ridge. Nearby was The Mound, sometimes known as The Mound of Death (the British soldier preferred to avoid such hyperbole) at St Eloi. The ridges of the Ypres battlefield – Pilckem, Gravenstafel, Bellewaarde, Observatory and Westhoek Ridges – and the Gheluvelt Plateau were gentle rises, but even a few metres height was sufficient to give commanding artillery observation, at Crest Farm and Abraham Heights.


There were many hills numbered by their height in metres, taken from the French or Belgian maps and their British derivatives – Hill 60, south-east of Ypres, was undoubtedly the most famous, but there were also Hill 40 at Zonnebeke, Hill 62 at Sanctuary Wood, Hill 63 at Ploegsteert, Hill 70 at Loos, and so forth.


Many lumps and bumps were artificial formations, some ancient, such as the Butte de Warlencourt (Le Sars), and others more modern – windmill mounds, or spoil heaps formed as the result of excavations for canals and railways, or by mine explosions, the most famous of the former probably being The Dump, Hill 60 and The Caterpillar near Ypres. Others in the Zillebeke and Wytschaete areas were The Bluff, Triangular Bluff, Spoil Bank and The Mound at St Eloi. Some were poetically named: Sheba’s Breasts (on Vimy Ridge, taken from Rider Haggard’s book King Solomon’s Mines), The Mound (east of Arras), Marion Mound (Oppy), Pulpit Crater (Roclincourt), Jerusalem Hill and Crater, The Hog’s Back at the Hohenzollern Redoubt, The Pimple at the north end of the Vimy Ridge and another south of the Butte de Warlencourt.


Valleys


Valleys, gullies and ravines were of vital tactical importance for the concealment of troops, guns, dumps and communications, and were therefore shelled regularly. Many names for these features have entered history, as for example Colne Valley north of Ypres, Dead Man’s Bottom east of Railway Wood, The Ravine south of Hill 60, Zouave Valley west of the Vimy Ridge, Musketry Valley and Tramway Valley north of the Scarpe on the Arras battlefield, Happy Valley, Jigsaw Valley and Battery Valley south of the Scarpe, Battery Valley south of Grandcourt, Y Ravine at Beaumont Hamel, Sausage and Mash Valleys at La Boisselle, and Boom Ravine, Death Valley, Nab Valley, Usna and Tara Valleys, Avoca Valley, Caterpillar Valley, Happy Valley and Chimpanzee Valley elsewhere on the Somme battlefield. The Cambrai battlefield contained a large group of ravines and valleys: Grand Ravine, Banteux Ravine, Twenty Two Ravine, Flag Ravine, Pioneer Valley, Oxford Valley, etc.


Rivers


The natural flow of rivers caused them to give their names to many communication trenches. A large number of these can be found in the Arras area, where German communication trenches north-east of the city were given river names – Cam, Clyde, Tees, Trent, Tweed, etc., and in Chapter VIII it will be seen that the Germans made good use of river names.


In the Ypres Salient, before Third Ypres, the British named several of the fortified farms and pillboxes in the German area after rivers (some of these being in turn the names of battles): Aisne Farm, Fleet Cott., Marne, Nile, Rhine, Seine, Somme, Thames and Tiber. No obvious reason for such naming comes to mind, unless it be that the Germans were using river-worn gravel from the Rhine (the cause of a diplomatic protest to neutral Holland) for the concrete used to construct their pillboxes.


The only example of a river being given a new name on the Western Front appears to be the Warnave River, a tributary of the Lys, south of Ploegsteert Wood, which was renamed McKenna by the Canadians. This name appears on a 1:10,000 map of the Ploegsteert Wood area dating from around April 1915.26 There is no indication why it was renamed; the original name was shown on maps, and was hardly unpronounceable. The Canadians later named many railways and roads in the Lens–Vimy area (see Chapter V).


Shape


Many trench and woods names were derived from the accident of planimetry. The cartographer would look at the shape and, like the reaction to the later Rorschach ink blot, come up with an association. The plan view of a feature on the map or air photograph would suggest the name, or at least part of it. Pilots and observers of the Royal Flying Corps were especially grateful for these distinctive silhouettes, which enabled them to locate themselves when lost, and also to get their orientation. Thus we find along the front such names as Leg of Mutton and Needle Woods (Bouchavesnes), Tent Peg Copse near Westroosebeke, Norah’s Arm, Clara’s Fan and Irma’s Elephant near Aubers and Richebourg, Elbow Wood, The Kink near the Hohenzollern Redoubt, The Lozenge, Calling Card Wood north-east of Riencourt-lez-Cagnicourt, Y Wood west of Hooge, Y Ravine at Beaumont Hamel, the Y Sap at La Boisselle, Bois en Hache east of Notre Dame de Lorette, Cigarette and Diamond Copses, Round Wood and Lozenge Wood near Bécourt, Square Wood and Triangular Wood near St Eloi, Starry Wood near Vermandovillers, Acid Drop Copse and Acid Drop Trench west of Mametz Wood, Sabot Copse and Flatiron Copse near Mametz Wood, Pendant Copse (Serre), The Harp and The String (Neuville Vitasse), Tadpole Copse (Quéant), Rudder Copse north of Saint-Quentin, The Quadrangle near Mametz Wood, Step Wood and The Ribbon (Fonsommes), Hindleg Wood (Maricourt) and Sword Wood near Péronne. South of the Somme (Vaux sheet) were Oval Wood and Triangular Wood. Although the famous Polygon Wood was in the Ypres Salient (Zonnebeke), there was another on the Somme (Vermandovillers). Although there were several Diagonals and Diagonal Trenches, Harry Potter fans will be disappointed to find that there does not appear to have been a Diagon Alley.
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British early 1917 trench map of Y Ravine, so called from its plan view on the map, and the area to its south. This was between Beaumont Hamel and Hamel, just north of the River Ancre on the Somme battlefield. First assaulted on 1 July 1916, the German positions here (on the right of the map) were not captured until November.





The Natural World


Trees. The agricultural landscape of France and Flanders was, and is, punctuated at frequent intervals by forests, woods and copses, while many villages were surrounded by orchards. Apart from their associations with the enchanted forest of David Jones, and the outraged bucolic pastoral of Edmund Blunden (who pointed out that trees on the battlefield had been well-described by Dante), trees were highly significant features of the battlefield, serving as reference points for all arms, as artillery, trench mortar and machine gun aiming points, as orienting points for the infantry, and as trigonometrical points for survey and mapping. They also provided shelter from observation, cover from fire, raw material for trench and dugout construction and fuel for fires. Shattered trees on the battlefield provide some of the starkest images of the horrific effects of shellfire, and we see these captured in the paintings, drawing and prints of Paul and John Nash, in photographs taken by official photographers (on the Gillemont–Ginchy road on the Somme, and at Château Wood at Hooge and Garter Point in the Ypres salient). As Blunden pointed out, trees on the battlefield had been described centuries before by Dante in his Inferno.


Examples of the many prominent tree features were Lone Tree (many of these, the most famous being on the Loos battlefield), The Danger Tree, Lone Pine (Gallipoli), The Kaiser’s Oak (Gommecourt), Ten Tree Alley, Snipers Tree, Broken Tree (east of Ploegsteert Wood) and Broken Tree House (east of St Yvon). Important reference points on the Somme for the artillery and trig points for survey and mapping were the Filiform Tree, Shamrock Tree, The Poodles (Ovillers) and Forked Tree. Sometimes Prominent Tree was the only title, and there was a Solitary Elm west of Saint-Quentin. A group of communication trenches in the Bois Grenier sector was named in 1915 after trees: Willow Avenue, Elm Street, Thorn Street, Oak Street, Ash Street. Oak Trench, Ash Trench and Walnut Trench appeared in the Hébuterne sheet, and the last also appeared at Fampoux. In the Gouzeaucourt area were Plane Trench, Beech Avenue, Fir Support, Poplar Trench and Chestnut Avenue (Villers-Guislain). Many trees, shrubs and other growths appear south-east of Arras: Bramble, Deal, Fern, Leaf, Chestnut, Cedar, Damson, Orange, Date, Alder, Box, Poplar, Withy and Moss Trenches, and Apple, Fir and Acorn Alleys, Tree, Twig, Oak and Deodar Lanes (Neuville Vitasse). In the Hooglede sheet were the following: Birch House, Willow Farm, Sallow Cross, Maple Farm, Privet Farm, Chestnut Farm, Cedar Farm, Spruce Farm, Hickory Farm, Mulberry Farm, Hawthorn Farm and Cherry Farm.


The many rivers, streams and ditches of Flanders, Artois and Picardy, being significant tactical features, were always shown on the map, and often we find associated names: in the Ransart and Blairville sector were The Osier Bed, Withy Patch, Hedge Street, Willows Street and Osier Street, all named after local topographical features. Yew Support was near Villers-Guislain. Perhaps the most delightful tree name apart from The Poodles was The Weary Willows (Vimy).


The 1st Field Survey Company used a system of assonance to name its flash-spotting OPs after flowers and shrubs: Lavender (Laventie), Birch (Beuvry), Forget-me-not (Fosse 9), Fir Tree (Fosse 3), Sycamore (65 Metre Point), Laurel (Lorette), etc.


Orchards and their associated fruit trees were a feature of almost all villages in Artois and Picardy, and are reflected in the trench names in many areas. At Villers-Bretonneux, east of Amiens, were Orchard and Peach Streets, but these rapidly became more exotic, with Pineapple and Banana Switches nearby. Sassoon was struck by the pastoral names of a group of German trenches in the Fricourt–Mametz sector – Apple Alley, Orchard Alley, Rose Trench and Willow Avenue – which he identified with a ‘topographical Arcadia’.27 He might also have mentioned Pear Trench in the same locality.


Vegetables. These were represented by Cabbage Patch Redoubt (La Bassée; may possibly refer to The Cabbage Patch pub at Twickenham), Turnip Alley (Grugies/Itancourt), Turnip Lane (Bellicourt), Wurzel Street (Hébuterne), Wurzel Trench (Fampoux), and many others. Apart from large flower and tree groups, the Hooglede sheet contains many plant and vegetable names; Myrtle Farm, Worzel Farm, Cress Farm, Artichoke Farm, Shamrock Farm, Heather Copse, Swede Farm, Cabbage Farm, Potato Farm, Mint Copse, Parsley Farm, Stockweed Farm, Moss Farm, Barley Copse, Nettle Farm, Bullrush Farm and Dock Farm. The French also achieved a large group of trenches named after vegetables (see Chapter VIII). The vegetable names remind us that these were also used in the next war for the ill-fated SOE agents and wireless operators in the Netherlands.


Flowers. We all associate poppies with the battlefield, and even during the war this association was being made, notably by John McCrae with his famous poem In Flanders Fields. The name does crop up in the trenches, but not in an overwhelming way: Poppy Redoubt (Givenchy), Poppy Lane (Wytschaete), Poppy Post (Villers-Guislain) and Poppy Trench (Longueval). The other signifier, this time associated with the Somme battlefield, was the rose. The sentimental song Roses of Picardy ensured its enduring place in the mythology of the war. There were a large number of rose names, by no means all in Picardy: Rose Trench appeared at Méaulte, Roclincourt, Westroosebeke, Villers-Guislain, Epéhy and Bellicourt, Rose Alley at Méaulte, Rose Reserve at Le Sars, Rose Street at La Bassée and Bixschoote/Westroosebeke, and Rose Support at Villers-Guislain.


There were plenty of other flower names, among others: Tulip Trench (Rouvroy), Lilac Cott, Tulip Cotts and Primrose Cotts (all Zonnebeke), Lily Trench (Bellicourt), and Lily Road, Lily Lane, Laurel Lane, Lotus Lane and Leaf Lane (Blaireville–Fonquevillers). In the Hooglede sheet, alongside the vegetables listed above, occur Daisy Farm, Primrose Farm, Violet Farm, Bluebell Copse, Dandelion Farm, Cowslip Corner, Geranium Farm, Lobelia Farm, Primula Copse, Lilly Farm, Narcissus Farm, Tulip Farm, Saffron Farm and Pink Farm. The last two overlap with yet another group relating to colour and pigments: Black Farm, Cobalt Cross Roads, Purple Corner, Golden Farm, Blue Corner, Grey Corner, Pewter Corner, Yellow Corner and Indigo Corner. The presence of composers’ names in this sheet reminds us that Stanley Cursiter, 4th FSC’s printing officer, was a musician as well as a painter familiar with the pigments obtained from an artists’ colour man.


Beasts of the Fields and Fowls of the Air


The names of animals, birds and even insects also feature widely up and down the front. The first to be used were those unfortunate landmarks used as reference points by the troops – Dead Cow, Dead Horse, and so on. Later the need to name trenches in the enemy zone, well behind the front line, led to many natural names being used. There was, in fact, a proliferation of wildlife. At Richebourg were Cats Post and Dogs Post. West of Saint-Quentin were Badger and Otter Copses (Saint-Quentin), while east of the town were Dog Hill and Dog Copse, Ferret Wood (Homblières). In Flanders, the double meaning of Pike House led into Arrow, Feather and Head Farms, which were all contiguous in the south-eastern corner of the Wytschaete sheet. Zoo Trench appeared at Gouy and Neuville Vitasse.


When it came to naming the Hindenburg Line trenches animals also featured – a sector known as The Ark included Mule, Rat, Cat, Dog and Horse Lanes (Neuville Vitasse). Perhaps inspiration ran out, because the horse was swiftly dismembered into its constituent parts, or at least some of them: Blaze, Ear, Eye, Head and Hoof Lanes. A German redoubt called The Zoo by the British contained Lion, Tiger, Leopard and Panther Lanes. We also find Ant Trench (Hébuterne), Antelope Alley (Rouvroy) and Antelope Trench (Lens and Combles).


Animals and birds were particularly well represented in the Vis-en-Artois sheet, which drew heavily on both these categories and represents a veritable bestiary. Many of the animals were exotic, and they were located near Jungle Alley and Spoor Lane: Shikar, Buck, Bison, Monkey, Tiger, Stag, Panther, Lion, Ape, Boar and Ibis Trenches.


Perhaps it was no accident that these were found next to Orient and Occident Lanes, Ophir and Olga Trenches, and Aden Mound. Others were more prosaic, and even descended to the domestic and insectiferous: Badger, Dog, Poodle, Puppy and Beetle Trenches. In the Fampoux sheet, just to the north, was Weasel Trench, while Wolves Alley was near Vendeuil. There were also Yak Post (Epéhy), Goat Redoubt (Beaumont), Goat Street and Post (Ficheux), Goat Trench (La Bassée/Loos) and Goat Lane (Vis-en-Artois and Gouy). Finally, Zebra Post and Trench appeared near Epéhy and Itancourt respectively.


Many bird names occurred in the Hooglede sheet: Crane Cross Roads, Grouse Corner, Partridge Corner, Swallow Farm, Mavis Farm, Blackbird Farm, Magpie Farm, Corncrake Cross Roads, Guinea Farm, Moorhen Farm (by Decoy Cross Roads), Wood-king Farm, Hawks Farm, Lark Corner, Rook Farm, Parrot Farm, Storknest Cross Roads, Dovecot Corner, Cygnet Farm, Owl Corner, Jay Copse, Wagtail Farm, Linnet Copse and Canary Farm. In trench warfare, the canary was the tunneller’s friend, as it gave warning of gas by toppling off its perch.


The bird names in the Vis-en-Artois area swirled around The Nest and The Rookery: Albatross, Crow, Starling, Puffin, Cuckoo, Mallard, Robin, Bullfinch, Wren, Eagle, Lark, Pelican, Swift, Buzzard, Swan, Falcon, Curlew, Gannet, Heron, Shawk, Kestrel, Egret, Thrush, Sparrow, Duck and Bat Trenches (the last was classified as a bird in this context). The sole insects were Moth Street, and Gnat, the latter also appearing in the Gueudecourt sheet. East of Fonquevillers and Hébuterne appeared Ostrich, Starling, Stork, Jay and Sparrow Support Trenches. Near Gouzeaucourt, in the Villers-Guislain sheet, appeared The Perch, Bird Post, Fly Catcher Post, Swallows Trench, Chaffinch Lane, Dove Lane, Eagle Trench, and Quail Lane. A further group of bird names appears in the Hooglede sheet, near Ypres. In the Hébuterne sheet were Duck, Swan, Owl and Hawk Trenches. South of Saint-Quentin, between the Somme and Oise rivers, appear Starling, Titmouse, Swallow, Guinea Fowl, Duck, Fowl, Robin, Warbler, Blackbird and Magpie Woods (Essigny-le-Grand and Berthenicourt). Wren Way was near Wytschaete. Partly because of the number of French or Belgian hamlets named after the bird, there were many nightingales along the front, including Rossignol Avenue (Wytschaete) and Rossignol (Beaumont and Ploegsteert). Many writers, from John McCrae to Beech Thomas, noted the larks flying above the trenches, even singing, in the din of battle. This seems to be confirmed by the large number of lark names: Lark Lane (Vis-en-Artois/Bullecourt), Lark Lane and Corner (Wytschaete), Lark Post (Quéant and Epéhy), Lark Spur (Villers-Guislain) and Lark Trench (Epéhy). However, we should always remember the possibility of ambiguity; soldiers were not averse to larking about.


The British never achieved parity with the French in giving unpleasant names to German trenches, but we find Fly, Midge, Wasp and Bee Farms near Wytschaete, south of Ypres. In the Hébuterne sheet were Wasp Trench and Support, Slug Street and Pig Trench, the latter possibly a reference to the heavy trench mortar bomb known as the flying pig. There were also Louse Post (Quéant), Beetle Alley (Longueval and Maricourt), Beetle Trench (Vis-en-Artois), Earwig Trench (Roclincourt), Ant Lane, Bee Lane, Bug Lane and Tick Lane (Fonquevillers).


Fish of the Sea (and of Rivers)


Given the prevalence of flooded trenches, it is surprising that fish, and other river and sea creatures did not appear more often on the map sheets. References to Salmon have to be examined closely, as there was a survey officer of that name with 3rd Field Survey Company. In watery Flanders were Trout, Eel, Salmon, Cod, Lake and Whale Farms, and Pike House (Wytschaete), while a group of fishy names also appear in the Hooglede sheet: Speckle Farm and Trout Fork, and Fillet, Cuttle, Herring, Eel, Prawn, Mull, Mussell and Turtle Farms. Farther south, we find Salmon, Trout and Roach Trenches in the Neuville Vitasse sheet, and another group appeared in the Hébuterne sheet: Fish, Cod, Grilse, Salmon, Trout, Carp, Roach, Pike, Eel, Grayling, Bass and Herring. There were also Trout Copse (Saint-Quentin), Eel Copse and Trout Copse (Fonsommes), Narwal Trench (Lens), Whale Trench (Oppy/Fampoux and Le Sars), and Crayfish Trench and Newt Lane (Hébuterne).


