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INTRODUCTION

​ When I
was at school we were not taught about the horrors of the First
World War. On Saturday 29th July1916 Grandpa writes ‘I have
revenged my pals. It is a great feeling to have the Bosh running
away in front of you. I can’t tell you anything now but some day I
will’.

It is however, a well-known fact that men of my
grandfather’s generation who had fought in that conflict did not
talk about their experiences, and although I was very close to
Grandpa, I never asked - and oh, how I wish I had.

These extracts about his daily life on the Somme in
1915 and 1916 have been lying in a drawer, and I did not read them
properly until these last few months. My wife Frances, who found
them as interesting as I did, has enthusiastically helped me to
create what we hope is a simple but effective memorial to my
grandfather and to my Great Uncle Cyril, who perished on 1st July,
1916.

It may read differently from other wartime diaries
perhaps, for not only does it demonstrate the horror of war, it
also displays the bravery and the resilience of those fighting men
together with their tears, sadness and the rare opportunities for
fun and some laughter.

Grandpa entered the war in 1914, having joined up as
a Territorial. He rose from 2nd Lieutenant to Major. He was awarded
the Military Cross in 1917 in the King’s Birthday Honours’ List.
Following a period of instruction at Witham, Essex with the Royal
Warwickshire Regiment, his Battalion departed from Southampton on
22nd March, 1915 on the SS Copenhagen and SS City of Lucknow bound
for Le Havre. The official War Diary notes that the Battalion
consisted of 30 officers, 1003 men, 23 vehicles and 78 horses. This
book portrays his daily life during the conflict.

John Hoskins 2013
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Prior to departure for France,
1914
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Portrait of Major Hoskins in
1918

THE DIARY

​ MONDAY MARCH 22ND
1915:

BASINGSTOKE STATION 12.5 P. M.

 


We left Witham at 7.30 am as arranged. I got
up at 3 am having had three and a half hours sleep in my clothes on
a couch at Mr. Pullen’s. Going along very slowly - seem to be
sticking here. It’s raining hard so looks like being cheery if we
go on board today. Am fairly tired just now, still I shall have
plenty to do to keep me awake. We do not know for sure when we
leave. The second train will catch us up at this rate.

Wednesday 24th March 6.25 pm

Just a line to say I am A1 and going strong.
We left the boat at 2.30 pm yesterday and left for camp at 4 pm.
Had to go up a tremendous hill with three twists to get up. I was
able to get the horses down between 8 or 9 pm and then got some
sleep. I was awake and up at 6 am and after a good amount of hard
work left camp with the Battalion at 12 noon. It rained all night,
but we were in tents with wood boards, so were quite comfy. We left
the station at 5 pm. I am now in a kind of luggage truck, known as
the Stores. I shall certainly put some straw down soon and sleep as
it is getting dark. I can’t say where we are off to although I
know, but of course we are all on our honour not to say. We expect
to be on the train for 24 hours. Passing through very pretty
countryside.

I was Officer in Charge of troops on the ship
and was told we disembarked very well in record time and quicker
than usual.

Too dark to write more. I’m quite well and
happy. Ring up home and give them my love.

Thursday 25th March 11.35 am

Still on the train. Have been sleeping and
eating all day. Managed to shave but not wash. Still raining - had
quite a good night’s rest. Have heard of Cyril* but not seen him -
he’s helping the 6th transport officer. Passed through country
swarming with magpies - largest rookery I’ve ever seen.

* FOOTNOTE: Herbert’s younger
brother Lt. Cyril Hoskins, 1st/8th Batt. Royal Warwickshire
Regiment, born 1890, mobilised August 1914. Killed in the Somme
battle 1st July, 1916 as described later. His name is recorded on
the Thiepval Memorial

Friday 26th March

Going strong - came to rest last night and
have not moved since.

Saturday 27th March 2.30 pm

Topping day sunshine and quite warm. Have
plenty of work to keep me on the move, I can tell you. I am ready
for sleep at night. Saw some of the other transport today, they
have all had a rough time - one has killed two horses and broken a
wagon or two. With the exception of colds my horses are well - some
still have sores they received on board or rail. I have repaired
the brakes etc. so that we can get a move on in decent safety
again. Get well worried at times but all seems to straighten out
after a while.