The next three chapters examine the origin and development of trench names, while Chapters V to VII further explore various significant themes in British trench naming.
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II


THE EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF TRENCH NAMING BY THE BRITISH, 1914–15


In the Introduction we briefly examined the phenomenon of naming. This and the following two chapters look at why trench names arose in 1914, and how they subsequently developed, while subsequent chapters deal with patterns of naming and compare British with French and German practice. Needless to say, it was not only the British who named trenches. All the warring nations did the same, and at the same time. As most British trench names in the zone of the Old Front Line appeared during 1915, it is worth examining this period closely to see how the practice developed. We shall see that although a system (usually alphanumeric) was apparent from an early date in the designation of front-line or fire trenches, the naming of communication and other trenches developed in a very ad hoc way.
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Coldstream Guards officer and runner at the junction of Old Kent Road and Hertford Street, Cuinchy Sector, south of the La Bassée Canal, April 1915. (IWM Q50589)





The British official account of 1914–18 survey and mapping – Report on Survey on the Western Front1 – made no reference at all to trench names (or indeed any other sort of names) or naming policy or practice. Nor did it include any illustration of a trench map, as opposed to the topographical map that was used as a base for the former. By contrast, the French equivalent, the Rapport de Guerre,2 contained several references to naming policy, and included many coloured extracts from trench maps of various scales, some of which included names. It is a mystery why British official sources were so reticent on this point, but it was clearly not considered to be a significant issue as it was in the French Army. Any British instructions that were issued were concerned with matters such as scale, reference systems and scales of issue, rarely with names. When names were mentioned in instructions or orders, it was on an army rather than a whole BEF basis. Similarly with censorship, which was applied on a discreet and local level. Second Army decreed in 1915 that coordinates should be used in preference to local names and, where names were used, forms offensive to the command – possibly because the generals feared the possible effect on morale – were adjusted accordingly; thus Stink Post became Odour (more properly Oder, one of many house and farm names in the Salient given river names by the British) Houses, Shell Trap Farm became Mouse Trap Farm. This early squeamishness was not widespread, and did not prevent certain appropriately gruesome, or merely realistic, names becoming established at an early date – for example, Shellfire Corner, Shrapnel Corner and Suicide Corner in the Ypres district.


The use of names was also a security risk, particularly if the enemy captured a trench map on which the names of Allied trenches were shown. Intercepted messages (the Germans regularly overheard British field telephone messages at the front, via their listening sets) or captured orders could immediately be located in space. There were further implications; as that master cryptanalyst Cyrus H. Gordon pointed out, in a higher-level context than that of simple tactical messages, that one of the most frequent errors made by cryptographers was to insert proper names in plain text. By the clues to the content thus provided, they supplied the enemy with an opening wedge for decipherment. It is no coincidence that proper names are the most frequent keys to the decipherment of ancient scripts.3


But the warning was equally valid for low-level battlefield messages, which were regularly deciphered by the Germans. Wireless was used from 1914 for artillery–air cooperation, and later in the war for intercommunication between formations down to brigade level. Even when messages were not sent en claire, which they frequently were in 1914, there were ample opportunities for interception and decryption. In the period of the Battle of Arras (April–May 1917), a warning was circulated that the Germans were breaking British Playfair codes.4


Large-scale topographical maps, usually squared for artillery use, were soon duplicator-printed and lithographed in the field, but at first did not feature the trenches – a peculiar omission. The reason was that trenches could only be plotted accurately from air photos. There were very few of these in the early months, and the techniques of plotting trenches from them on to a good base map were only beginning to develop. German trenches (rarely British) began to be shown on lithographed field-printed maps in the spring of 1915, but trench names rarely appeared on the first such productions. Even on the eve of the Second Battle of Ypres (April 1915), the trenches were not printed on the maps issued to British and Canadian divisions taking over from the French in the Ypres Salient; they had to be drawn on laboriously by hand. Luckily the divisions were able to benefit from excellent French 1:20,000 plans directeurs, on which the German trenches were printed in blue, though without names. The Allied trenches, however, still had to be added in manuscript.


We can therefore conclude that trench names were mostly bestowed in the first instance by the troops on the ground, initially nearly always reflecting regimental names and their geographical origins and associations, and also local features. It has always been an infantry drill to nominate reference points, for fire-control purposes and for use as rendezvous, etc. Thus appropriate graphic names were given at the same time to significant buildings and other features – Dead Cow Farm, Rifle Farm, Thatched Cottage, Lone Tree, and so on. Such trench and other names were not always used at a higher level; Second Army insisted that farms should be known only by their map references (names had sometimes been changed in a very confusing and dangerous way), and that front trenches should be numbered – Trench 36, etc. Corps within Second Army adopted their own numbering systems, but always numbering from the right – i.e. the southern end of their frontages – as was traditional military practice.


How Trench Names Arose – the Battle of the Aisne


The naming of British trenches and posts, begun, according to the Official Historian, in the British Expeditionary Force on the Aisne in September–October 1914 by Brigadier-General Hunter-Weston (GOC 11th Brigade, 4th Division), gradually became a general practice during the winter of 1914–15.5 As usual, the truth is rather more complex. Names were first given by the rank and file and also, slightly later, by their commanders. The former tended to be informal, nostalgic, ironic and humorous, the latter more formal, commemorative, regimental and descriptive. These two strands – naming from below and naming from above – intertwined throughout the war.


At first trenches were referred to in messages and orders in terms of the regiments to which their battalions belonged, their companies, and company commanders, but these everyday appellations had not yet become formalised. An 11th Brigade sketch map of 16 September, only three days after the crossing of the Aisne, showed SLI [Somerset Light Infantry] trench and RDF [Royal Dublin Fusiliers] trench with a haystack (later to become Yatman’s Post) centrally to their front. A message of 20 September referred to Captain Coventry’s Trench (‘in turnip field on E of our wood’). The 11th Brigade was certainly naming a few positions by 29 September, when Pit Post and Captain Yatman’s Haystack (where Yatman had an observation post) were both mentioned in messages.6 A message of 2 October referred to Bottomley’s Pit (elsewhere referred to as Bottomless Pit) and Yatman’s Post. A 1:20,000 sketch map of the same date, showing the East Lancs Trenches, designated Somerset, A2, A1 E. Lancs., A. Advanced Post, A3, A4, B, B Dummy, B Support, C1, Support (behind C1), D1, D2, and Zouave. Somerset and Zouave referred to the regiments holding those trenches, while the letters presumably referred to the companies of the East Lancs holding these trenches.7 A sketch map dated 13 October showed S[outh] Stafford Trench.8 Specific lengths of trenches (mostly still isolated at this stage, but not for very long) had by this time received positive designations. The evidence suggests that most early trench (and feature) naming on the Aisne, and later in the Ypres–Ploegsteert–La Bassée area, was related to the regimental names, and officers’ names, of the battalions holding those trenches. An exception on the Aisne was Hyde Park Corner, the name given by the Kings Liverpool Regiment to a feature east of the north-south canal cutting through the Chemin-des-Dames ridge.


In a post-war letter to the Official Historian, to clear up a query about the naming question, Hunter-Weston stated:




my recollection that my 11th Infantry Brigade had names to their trenches even before the Ploegsteert days [October 1914 onwards]. In my training of my brigade at Colchester … before the war, I always laid stress on accuracy in the description of localities and advised my officers to give definite names to localities or posts they were constantly using, if no such name had already been given to these posts on the map.


Thus it was that in our very first trenches … above the Aisne, the 11th Infantry Brigade gave definite names to their various posts and to the various parts of the trenches which they constructed above Bucy-le-Long …9





In October (he says the 17th, but by then his brigade was in Flanders) Hunter-Weston wrote to his wife about the Aisne trenches, eulogising that:




My trenches are a dream, as made by my men. Officers of other brigades and officers also of the French Army, who are in touch with us, on my left, come round to see them as one of the sights. They are dry, roomy, comfortable, roofed, and in fact almost cosy. The men give their different posts and trenches definite names such as, ‘Woodbine Villa’, ‘Wheatsheaf Inn’, or such and such a trench. They are very proud of their work and very happy. The sick rate in these trenches north of Bucy was less than in our barracks at Colchester. I look after my men though I work them hard.10





These first names were clearly given from below, by the non-commissioned ranks.


Hunter-Weston was not the only person responsible for naming trenches and features on the Aisne, and his 11th Brigade not the only formation that made use of this practice. As we have seen, for all officers and NCOs, the naming of posts and reference points was part of their pre-war tactical training. The 1st Division’s sketch maps on the Aisne from 2 October 1914 referred to Lomax Hill (west of Bois de Bourg, east of Courteconne), Emergency Trenches, Zouave Trenches and Rifle Point (west of Moussy). Lomax Hill had been named by Sir Douglas Haig, commander of I Corps, after Major-General S.H. Lomax, the commander of 1st Division, who had his headquarters there from 15 to 20 September.11 Haig, later to become C-in-C, was thus one of the first figures to be instrumental in naming positions on the Western Front. Unfortunately, the name was thereafter forgotten, and did not appear on the British 1:20,000 trench maps of this area produced in May 1918. In fact, French plans directeurs of the Aisne area produced during the war bear no evidence at all of the British presence there in September–October 1914.


Naming Recommences – Flanders 1914


The move of the BEF from the Aisne to Flanders in the first half of October 1914 signalled a brief return to a war of movement, and trench naming was, for a short while, a thing of the past. However, after the encounter battles of La Bassée and First Ypres in October and early November, trench warfare (or rather stalemate) immediately developed once more. In the Ypres Salient, the close country with its scattering of woods, road and track junctions and unnamed farms lent itself to spontaneous naming in a situation in which military necessity demanded reference names. Where they were printed on the existing Belgian military maps used by the Allies, the names were immediately seized upon and used. One of the few exceptions was the Bois de Polygone, which of course became Polygon Wood. The Belgian farms were generally only known by their owners’ names, which were not marked on the copies of the Belgian map, and it is remarkable how many of the woods were hitherto unnamed.


During and after First Ypres, therefore, British names were bestowed on features in the Salient that became significant landmarks in later battles – the Menin Road, Greenjacket Ride, Northampton Farm, Sanctuary Wood, Shrewsbury Forest, Black Watch Corner, White House (White Chateau), Stirling Castle, Clapham Junction and so on. Hill 60 east of Zillebeke was named after its metric height shown on the map. FitzClarence Farm was in fact misnamed on later maps; the Official Historian noted that during the preparation for reproduction of the British map in the winter of 1914, the name was shifted slightly, and the farm so designated throughout the war was in fact not the one used by Brigadier-General FitzClarence during First Ypres.12 After First Ypres, the British handed the Salient over to the French, and did not reoccupy it until the early months of 1915. Maps showing these names were lithographed by the GHQ Printing Company RE during the winter of 1914–15. German salients and other easily identified strongpoints were the first enemy trenches to be named by the British. At Le Pelerin, just north of Le Gheer, east of Ploegsteert Wood, a wired group of buildings forming a strong German salient was soon called the Bird Cage, from the appearance of its surrounding entanglements on air photos, and was still known by this name at the time of the Messines battle of June 1917.13


As in the early days of stalemate on the Aisne, the first trenches in Flanders were short, disconnected lengths with no communication trenches. Local advances and retirements meant that the line did not stabilise for some weeks, but when it did greater efforts were made to consolidate the existing trenches into something like a proper defensive system, to dig communication trenches to the rear, and to construct breastworks where the high water table made the trenches flood. As the system became more permanent, trench names soon appeared once more on some of the, initially manuscript, sketchy and embryonic, trench maps which were first drawn at this time. On brigade sketch maps of the October–November period, the trenches were usually identified by the regimental names of the units holding them. However, many such sketch maps produced during the winter of 1914–15 still did not show the local trench names, if they existed.


In Flanders, Hunter-Weston’s brigade was once more at the forefront of naming and, what is more, the Brigadier did not, at first, seem in the least to mind his affectionate ‘figure-of-fun’ nickname being used – he was known in the Brigade as ‘Hunter-Bunter’. On 24 October his brigade headquarters was in the Café Royal at Ploegsteert.14 It was here that 11th Brigade began naming trenches and other features in earnest. Hunter-Weston noted that:




At Ploegsteert all the trenches of the 11th Infantry Brigade and all the communication paths through Ploegsteert Wood had their definite names. For instance, the two main communications up through Ploegsteert Wood were called respectively ‘Strand’ and ‘Regent Street’. The first, second and third lines of defence were called respectively ‘Tourist Line’, ‘Hunter Avenue’ and ‘Bunter Avenue’. ‘Tourist Line’, which was just inside the edge of the Wood was so called because it was into this line of trenches that we were able to bring Lord Balfour and the other distinguished folk who came to see our lines and to have a look at the German trenches which were within a few yards of Tourist Line.


The Headquarters shelter of the Somerset Light Infantry was called ‘Somerset House’. The Headquarters of another of my battalions was, I see, called the ‘Carlton Restaurant’ and the shelter for the immediate reserves was called ‘Hunter’s Town’.15





By the turn of the year, however, Hunter-Weston’s sense of humour seems to have suffered, to the extent that Bunter Avenue16 was renamed Bunhill Row, one of the many names apparently bestowed in this area by the London Rifle Brigade. During the winter of 1914–15, an impressive array of names, including many London ones, appeared in the Ploegsteert Wood area. Among them were many personal and regimental names, or those descriptive of local conditions, but there were also several flights of fancy: Mud Lane, Hunter Avenue, Prowse Point, The Tabernacle, Long Island, Holt Corner, Fort Boyd, Three Huns Farm, Hulls Burnt Farm, Spy Corner, The Chateau, Sentry Tree, Broken Tree, Douglas Villa, Baynes Bunk Lodge, Murray’s Hut, North Breastwork, Old Bread Street, Old Trench Line, Rough & Ready Villa, Anton’s House, Picket House, The Birdcage, Belchiers Cottages, Farmers Rest, Kneller Hall, Dead Horse Corner, Castle Martin, Scawby, Tourist Line, The Tourists Peep, Plugstreet Hall and Hunterston North & South. Among the London names were The Strand, Bunhill Row, Tothill Fields, Regent Street, Piccadilly Circus, Haymarket, Oxford Circus, Fleet Street, Maximes [sic] and Tower Bridge. Regimental names were Somerset House, Hampshire Lane, Rifle House and Essex Farm. The Rifle Brigade Orderly Room was very appropriately called the Palais de Justice.17


On 4 November 1914 a ‘Rough sketch of Defensive Position near Lindenhoek to be occupied by 2. S. LAN. R’ (2nd Battalion, South Lancashire Regiment) showed short isolated sections of trench but no names.18 In the same month, front trenches in the same sector were numbered 10–14.19 In the Zwarteleen–Zillebeke sector in mid-November 1914, just after First Ypres, a 7th Brigade sketch map pinpointing the position of a German trench mortar showed London Scots and Welch trenches, while a sketch map of the position of the 2nd Battalion, King’s Own Scottish Borderers, identifying the occupying companies, showed ‘B Co’ and ‘C Co’ trenches. In December in the Kemmel sector, 7th Brigade sketch maps only referred to their trenches by the regimental names of the battalions holding them, and to Centre Trench, Left Trench, etc. relative to the battalion sector,20 while at Wulverghem, 5th Division trenches in sectors A–D were numbered 1–14.21 Clearly, while they may have been appearing unofficially, trench names were not being officially encouraged; in many commands, strict alphanumeric designation was the order of the day. In fact, this remained the case for front-line trenches throughout the war.


London in Germany


Although belonging to a Hamburg trading family with a long history, and himself living in Hamburg, the businessman L.W. Brandt had been born in England and thus had British nationality. One of his sons was Bill Brandt, later to become one of the most famous photographers of the 20th century. The father was one of 5,000 British men who, from 15 November 1914, were interned at Ruhleben racecourse at Spandau, near Berlin. Here, probably unaware of the similar naming taking place far to the west in Flanders, they transformed their prison camp into a ‘little England’, part of the process involving renaming their alleys Bond Street, Regent Street and Trafalgar Square.22 The same process of reassurance, of creating a memory space of an environment of peace and security, through naming, was occurring independently and simultaneously in places geographically distant but psychologically similar.


First Army Area 1914–15


Naming also developed slowly along the line, in the areas of other formations. In what was later to become First Army Area, 7th Brigade referred on 26 October 1914 to the triangle at Neuve Chapelle,23 while a 2½-inch to the mile sketch map of the Neuve Chapelle sector on 28 October only identified the British trenches by the regimental names of the units holding them (Royal West Kents, 9th Bhopal, [20th & 21st Companies of the Indian] Sappers & Miners, 47th Sikhs, Royal Fusiliers, Lincolns, 5th Fusiliers, Royal Scots).24 A road junction near Picquet House at Festubert was called Hell Corner in November.25 In the La Boutillerie sector on 15 November 1914, a 1:20,000 scale sketch map of ‘British Lines as existing and German Lines as believed to exist’ produced by 7th Division showed British trenches in red and German in blue but indicated no names. Another sketch map of this area at about the same date showed the GHQ Line in green. By 18 December 1914, the British trenches in the La Boutillerie sector had received numbered sub-section designations: ‘No. 5 Sub Section,’ etc.26
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Officer at the junction of Bond Street and Conduit Street, Cuinchy sector, south of the La Bassée Canal, in early 1915. (IWM Q52982M)





A lithographed 1:20,000 map of 8th Division front, showing in blue manuscript the position of German trenches attacked on the night of 18–19 December, also showed the British front, communication and support trenches in red, divided (from the right) into sections A to F; these corresponded to the sections known as A Lines, B Lines, etc.27 A 1:20,000 sketch map of the Fauquissart–Neuve Chapelle area, dated 20 December, identified B Lines south of Moated Farm (north of Neuve Chapelle), C Lines north of Moated Farm, and D Lines at Chapigny.28 The Instruction of 8th Divisional Artillery for the action of the night 18–19 December stated that the ‘Primary objective is the hostile trench P5 to J1’, and that the ‘Secondary objective is the hostile trench P5 to P20’. It went on to instruct ‘33rd F[ield] A[rtillery] Brigade to open fire at 4.15 p.m. on enemy’s trench P5, J 21 C and D, P9 and P14’, a confusing mix of arbitrary target numbers and map square references.29 This shows that the system of arbitrary target numbers for artillery reference purposes was already in use at this early date, as well as the map square reference system.