Monday 29th March 7.10 pm

I have had four letters from you yesterday
and today and there are two bags in the orderly room so I expect I
shall get another from you tomorrow.

Tuesday 30th March

Had no time to finish off yesterday. We are
160 miles from where you heard of Cyril*. I did not see him there
but have done so two or three times since. He looks A1. Here’s
breakfast - so half a mo.

The Battalion are out digging so am spending
the time pulling my transport together. Have you sent any ‘baccy’
out yet as I am out of all I brought?

Friday April 2nd 2.30 pm

Getting a letter each post. We are close up
to the line now and can hear the guns and rifle fire plainly. Three
bombs fell last night just after we arrived. We do not know for
sure how long we shall be here.

It’s a topping place and I have a good
billet. The people here have left and a man and wife are in charge.
There is a bath! All gas and water is cut off, but every house
seems to have a pump. Nearly all the civilians here live downstairs
and the military use the top. My ‘gees’ are all better today - if
we stay here a few days I shall get most of them well again. Must
get on parade now.**

* FOOTNOTE: The Territorial
Battalions (1st/5th, 1st/6th, 1st/7thand 1st/8th) proceeded to
France at the end of March 1915, and following training at
Bailleul, went into the trenches in that district south of Ypres.
In July they were sent south to Courcelles, and after further
training they went again into the trenches near Hébuterne before
Gommecourt. They remained in that district, with billets at
Fonquevillers, until June 1916. The battalion route-marched to
Granville and on to billets at Winnezeele on the Belgium French
border. By 30th March they were in Bailleul and transported by bus
to the vicinity of Neuve Eglise and Damoutre, where they were
engaged in digging trenches.

** FOOTNOTE: The battalion
route-marched to Armentières and Houplines to ‘look around the
trenches and learn the routine‘. This would appear to be a time of
general instruction.
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Saturday 3rd April 10.10 am

Has begun to rain - first time for some days
- hope it will not last long. Have to go round to the other
transports now and see if all is correct. Hope there will not be
anything too bad - I do not believe so.

Easter Sunday April 4th 2.45 pm

I have just read your Wednesday letter. We
have not had any post for two or three days until today - there may
be some more from you yet, as all the bags have not been looked
through yet. The Company Officer censors the men‘s letters, no one
the officers’ (thank goodness).

Where we are I cannot tell you.* We are
certainly not in Germany! As to food we get heaps - and good. Have
asked Mother to send a cake once a week as homemade cannot be
bought. This is a fairly large town something like Leamington or
Warwick.* We hear guns all day and night. Most of the officers and
men have been in the trenches for instruction 24 hours at a time by
half companies. A few shells drop in the town now and again,
otherwise things are as quiet as they might be at home.

I have quite a comfy billet. The folk have
left, so our servants do everything for us. Can get a hot bath and
washing done here. I am having a slack time the last two days as
little transport is required. Today is very still.

Several of us went to a Communion Service at
8 am today. Our Parson (Macready) took it in a large room which has
been shelled at some time.

I inspected all the Brigade lines yesterday -
all correct. It takes a day to get to everybody as they have all
have heaps of questions and want to know how each is getting along.
I made a few suggestions for extra comfort for the horses etc.

Had Auster of
the 8th here for lunch today. He’s quite fit. It’s quite a regular
Sunday today the slackest day since we left Witham.

We have had one casualty so far. Yesterday a
fellow was cooking bacon in the trenches and a shell exploded
nearby, cutting his face - but not too bad.

Things are at a deadlock here at present. The
trenches are quite the best on the Line. I have not been in yet and
do not know if I shall go. It is not necessary for me to do so -
still I’d like to see them.

One gets quite used to hearing the guns - the
only thing that worried me last night was a wretched dog that would
keep howling.

You can see folk walking the streets in their
Sunday best as if nothing was happening.

I am quite happy and as safe as possible.
Also very much enjoying it all!

 


*FOOTNOTE: The War Records show the
Battalion were in Armentières, on the border between France and
Belgium, in wet and miserable weather.

 


 







Monday April 5th 2 pm

We move off again tomorrow - back to our last
place having finished our instruction here. The Battalion we have
been attached to would like us to remain, as they say we are the
smartest Battalion they have had to instruct - so one up to
us!*

We have had three casualties only and none
very bad. I should like to stay here longer as it is a much larger
and nicer place than the other.