A 1:8,000 spirit-duplicated map of the Fauquissart–Moulin du Pietre–Aubers area, produced in December, showed the British trenches in manuscript identified by Regimental names – R Berks R, Rif Brig, Linc R – and the German main and other trenches shown in blue and designated by the letters A and B. During December, the construction of ‘Pivot Points’ or ‘Supporting Points’ behind the front line had been started, and 8th Division ordered that these should be known as A1a, A1b, B1, B2, C1, C2, etc. up to F5. These designations corresponded to the lettered ‘Sections’ or ‘Lines’.30 By the end of the year, 7th and 8th Divisions in the Neuve Chapelle–La Boutillerie area had started to construct twelve ‘Pivot Points’ or ‘Supporting Points’ lettered A–M behind the front line, ‘in support of the existing line of entrenchments.’31 These points, organised for all-round defence, were soon called ‘keeps’ on First Army Front. Defence in depth developed fairly rapidly, and by the end of January 1915, the G.H.Q. Line behind the front system was supported by points numbered GHQ 1–16, while posts in the Third Line were named Fort A, Fort B, etc.32


On 23 January IV Corps issued a letter about the construction of new ‘strong supporting points’, each to be garrisoned by one or two companies, ‘in rear of 2nd line of defence passing through Croix Barbée and Fleurbaix’. It ordained that these should be ‘not redoubts or works of that nature but fortified houses, short lengths of fire trenches and Machine Gun emplacements, grouped together and entirely surrounded by an efficient wire entanglement’. Bridgehead positions were also to be constructed to defend various watercourse crossings in the areas of 7th and 8th Divisions.33 Three days later, IV Corps issued a further letter stating that the fighting in the Givenchy–Cuinchy area on 25 January proved the value of ‘points d’appuis’ or keeps in rear of the front trenches at both places, and ‘saved the situation’. Divisions were therefore instructed to push ahead rapidly with the construction of such keeps. The insecurity of the existing feeble defences was keenly felt, and the letter continued: ‘With the exception of the two new works 1A and 1B in rear of “A” and “B” lines of the 8th Division, all these keeps will be fit for occupation and wired up all round by January 31st.’34


February 1915 saw the British defence system developing rapidly. As far as names were concerned, an 8th Division defence scheme of 4 February referred, among others, to the Doll’s House on the La Bassée Road, Foresters Lane, Port Arthur and Red Barn.35 On 16 February, IV Corps sent a letter to 8th Division trying to rationalise existing designations:




In order to avoid confusion and admit of ready reference to individual works, the Lieutenant-General Commanding [Rawlinson] wishes the following system adopted in the nomenclature of redoubts and supporting points in the first, second and third lines.36





As far as the 1st Line was concerned, 7th Division was instructed to letter these points from the right, with the number of the Section prefixed to the letter, e.g. 1.A, 3.G, etc. The 8th Division had to number points from the right of each Section, with the Section letter prefixed to the number, e.g. A.1, A.2, E.2, F.3, etc. Points in the 2nd Line were to be numbered consecutively by the corps from right to left, while 3rd Line points were to be lettered consecutively from right to left.37 Whether the outcome was to clarify or confuse the issue was not subsequently stated. A IV Corps letter of 18 February reported that the ‘Port Arthur Salient [is] practically finished, and that the GOC proposed a new communication trench from A1 Post to No. 2 Section of “A” Lines, along which it might be possible to run a tram line.’38


Battle of Neuve Chapelle, March 1915


Very large-scale (1:5,000) trench maps were first printed in the field for the Neuve Chapelle attack of 12 March, but although these showed the German trenches in red (plotted from air photos, and unnamed) they did not show British trenches. British positions before the attack included A–D Lines, Port Arthur and Crescent Redoubt. Roads named by the British in this area included Edgware Road, Signpost Lane, Chimney Crescent and Cameron Lane. The German trenches were not named by the British (except for the Quadrilateral and the Smith-Dorrien Trench), but the maps were provided with lettered or numbered reference points for precise designation of targets and objectives. The war diary of 8th Division’s CRA referred to the ‘Neuve Chapelle 1:5,000 sheet’ on 8 March, to trenches on it numbered 18, 22, 78 etc., and to Clump 77.39 The Indian Corps also printed its own version of these Neuve Chapelle sheets.


Before the attack, new breastworks and trenches along the Rue Tilleloy and in the orchards behind ‘B Lines’ were constructed to provide cover for the attacking troops.40 The A–F Section designations remained in use during the period of the battle, and more trench names were appearing. A 1:5,000 spirit-duplicated map of the Neuve Chapelle area, produced before the battle, entitled ‘Diagram of Support Trenches “B” Lines’, showed Worcester Way, Tram Line, Rutland Row communication trench, High Street communication trench and Posts B1 and B2.41 The pattern of naming in this sector was becoming clear; front trenches and posts retained their alphanumeric designations, but names were being used for communication and other trenches.


Manuscript additions made by 8th Division to the 1:5,000 trench maps printed for the assault showed that new appellations, notably for road junctions and crossroads, proliferated in and around Neuve Chapelle during and just after the battle: Greybreeks Road, Church Road, Trivia Cross, Gahrwal [sic] Cross, Gahrwal [sic] Road, Gurkha Cross, Gurkha Road, Kukri Cross, Graham’s Cross, Grange Cross, West Yorks Orchard, Lynedoch Cross, Irish Cross, Sherwood Cross, etc.42 The regimental names and associations, particularly those of the Indian Army, are worth noting.
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British ‘Secret’ edition trench map of late-1915, showing the British (left) and German (right) trench systems at Neuve Chapelle. The British First Army (Haig) captured the village in March 1915, and many of the trench names date from that period.





Operation Order No. 21 of the Meerut Division for the battle echoed the system of alphanumeric designation of front trenches:




The Dehra Dun Brigade will be in support and will be formed up in positions of readiness in Work A.1, works D.6 and D.7, and the breastwork connecting them, E.7 and E.8, and E.9 and 10, and work about cross roads at St. Vaast.43





However, it also instructed that the Garhwal Brigade ‘will form for the assault in Port Arthur, Advanced Post No. 2, the trenches along the Estaires–La Bassée Road and in the two new lines of breastwork immediately in rear of them.’44 Thus some positions were named, others were lettered and numbered, and the new breastworks do not appear to have received any official designation at all.


Between the Neuve Chapelle and Aubers Ridge Battles: March–May 1915


The capture of Neuve Chapelle meant that new trenches and breastworks had to be constructed to the east of the village, and trench names proliferated rapidly after the battle. First Army front was relatively quiet for a couple of months, but on 22 April Second Army experienced the dramatic gas attack heralding the Second Battle of Ypres. In April 1915 in the Richebourg Sector, just south of Neuve Chapelle, the Divisional Section was still designated E, with Subsections E1, E2 and E3. Certain localities were named: Orchard Redoubt, the Factory (also known as the Ritz), Cinder Track, and small keeps at Chocolat Menier Corner, Burlington Arcade and the Copse. Near Albert and Edward Roads were the D5 and D6 works.45


The Richebourg–Festubert–Givenchy Sector


A 1:5,280 trace of trenches in 1st Division’s area, Sketch of Position from Rue de Bethune to Givenchy, dated 28 November 1914, showed roads, fire trenches, communication and support trenches and German saps but no trench names. The front was divided into Right, Centre and Left Sections, and the British trenches were numbered from right to left, and also lettered. No trench names were shown, but reference points were given – Red cart, Green carts, Haystacks, Lone Trees, etc.46 There were few trenches as yet, and it is clear that, at this stage, reference point designations and landmarks had not yet undergone the metamorphosis into formal names. Presumably trench names would have been included on such a sketch map had they existed.


East of Festubert, 4th (Guards) Brigade relieved units of the Indian Corps on 24 December, taking over various trenches including ‘the Dead Cow Trench’ (near Dead Cow Farm), a curiously tentative designation, while on 10 January 1915 the brigade was working on Richebourg Redoubt. Two days later it was working on the Big Redoubt at Richebourg St Vaast, probably the same set of defences, and two days after that it referred to the road junction named First Aid Corner.47 The Guards Brigade remained some time in this sector, one of its roles being to train Territorial and New Army units in trench routine, and Guards Trench, east of the Rue du Bois at Richebourg, was a memento of their occupation. A support trench near here was called Blackadder’s, a name again to be associated with the Western Front by a future generation in the form of the anti-hero of Rowan Atkinson’s eponymous television series. This trench was probably (mis-)named after Brigadier-General C.G. Blackader, commanding the Garhwal Brigade of the Indian Corps. In this sector appeared the communication trenches Mole, Pear, Peach, Plum, Hazard and Copse Streets, the London names Vine Street, Bond Street, Ritz (by the Cinder Track), Pall Mall, Cockspur Street and Embankment, and Factory Trench leading to the observation post in the lace factory known as The Ritz.


In December 1914 names for special points or localities were becoming well-established all along the front. 3rd Division referred to several names in the Festubert area towards the end of December: Tuning Fork, Willow Corner, Picquet House, Willow Hedge (first line), and Sap Head of the South Wales Borderers.48 Brewery Corner near Festubert had also been named by December. A drainage dyke north of La Quinque Rue, in the vicinity of Dead Cow Farm, was in April 1915 known as the Grand Canal. Welsh Tree was also in this area, while House A and House B were on either side of the Rue de Cailloux.49


Battles of Aubers Ridge and Festubert, May 1915


First Army’s Aubers Ridge attacks of 9 May 1915 failed totally, but its Festubert attack of 15 May, and the days following gained a little ground. In this attack troops found First Army’s maps of this flat, dyked region very confusing. Apart from North and South Breastworks and the Quadrilateral, no German trenches were named on the British maps. Confusion was introduced by showing objectives by small circles on the map, containing arbitrary target numbers, regardless of the nature of the feature to be identified. Most of them were in fact trench junctions. To confuse matters further, the Festubert trench map was full of inaccuracies, with positional errors as great as 450 yards. Worse, it was printed upside down.


On 25 May similar problems were encountered when working parties from the 2nd Brigade moved forward to consolidate the new line at point L8. They found it still in German hands; the attacking party, confused by the unreliable maps and the ground, which was ‘trenched and retrenched in all directions’, had occupied positions farther to the west. The historian of the Post Office Rifles stated that on 22 May they received orders to take over part of the captured trench system, defined on the recent issue of trench diagrams as the sector K3–J1, from the Canadians. These points represented junctions between main and communication trenches. A sketch map showing the layout of the sector – trenches and letter/number references for positions but nothing else – was issued to the company commanders.50 On 23 May 140th Infantry Brigade referred in its Operation Order No.6 to ‘Trench Map 1/5,000’, and arbitrary target numbers such as K5 at Festubert.51 There is no doubt that the use of trench names would have considerably improved the situation during these operations.
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British ‘Secret’ edition trench map of late-1915, showing the British (left) and German (right) trench systems at Richebourg, south of Neuve Chapelle. The Boar’s Head salient (German) is at the top, while this and the British communication trenches named Cadbury’s, Fry’s and Pipe feature in Edmund Blunden’s Undertones of War.





The captured German positions were consolidated and incorporated into the British system, and new communication breastworks were pushed forward. All these trenches were named except for the ‘island’ outposts closest to the Germans, which were numbered. The old British and German front lines and a German communication breastwork were now marked on the map as Old German Line, Old British Line and Old German Breastwork. The new German front line now pivoted on a rump of their old front position, and this was now named the Boar’s Head, from its appearance on the map. The Sally Port, a concealed exit where the front breastwork crossed the main road south of The Neb, later gave its name to the stretch of German front line across no man’s land, which became Sally Trench.


South of here, in the area east of Festubert, the new communication trenches, constructed over the next few months, were called Connaught Street, Cadbury’s, Fry’s, Pipe, Funnel, Rope and Kinkroo (named after the road La Quinque Rue); continuing south, regional and regimental names took over: Shetland Road, Coleman Street, Richmond Terrace, Argyll Road, Pioneer Road, Orkney Road, Lothian Road, Stafford Road, Barnton Road, Stuart Road, Fife Road, Coldstream Road and Grenadier Road. The apex of the new British line east of Festubert was at Canadian Orchard, reminding us of the Canadian part in this battle. The southern end of this bitten-off German area was just north of Givenchy at the feature called the Duck’s Bill (the Germans knew it by the same name – Enten Schnabel) where a stretch of old trench in no man’s land was named Dead Man’s (or Deadmans) Trench.


From Givenchy to the La Bassée Canal


On 1st Division front (1st Brigade), between Givenchy and the La Bassée Canal, the following names had become established by 27 December 1914 (the numbers 1–11 refer to positions marked on a map):52
















	Trench/Position No.


	Name


	Rifle Strength







	1


	French Farm


	130 Scots Guards







	2


	Scottish Trench


	100 L[ondon] Scottish







	3


	Second Trench


	120 Cold[stream] Guards







	4


	South Trench


	180 Camerons







	5


	Wagon Trench


	80 Cold[stream] G[uar]ds







	6


	Road Reserve


	120 Camerons







	7


	Bridge Guard


	160 S[cots] Guards, 100 L[ondon] Scottish







	8


	Coldstreams


	Rem. 35, London Scottish 195







	9


	Black Watch


	800







	10


	Camerons


	260







	11


	B[rigade] HQ


	 








In addition, Windy Corner, west of Givenchy, had been named, and most of the roads in the area had also been given names such as Princes Road, Yellow Road and Willow Road. The naming of Chocolat Menier Corner north of Festubert, from an advertising panel at that road junction, later by association led to the naming of two nearby communication trenches Cadbury’s and Fry’s.


By January 1915, and probably earlier, Spoil Bank and The Embankment on the La Bassée Canal, and The Orchard and The Keep at Givenchy had received their names. The last was an ancient word that had come back into use on First Army Front to denote a strongpoint, close behind the support trench, organised for all-round defence and usually garrisoned by a platoon. In areas with a high water table where the trenches were susceptible to flooding, as much of the Lys valley was, such strongpoints on slightly higher ground or in substantial buildings, provided the backbone of the defence scheme. The following additional names were in use at Givenchy in February: Givenchy Keep, Village Trench (or the Village Trenches), the famous Duck’s Bill salient, the Orchard, Mairie Redoubt (at the town hall), Old British Line, New Communicating Trench, Old (water-filled) Communicating Trench, Loop Trench and Glasgow Trench.53 By March, further British positions in the Givenchy area included Welch Trench, Red House and White House.54 In that month the Guards Brigade took over trenches at Givenchy, the Brigadier reconnoitring German Redoubt from New Cut Trench, and German Redoubt and German Trench E3 and E4 from Le Plantin, on the 15th.55


Thus far naming in this area had been, with a few striking exceptions such as the Duck’s Bill, largely prosaic – a mixture of topographical reference points and regimental associations. However, a new group of London street names soon appeared in the Givenchy sector as the trench system was rapidly developed on and around the chalk knoll on which the village was situated, and the units of the Guards Brigade that held it were all commemorated here or south of the canal. The Givenchy defences at this time included: Coldstream Road, Grenadier Road, Whitehall, Cambridge Terrace, Bayswater (support line), Caledonian Road, Cheyne Walk, Baker Street, Finchley Road, Shaftesbury (Ave), Regent Street, Bond Street, Oxford Street (front line), Curzon Street (support line), Piccadilly (reserve line), Berkeley Street, Clarges Street, Half Moon Street, Down Street and Kings Road. There were also Oxford Terrace and Cambridge Terrace (both support line), Gunners Siding, Orchard Street, Glasgow Street, Queens Road, Coldstream Lane, Lone Tree, Y Corner, Herts Road and Hitchin Road. A regular battalion of The Hertfordshire Regiment (unofficially known as the ‘Herts Guards’) was part of the Guards Brigade at this time. In April the brigade also referred to Canal Trench, the Grouse Butts and a British digging at the Duck’s Bill known as Dead Man’s Trench. A British mine gallery was dug from The Shrine. While in this sector, 4th (Guards) Brigade issued an order on 28 April stating that: ‘No signs or notice boards put up in the trenches are to be taken down except for renewal.’56 On 20 June First Army, instructing lower formations to adapt the Givenchy trenches for offensive operations, referred to ‘the trench now known as Piccadilly’.57
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British 1916 trench map showing the British (left) and German (right) trench systems at Givenchy-lez-La Bassée (there was another similarly named village – Givenchy-en-Gohelle – near the Vimy Ridge) astride the La Bassée canal (near bottom), showing the mine craters, including Red Dragon Crater, north and east of Givenchy.





The German trenches in this sector were lettered and numbered by the British in the following fashion: A1, A2; B1, B2; C1, C2; D1, D2; E1–E4, etc. This system was soon abandoned in favour of arbitrary target numbers, or combinations of letters and numbers, indicating specific points rather than stretches of trench. This later system was in use by the Aubers Ridge and Festubert battles in May. Other German positions here in April were the North Breastwork, South Breastwork, ‘K’ Redoubt, ‘R’ Redoubt and S Bend.58


South of the La Bassée Canal


At Cambrin, south of the La Bassée Canal, between 10 and 29 January 1915, 1st Division referred to Eastern and Western communication trenches, Embankment, the Keep, New Cuinchy Supporting Point, Sussex trench and Culvert post.59 At Cuinchy, a report of the 4th (Guards) Brigade on 26 January referred to The Keep, Old Kent Road, High Street (communication trench), Suez Canal, Brick Heaps (brickstacks), The Triangle, Vine Cottage, Pudding Lane, Barossa Trench (at the brickstacks), The Embankment and The Bombing Trench.60 It can be seen that during this period names were in the process of becoming formalised; some were very tentative, being only temporary descriptions or reference points, others were semi-formalised, while yet others such as Old Kent Road were the subject of a very deliberate naming process.


In early February, in addition to the names given above, the Guards Brigade was using the names of the Brickstacks, The Culvert, Culvert Position, ‘the Culvert Road communicating trench’, the Big Culvert, the Culvert Line, Brickfields, The Cockshy (also known as Cock Shie) position at the Brickstacks, The Mill, Railway Embankment, The Hollow, Machine Gun House, Distillery (at Pont Fixe), Hertford Street, ‘trench marked ZZ’ and Trench Z, The Quarries (held at this time by the French), and the Cinder Heap (Fosse 9) at Annequin. In March the Guards Brigade was also using Harley Street, near Pont Fixe, Park Lane, Praed Street, Hunter Street, Upper Lovers Walk and Glasgow Road.61


Very soon, a plethora of new names appeared south of the Canal – Grenadier Trench, Cabbage Patch Redoubt and so on. In April, 6th Brigade were using Ridley Walk, Judy’s Passage, Stafford Redoubt, Leicester Square, Esperanto Street (or Terrace), Hanover Street and Coldstream Lane.62 Lieutenant Robert Graves of the Royal Welch Fusiliers first went into the Cambrin trenches, south of the La Bassée Canal, and then into the Brickstacks sector at Cuinchy, in May 1915. London trench names were well-established here, and he recorded Petticoat Lane and Lowndes Square.63 At some stage there appeared across the La Bassée Canal Battersea Bridge and Westminster Bridge. Nearby were Cheyne Walk and Addison Road.


By June the number of trenches and therefore names had grown still further in Section A, south of the canal. This Section was divided into Sub-Sections A1 (Vermelles–Auchy Road to the Tower), A2 (the Tower to Regent Street) and A3 (Regent Street to the Canal). As well as the trenches already given, and numbered ‘saps’ or ‘boyaux’,64 6th Brigade Defence Schemes and sketch maps dated 21–26 June gave First Line positions as Brickfield Terrace, Leicester Square, Upper Lovers Lane and Hunter Street; in the Second Line were Kingsway, Tower Reserve Trench, Esperanto Terrace and Banbury Cross, while in the Third Line were Maison Rouge, Braddell Point, Willow Line, Cambrin Support Point, etc. There were also Maison Rouge ‘Dug-outs’, Seventh Street, Lovers Keep, Berkshire Road, Glasgow Road, Lewis Keep and Braddell. ‘Supporting points’ were Cuinchy Support, Cambrin Support and Maison Rouge.65


In the Brickstacks sector south of the canal, as far south as the La Bassée Road, were shown Railway Hollow, Worcester Lane, Davies Street, Hyde Park Corner, Loundes [sic] Square, Upper Lovers Walk, Leicester Square, Cock Shie (or Cockshie) Lane, Cock Shie Keep, German Lane, Ridley Walk, The Keep, Brigand Lane, Seymour Street (front line), Regent Street (New and Old), Oxford Street, Portland Street (front line), Hanover Street, Brickfield Terrace (support line), Old Kent Road, Morphia Street, Fairclough Road (or Lane), Lime Street, Schinpa (or Shipka) Pass and Coldstream Lane. Then came Straight Street, Conduit Street, Clive Road (or Street), A2 Subsection HQ at Woburn Abbey, Praed Street, Chapel Street, Edgeware [sic] Road, Brook Street, Park Lane, Bond Street, Conduit Street and Waterloo Place. The defence scheme of 21 June included for the Brickstacks sector a ‘List of Dug-Outs in A3 [Sub-Section]’, which included the following trenches apart from the above: Front Trench, The Hollow, The Bulge, Hunter Street, Abingdon Road, Pudding Lane, Banbury Cross, Bath Road, Bakshae [?] Lane, Esperanto Terrace, Kings Cross, Petticoat Lane, Coldstream Lane, Leicester Square, Cabbage Patch, Pall Mall, Willow Lane, Sidings 8–13, Waterloo Place, Seymour Street, Marylebone Road and Stafford Road.66


South of the La Bassée Road were more London names, punctuated by some exotic vulcanological examples where man-made mine craters had been named after their natural counterparts: Holloway (main trench), The Parade (front line), High Street (support line), Back Street (behind High Street), Kingsway, The Lane, Tower Reserve Trench, Tower Street, Tunnel Trench (or Street), Short Cut, Tower Hamlets, Quarry Trench, Vesuvius Crater, Crater Trench (opposite Vesuvius), Etna Crater, Lava Trench (or Street, behind Crater Trench), Arthur’s Keep, Russell’s Keep and No 1 Keep.67 By September, yet more names had appeared for British and German positions: The Tortoise (from its shape), Mine Point, German Lane, Sunken Road Trench, Gun Street, Canal Alley, Mill Alley, Chateau Alley, Les Briques Trench, etc.68


Second Army Area 1914–15


Following the creation of First and Second Armies towards the end of December 1914, trench designation was systematised, but names already bestowed remained in use. Front trenches received numeric or alphanumeric designations, depending on the corps, but communication trenches were named. At the southern end of Second Army front, in II Corps area, in April 1915, the 1/4th Duke of Wellington’s (West Riding) Regiment began a new communication trench, Dead Dog Alley (named after the nearby farm) in the Bois Grenier sector; this trench was still being completed two months later when the battalion left the sector.69 Later in the year it was renamed Dead Dog Avenue in conformity with Army policy. Other named communication breastworks appeared in this period; a sketch diagram of the Le Bridoux sector dated 25 September 1915, showed Boutillerie Avenue and Devon Avenue.70


In the Armentières sector, on the Franco–Belgian border, names appeared, as elsewhere along the Old Front Line, as communication trenches (or breastworks) were established. As this was a particularly difficult area for digging, the ground being flat and the River Lys prone to flooding, breastworks were the norm, and during 1915 there appeared south of the Lys: Plank Avenue, Buterne Avenue, Central Avenue, Lothian Avenue, Spain Avenue, London, Quebec, Australia, Porte Egal Avenue, Quality Street, Leith Walk, Headquarters Walk, Brick Sand Walk, etc., as well as Five Dugouts Post, Lille Post, Egal Post. The moated Ferme Grand Porte Egal [sic] just behind the front line was made into a strong redoubt, while just south of this a small British salient was called the Mushroom. Other names appearing in this sector were Miners Lane, Pear Tree Farm, Piggott Farm, Haystack Farm, and Subsidiary Line.71


On 12 April 1915, Lieut. Roland Leighton (7th Worcester Regt.), writing to Vera Brittain, listed some of the names attached to ‘passages’ and dugouts in the watery Armentières sector: The Pulpit, Le Château Germaine, Southend Pier, the punning Bridge of Size and Tiers, and the inevitable London names: Ludgate Hill, Marble Arch, Dean’s Yard, Westminster Bridge, The Junior Carlton, Buckingham Palace, etc.72


North of the Lys, the BEF was in Belgium, an area in which few farm names appeared on the maps of the national survey. There was therefore both a necessity and an opportunity for naming them. At Le Touquet, north-east of Armentières and east of the A la ½ Lune Cabaret, appeared a cluster of British names, mostly associated with buildings: Carters Farm, Halfway House, Lukers Houses, Barkenham, Old Snipers House, Progress Row, German M.G. House, White House, Red House, Machine Gun House, Monmouth House, Essex Central Farm, Reserve Farm, Chelmsford Cottage, Warley Lodge, London Farm, Essex Farm, Gunner Farm, Salford Village, Pompadour Farm and so on. The last is one of the few examples of a regimental nickname (The Essex Regiment) being used as a name for a locality on the battlefield (the name Pompadour Trench also appeared elsewhere).


Around Ploegsteert Wood (III Corps), front trenches were initially only numbered: Trench 121, 122, 123, etc. The names in use in and around Ploegsteert Wood have already been described. To the north of the Wood, and protecting its left flank, was Hill 63, which provided vital observation to the Wytschaete–Messines Ridge which was held by the Germans. On Hill 63 were Crest House and Barrel House, while on the north-east slope, east of the hamlet of Le Rossignol, was Dead Cow Farm. North of Le Rossignol were Irish Farm, Five Haystacks, Stinking Farm, Boyle’s Farm and Gabion Farm and a steam traction engine was considered prominent enough to be named Traction Engine on the map as a reference point. In late 1914 and early 1915, these buildings were not yet completely destroyed, and as well as being used for supporting pickets, formed important shelters, observation posts, stores and cookhouses, and their names at this period were as important, perhaps even more important, than trench names. Crucially, they provided vital reference points on the terrain and pinpoint positions on the map, known to the yard by the artillery of both sides.


North of Wulverghem (where in July 1915 a dugout was named The Nook) appeared Cable Farm, Elbow Farm, Burnt Farm, R.E. Farm, Shell Farm, Cooker Farm, Tea Farm, Pond Farm and Frenchman’s Farm. West of Spanbroekmolen were Store Farm and Spy Farm, the latter a reminder of the epidemic of spy scares in the BEF in 1914–15. Opposite Wytschaete appeared Byron Farm, Parret Farm, Wiltshire House, Alston House and Irish House, while the farm between Spanbroekmolen and Maedelstede Farm was named Peckham.73


In the Wytschaete and St Eloi sectors (II Corps), trenches were given letters for the sector, and numbers within that sector – thus we find in late 1914 and early 1915, from south to north, sectors D, E, F, G, H, J, K, L, M, N and O opposite Wytschaete, running up to P, Q, R and T at St Eloi and V at Voormezeele, and within each of these lettered sectors were the numbered trenches – e.g. H1, H2, H3, H4, H5 directly west of Wytschaete. The letter ‘S’ was reserved for ‘Support Redoubts’ (strongpoints or keeps) along the whole Army front, and ‘I’ was not used to avoid any confusion with the figure 1. However, ‘I’ was used as one of the capital letters designating a square zone on the maps. Such lettering and numbering became the rule along the whole of the British front-line trenches, but names were used for most trenches behind the front line – support, reserve, switch, communication trenches. In the front line, a sentry would report to the officer on duty along the company front: ‘C 4 trench, number 6 post, wind safe, all correct’,74 or not as the case may be. The reference to the wind direction was introduced after the German gas attack at Ypres in April 1915. Boards indicating the correct sector, trench and post designations were placed along the front line.
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British plan of the mines laid and blown under the German position on Hill 60, south-east of Ypres, just before the Second Battle of Ypres in April 1915. The British front line (at bottom) is Trenches 38, 39 and 40 (Second Army, and its constituent corps, lettered and numbered its trenches from right to left – the usual military practice), and the mine shafts, galleries and charge chambers are M1, M2 and M3. (Work of the Royal Engineers in the European War 1914–19: Military Mining, Chatham, 1922)





North of St Eloi, trenches were again only numbered – any sector letter was discarded. Key positions on the front taken over by 28th Division from the French in early 1915 included The Bluff, Hill 60, The Caterpillar and The Dump; all were artificial features, resulting from excavations for the canal and railway running south-east from Ypres. Before the attack on the strong German position of Hill 60 on 17 April 1915, we find Trench 37 south of the railway cutting (on the Caterpillar side), and 38, 39, 40, etc., to the north (on the Hill 60 side). Trench 41 was a support trench and Trench 42 was still farther back, astride the Zwarteleen–Zillebeke Road. Trenches 43–45 formed a sharp salient jutting into the German-held village of Zwarteleen. The communication trenches up to the front line from Larch Wood (e.g. Lovers Lane) and points to the north do not appear, at this time, to have been named,75 though it was often the case that names in use did not appear on the maps.


Trenches taken over by 27th Division from the French in early to mid-April, before the German gas attack, in the Sanctuary Wood–Hooge–Zonnebeke area, were again numbered from 1 (north-east of Zwarteleen) to 79 (Polygon Wood), and those along the south edge of Polygon Wood were lettered A to C.76


If any of these British trenches were named by the troops occupying them – e.g. Hampshire Trench at Ploegsteert Wood – these names were not generally shown on the crude trench maps of late 1914 and early 1915, on most of which the British trenches, and for that matter the German, were only shown in manuscript. The first large-scale maps showing British trenches were drawn up in manuscript form by the Divisional Field Companies of the Royal Engineers during the Battle of the Aisne and the trench stalemate that followed (September and early October 1914), and then in Flanders following the race to the sea in October and the Battles of La Bassée and First Ypres. In late 1914 and early 1915, the defences proliferated and many more names appeared at this stage.
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British trench map of The Bluff area. The British front line, on the left, including Loop Trench, and Trenches 29, 30, 31, 32 and 33, and the German trench system (right), in the area between The Ravine and the Ypres–Comines canal. The Bluff, formed of earth excavated during the digging of the canal, and its mine craters were the scene of savage mine warfare in 1916.





In these early months of trench warfare, not all the British trenches were joined up into a single, connected system – there were many isolated sections of trench, particularly in the Ypres Salient where British and Canadian divisions were taking over from the French in March and April 1915. During and after Second Ypres, new trenches were dug closer to Ypres, becoming the British front-line system for the next two years. If trenches were not yet named on the maps, farms and other features (even if unnamed) certainly were. Some features had been at the time of First Ypres. British troops immediately gave their own names to hitherto unnamed farms, isolated buildings, copses and so forth.


By February and March 1915 we find west of St Eloi, in the Vierstraat–Voormezeele sector, buildings in the area behind the front line named Moated Grange, Middle Farm, Dead Dog Farm, Redoubt Farm, Beggars Rest, Snipers Barn, Old Farms and Brasserie Farm. At St Eloi, the following trench and place names were in use at the time: RB [Rifle Brigade] Trench, KSLI [King’s Shropshire Light Infantry] Trench, C9 Trench, Trenches 1 to 23, German Parallel (or German fire trench), The Breastwork, New Support Trenches, Canadian Trenches, The Mound, Bus House (named after a wrecked London omnibus), Piccadilly Farm and White Horse Cellars (possibly a Royal West Kents connection), Shelley Farm (reputedly named after the cause of its destruction rather than a person), Ruined Farm, Square Wood and Triangular Wood.77 Many of these names had appeared months earlier. Roads also receiving names; north of Lock 7 on the Ypres–Comines Canal were King’s Way and Sandbag Track, while east of Kemmel was the delightfully named Milky Way. In the same area were Arundel and Norfolk Lodge, Chester Farm, Bedford House, Gunners Lodge, Hazelbury and Home Farm. A prominent lock-keeper’s house was known as The Doll’s House. Spoil heaps by the side of the Canal, the result of excavation, were named Spoil Bank (on the south side) and The Bluff (on the northern).


Second Battle of Ypres, April–May 1915


Although the old Army had fought in the Ypres Salient in the autumn of 1914, it was unknown ground to many of the troops of 1915. We have seen that many names were given to features and localities in 1914, and several had already passed into history – the Menin Road, the Menin Gate, the Cloth Hall, the Lille Gate, Sanctuary Wood, Hellfire Corner, Shrapnel Corner, Polygon Wood and so on. Local designations and names were not known to units coming to Second Army for the first time, and much of the line in the Ypres Salient had only recently been taken over from the French. Probably for this reason, it was Second Army policy to identify features by coordinates within sub-squares, or merely by the sub-squares. A Second Army order of 15 April 1915 stated that ‘references in reports to trenches will be by reference to map square and decimal system. Numbers of trenches and local names will not be used in reports to 2nd Army.’78 Thus even though the troops preferred names to abstract map references, they were prohibited to avoid confusion.


On some Second Army 1:5,000 sheets of early 1915, the standard system of reference squares was used, as were arbitrary target numbers. The latter were not in circles as in the First Army (GS ‘I’) inverted maps, but under arcs, as it were, to suggest the ‘“épaulement” of the battery’ position. When German trenches appeared, they were in blue, as were reference numbers in the German trenches, e.g. A7, K13, C4A, etc., and names such as The Necklace and Railway Barricade near Armentières.


As is always the case, locally given names were in use before they appeared on the maps; the regular series 1:40,000 and 1:20,000 sheets printed at the War Office or Ordnance Survey in late 1914 and early 1915 and issued to fighting units were squared, but did not carry locally given names; on the other hand the 1:10,000 sheets prepared by Second Army Intelligence and reproduced by the Royal Engineers’ Printing Company at GHQ did carry some British names for local features. Such names were gradually added to Second Army’s trench maps, and in the summer of 1915 they were transferred on to the new 1:10,000 regular series sheets (series GSGS 3062) photographically reproduced from the original Belgian drawings. The later Second Army demy sheets of August and September, intended as backgrounds for overprinting by the Army’s Printing Section, were photographically reproduced from these regular sheets, and therefore also included the local names.


During the Second Battle of Ypres in April and May 1915, operation orders contained detailed square references as we have seen, partly because of the lack of names on the map in the area recently taken over from the French, partly to avoid confusing troops new to the area, and partly because of confusion between names. Most of the farms were named during or after the Second Battle of Ypres. Shell Trap Farm (shown as such on the 1:10,000 Second Army Saint-Jean demy sheet) was also known as Canadian Farm, but was simply Chateau on the Belgian map, and was renamed Mouse Trap Farm by the staff to prevent demoralisation. It had also been called Chateau du Nord by the French and Belgians, and Wieltje Chateau by the Germans. British orders simply referred to the square position – ‘Farm in C.22.b’. Another farm nearby, later known as Canadian Farm, had earlier been called Moated Farm and also Oblong Farm. This last name was later used for yet another farm to the east. Altogether a baffling and dangerous situation.79 Von Kluck Farm (so named in 1915) later became Von Hugel Farm.


The contemporary use of square references is illustrated by a typical order of the time, the ‘Preparatory Order for Withdrawal from tip of Salient’ issued by Plumer’s Force on 29 April 1915:




The line to be finally occupied will be as follows:- From present trench line in I.30.b [in front of Armagh Wood] due north to Hooge Chateau, I.18.b., thence north-west to G.H.Q. line about C.29.a.c. [east of Wieltje] along G.H.Q. line to farm in C.22.b. [Mouse Trap Farm], and thence along present British and French trench lines. A tracing of this line, which has been reconstructed during the last few days, is attached.80





Yet another toponymic difficulty associated with British maps of the Ypres Salient arose with the naming of streams. The Official Historian noted that:




The various reaches and branches of the streams are sometimes differently named on British and German maps. On the British 1:40,000, below St Julien, the same watercourse is first called Steenbeek, then Haanebeek, then St. Jansbeek, and, finally, Martjevaart. Here [in the Official History] the Haanebeek means its lower course, marked Steenbeek on the maps accompanying this volume.81





In the spring and summer months following the Second Battle of Ypres, during which the Allied front at the tip of the Salient near Passchendaele and east of Polygon Wood was withdrawn under pressure to a new line much closer to Ypres, Second Army front again became settled and new front, support, reserve and communication trenches were dug and wired, and rear strongpoints constructed. After the severe fright of the German offensive, it was realised that the new British defensive system had to be considerably stronger than the old. It was clearly not Second Army policy at this or any other time to name fire trenches, and in fact this generally applies to the whole of the BEF. The new front trenches were therefore lettered and numbered from the right as before, but communication and other trenches were named throughout the Salient. There was a widespread use of London names – Haymarket, Piccadilly, etc. – in many parts of the front system in the Salient in mid-1915: around Cross Roads Farm, at Potijze, Railway Wood, Hooge, Sanctuary Wood, and opposite the Messines–Wytschaete Ridge. This London theme is explored further in Chapter VII.


In May and June 1915, Trenches Q1 to Q3, and R, at St Eloi were overlooked by the German-held Mound, also occasionally known to the British as the Mound of Death, and other British positions in this area were named Hyde Park Corner and Queen Victoria Street, the latter possibly named by the Queen Victoria’s Rifles who held the sector.82


The designations Points Y1–Y11 were in use on 16 June to define German trenches in the attack of 9th (supported by 7th) Brigade on Y Wood in the Bellewaarde Ridge area. On the front between Hooge, Zouave Wood and Sanctuary Wood in June and July, British front trenches were designated G1 to G10, forward posts were The Sap and The Appendix, communication and other trenches were called Old and New Bond Street, Fleet Street, The Strand and Oxford Street, while other positions near Hooge Chateau and The Stables were known as Tunnel House, Island Posts and Bull Farm. Certain communication trenches were designated S1, S2, S3. The British blew and captured Hooge Crater (under the chateau’s stables) on 19 July. The Germans successfully counter-attacked with liquid fire on 30–31 July, and the British in turn counter-attacked on 9 August and recaptured Hooge, the crater being reoccupied the following day. On 3 August Lieutenant G.W. Rogers reported on the condition of the ‘new (Sherwood) communication trench’, while the following day Lieutenant C.E. Pumphrey of the 10th Durham Light Infantry reconnoitred some of the communication trenches, numbered 1–7 on his sketch map, across the Menin Road at Hooge.83
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British sketch map of the ‘Right Half of ‘A’ Sector’ showing British trenches and breastworks along the Cambridge Road in the Potijze sector, north of the Ypres–Roulers railway, Ypres salient, August 1915. The British front line includes Trenches A1 to A6, and a group of London street names – Bond, Haymarket, Duke, Jermyn, Piccadilly, etc., is shown behind. The German front trenches are at the top, running through Prince Eitel Fritz and Prince Oskar Farms. Edmund Blunden described this sector in Undertones of War. (The late John Page)





In July communication trenches in the Hooge–Bellewaarde–Potijze sector included Castle Street, Union Street, Mud Lane, East Lane, West Lane, Piccadilly, Haymarket, Bond Street, etc.84 Trenches in Railway Wood do not appear to have been named for some time, but at some stage there appeared New Mud Lane, Wood Trench and Junction Trench. On several maps they were only numbered. In September, British front trenches in the Hooge–Bellewaarde Lake area retained their designations B4–B8 and C1–C12, clearly a continuation of the system used for the Sanctuary Wood trenches in July (see below).85 Trench names mentioned in the 7th Brigade Operation Order issued for the diversionary attack at Hooge on 25 September were Regent Street, Upper and Lower Grafton Street, Conduit Street, Savile Row, Regent Street, Union Street, Castle Street, Zillebeke Lake Promenade, etc.86 These names had come into use as and when they were dug during the early summer.