Thursday 8th April 2.40 pm

Am just as fit as a fiddle now and quite
enjoying life. I am just off to see the 6th and 8th after seeing
Major Goode who should be here at 2.30 to see the ASC horses.

I do not get much night work - in fact none
to mention and long nights. I sleep from 9 to 7 am.

Today I got up at 7 am, had a cup of coffee,
washed, shaved etc. Had a look at the horses and then breakfast.
Then stables. I arranged for an NCO and 16 men to have riding
school.

This afternoon I visited the 6th and 8th to
see if their harness and wagons were all correct and sent in the
weekly report.

I saw the 5th yesterday. That made it five
o’clock. Had some tea and then went round the horses and saw the
sick ones attended to.

We dine at 7 o’clock!

I will just go round to see one sick ‘gee’
and then turn in.

*FOOTNOTE: The Battalion received
instructions to march to Bailleul for training to continue. This
route march was much harassed by motor lorries. On arrival they
found very unsatisfactory and insanitary conditions. A complaint
was made. They proceed to tidy up the billets. Grandpa comments
that the Battalion always had to clean up the billets allotted to
them before they were fit for occupation.

Friday 9th April 8.55 pm

Have just finished dinner and a jolly good
one too. We had mutton, ‘taters, leeks etc. followed by stewed
figs, some plovers’ eggs (which had been sent to the Colonel), egg
omelette, chocolate biscuits and a whisky and soda. Not bad.

I spent most of the morning looking to the
horses, which as a whole are much better. This afternoon I was with
Morgan of the 1/6th searching for the vet. We rode several miles
and were lucky to get him just as he was moving away, so have
arranged to get him here at 9.30 to see mine and then take him
round to the other three Battalions.

There is not much to do at present - just
routine work and we expect to be moved again any time next week. I
do not know where to - no one does.

I saw Cyril today. He has a cold in both
eyes. He’s been on a bomb-throwing course with many officers from
each Battalion.*

I have to sit down and censor the men’s
letters now. Thank goodness they do not write very much.

I had a letter from Dad today and a postcard
from Pops - all seem well.

Folk here do not seem to expect the war will
last very long. I hope they are right and we shall be home playing
tennis before the season is over. Ye gods, what a time. I shall not
want to start work for a few weeks, I know. This is really in a way
a slack job up to the present - we have had a few very stiff days,
but all round not like ordinary days in and out of work.

*FOOTNOTE: The course was in
Armentières.

Tuesday 13th April 10.40 pm

I am having quite a new experience just now.
I’ll give you the last two days’ doings. Sunday as you know by now
I received orders to move the following day. The Battalion fell-in
at 8.50 am, A, B, C, D Companies in that order followed by
transport. Each Battalion marched on its own. We were not brigaded.
I left two sick horses and one mare that had foaled Sunday. Two as
I have told you died Sunday making 5 in all and my total in
shortage is now 7. As I have two mules too many I am only three
down.

On the way here - not many miles - eight or
nine - we were held up for two hours or more because the Germans
were shelling where we wanted to pass. The cheek of it!

Our Battalion took over some trenches from a
regular Battalion last night. Well - we got to a rest farm (say
three miles back from the trenches which are on the other side of a
hill) at about 4 o’clock. At least the Battalion did, including the
two water carts, Medical Officers and mess carts and cooks, wagons.
I left the Battalion a mile before with all the other wagons and
came here to my lines with the QM.

We are about 87 men here all told - Transport
50. I started off to go to the Battalion but got sent back for the
baggage wagons - two - so the blankets and officers’ kits could be
issued. That took half an hour. Then I brought back all that was
left on the wagons.

After a while my sergeant turned up with
coke, so off we went to the Battalion again. Owing to other
transport we missed them, so we had to take it to the ‘dumping
ground’ - that is the Battalion HQ when the Battalion is in the
trenches.

Flares kept going up and stray bullets
whizzed over our heads - all high up. When I got there the QM was
there with the other wagons, so between us we got the stuff dumped
and arrived back here at 12.30 am

While out we had two limbered wagons in
ditches and the ditches are anything up to 4 ft. deep. The roads
are very bad. You are only allowed one way on most roads, they are
so narrow. The Sergeant and I with a driver and two horses got all
clear but it was quite a game while it lasted.