A trace of the Sanctuary Wood trenches issued by 138th Brigade on 4 July showed the British front trenches designated from the right: 50, 1–12, B1–B8 (B4 and B5 were at a forward sap called The Appendix), while points in the German trenches were awarded the arbitrary target numbers Y39, Y48, Y52, Y53, etc. No names were in evidence on this trace, yet by this time they were certainly in use in the Salient, particularly for communication trenches.


Just north of the Ypres–Roulers railway running past Railway Wood was the Potijze sector. Here, as far north as Crump Farm, the new British front system after Second Ypres, in the Right Half of A Sector included Bond Street, Duke Street, Jermyn Street, St James’s Street, Park Lane, Dover Street, Down Street, Air Street, Haymarket, Piccadilly, Heddon Street, West Lane and East Lane.87 These were all communication trenches – the front and support lines in front of Cambridge Road being alphanumerically designated – the front trenches as A1 to A6. The fire trenches were described as Advance Line, Firing Line and Unmanned Fire Trench.


Farther north, in B Sector around Cross Roads Farm and Buffs Road north of Wieltje, were the communication trenches Mark Lane, Praed Street, Euston Road, Finch Street, Moorgate Street, Liverpool Street and Threadneedle Street.88 This system continued in the Hill Top Farm–Glimpse Cottage sector facing the Pilckem Ridge in June 1915, where British front trenches were numbered from right to left D18–21, E22–29, F30, and so on. Thus the numbering remained sequential, while the sector letters changed sequentially without disturbing the numbering. Communication trench names here at this time were Bow Street and Argyll Street, west and east respectively of Lancashire Farm.89 The former was later renamed Huddersfield Road, while the latter seems later to have disappeared altogether.90 In this northern section of the Salient, the trenches of the new front system broke away from the London paradigm; many were named by north-country troops of 4th Division, and of 49th Division, which subsequently relieved the French to the north and feinted against the Pilckem Ridge (Caesar’s Nose) on 8 August. Unusually, some of the front trenches of the latter division were named – Essex Trench, Yorkshire Trench, White Trench – and there were many other Yorkshire and Lancashire names.
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British 1917 trench map showing the British (bottom left) and German trench systems in the area facing the Pilckem Ridge, north-east of Ypres, showing Canadian, Civilization and Mouse Trap (formerly Shell Trap) Farms, and the names given by the British to their own and German trenches. The German trenches in this area were captured on the first day of Third Ypres – 31 July 1917





Many farm and other names in this north-east section of the Ypres Salient commemorated the French contribution to its defence: Algerian Cottage, Turco Farm, Spahi Farm, Joffre Farm, Foch Farm, La Belle Alliance, etc., but the British and Canadian part in Second Ypres was already emphasised by Canadian Farm, Fusilier Farm and Lancashire Farm. The German presence on the Pilckem Ridge was marked by Von Kluck Cottages, Hindenburg Farms, Mauser Cottage, Müller Cottage, Krupp Farm, Essen Farm, Von Spree Farm, etc.91


This trench system, already well-established by mid-1915, was further elaborated and strengthened up to the Third Battle of Ypres, which began at the end of July 1917. The next chapter examines the development of trench naming from the period of the Battle of Loos to the end of the war.
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III


BRITISH TRENCH NAMING FROM THE BATTLE OF LOOS TO THE END OF THE SOMME BATTLE


Trench Maps and Naming Policy: July 1915 Onwards


Regular series 1:10,000 trench maps were introduced in mid-1915, being drawn in the field by the draughtsmen of the Army Maps & Printing Sections, and printed by the Ordnance Survey at Southampton, but at first they carried few if any trench names. As Army Topographical Sections were formed between July and September 1915, they absorbed the Maps & Printing Sections and took over the latter’s functions. The same process was repeated in February 1916, when the Topographical Sections were enlarged into Field Survey Companies, one to each army. Names of British trenches were generally given by units, formations only laying down broad guidelines (e.g. an alphabetical framework). Names of German trenches, as these gradually, and then systematically began to appear on British trench maps in the period 1915–17, were given by the staff. Where the names given by the Germans to their own trenches were known, these were normally used in preference to British inventions. Occasionally the Field Survey Companies were directly involved in this naming process. In all cases, however, the draughtsmen of the Field Survey Companies (and later in addition the Corps Topographical Sections) were responsible for inscribing the trench names on to the trench-plate drawing before the map was reproduced.


Fire trenches were practically always designated by their sector letter and a number (e.g. E.3), but communication trenches were being rapidly named throughout 1915. Attempts were being made to standardise their nomenclature, the preferred general staff designation being the aristocratic ‘avenue’ (from the past participle of the French verb avenir; to come to, approach or draw near to), which in civilian life denotes the (often tree-lined) approach to a country house. This battlefield usage in fact had a military precedent; the Shorter Oxford Dictionary gives for avenue: ‘A way of approach; a passage or path of entrance or exit (Formerly a military term)’. The old siege warfare word for a communication trench was an ‘approach’, created by sapping forward in order to construct new parallels closer to the enemy position. On 22 July 1915 the Chief Engineer of 27th Division referred to ‘Communication Avenues’ in a letter to III Corps of Second Army.1 This term, used in the 1911 Manual of Field Engineering, designated communication trenches formed by building up breastworks (avenues of sandbags, therefore, rather than trees) on either side of a duckboard track laid directly on the ground. By August 1915 a distinct policy of naming communication trenches ‘avenues’ appears to have been promulgated throughout the BEF, and this may well have been associated with the formation of Third Army and the taking over of a new frontage north of the Somme. In the very front part of the trench system, shorter communication trenches were named ‘alleys’ by the troops in the line, who preferred this more urban and plebeian terminology. The ‘alley’ designation survived in places, despite staff disapproval.
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Flat-bed lithographic printing presses at 3rd Field Survey Company RE headquarters in 1917–18. These were used to print special Army trench maps to supplement the regular series trench maps printed at the Ordnance Survey at Southampton. The drawings, including names, for all trench maps were produced by the Field Survey Company/Battalion draughtsmen.





Promoted by the staff, the practice of designating communication trenches ‘avenues’ soon became widespread. On 7 August the 8th Division CRE (Commander, Royal Engineers) gave a lecture to the officers and NCOs of the 96th Field Company and the 20th Division. Entitled ‘Trench Fortifications,’ this included the location and design of ‘Avenues’.2 8th Division used this designation for new communication trenches, and even changed some existing names to conform. A sketch diagram of the Le Bridoux sector dated 25 September 1915, showed Boutillerie Avenue and Devon Avenue,3 while Dead Dog Alley became Dead Dog Avenue. For a while this usage became well-established (it was extensively used by Third Army – see below), but it was never consistently applied. In the northern section of the Ypres Salient, on Second Army front, the designations ‘street’, ‘lane’, ‘road’ and ‘trench’ were all used for communication trenches, while on First Army front ‘alley’ (or ‘sap’) remained popular, as it did with Fourth Army on the Somme in the Flers area.


Secrecy


Although the first trench maps freely showed all the German trenches, artillery batteries and other tactical features that could be identified from air photographs and other sources such as flash-spotting and sound-ranging, the depiction of the British trenches was rigorously embargoed for security reasons. These could only be shown on very limited ‘secret’ editions of trench maps, which were only issued to formation staffs and were not permitted to be taken forward of brigade headquarters, and certainly not into the front-line trenches where they might be captured. These ‘Secret’ edition trench maps showed all the British trenches with their names, and also other features of the British defensive organisation. Only small sections of these secret edition map sheets, and small sketch maps, could be taken into the front-line trenches as it was considered that the security risk was too high.


It was only gradually that the printing of British trenches (without names) was permitted on non-secret editions; in 1915 it was permitted to show the British front line, from the end of 1916 the front and support lines could be shown to a depth of some 200 yards, and the restrictive policy was dropped further in late 1917, when up to 600 yards could be shown, and completely in 1918, when all trenches could at last be shown (though not features that could not be already identified by the enemy from air photos). Thus British 1918 maps generally show all the German and British trenches, with names. However misplaced this policy of excessive secrecy – the Germans were quite capable of making their own maps of the Allied trenches from air photos – the fact remains that for most of the war the trace of the British trenches, and their names, was considered something that had to be kept from the enemy. This also applied to French practice.


Second Army Front, Mid- to Late 1915


In June 1915 the front trenches of the 19th Brigade in the Laventie sector included Trench 59. This brigade was part of 27th Division of III Corps (8th, 27th, 12th and Canadian Divisions), whose Trenches 60 to 89 ran from the left of 19th Brigade northward to the Lys river near Armentières.4 This number sequence persisted, for in the Wez Macquart–Houplines area, east and south-east of Armentières, the British front trenches in early 1916 were still numbered from 67 to 80, while the support trenches used the numbers of the trenches in front of them with an S suffix (73S, etc). This system had remained unchanged from 1915.5 Robert Graves, joining the 2nd Royal Welch Fusiliers (19th Brigade) at Laventie at the end of July 1915, found himself in ‘high command breastworks’ in the Red Lamp Corner sector.6 Nearby, the British rear position of the Bois Grenier Line existed by midsummer.


In mid-1915 Ian Hay, an officer in a New Army division, the 15th Scottish Division, which was entering the trenches for the first time, noted the following names in the Bois Grenier sector: Old Kent Road communication trench, London Bridge, Jock’s Joy, Piccadilly and Piccadilly Circus, The Haymarket, Artillery Lane, Cyclists’ Rest, Shaftesbury Avenue, Trafalgar Square, and the Anglesey tongue-twister Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwll-llantysiliogogogoch Villa,7 probably the longest name on the Western Front. By August, Queen’s Avenue, City Road, Greatwood Avenue, Emma Post, Queer Street, Stanway Avenue and Safety Alley existed in the Flamengrie–Bois Grenier area of 27th Division’s sector, as did ‘fortified localities’ at Bois Grenier, La Vesée, Rue Flerie, Rue Allée, Gris Pot, L’Armée, Halfway House and Rue Marle.


Naming at this time was (subject to conformity to higher formation designation guidelines) clearly considered to be a prerogative of units and lower formations, as on 10 August 1915 a staff captain of III Corps (transferred in July to First Army) wrote to 27th Division:




1/10,000 map forwarded showing positions of trenches, fortified localities, etc, as we have them marked on a map at Corps HQ. Although the maps have been compiled from information forwarded from time to time from Divisions, I should be glad if you would verify their correctness and make any alterations or additions which are necessary either in positions of works or names of places [author’s italics] and return to me.8





The names given above were soon joined by many further London names: Oxford Circus, Down Street, Brick Street, Half Moon Street, Clarges Street, Berkeley Street, Albemarle Street and Dover Street. Many non-London names also appeared in the trench system, including Achi Baba and Sedd-el-Bahr from Gallipoli, and McGill Street, Toronto Street and Winnipeg Street from Canada.9


Second Army Front, May 1916


The alphanumerical system used by Second Army to designate British trenches survived well into 1916. A large-scale (1:5,000) linen trace (Secret, Plan No. 94 23-5-16) of the Ridge Wood–Bois Quarante–Vierstraat area south of Ypres, apparently held by 24th Division at the time, showing the British trenches in green, topographical detail in back and water in blue, designated the British front trenches (from south to north) in sectors from E to O, retaining therefore the 1915 assignments.10


Extension of the British Front and the Battle of Loos, 1915


The growth of the BEF on the Western Front enabled it to take over considerable additional stretches of line. In the second half of May 1915, First Army extended its right for 5 miles from Cuinchy, just south of the La Bassée Canal, to near Puits 16 opposite Lens; this was to be the frontage of the Battle of Loos. On 4 June Joffre sent a draft of his plan for a combined Artois–Champagne offensive to Sir John French, suggesting British participation. General French on 19 June stated that he intended to attack on the Loos front from Grenay to the La Bassée Canal.11 At Saint-Omer on 11 July, French and Joffre discussed the plan. French, Haig (commanding First Army) and the latter’s corps commanders had carefully reconnoitred the ground chosen by Joffre, between Loos and La Bassée, and had already agreed that it was unsuitable, preferring to attack north of the canal; a compromise was reached, but the date of the attack was repeatedly postponed.


British formations and units taking over from the French Tenth Army south of the La Bassée Canal were provided with French war plans directeurs, but for security reasons these did not show the French trenches. Special secret editions of the plans directeurs showing French trenches were, however, printed for the great Artois and Champagne battles in September. The trench system taken over, with trench names, was shown on French sketch maps supplied to incoming units in the Loos sector in May 1915. French trenches were renamed by British units, and Old Boots Trench appeared opposite the Hohenzollern Redoubt (shown on the Auchy–Lens map sheet of 11 June by that name, but also referred to by First Army on 13 June as Fort Hohenzollern12) a little farther to the south. The French numbered ‘boyaux’ system for communication trenches was retained for a long time, although the word ‘boyau’ was gradually replaced by ‘sap’. Some of these ‘boyau’ designations remained in use throughout the war. British trench map coverage of this front, redrawn from French sheets, followed immediately, but these new sheets again failed to show the British trenches. Two 1:10,000 demy sheets, Haisnes and Loos, were printed at GHQ at the end of May, and these were soon combined into the Auchy–Lens (GSGS 3073) sheet, printed at Southampton, with German trenches (very few of which were named) revised to 11 June.
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Scots Guards cleaning, and inserting detonators into, the new Mills hand grenades while holding trenches at the Hohenzollern Redoubt, in the closing stages of the Battle of Loos, September–October 1915. Trenches here were named Big Willie and Little Willie after the German Kaiser and Crown Prince.





A 6th Brigade defence scheme for Section Y (opposite Hulluch), dated 14 June, showed many numbered boyaux and ‘Supporting Points’ lettered P (Haie Triangulaire), T (Le Rutoire Farm) and Q (on Boyau 1 between Le Rutoire Farm and Vermelles). It also stated that a new supporting point (S) was being constructed 500 yards south-east of Le Rutoire Farm, to replace P.13 There were soon many of these keeps behind the immediate front system, in line with policy previously adopted; in the Vermelles area were Railway Keep, Central Keep, Fountain Keep, Clarke’s Keep, Inglis Keep, Brewery Keep, Water Tower Keep, Hulluch Road Keep, Junction Keep, Chapel Keep, Daly’s Keep, Loos Road Keep and Quality Keep North. Most of these were named after the Royal Engineer officers responsible for their construction or after features on the ground.


Communication trenches taken over from the French, many having formerly received only boyaux numbers, were among the first to be renamed, several of them with the same names as the keeps: Railway Alley, Fountain Alley, Clarke’s Alley, Gordon Alley, Mills Alley, Le Rutoire Alley, French Alley, Chapel Alley, Hulluch Alley, Hay Alley, Stansfield Road, Cross Way, Fosse Way, Daly’s Passage, Northern Up and Southern Up, London Road and Finchley Road. Rear lines were named Sussex Trench and Lancashire Trench. Dressing Stations were named Bart’s and Guy’s, after the famous London teaching hospitals, and these gave their names to Guy’s Alley and Bart’s Trench, communication trenches.


One of the most important positions in rear of the front line on the Loos battlefield was Le Rutoire, a fortified farm well-described during the Battle of Loos by Gilbert Frankau14 who, together with Patrick MacGill,15 incorporated much of the named topography of the Loos battlefield into their writing. MacGill named a dugout in the Loos sector The Last House in the World.16 Other important localities were Lone Tree, the flowering cherry tree in no man’s land, and the nearby features marked on the map The Haie, Bois Carrée and Triangular Fence. Further key localities were Quality Street, on the Béthune–Lens road, and the commanding observation positions on the slag heaps of Fosse 3 at Annequin, Fosse 5 at Grenay, and so on. The Germans held the key positions of the Hohenzollern Redoubt, protecting their observation posts on the dump of Fosse 8, the Loos Road and Lens Road Redoubts, various strongpoints in their second line known as Stutzpunkt 1, 2, etc., Loos itself with its commanding colliery winding towers known variously to the British as The Pylons, Tower Bridge or Crystal Palace, and behind all these the eminence of Hill 70 Redoubt.17


First Army’s rear defences were also being elaborated before the Loos battle. In July Rawlinson’s IV Corps was working on the Grenay and Sailly Labourse Lines, and on a new line east of Vermelles, as well as on the front system of defence. Haig held a conference on First Army’s defences on 11 July at Hinges Château, one item on the agenda being a ‘Uniform system of nomenclature for rearward lines of defence and supporting points’. More discussion on defensive organisation took place towards the end of the month, and on 27 July First Army issued its Scheme of Defence, which included the following instruction:




In order to avoid misunderstanding, the terms 2nd line, G.H.Q. line, etc., will not be used. The various systems of defence and groups of supporting points fall naturally into certain zones of defence which will in future be designated as follows:


(a)   front system – includes Front trenches, support trenches, reserve trenches, communication trenches, keeps and all supporting points and defended localities immediately in rear.


(b)   Grenay–Village–St Vaast–Croix Barbée–Fleurbaix system.


With the following branches:


(1)   Vermelles branch


(2)   Noyelles branch


(3)   Tuning Fork branch


(4)   Bois Grenier branch


(5)   La Vesée branch


(6)   L’Armée branch


(7)   Erquinghem branch


(c)   Houchin–Beuvry–Gorre–Essars–Vieille Chapelle–Bout Deville–Le Drumez and River Lys system. This includes all defensive works and bridgeheads on both banks of the Rivers Lawe and Lys, and the Steenwerke branch.


(d)   The Canal system – Robecq–St Venant–Steenbecque.


Note: All defensive works, keeps, localities, and bridge heads will be known by their names.18





Three days later, following another conference at Hinges on 30 July to discuss the defence scheme, Haig issued further instructions to his corps commanders to drum in certain important principles, including knowledge of names:




Attention is drawn by the G.O.C. 1st Army to the following points … All officers commanding batteries and companies should be fully acquainted with the schemes of defence, the various systems of defence, the names of all keeps and supporting points in any area in which they may be used.


It is only by making the subordinate commanders acquainted with the principles and general scheme of defence, that you can expect them to use their initiative boldly in the right direction [underlined for emphasis in the original].19





Haig was absolutely right in emphasising this contribution of knowledge and initiative. Local commanders could not exercise the latter unless they were thoroughly au fait with the layout of the defences and the names of all trenches and other features.


Certain of the German trenches were named by the British before or during the Battle of Loos in September–October 1915; it had been realised that naming the German trenches on the maps was of great assistance to the staff in writing orders, and also to brigade and battalion officers and NCOs when it came to carrying them out. Quarry Trench was referred to by First Army on 21 July,20 and over the next few weeks the following names appeared: Brick Trench (or Les Briques Trench), Railway Trench, Mine Point, Mad Point, Fosse Trench, Corons Alley and, at the Hohenzollern Redoubt, Little and Big Willie, West, North and South Faces, The Dump (Fosse 8), Dump Trench, Slag Alley and Fosse Alley were all named. South of The Dump were The Pope’s Nose, Hans, Fritz and Otto Redoubts, Goeben Alley and Breslau Avenue (named after the German warships that escaped into the Black Sea), The Window and The Slit, St Elie Avenue and Hulluch Road Trench.21
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British trench map showing British (left) and German trench systems at the Hohenzollern Redoubt, 2 December 1915. Big and Little Willie form part of the German front line. The zig-zag feature on the right of the miners’ cottages at the top is the Dump of Fosse 8. This map was drawn and lithographed in the field by First Army Printing Section RE.





The same went for the names of the British trenches, which were now printed in the field on lithographed ‘secret’ edition maps (blue trench plate for British trenches overprinted on cropped regular series sheets) for the first time. As part of its preparations for the Loos battle, First Army’s Maps & Printing Section produced such maps showing the British trenches, with names, in blue, as well as the German trenches in red, some of them named. New assault trenches (‘parallels’) were dug in the wide no man’s land north of Loos, connected with the old front line by saps, to reduce the distance to the German position. These were shown, with names, on the secret edition of the 1:10,000 trench maps.


The assault on 25 September captured key German positions such as Loos village, the Loos Road Redoubt, Lens Road Redoubt (Jew’s Nose), and part of the Hohenzollern Redoubt. The Hill 70 Redoubt was temporarily overrun, but had to be relinquished. On 27 September the Guards Division attacked at Hill 70, and Lt Carrol Romer, commanding First Army’s Printing Section, noted: ‘Hill 70 is the key and it does not seem to be very clear what the situation is there. My show is working at full blast.’22 Equipped only with hand-litho presses for map production, his Section was hard-pressed to supply the large-scale trench diagrams needed for the close-quarter fighting that had developed at Fosse 8, in the Hohenzollern Redoubt, at Hill 70 and elsewhere.


On 5 October, while the battle continued, he wrote despairingly of the men in Big Willie and Little Willie, trenches on either flank of the Hohenzollern Redoubt, named after the Kaiser and the Crown Prince:




I ponder by the fire deeply – It is midnight and I am waiting for my work to be completed. I ponder of others, with no fire to warm their feet and who stand in mud in Little Willie or is it Big Willie, yes Big Willie, that trench near to Boche. Then there are those others in mud in hope or despair but in pain and discomfort – amongst bursting shell and bomb in the wet night. It is horrible …23





In the event, the British managed to cling to the west face of the Redoubt. The battle dragged on for some weeks. On 13 October Robert Graves noted that his battalion was now ordered to the Hohenzollern Redoubt, and that they had been issued with new trench maps of this grim location.24


At the time of the Loos battle, a light railway or trench tramway was constructed from Victoria Station (behind the old British line) eastward to Posen Station (close to the old German first position). These names were perpetuated; in May 1916 Lieutenant John Staniforth (7th Leinsters) described the warren of trenches in the Loos sector in wired-up urban terms as:




… a world of moles, burrowing always deeper and deeper to get away from the high explosives: an underground city with avenues, lanes, streets, crescents, alleys and cross-roads, all named and labelled and connected by telegraph and telephone. ‘No.3 Posen Alley’ was my last address, and you reach it via ‘Piccadilly’, ‘Victoria Station’, and ‘Sackville Street’.25





In his novel Greenmantle (1916), John Buchan, who was a war correspondent at the Battle of Loos, made a point of commemorating certain of the key names of that bloody field: Lone Tree, the Hohenzollern Redoubt, and the Hairpin trench near The Quarries. In the same breath, he also referenced another charnel house of the 1915 fighting, the ‘ugly angle at Hooge’ on Second Army’s Front.26


Indian Names


We have already made reference to the Indian Army names given to tactical features in the Neuve Chapelle area and elsewhere earlier in 1915. Apart from secret edition sheets showing British trenches, and embryonic barrage maps, particular evidence of staff forethought for the Battle of Loos exists in the form of various 1:20,000 and 1:40,000 sheets of the Loos area prepared with names transliterated into Arabic, Nagari and Gurumulslie (or Urdu, Punjabi and Gujerati) characters for the use of the Indian Cavalry Corps. Though the Indian Corps was transferred to the Middle East after the 1915 campaign (except for the cavalry, which remained for the Somme battle), certain names associated with the Indian Army remained on the trench maps to the end of the war – for example the Indian Village, near Festubert.


1916 – Redesignation of Front Trenches by First Army


From the beginning of 1916, First Army introduced a new alphanumeric system of designating its front trenches; this was by map-square; for example, the front-line trenches in map-square S 23 (a square with sides of 1,000 yards) were designated from right to left S.23.1, S.23.2 and S.23.3. This system ignored the 500 yard sub-squares. Front trenches were generally unnamed or, if they were, the names did not appear on the secret editions of the trench maps.


Third Army 1915–16: Taking Over From the French on the Somme Front


British formations had been taking over portions of the front from the French since the end of 1914 but, apart from the Ypres Salient, the first really significant area to be taken over was that north of the Somme river, and astride the Ancre, in late July 1915. On 11 July Sir John French also agreed that his new Third Army, specifically formed complete with its own specialist survey and mapping unit (3rd Topographical Section) for this purpose, should take over two French corps fronts astride the Somme, this relief being planned to take place between 18 July and 8 August.27 In fact Third Army at first took over more than 15 miles of chalk downland front from Curlu on the Somme, northward past Albert and Thiepval, to Hébuterne. It later, in September, also briefly took over a frontage south of the Somme.
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The Somme battlefield: British 1916 trench map of the Carnoy sector, south of Albert and north of the Somme. The British trench system is in the bottom two-thirds of the map, and the German front system at the top.





Trenches in the area north of the Somme had already been numbered and named by the French (see Chapter VIII), and many were renamed by their new inhabitants over the next few months. Third Army briefly extended south of the Somme on the Chaulnes–Curlu front in October 1915, and continued to take over more line northward from the French towards Arras. During this process of wholesale relief of French corps and armies, complete trench systems and defence schemes were taken over. The French trench names were retained, and only gradually replaced. Along certain stretches of the front, the French names survived the Somme battle, and in the Vimy Ridge sector some were still in use in 1918.


On taking over from the French, Third Army issued new Instructions with regard to tactical training and the organisation of works of defence. This document stated that:




The following nomenclature will be allocated with regard to defensive lines:














	Front trench


	for actual Fire Trench







	Support trench


	for Supporting Trench







	Battalion Reserve trench


	for Battalion Reserves







	Brigade Reserve trench


	for Brigade Reserves







	Keep


	for small post close up to support trench; Garrison up to one platoon







	Supporting point


	for works or defended localities anywhere in rear of keeps; Garrison from 1 Company to 1 Battalion







	Shelter


	Needs no explanation. This work is to be used in place of the slang term ‘dugout’







	Avenue


	Main communication trenches. They should be named







	Street


	Minor communication trenches. They should be named







	Forming up places


	Trenches excavated in any part of the first line system for the purpose of screening infantry prior to an attack








Signboards and direction posts should be freely used to indicate the name of avenues, streets, and supporting points, and to show the way to neighbouring trenches.28





When 5th Division took over the Curlu–Fricourt front from the French, it also took over the French 1:20,000 plan directeur, or trench map, which showed German but not French trenches, and also larger-scale sheets that also only showed German trenches. Prior to the production of a new British trench map, the French map, with German trenches in blue corrected to 18 July 1915, was used as a base for adding in manuscript the French trenches taken over, and at the same time for entering the new British names for the communication trenches. The French front trenches had been numbered from 11 (at the Moulin de Fargny, on the Somme) to 104 east of Bécourt, south-east of Albert, and these numbers were retained for the time being by the British. French rear systems, elaborated by the British, were also unnamed.29


Third Topographical Section’s officers gave some fascinating names to topographical features in and around the Somme valley (Maricourt, Vaux and Péronne sheets): 120 Millimètre Wood (after a French battery of that calibre), Limberlost Wood (probably a reference not only to a German limber but also to the American authoress Gene Stratton-Porter’s book A Girl of the Limberlost, first published in 1909), Howitzer Wood (behind which a German howitzer had been observed), Walrus, Mimsey and Gimble Woods and Borogrove [sic] Trees, (these last four from Lewis Carroll), Observation Wood (French Bois des Observateurs), Salmon Wood and Yakko Copse (both named by F.J. Salmon, 3rd Topographical Section’s Trig and Topo Officer), etc.


In the Curlu sector, closest to the river, the names given by the British to the communication trenches running over the downland, and the occasional redoubt, were: Suzanne Avenue, Crest Avenue, Head Quarter [Trench], Observation Avenue, Ravine Avenue, Fargny Wood Avenue and Péronne North Avenue. In the area of the village and wood at Maricourt were Privet Avenue, Main Avenue, Round Point Avenue, Orchard Avenue, Castle Avenue, Centre Avenue, Weston Avenue, Maricourt Avenue, Head Quarter Avenue and Support Avenue. To the west and north, in the Carnoy and Mametz sector, were Rail Avenue, Coke Avenue, Merchiston Avenue, Montauban Avenue, Edward Avenue, Francis Avenue, George Avenue, Péronne Avenue, Wellington Redoubt and Avenue, Portland Avenue, Weymouth Avenue, Redoubt A, Bonté [Redoubt], Rendel Avenue, Willow Avenue, Royal Avenue, King’s Avenue, Bolzinger [Trench] and Queen’s Avenue.30 These names were augmented by others as the trench system was further developed, and as new units moved into the sector. In accordance with the Third Army Instructions, ‘avenue’ designated a communication trench on this corps front.


Siegfried Sassoon and Robert Graves were here with the Royal Welch Fusiliers in early 1916, in the Morlancourt sector, opposite Fricourt and Mametz, and a map in Sassoon’s possession, formerly used by the battalion intelligence officer, showed many names in addition to the above; as well as Gibraltar, 71 North and South, and The Citadel for rear positions marked on the detail plate of the trench map, the following Kentish trench names appeared, several of which were mentioned in his fictionalised autobiographies Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man and Memoirs of an Infantry Officer: Ashford Street, Dover Street, Tonbridge Street, Maidstone Street, Canterbury Avenue, Old Kent Road and Shooter’s Hill. In addition he spoke of Crawley Ridge [Redoubt], Maple Redoubt, Bonté Redoubt, Wicked Corner, Watling Street, Albert Road, Portland Road and the German Bois Français Trench and Kiel Trench, while Graves referred to the Trafalgar Square trench junction.31


In the La Boisselle sector east of Albert, many Scottish names were given in August 1915 by the 51st Highland Division to trenches taken over from the French. A French map from the 153rd Brigade War Diary, dated 28 July 1915, includes some Scottish names written alongside the original French names. It was reported that the Scots found it hard to pronounce the French names, hence the renaming.32 English troops had the same problem with the Scots names when they subsequently took over the same trenches. Communication trenches in the La Boisselle sector were named, among others, Arbroath Street, Tarvis Street, Lochnagar Street, Kirriemuir Street, Atholl Street, Scone Street, Methuen Street, Anstruther Street, Dunfermline Street, Largo Street, Kirkaldy Street, St Andrews Avenue, St Monans Street, Kilfauns Street, Pitlochry Street, Argyll Street, etc. There were also Burnt Island, Keats Redan, Market Cross and Joseph’s Well. Some topographical names in this sector were Irish: Usna Hill, Tara Hill (and their eponymous redoubts), Avoca Valley and so on. The 32nd Division, who arrived here in March 1916, mentioned Irish names in their War Diary.


Sausage Valley in the same sector (a companion of Mash Valley) may have derived its name from the large trench mortar bombs known as ‘sausages’, but another possibility is that the name derives from British observation balloons (‘sausages’ or ruder names) based in the valley, as shown in a sketch in the 17th Highland Light Infantry history. Farther north, at the eastern tip of Authuille Wood where the British line turned briefly west around the German Leipzig Salient and Redoubt before running north again past Thiepval Wood, a pronounced British salient was named The Nab – one of the many ‘nose’ euphemisms used for naming at the front.


Scottish naming continued through this sector, the Thiepval Wood trenches were mostly named by the Scots – Gourock Street, Sauchiehall Street, Clyde Avenue, Greenock Avenue, Paisley Avenue, Forres Street, Elgin Avenue, Cromarty Street, Thurso Street and the Peterhead and Burghead saps, etc. – but later there appeared here several Ulster names associated with the 36th Division: Ulster Avenue, Belfast City, Inniskilling Avenue, etc. At Hamel was Shankhill Road, and between here and Beaumont Hamel were the William and Mary Redans, fiercely redolent of Ulster. Yorkshire names also appeared at Thiepval Wood later in the Somme battle: the Koyli (King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry) West and East saps, Yorkshire Trench and Leeds Trench. Edmund Blunden spoke at length of British and German trenches and positions in the Thiepval sector: the Koyli saps, Paisley Avenue, Gordon Castle, St [sic] Martin’s Lane, the Schwaben Redoubt, Thiepval Crucifix, Stuff Trench, Regina Trench and so forth.
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British sketch map of the British trench system, with names, in the Thiepval Wood sector, Somme battlefield, August 1916. The many Scottish names were given by the 51st Highland Division in 1915. Note the later First, Second and Third Parallels dug to close the distance to the German front line (top) prior to assaulting the Thiepval position in September 1916, after the failure of 1 July.





In the Beaumont Hamel sector, many of the trench names have become famous by association with Lieutenant Geoffrey Malins, the cinematographer, who on 1 July 1916 filmed the Lancashire Fusiliers fixing bayonets in King Street, and the mine explosion and 29th Division’s attack at Hawthorn Redoubt from Jacob’s Ladder (later renamed Moving Staircase to distinguish it from the Jacob’s Ladder at Hamel). He later filmed returning wounded at The White City. Edmund Blunden spent months in the sector later in the Somme battle and described almost lovingly the other Jacob’s Ladder, Peche Street, Louvercy, Devial Avenue, Picturedrome and Kentish Caves in the Hamel sector. Here also were Dolly’s Brae, Moss Side, Charles Avenue, Esau Alley, Macmahon Avenue, Foch Avenue and Buret Avenue; the French legacy had, as Blunden would have said, contrived to linger.


Climbing up from the Ancre Valley at Hamel (The Crow’s Nest, Lancashire Post and Picturedrome), the front lines ran to the west of Beaumont Hamel to the Hawthorn Redoubt on Redan Ridge. At Hamel was a large group of London names: Long Acre, Charing Cross, Shaftesbury Avenue, St James’s Street, Buckingham Palace Road, Hyde Park Corner, Piccadilly, Regent Street, Park Lane, Knightsbridge Barracks, Constitution Hill, Bond Street, Brook Street, Mount Street, Haymarket, Broadway, Praed Street, Marylebone Road, Harrow Road, Uxbridge Road, Shooters Hill, etc. Ireland was recalled by Limerick Junction and Clonmel Avenue, while the massacre of the Newfoundland Regiment opposite Y Ravine on 1 July 1916 was commemorated by Terra Nova Street. Unbelievably, up on the Hawthorn Ridge opposite the German redoubt and on the site of the failure of the 29th Division filmed by Geoffrey Malins on 1 July was Happy Alley (later marked on maps as Happy Valley), an inversion in several senses of Happy Valley and undoubtedly one of the most ironic names on the Western Front.


Opposite Beaumont Hamel and over Redan Ridge to the front facing Serre, many other London names appeared: Elephant and Castle, The Lyceum, High Holborn Avenue, Cheapside Avenue, Hyde Park Corner, Newgate Street, Bow Street, Haymarket, New Oxford Street, etc., but also a miscellany of other derivations: Minden Terrace, Tenderloin Street and The White City, and the biblical Esau’s Way and Jacob’s Ladder. Gabion Avenue was a reminder of the methods of an older form of siege warfare. On the Redan Ridge, saps to a new forward line were called Rat, Bear, Cat, Dog, Egg and New Egg Streets. Support and reserve trenches were named in this zone, including 86th and 88th Trenches, Essex Street, Cardiff Street, St Helens Street and Fethard Street. Several old French trench names also survived in this area. North of here were the famous Matthew, Mark, Luke and John Copses, named after the four disciples, with a further group of associated biblical names for the communication trenches in their hinterland: Palestine Avenue, Jordan, Babylon, Eden, Uriah and Excema. The Sheffield City Battalion, one of the Pals Battalions that went over from this sector to attack Serre on 1 July 1916, was commemorated by Wicker Trench.
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Men of 1st Battalion, Lancashire Fusiliers, fixing bayonets at the junction of King Street and the Firing Line, prior to the attack on Beaumont Hamel, 1 July 1916. The sign on the right indicates the direction of ‘Battle HQ’. (IWM Q744)





As British formations of Third Army took over from the French in the Hébuterne–Fonquevillers sector, opposite Gommecourt, French names, mostly of communication trenches, were replaced with British ones on an alphabetical system based on sector designation. Thus in ‘W’ Sector, we find Watson Street, Warrior Street, Welcome Street, Whiskey Street, Woman Street, Wood Street and Wurzel Street, and north of these in ‘Y’ Sector were Yankee Street, Yellow Street, Yiddish Street, York Street, Young Street, Yussif Street and Yuz Street. At the north end of ‘Y’ Sector, fittingly enough, was Z Hedge, but this had been named from its plan view rather than from any allegiance to a naming scheme. That said, there were also Z Road, Little Z and The Z a little farther north. There was no ‘X’ group of trenches, and perhaps the staff officer responsible for name allocation had suffered a lexicographic crisis. He may have thought that the artillery (or whoever) could not cope with Xanadu, Xenophon, Xmas and X-Ray; indeed the few works beginning with ‘X’ in the dictionary are mostly unpronounceable. There were many survivals here from the original French naming after Gallic cultural celebrities and battles: Annibal (Hannibal), Pelissier, Kellerman, Solferino, Papin, Pasteur, Saalfeld, Jena, La Fayette, Gounod, Vercingetorix, Guesclin, Wagram, Jean Bart, Vauban, Delaunay, Taupin, etc., for communication trenches. To receive this honour, Hannibal must have been made an honorary Frenchman. Most of these trenches were subsequently renamed by the British; for example, Wagram became Nairn. Jean Bart, on the other hand, was formerly known as Auerstadt, and the latter name was used on British trench maps as well as Jean Bart. Further, the trace of Jean Bart and Auerstadt differed by some 100 yards. This could be put down to poor copying from French plans directeurs, or the inaccurate survey of Allied trenches (it was the responsibility of the divisional engineers), or both.


At Fonquevillers there was a series of communication trenches beginning with ‘R’: Rotten Row, Roberts Avenue, Regent Street, Raymond Avenue, but south of these were Leicester Street and Nottingham Street, clearly the result of occupation by a Midlands formation. Between Fonquevillers and Hannescamps, the communication trenches were ordered in a sequential alphabetical system from right to left: Appleby Sap, Bristol Sap, Colchester, Durham Street, Exmouth Street, Falmouth Street, Hull Street, Ipswich Street, Kendal Street, Lime Street. South of Durham Street, there were several beginning with ‘C’: Crawl Boys Lane, Conduit Avenue, Chiswick Avenue, Cork Street, Central Avenue. Optimistically running into Hannescamps from the north-west was Berlin Street, the name reminiscent of the Berlin Tunnel being driven under Hill 60. North of Hannescamps, opposite Monchy-au-Bois, the front communication trenches were in an ‘L’ group: Landleague, Lille Street, Linton Road, Lime Street, London Road, Le Mere, Lily Road and Longwy Street. To the north of these were a sequence numbered 79 Street to 90 Street, presumably a continuation of the old French boyau numbering, while the communication trenches farther back all began with the letter ‘S’: St Cross Street, Shell Street, Stoneygate Road, Sergeants Parade.33


North of Monchy-au-Bois, all the communication trenches began with ‘N’, the sector designation: Neverending Street, Nitrate Street, Newark Street, Ninety-Nine Street, Noodles Avenue, Nawful Street, Noss Walk, North Street, Nuts Walk and Nullah Street. Clearly some brigade staff officer was enjoying himself. North again, in the Berles-au-Bois sector they all began with ‘F’: Francis Street, Fish Street, Farnborough Road, etc., and then with ‘R’: Renfrew Road, Rugby Road, Roscommon Road and their associated redoubts Renfrew Work and Rugby Work. North of these, they were all ‘L’s: Lincoln Lane, Lanark Lane, Limerick Lane, Llandaff Lane and Llandaff Work. It is difficult to discern any overarching scheme here, other than the lettered sections and the mostly geographical associations (which were perhaps also regimental).