All in the dark of course - one cannot go to
the dumping ground in day time when a Battalion is in the
trenches.

We fed and got to bed at 2 am. Breakfast was
at 8 or 7 am, but I forget which. After that I went with the QM to
draw forage, coke, letters and papers. I had read yesterday’s
London Mail by 10 am today.

I got back at 12.30 pm and saw the stables.
This afternoon I helped with a ’dugout’ used for harness etc. that
was nearly finished by the gang we followed.

After tea I went and fetched wood, wire,
sandbags, nails etc. from Brigade HQ. Captain Lea, whom you met
with me just outside Caledon one Sunday, came in to tea yesterday.
At 7 pm we waited outside the rest farm for it to get dark - then
got along to the dumping ground

It was a merry night - plenty of bullets
about. I was glad to get away again as I expected a horse to be hit
any minute. I was back here about 9 pm. Captain Jones the QM looked
after the food going up. Then yesterday we had food at eight. It
was a dirty day with rain.

I went into a town nearby and got bread, wine
and several things for here, the Colonel and fellows in the
trenches and it took me all morning. I also drew 125 FRS from the
Field Cashier - you see we are all right for cash.

Auster came in for tea. I left at 5 to fetch
the RE stuff from HQ. They said there was not much but when I
reached there, to my delight there was a good wagon load of stuff
so I had to borrow a wagon to draw some of it here, then change it
into one of mine, so we delayed some time and didn’t leave here
until 8.30 pm.

The QM had gone with four limbered wagons. I
took a new road and took a fellow who went that way the night
before as a guide. Blowed if he hadn’t forgotten and took us 600
yards past our turning. It was all right as it happened and we were
able to turn. Then just as we go to the DG the wretched ASC driver
got his wagon into a ditch. So I went on.

I was in the mess cart with the stuff I had
bought during the morning and I got two horses, an NCO and 20 men
to unload the wagon - pulled it on to the road, loaded up again and
drew on down to the DG..

I had some apples for the Colonel - he’s very
fond of them - also Jones had some milk for him so he was quite
pleased to see us. I took some of the boys two fresh loaves, some
wine and fresh milk. They look forward to us now. We got back here
at 1.30 am.

During the day we are getting ready food,
letters, coke etc. to take up after dark.

Tomorrow our Battalion comes out and we go to
where the 6th are for four days, so we shall only have two more
nights to go up to the DG. (Dumping Ground). *

I am feeling as fit as possible and ready for
lunch. We are waiting for the ‘taters to boil. Feeding is A1. I
look like getting as fat as butter - it is only extras like cake
etc. that one enjoys but are not necessary to keep one fed that we
miss. Bacon and eggs for breakfast, roast beef for lunch, plenty of
jam, butter and marmalade, tea, sugar, fresh milk. The latter we
have to buy along with eggs.

As to casualties - up to date we have had
none killed and at the outside half a dozen wounded.

Friday 16th April 5.35 pm

We have had no letters today as there has
been a smash down the line, which caused a block. Hope they get it
cleared quickly.

I have had a name put over the door of our
farm ‘The Constitutional Club - Witham City’ and we call this
Witham Camp. We have that up on a large board on the road so you
see we feel quite at home. There are camps known as Aldershot,
Bulford, Port Arthur etc. and in time they get to be known by these
names.

I am off to the DG to fetch the Battalion out
- they are relieved by the 8th tonight.

* FOOTNOTE: The Battalion left
Bailleul for the vicinity of Plougsteert. They were delayed 2½
hours en route owing to heavy shelling of the road. They remained
at a farm named Courte Dreve for some four hours and then proceeded
to the trenches after dark. ‘The trenches are in very poor
condition and will require a lot of work to make them safe.’ The
enemy was in position on the slopes of Messines Hill near Hill 60.
Captain Hoskins reports that they will have to do much work joining
up the trenches which are at present disconnected.

The QM and transport wagons have just gone. I
shall follow in the mess cart. I need not go really but I am sure
to find something to do there and I like to see the fellows.

Very still today - and has been for the last
few days. Our chaps have only to hold the enemy - there is not much
use firing a lot as we cannot advance until the two flanks come
up.

When you go up at nights you see lights,
flares, shells all around. There was another aeroplane show tonight
we can easily see them being shelled. You see several puffs of
smoke all around the plane but still she sails gaily along. They
are a very hard target.

I arrived back at 1 am last night and shall
be late again I expect tonight. Am leaving at 6.45 pm.

Am fit and smiling - get ready for me at the
end of this summer.*

Saturday 17th April 2 pm

We got the fellows out all right last night
but very late. The 8th boxed things up badly and instead of my
leaving trench HQ by about 10 o’clock I left with the last wagon at
2 am and got here in daylight about 4.15.

Fellows tell of near things such as one had a
bullet through his pack on his back and was not touched. Another
lost half his whiskers and no further harm done. Another had his
hat shot through etc.

It was a very dark night - pitch black.

Am A1 today — just off to go up to Rest
Headquarters - 2 miles away.

* FOOTNOTE: The Battalion were in
the trenches south of Messines Hill.

Sunday 18th April 4.40 pm

Have just had tea and am eating a piece of
Captain Jones chocolate I’ve just bagged. All eatables are public
property between us. By now you will be hearing what I do when
Battalion is in the trenches and when out I get almost the same job
but - and a big BUT - during the daytime I am as happy as can be
singing, laughing and ragging the interpreter. He’s a wretched worm
and it’s a job to make him understand at times.

As you may know, all sale of whisky has been
stopped so I’ve been sending him to get some from private houses.
He says though he’ll not go for any more as he is liable to be sent
to prison. He’s right - but by gum, he’s weak hearted. I’ll bet I
get some and shan’t go to prison! The Colonel wants it as he has
always been used to it, so I’ll have to keep him supplied
somehow.

I got hold of two dozen bottles last night.
I’d not a penny left yesterday of the 125 francs I drew two or
three days ago. All spent on stuff for Companies. I drew it back
today. It all adds to my day’s work and is not part of my allotted
job. The Colonel thanked me for doing it and said I’d done jolly
well, so that’s good.

I went up to Headquarters today before lunch
and found a service just beginning so I stayed for communion too -
not three miles from the German trenches. We sang two hymns and
guns kept popping all the time.

I am now going to have a few rounds with the
gloves for the fun of it.

I sent Cyril one bottle of whisky, a loaf of
bread, a bottle of milk and four eggs. Gave them to his transport
officer to take up. I learn from Lt. Ash, who saw Cyril last night,
that he’s quite well.

Monday 19th April 8.40 pm

The 7th relieve the 8th tomorrow, so shall
begin night work again tomorrow evening. Today has been very
peaceful up to now and a lovely day. I was out all morning getting
things for the officers and delivering them this afternoon. Also
the cash. I make them pay up before they go into the trenches.

‘B’ Company made a fuss about things - at
least Ash, their Mess President, did - so they can go without for a
while! I do not bother myself for their comfort and stand to lose
by it into the bargain if they make any row. They can jolly well
look after themselves.

I’ve arranged for each company to let me have
a list of what they require and I get as much of it as I can. It
means that with our mess here I have six separate accounts to look
after. It is good to see their faces when I arrive with the
stuff.

I’m as fit as possible and as happy as a
sandboy.*

Tuesday 20th April 1.15 pm

We take our Battalion into the trenches again
tonight* and it looks like being a decent one too. Jolly hot
again.

I took my ‘gee’ out this morning and he got a
nasty cut somewhere on the way - just above the fetlock so I shall
have to rest him for a day or two.

I feel just like a good laze on the river at
Stratford upon Avon.

Oh - I have got the mare we lost at the last
place back again - and a man is fetching the one that foaled back
here so I shall only be one short. Good-oh.

 


* FOOTNOTE: The Battalion was in
the Petit Pont area

 


Wednesday 21st April 1.50 pm

We got the Battalion into the trenches all
right last night - in fact Jones and I were back here by 10
o’clock. We went to the Trench Dump, cleared the wagons and were
away before of the 8th transport arrived or any of their men out of
the trenches.

I should say they would all be clear by 10 or
11 instead of 3 am as they were the day the 8th relieved us.
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