First and Third Army Take Over the Arras–Vimy Ridge Sector, March 1916


At the end of 1915, Third Army’s left flank was south of Ransart, where it abutted the French Tenth Army in the Arras–Vimy Ridge sector. When, between 2 and 14 March, 1916 Third Army sidestepped northward, taking over the Arras front from the French, its place on the Somme front was taken by Rawlinson’s new Fourth Army, which was given the task of attacking in the summer. At the same time, First Army extended its front to the right, south of Lens, to join up with Third Army on Vimy Ridge. As on the Somme front in 1915, many French trench names were changed by the British formations.


In the sector opposite Ransart, newly taken over from the French, the alphabetical naming according to sector designation which was used farther south did not apply; the naming here was alphabetically random. Between Ransart and Blairville, in the sector of The Talus, the German position known as The Blockhouse, and The Osier Bed, where a stream ran in the valley of no man’s land, names of communication trenches clearly related to the local topography: Hedge Street, Willows Street, Dyke Street, Osier Street. At Shrapnel Corner, Bellacourt, a small British defence work was called Starfish Post from its plan view.34


In the Rivière–Agny sector, opposite Beaurains, south of Arras, alphabetical numbering was again the rule. Communication trenches in ‘F’ and ‘G’ Sectors all began with those letters: Forest Street, Ficheux Street, Fox Street, Fuze Street, Fiddle Street, Factory Road, Fine Street, Foul Street, Folly Lane, Flag Street, Flood Street, French Street, Ferret Street, Francis Street, Frog Street, Farm Street, Farrow Street, Fenchurch Street, Fleet Street and Friary Street; Game Street, Gate Street, George Street, Gem Street, Grantham Street, Girl Street, Goat Street, Gun Street, Grouse Street, Grave Street, Granger Street, Grey Street and Green Street.


‘H’ Sector ran north-east from Agny, curving around the south-eastern side of Arras; here the British formations renamed the trenches taken over from the French Hopeless Street, Hope Street, Hardy Street, Hastings Street, Haig Street, Haymarket, Hume Street, High Street, Havannah Street, Havelock Street, Hull Street, Holborn, Het Sas Street, Halstead Street, Hooge Street, Halifax Street, Horace Street, Hulluch Street and Hunter Street. It can be seen that some of these names were derived from the Ypres and Loos sectors. North of these was ‘I’ Sector covering the eastern side of Arras and featuring, among others, Iceland Street, Ice Street, Idle Lane, Inverness Lane, Italy Trench, Ideal Cutting, Imperial Street, India Street, Infantry Road, Ingot Lane, Ibex Lane, Ivy Street, Islington Street, Interpreter Street, Ivory Street, Iris Street, Income Tax, Inns of Court and then Invalid Street and Iron Street at Blangy by the Scarpe river. When the British first took over here, Boyau Vert managed to survive among all those ‘I’s for a while. North of the Scarpe, the British communication trenches ran sequentially from right to left by months of the year from January Avenue to December Avenue, and then by days of the week: Sunday Avenue … Thursday Avenue, Friday Avenue, etc., towards Roclincourt, The Labyrinth and Vimy Ridge. In the Roclincourt sector followed Génie Avenue, Anzin Avenue, Béthune Avenue (Down and Up), Madagascar Avenue, etc., in an apparently haphazard sequence.


There was not, therefore, a consistent naming policy for British trenches in Third Army area, but again it can be seen that it was primarily communication trenches that were named. Support and reserve lines were often, on the map, designated exactly that: Support Line and Reserve Line. It was presumably divisions and corps rather than army that dominated the naming process.


Very few German trenches were given names on British trench maps in 1915, and the practice only developed slowly during 1916. When Third Army took over the Arras sector in early 1916, it at first adopted the names given to German trenches by the French. These were later changed to German names, presumably taken from captured German maps. The Battle of Loos in September–October 1915, and more particularly the Battle of the Somme in the summer and autumn of 1916, emphasised the absolute necessity for naming the German trenches, especially when the names were used in conjunction with map square references and coordinates. Not infrequently the coordinates given in operation orders by the staff were incorrect, and without the trench name serious mistakes were liable to occur. In the Gommecourt sector (Fonquevillers and Hébuterne sheets), the German trenches were given British names for the attack of 1 July 1916, but by October of that year these had been replaced by their German names, clearly obtained from captured maps.


The rationale for using German names for their own trenches was clear: during a British attack, the discovery of a German trench nameboard among the general debris of shell-smashed positions would be of great assistance to the assaulting troops in determining their precise location. This rationale was made explicit during the Canadian preparations for the Vimy Ridge attack in April 1917 when, in the British rear training areas, facsimile German trench signs were positioned on the appropriate trenches on the terrain models used by the Canadian units training for the attack, so that these units could find their orientation on the actual battlefield. There were also other reasons for using the German names on British maps. This practice helped the intelligence staff to fit locations mentioned in intercepted and captured messages, orders, maps, photos, and other documents and prisoner interrogation reports, to their own maps.


Battle of the Somme, July–November 1916


Allied trenches in the Somme area had already been named by previous French and British occupants, and many of these names have been given above. However, the 36th Ulster Division managed, before 1 July 1916, to give some Belfast names to trenches in the Hamel and Thiepval Wood sub-sectors: Royal Avenue, Great Victoria Street, Sandy Row,35 Picturedrome (the cinema on the Shankhill Road) and Belfast City. Certain key objectives in the German position were named after Ulster towns such as Belfast and Derry,36 and the men of the Ulster Division referred to the notorious Schwaben Redoubt as the Devil’s Dwelling, or Hell’s Corner.37 In the Thiepval Wood sector were also Union Street and Jack Street, while just north of the Ancre were William and Mary Redans.


In fact the trenches in Thiepval Wood went through at least four phases of naming: firstly French (1914–15), secondly Scottish (51st Highland Division, 1915) replacing French, thirdly Ulster (36th Division, 1916) additions, and fourthly Yorkshire (49th Division, 1916) additions in Koyli East and West, and in ‘The Parallels’ (Leeds Trench and Yorkshire Trench). In July, following the failure of the initial assault on the Thiepval Ridge, older forms of siege warfare were revived, even in the naming, when advanced trenches in the form of the system of ‘Parallels’ – First Parallel, Second Parallel, Third Parallel – were dug closer to the German front line, south of The Pope’s Nose, prior to an all-out assault on the Thiepval fortress on 3 September. This attack also failed, and it was not until the end of that month that Thiepval was finally stormed. German occupation in 1918 introduced a fifth phase of naming in this sector.


Many other British positions and trenches in and behind the old front-line system on the Somme have passed into history – Minden Post, Lochnagar Street, Usna and Tara Redoubts, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John Copses, The White City, The Tenderloin, the two Jacob’s Ladders, Kentish Caves, Hammerhead Sap, etc. The names given by the British to German trenches before the Battle of the Somme were a mixed bag. Among them were many German names, but Sassoon noted the pastoral quality of a group in the Fricourt–Mametz sector – Apple Alley, Orchard Alley, Rose Trench and Willow Avenue – which he identified with a ‘topographical Arcadia’.38 Reminders of the 1916 Easter Rising in Dublin, supported by shipments of German arms, were present here in Dublin Trench and Redoubt, and in Casement Trench, among the names given to enemy works.39




[image: Illustration]


Duplicator sketch map of the British trench system at Hamel, on the River Ancre, during the Battle of the Somme. Notable names are Jacob’s Ladder, Pottage Trench and Picturedrome, all of which Edmund Blunden describes in Undertones of War.





At Gommecourt Third Army’s VII Corps, which assaulted that village as a diversion on 1 July, equipped the attacking divisions with maps identifying the German trenches by British names, notwithstanding that Third Army was generally pursuing a policy of using German names where these were known. But even if the German names were known, short British names were much easier to use and remember. The meticulous British preparations for the attack included giving names to every trench in the German defensive system, preparing painted name boards for these trenches and tasking troops with their erection as soon as the trenches were captured, and producing lithographed maps (drawn and printed by 3rd Field Survey Company) showing these names. The intention was that everyone involved would know exactly where they were.40 The Official Historian noted that:




The enemy trenches were given names by the VII. Corps on a system: first, on the right, words beginning with Fa, then blocks of Fe, Fi, Fo [but no Fu or Fum!]. The communication trenches had river names beginning with A, E, I, O to correspond. Thus behind Felon Trench was Elbe communication trench.41





Was there a specific naming vocabulary associated with the Somme battle? Not in the sense that it evoked a policy or practice of using names not used elsewhere, but of course, like all sectors, certain names (many of them taken over from the German names of redoubts and trenches) became forever associated with that battle and no other – Hawthorn Redoubt and Y Ravine at Beaumont Hamel, Stuff Trench, Regina Trench, the Schwaben Redoubt, Wonderwork and Leipzig Redoubt at Thiepval, the Quadrilaterals at Serre (Heidenkopf) and Ginchy, the Switch Line at Flers, Gird Trench taking its name from Gueudecourt, and a well-known group of trenches in the Flers area was named after newspapers and periodicals – Bystander, Tatler, Time[s], Mail, Punch, etc. – while another, mentioned earlier in this book, was named after weather and meteorological conditions. This last group was immortalised by The Daily Telegraph’s war correspondent Perceval Gibbon, writing from GHQ in France, in the issue of 26 October 1916, under the heading ‘Typhoon of Death’:
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British trench map showing the British (left) and German (right) trench systems west of Serre in 1916. Note Matthew, Mark, Luke and John Copses in the British front line. The German salient near the bottom is the Quadrilateral or Heidenkopf, just north of Redan Ridge. The British attacked the German position at Serre unsuccessfully on 1 July 1916.







West and north of Lesboeufs, the trenches, English and German, take their names from the weather – though none is named after fine weather. Here, upon an area of ground which has the general contour of a piece of crumpled paper, are Hazy, Frosty, Muggy, Rainy, Sleet, Thunder and Hail Trenches, shown upon the maps like fly legs drawn in red ink.42





He could have later added Windy Trench, Stormy Trench, Cloudy Trench, and others, near Flers. Of these the official historian remarked that ‘the ingenuity of staffs, commanders and others was constantly exercised in finding names for new German trenches.’43 It would be interesting to know who the ‘others’ were.


Through Sassoon44 as well as the official history we remember the beery group in the Delville Wood sector of Pilsen Lane and Bitter, Beer, Stout, Ale, Vat, Lager and Pint Trenches and Alleys; the Official Historian laconically noted that ‘these German trenches, the position of which had been revealed by aeroplane photographs, had received simple and convenient names’.45 Siegfried Sassoon attacked the Quadrangle Trench near Mametz Wood single-handed. David Jones and his 15th Royal Welch Fusiliers (London Welsh) jumped off from the little dry valley called Queen’s Nullah over the same ground as Sassoon to attack Mametz Wood itself. The Cough Drop is particularly memorable, as is the sunken road named Pilgrim’s Progress near Flers.
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British trench map of the Longueval–Delville Wood–Ginchy–Guillemont–Trones Wood area, showing the British and German trench systems, including the ‘beer’ (Ale, Hop, Vat, Lager) group east of Delville Wood, and the ‘London’ group in the Wood itself.





During the Somme battle, the British took to using a loose ‘phonetic association’ system based on village name nodes; thus we find a set of ‘beefy’ names (Bully Trench, Beef Trench, Stew Trench, etc.) appearing in the Lesboeufs area, Gird Trench at Gueudecourt, Flare Alley at Flers, Till Trench at Thilloy, Devil’s Trench at Delville Wood, Bark Trench at le Barque, etc. Perhaps it would be going too far to call this a system, but it was certainly a significant phenomenon.


Strangely, the 1:10,000 trench maps issued by Fourth Army for the opening of the Battle on 1 July did not give names to the German trenches, and revision sheets printed in the field by 4th Field Survey Company, showing new German works, did not name these. The secret editions of the trench maps, printed in tiny editions and showing the British trenches did, however, give them names.


Towards the southern end of the British line the XV Corps, due to attack Fricourt and Mametz, ordered special sheets before 1 July, reproduced at the Ordnance Survey at 1:20,000, which named the German trenches. However, even as operations developed, many British trench maps did not name the German trenches. This situation changed rapidly during the battle, as it was soon realised that for successful operations it was necessary to name all the trenches on the battlefield, particularly those that formed attack objectives. It was essential that simple names, which could be easily and rapidly understood and transmitted in orders and which were marked on the daily trench maps and situation maps, should be used. From the early days of the Somme battle onwards, and in all future battles, naming of enemy as well as Allied trenches became the rule.


Furthermore, all trenches were now named, not just communication trenches. In the fluid conditions of attack and counter-attack, the old sectoral designations for front, support and reserve trenches had to go by the board. In trench and semi-open warfare, German trenches could become British, communication trenches could become fire trenches, and vice versa; all needed to be named. The old system of numbering fire trenches in the front, support and reserve lines from the right according to their sector designation (C1, C2, C3, or J.29.1, J.29.2, etc.), while suitable for a static front, was obsolete during a battle in which trenches were continually changing hands, being obliterated by bombardment, or simply falling into dereliction or dissolving into the porridge of the autumn and winter battlefield. However, when operations were in abeyance during the winter, sector numbering reappeared as the bureaucracy of the army defence scheme was reasserted.


Crucifix Corner is a name that recurs in accounts of the Somme battle, and there were many such locations on the Western Front, it being a French Catholic tradition to erect crucifixes by the roadside, at road junctions, etc. The three locations on the Somme were at Aveluy Wood (near Thiepval and Authuille Wood), at Bazentin (near Longueval), and at the Tambour (near Fricourt). Ivor Gurney, as Edmund Blunden noted in his introduction to Poems of Ivor Gurney 1890–1937, referred to Crucifix Corner in his work, as well as to Dead End (the canal cul-de-sac at Ypres) and La Gorgue (near Laventie).46


It was noticeable during the Somme battle that many changes of trench names occurred, so their identification during it is not as straightforward as it might appear, particularly as many of the names only appeared on the small, hastily duplicated maps produced by armies, corps or lower formations. These maps were by their nature ephemeral, and have not necessarily survived in archives as have the regular series sheets. The latter, however, appeared at far less frequent intervals and did not show all the names. Another difficulty is that several British trenches changed their names during the Somme battle – e.g. the Queen Victoria’s Rifles, of the 56th (London) Division, named a new position near Leuze Wood Victoria Trench, subsequently changed by Divisional order to Bully Trench.47 This battalion had previously given its name to Queen Victoria Street near St Eloi (south of Ypres) and at Maricourt. In the Pozières area the German trench Kaiser Graben was known to the British as Western Trench and Pozières Trench, and to the Australians as K Trench. Similarly, the German trench Gierich Weg was called Ration Trench and Park Lane by the British, and to the north of this, running towards Mouquet Farm, Sixth Avenue was also called Skyline Trench. Presumably trenches were first named by the troops on the ground, or by their immediate formation HQs, and the names were later changed by order of a higher formation (corps or army) to avoid confusion with trenches elsewhere in the same area carrying an identical name.


Famous signboards associated with the Somme battlefield include Tattenham Corner, from the road between Bécordel-Bécourt and Fricourt, later subtitled The King’s Horse Wins. This outstandingly aesthetic sign, now in the Imperial War Museum, was painted in 1916 by the artist Oswald Birley. Nearby, overlooking Fricourt and Mametz, was King George’s Hill, signed by a huge board after a visit by King George V in August during the Somme battle. Another well-known survivor was Devil’s Trench at Delville Wood.
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Devil’s Trench, Delville Wood, 1917, taken after the tide of battle had moved on. (IWM Q 80270)





Tracks across the surface of the battlefield also had to be named or otherwise designated. In the undulating chalk terrain of the Somme and Arras areas, although it was often unnecessary to lay an artificial track on the ground, it was always important to mark routes very clearly and immense care had to be over this. A variety of devices were used for marking, the most usual being posts, notice boards or tapes. All markers and signs suffered damage or destruction from shellfire, and light wooden posts or boards were often damaged by weather or stolen by troops for firewood. Metal boards were occasionally used, but they were more difficult to make and erect. In zones of large troop concentration and a multiplicity of tracks, direction posts and boards had to be clearly and distinctively marked so that they could be easily recognised by units, as tracks could easily be lost or confused in foul weather, in the dust and smoke of heavy shelling or in the dark.48 In the later stages of the Somme battle, and in 1917 in Flanders as we shall see in the next chapter, appalling ground conditions made plank roads for vehicles, and duckboard tracks for mules as well as men, absolutely indispensable, but the same imperative requirement for clear designation remained.


When Fourth Army extended its front to the south at the end of the Somme battle, taking over a sector previously held by the French, its trench maps continued for a while to maintain the French names. However, these were soon anglicised or changed. A marginal note on the St Pierre Vaast special sheet, trenches corrected to 28 December 1916, warned that: ‘Trench names on this map cancel and supersede those shown on all previous maps.’ This note was repeated on new editions into February 1917.49
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IV


BRITISH TRENCH NAMING IN 1917 AND 1918


Vimy Ridge and the Battle of Arras, April 1917


We have seen that the Vimy Ridge–Arras front was taken over by the British First and Third Armies in March 1916, many French trench names surviving into 1917, and even later. The systematic naming by the British of German trenches, in readiness for the Arras and Vimy Ridge operations, began early in 1917, but despite this many German trenches retained their German names on British trench maps. Even in 1917 many of the German trenches in other sectors were unnamed by the British (though of course the Germans had their own names for their trenches, which the British might or might not know, depending on whether they had captured secret German maps showing the trenches and their names). Only in the first months of 1917 was a determined effort made by the British to name all (or most) of the German trenches, starting with sectors where large British offensives were planned – Vimy and Arras, Messines and Ypres.




[image: Illustration]


British aerial photograph of the British (left) and German (right) trenches on either side of no man’s land west of Angres, at the north end of the Vimy Ridge; a ‘snow photo’ taken on 25 January 1917.





The Canadian Corps took over part of the Vimy Ridge front at the end of 1916 and, despite the fact that the existing Allied trenches had been previously named by French and British units and formations, managed to impose its own naming on certain trenches and subways. However, most of the names in this area pre-dated the Canadian presence there. It was really later in 1917 that Canadian names made an impact, particularly in the Lens area.


Like every battlefield, that of Vimy Ridge and Arras became associated with certain key names apart from the village names such as Feuchy, Monchy-le-Preux, Gavrelle, etc., – the Point du Jour, the Chemical Works at Roeux, the Hindenburg Line, The Harp redoubt, Greenland Hill, Orange Hill, Telegraph Hill, Wancourt Tower, Observation Ridge and so on. These were nearly always, as the last demonstrates, associated with commanding positions on high ground, crucial for observation; consider how many actions and battles are named after hills and ridges – Aubers Ridge, Hill 60, Hill 70, Thiepval Ridge, Vimy Ridge, Messines Ridge, Menin Road Ridge, Passchendaele Ridge, etc.


German communication trenches north of Arras were given river names – Cam, Clyde, Tees, Trent, Tweed, etc. – and newly-dug trenches, which were either not named on captured German maps, not yet marked on captured maps or only just plotted from air photos, were given British names on an alphabetical system – for example in the Roeux and Greenland Hill area, east of the Chemical Works, Corona Trench, Cupid Trench, Curly Trench, Charlie Trench (and later Chaplin Trench) appeared early in 1917. This was not yet a map-square-based system, for the trenches in question were actually in square I. Later in the year, the map-square system was more in evidence. For example, in the Oppy map sheet for November 1917, the names of all German trenches in map square C began with that letter, and similarly for other letters. This reflected a policy begun earlier in 1917 in Second Army area.


In general, though, wherever possible, the British were now using German trench names obtained from captured maps. On 3 March 1917, before the German retirement to the new Hindenburg Line, VII Corps artillery were bombarding trenches north of Gommecourt that included Schlangen Redoubt, Pigeon Trench and Pigeon Wood Trench, Riegel Stellung, First and Second Garde Stellung, Muller Graben and Burg Trench.1 In the Arras sector, important features in the German defence system were given imposing names by the British – Telegraph Redoubt, The Harp, Feuchy Work, Chapel Work, Hyderabad Redoubt, and so on. The important new German rear defence systems – the Hindenburg Line (Siegfried Stellung), Drocourt–Quéant Line, Wancourt–Feuchy Line and so forth, presented new opportunities for British naming ingenuity, resulting in several memorable groups of names – the Zoo, Aviary, etc. Sassoon, in Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, described his experiences in the Outpost Trench, Main Trench and Tunnel of the Hindenburg Line, including leading bombing parties in an attack along the Main Trench.2 Captain Dunn, of the Royal Welch, noted that on 8 May, while the battle was still raging, the battalion received a memo from GHQ about the use of the name Drocourt–Quéant Line. The GHQ staff were insistent that, as Quéant was on the right, the correct name should be Quéant–Drocourt. Yet, as Dunn pointed out, ‘this topographical solecism’ was on the maps hitherto issued and was still being printed subsequent to the memo.3 Indeed, it remained in use to the end of the war.
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Detail of British 3rd Field Survey Company RE trench map, dated 3 April 1917, of the powerful German trench system at The Harp redoubt, the junction of the new Hindenburg Line with the old German defence position south-east of Arras. Note the names The Harp, The String, Noisy Work and Silent Work.





The History of the Ninth (Scottish) Division noted that, as part of the preparations for the Arras battle on the training area near Monchy Breton, the German trench system was marked out accurately from aerial photographs using tapes and shallow-ploughed trenches, with the men making practice attacks over this course. In addition, exact and labelled clay terrain models of the ground to be attacked on 9 April were made, the men thus learning not only the nature of the country, but also the names given to the German trenches. But, despite this thorough preparation, the men had the greatest difficulty in recognising the enemy trenches, so torn up by the British preliminary bombardment and creeping barrage that they could hardly be noticed in the zone of churned up earth that marked the devastating path of the British shells.4 The battle itself gave rise to much new trench construction, and in the Fampoux–Monchy-le-Preux area (Vis-en-Artois map sheet) a sustained effort was made to create related groups themed around weapons, munitions and artillery equipment – Shrapnel, Canister, Cordite, Saddle, Hook and Harness Trench, etc. Those names that related to items of cavalry equipment were unsurprisingly grouped around Cavalry Farm. These groups are examined more closely in Chapter VI.
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British aerial photograph taken on 10 April 1917, of the terrain of the Bois de Givenchy area of the Vimy Ridge, after its capture, showing the ‘confluent smallpox’ effect of prolonged shellfire on the topographical features and the trench system.





Systematisation of trench nomenclature continued, and in July–August 1917 Colonel Glubb (later to become famous in the Middle East as ‘Glubb Pasha’), commanding the Royal Engineers of a division, described this process at some length in his war diary:




Another divisional scheme was the methodical naming of all trenches. By this every front trench was to be called in sections O.13.1, O.13.2, etc., according to map reference [i.e. map square designation]. Support trenches were to be so called; thus, Ape Support not Ape Trench. Similarly Bison Reserve, not Bison Trench. All main C.T.s were to be called Avenues; thus: Shikar Avenue, not Shikar Lane, Kestrel Avenue not Kestrel Alley. Every trench junction was to be fully sign-boarded, as, at junction of Shikar and Egret:
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	Egret Trench to
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etc., etc. All this took some time in the way of notice painting; then a paper came round changing half the names, so we began again! Baldwin did this at first, and then Rebbeck took it over and also the boxes, and did it very well, though it did keep him busy.5





This example of the implementation of naming policy at divisional level was not an isolated one. It was clearly deriving from that laid down by GHQ and higher formations. We encounter in other armies during 1917 the adoption of the alpha-numerical section designations, and likewise the regularisation of the descriptors Trench, Support, Reserve and Avenue.


Ypres Salient 1916–17, and Messines and Third Ypres, June–November 1917


The images of mud and blood associated with the Third Battle of Ypres are inextricably linked to names, as witness the titles of several of Paul Nash’s paintings, prints and drawings: The Menin Road, Zillebeke Lake, Sanctuary Wood (We Are Making A New World). While Wyndham Lewis was undoubtedly indulging in hyperbole when he said that the sight of the name Passchendaele on the map triggered a premonition that something nasty was going to happen, the name of that village (an objective for the first day of the battle – 31st July 1917), only finally captured after two ferocious assaults by the Anzacs and Canadians in October and November, was awarded in popular parlance to the whole three-and-a-half-month battle. By calling it The Battle of the Mud, Lloyd George gave voice to the common perception, which has become a national myth. A myth, of course, is not a matter of truth or untruth. The wild, howling and rain-lashed, swampy, nightmare of Third Ypres was ferociously described, and the high command damned, soon after the event by the journalist Philip Gibbs, in his Realities of War.
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Hell Fire Corner, Menin Road, Ypres Salient, looking towards Hooge, during the Third battle of Ypres, 1917. The screens are to foil enemy observation from the high ground of the Bellewaarde Ridge and Gheluvelt Plateau. The sign on the right reads ‘To Left Brigade Sector’. (IWM Q1889)





The names of Hellfire Corner, Shrapnel Corner, Suicide Corner, Hellblast Corner, Dawson’s Corner, Dirty Bucket Corner and Tattenham Corner (Dead End), all for years under German observation and subject to ferocious shellfire, are forever associated with the Ypres Salient. Edmund Blunden, who spent a large part of 1917 in the Ypres Salient, referred to several of these frightful road junctions and to many trench names in his memoir. He spoke of Hunter Street and Bridge Street in the Boesinghe sector, and of Haymarket and Piccadilly communication trenches, St James’s Street support trench and the reserve trench called Half Moon Street, in the Potijze sector. In the Hooge, Sanctuary Wood and Observatory Ridge sector (Mount Sorrel and Tor Tops) he encountered The Great Wall of China (also more prosaically known as China Wall), Vince Street, named after a Canadian officer, Zillebeke Street, a support trench named Stafford Trench, Krab Krawl (alternatively Crab Crawl), Yeomanry Post and the Vancouver Street communication trench – another memento of the Canadian occupation of this sector in 1916.


In the northern part of the Salient, he described the German position on Mauser Ridge (a westward offshoot of the Pilckem Ridge) known as High Command Redoubt, landmarks in the British rear area such as Vlamertinghe Château, Reigersburg, Pittsburg, Frascati and Les Briques, and the British trenches spread out underneath it near Cross Roads Farm at Wieltje – Bilge Street and Hornby Trench – from where his battalion would attack at the opening of Third Ypres. Second Army adopted a system of systematic naming for German trenches in early 1917, all names in particular zones starting with the same letter and proceeding according to an alphabetical system along the front. Thus in the St Julien sheet, German trench names in map square zone ‘C’ all began with the letter ‘C’ thus: Caliban, Caledonia, Calendar, Cannabis (a later addition), Caramel, Camphor, Canadian, Calf, and so on. The same process was repeated for square zones D, I, J, O, P, etc. These were the trenches of the German defensive system that had developed since 1914–15, and were the trenches that Blunden’s battalion were to capture.6


In IX Corps Instructions For The Offensive, prepared for the Battle of Messines in June 1917, Corps Intelligence detailed the maps to be used in the forthcoming operation, and specifically referred to the naming of trenches: ‘Trenches requiring names, both in our lines and the enemy’s, will be named by corps. Divisions wishing to give a trench any particular name will notify corps headquarters as early as possible.’7 There were also many cross-country tracks; IX Corps noted on 25 May, less than two weeks before the attack, that ‘the signboarding of all tracks is not yet completed. Troops new to the area must reconnoitre all tracks before use.’8 As in 1915–16, there was no indication in this of any censorship of names by higher formations, merely a notification that naming was considered essentially a corps matter. This was significant, because corps were by now equipped with Corps Topographical Sections responsible for producing duplicator maps of their sectors and, during operations, daily situation maps, and it was important that all names be entered as soon as possible on all corps maps. These trenches and names were also entered on the maps produced by each army’s Field Survey Company (FSC) and by the Ordnance Survey, which worked from drawings prepared by the FSC.
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British aerial photograph of the barrage fired at the Battle of Messines, June 1917. The German trenches and some topographical features can be seen among the smoke of shell bursts and the crater-pocked terrain.





Trench names were relatively uncommon on the Third Ypres battlefield, partly because the prolonged heavy shelling, bad weather and flooded conditions were not conducive to trench warfare, but also for two other reasons. Firstly, the British had not bothered to name many of the trenches in the German rear zone before Third Ypres. A large number of trenches certainly existed in this area, including old French and British ones from the period before Second Ypres (22 April 1915), but it was equally the case that many of these had been allowed by the Germans to disintegrate as they did not form part of their defence scheme. Secondly, the new German policy of defence-in-depth was based on concrete strongpoints, shell-hole defences and counter-attack rather than on continuous trench lines.


While certain trench features were named – Zonnebeke Redoubt, The Gravenstafel Switch, Deep Trench and the unforgettable Doom Trench, etc. – it is to the names of these farms, therefore, that we should look for battlefield names rather than to trenches, and many of these farm/pillbox names are in fact immortalised in the maps, war diaries, operation orders and despatches of the period, and in the official and other histories that came later – Vanheule Farm, Rat Farm, Spree Farm, Anzac, The Cockcroft, Springfield, Vancouver, Von Kluck, Dochy, Iron Cross, Potsdam, Vampir, Borry Farm, Schuler Farm, Gallipoli, Somme, Alma, Kronprinz, Albatross and innumerable others. The author remembers, as a schoolboy in the early 1960s, reading in the school library Conan Doyle’s history of the Flanders Campaign and being mesmerised by the unimaginable descriptions of the fighting among the pillboxes, remains of trenches and belts of barbed wire in the water and mud, and shivering at these spooky, alien and resonant names.9


The British regular series topographical and trench maps produced up to 1917 showed many unnamed features, and during the Third Ypres battle it became necessary to name as much as possible. Thus it happened that 2nd Field Survey Company overprinted in black on at least one regular series sheet (FSC 1076 12-9-17, 28NE3 Gheluvelt; Edn. 6B(local)) new names already given to cottages, farms and woods on Second Army’s special sheets.
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The captured German concrete pillbox at Anzac, south-west of Zonnebeke, after the Third Battle of Ypres, 1917. Many of the pillboxes were named after the farms within which they were constructed, while others were systematically numbered. (IWM E(Aus)2321)





During the Flanders offensives of 1917, the two existing layers of names on the map – topographical names (villages, farms, roads, streams, etc.) and trench names – were augmented by two more overlaid networks of names, superimposed on the trench maps to create a dense, often confusing, tangle of nomenclature. These two were both related to the special transport infrastructure created to get the guns, ammunition, supplies and men forward over ground turned into a quagmire by the shelling and rain. They were firstly the railway, light railway and ‘foreway’ networks, and secondly the plank road and duckwalk networks.


Railways were vital for bringing forward the heaviest, rail-mounted, artillery. Special gun and howitzer spurs were constructed off the existing standard gauge railways in the Ypres area, before and during the battle, and these took their name from local topographic features – Railway Wood How. Spur, Spree Farm How. Spur, etc., ‘How.’ being the standard abbreviation for howitzer.


Many light railways, foreways and standard gauge sidings and spurs were constructed for and during the Messines and Third Ypres battles, and all stations, depots and sidings had to be named and signed. One spur in Ploegsteert Wood was given the very topical name Rasputin! It is therefore significant that, at this stage of the war, Transportation (Works) Companies RE carried three signwriters on their strength, and Foreway Companies RE, responsible for light tramlines in the foremost battle zone, one.10 Towards the end of the war, contradicting established practice at the front where for years light railways and tramways had been named after British or Imperial railways, the Engineer in Chief noted that:




Such names as ‘Great Eastern,’ Great Central,’ etc., should not be used, as they give no indication as to the locality of the line. The name adopted should be that of some point or points given on a map, in the neighbourhood of the line … All traffic control or indicating posts should be painted on sheet iron or tin, and mounted on angle-iron pickets, otherwise they are likely to be burnt by troops in cold weather.11





The waterlogged state of the ground meant that communication trenches could not be dug during the battle, and their role was taken over by duckboard tracks, light railways and tramways known as foreways. The heavily laden men, mules and horses that had the misfortune to slip off the duckwalks or plank roads (their positions marked at night by hurricane lamps), or be blown off by shellfire, into the water-filled craters, often drowned where they sank into the mire. In the most advanced and exposed areas, there were no such tracks, and relieving and relieved troops had to pick their way, along the dryer rims of shell holes, along tracks of their own making. The vital forward duckboard tracks, plank roads and light railways were named, or at least designated, in a similar way to trenches – Hunter’s Trail, Plumer’s Drive, M Track, X Track, etc. A fascinating name bestowed on a plank road in the central sector of the Third Ypres battlefield was Secauspion Road, which the author has deciphered as deriving from Second Australian Pioneers. The A.T.N. Track (a phonetic approximation to eighteen), constructed in July and August 1917 by the 18th Division’s Royal Engineers, which ran from Reninghelst along the south side of Zillebeke Lake to Clapham Junction, was another example of these cross-country tracks.


A report by Colonel E.F.W. Lees RE, the CRE of the Guards Division (which attacked from Boesinghe in a north-easterly direction towards Langemarck, on the northern flank of Fifth Army), noted that track-tracing parties closely followed the advancing troops, through a zone beaten by German machine gun and artillery fire, in an attack.12 The intended traces were chosen after close study of the trench maps and air photos, and the troops were informed of them prior to the attack. The function of the parties was to mark with white tapes raised on posts (or low pickets when under direct enemy observation) the routes or ‘traces’ of new duckboard tracks forward of the existing duck-walk heads. These traces were ‘freely notice-boarded with place names, map references and objectives, the notice boards being prepared beforehand’. If the traces deviated from their intended route, notice boards had to be changed to pinpoint the new route. Lees stated that ‘the greatest determination was shown by these track-tracing parties, and they never failed to arrive on the final objective, usually within 20 minutes to half an hour of its capture, unless the casualties were too great’. On the first day of the Third Ypres battle (31 July, the Battle of Pilckem Ridge), only one sapper of the party running the Railway Street trace survived, ‘but with all his own carrying to do in the final stage, and with the aid of a sketch partially obliterated by the blood of his officer, who was killed, he got his trace through’.


Lees emphasised that the great value of these traces, and the duck-walks that quickly followed them over the crater field, ‘was proved by the constant stream of traffic up and down them, as the tapes moved forward; the moves of supports and reliefs, the evacuation of the wounded, and the supply of ammunition were much facilitated’. He also referred to the problem of troops locating themselves in the featureless landscape resulting from the heavy shelling of this former farmland: ‘The notice boards were especially valuable in enabling troops to locate themselves; the troops always seemed rather hazy as to their whereabouts on the battlefield, especially when it came to a question of identifying Green, Blue, etc., lines [the objectives] on the ground, such lines being usually in a devastated zone.’ On 31 July, the parties erected forty-eight notice boards along the four traces pushed forward by the Guards Division. These name boards were particularly valued by battalion runners, who carried messages to-and-fro between battalion and company headquarters. The sappers also marked with name boards the captured pillboxes, often located in farm buildings, studding the battlefield.


A point that was often made was that the network of plank roads and tracks, light railways and foreways, with their accompanying sign boards, provided an indispensable means of location and orientation for troops in the otherwise featureless devastated area, where the landscape features shown on the maps had simply ceased to exist. In this context it should be emphasised that the troops engaged in operations were given aerial photographs and photo-mosaics as well as trench maps; the photographic imagery gave a much better picture of the actual state of the ground – often a sea of mud and confluent shell holes – than the maps, though the latter were often overprinted with flooded areas in blue. The maps showed the pre-war topography (contours, streams, roads, railways, villages, farms, woods, field boundaries and so on), overprinted with the Allied and German trenches and other tactical detail. As the battle went on, they also showed the fragile spider’s web of surface communications we have noted (duckwalks, light railways, etc.), and also the extending sub-surface network of buried cable routes and junction boxes that provided crucial communications for the slowly advancing headquarters, artillery and observation functions).


The watery environment of the Passchendaele area was reflected in the names of many local features, including Waterfields, Marsh Bottom, Riverside, Vapour Farm, the ambiguous Duck Lodge, Snipe Hall and Waterloo, and the farms named after rivers, some of which have already been mentioned: Alma, Aisne, Marne, Somme, Seine, Spree, Thames, Tyne, Tiber, Nile, Rhine and Scheldt. It should be pointed out, though, that these names were given in 1916, well before this part of the Ypres battlefield became a swamp.


Many trenches were named after nearby farms or woods (themselves named by the British), and many of these were named alphabetically according to map zone. For example, in map zone ‘D’, between Zonnebeke and Passchendaele, were the level crossings across the Ypres–Roulers Railway called Daring Crossing, Dash Crossing, Defy Crossing and Detect Crossing, while in zone ‘E’, just east of Passchendaele, were Exert Farm and Copse, Enlist Farm, Encore Wood, Entice Cottage, Erratic Farm, Exempt Wood, Exit Wood, Echo Copse and Evasion Farm.


By December 1917, the British were numbering the captured pillboxes to aid their identification, and entering these names on the trench maps. Edition 9A of the Zonnebeke sheet showed pillboxes numbered up to 142, all to the south of the Ypres–Roulers railway; none was shown to the north. This was presumably because the railway formed the boundary between I Anzac Corps and Canadian Corps on 5 December (the trench correction date for that edition), and only the former had numbered the concrete structures. The war diary of I Anzac Corps shows that a special job of its Topographical Section was the plane table survey of captured German pillboxes in the Corps area. This began on 22 October; by the end of the month ninety-seven had been fixed, forty-six more being surveyed in the first half of November.13
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