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Foreword


 


by Cameron Stewart, grandson of Capt. A. J. H. Stewart


 


 


 


 


I am four years old and too small to go in the boat, so holding my mother’s hand I squelch down across the heather to the lochside in my rubber boots, feeling the wind and the drizzle on my face, hearing the creak of the rowlocks as the dinghy scrapes ashore over the shingle and drinking in the myriad smells – the fish in the bottom of the boat, the heather, Grandpa’s damp tweed coat, his pipe. Later, I gaze fascinated as he slurps his soup in the bright hotel dining room.


   It seems incredible to me now, but I knew the man who wrote this diary, who lived through what you are about to read, and though I was only about six years old when he died, the memories of that period are vivid. The smell of Angostura bitters – and doubtless gin – in the antique cabinet as he poured the evening drinks in my grandparents’ sitting-room in their flat in Eastbourne; the little box room in which I slept, with the wooden chair by the window where I could sit after dark and look down at the lights in the glistening wet street below; talking to my grandmother in the kitchen at the back of the flat with the – I now realise – very 1950s implements and décor; the journeys to Scotland with my mother and grandfather on the night train; above all, the smells (is it my imagination, or did things smell different then?) – the bitters, the wood, the pipe tobacco, greased fishing lines . . . and freshly caught trout.


   Approach fifty, and time takes on a new perspective. Today’s teenagers may consider the years of their parents’ adolescence to be the Dark Ages, but to us they seem bewilderingly immediate, even if the images present themselves in faded pastels of Kodachrome rather than digital high definition. We realise that to half the guests at our christening, the end of the First World War, the Bolshevik Revolution and the Roaring Twenties were as vivid as the 60s and 70s are to us. Then imagination starts leaping back in 50-year increments and suddenly the Battle of Waterloo is only four middle-aged people away, and the Battle of Hastings only twelve or thirteen elderly people. The continuity of history presents itself with new relevance.


   Apart from some unsuccessful attempts by my uncle (himself a founder member of the Special Boat Service in the Second World War) to get this diary published in the 1960s, it has been gathering dust on family bookshelves for nearly eighty years. I remember my mother mentioning its existence to me a number of times, but it did not come into my hands until a visit to my father (who is now eighty-four) earlier this year. So why did it languish for so long? And why the decision to publish it now?


   I know my uncle was demoralised by his inability to generate interest in the diary in the 1960s, but I suspect that much of the problem lay in its still being too recent, in the same way that when I was at school in the 1960s and 70s the Second World War – now, I am told, a central element in the history curriculum – was not touched on. ‘History’ ran backwards from about 1920; anything within the previous forty years wasn’t really thought of as history, and we were supposed to know about it by some kind of osmotic process from our parents – the trouble being that they didn’t much want to talk about it. Rather than even conceive of ‘counselling’ to deal with the sorts of trauma they had lived through, both my parents’ and grandparents’ generations resorted to keeping quiet. It wouldn’t do any good to drag it all up again, and regimental loyalty and reputation were imperatives.


   The reasons for publishing now are a mix of the personal and the general. Personal, because I possess it, because I knew the man, because when I look at photographs of him as a younger man I feel some sort of connection – whether that is pure fancy or not – and because my father is still alive, as are a very few of the people who also lived through this horror; the thread is not yet completely broken.


   On a more general level, because although these events were not actually all that long ago, my grandfather and these men he fought alongside had a system of values and an approach to life that appears almost totally alien to us now. When I read the entries, I am of course astonished at the bravery, but at the same time dumbfounded at the insanity of it all.


   To a generation that grew up in the 60s and 70s for whom war, although not a forgotten phenomenon, has become either a distant horror or something that manifests itself as perpetual low-grade tension punctuated by terrorist outrages, the type of carnage my grandfather lived through is almost incomprehensible. We have of course heard much of this from numerous novelists, but what strikes me most forcibly about this diary is the apparently phlegmatic and even sanguine approach my grandfather – and it would seem the majority of his fellow combatants – took to their predicament. The courage of these men was extraordinary; all the more so because it was, in fact, ordinary. They were giants – I am at once proud to be the descendant of such a man and ashamed when I think of the fuss my peers and I have on occasion made about the comparatively minor trials which have beset us.


   So, again, why now? There are three main reasons. First and second, we can learn from both the bad and the good. We need as many reminders as we can get of our latent insanity as a species, to help us guard against this kind of obscenity happening again. As set against this, we would do well to note the values and emulate the fortitude and discipline of these men as we address the more subtle but no less pressing challenges which present themselves in our own time.


   And finally, tyranny and evil are still with us, and it is still the ordinary man who bears the brunt of the suffering and oppression. Perhaps we need to do what they did not, perhaps we need to learn to lay down our arms and shout, as Peter Finch’s character advocated in the film Network sixty years later, ‘I’m a human being, goddammit. My life has value. I’m as mad as hell and I’m not going to take this any more!’


   Maybe . . . one day.


Cameron Stewart


Bristol


March 2008
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The British Army in 1916


 


 


 


 


The British army that my grandfather joined in France in 1916 was nothing like that which had gone to war two years earlier. The army of 1914 was largely a colonial gendarmerie designed to police the empire. The regular infantry was organised in regiments, such as the Cameronians (Scottish Rifles). Each regiment would have two battalions, one of which would generally serve in Britain or Ireland, while the other was stationed in the colonies. The battalions would rarely expect to serve together, or even to meet. Behind the 250,000-man regular army stood the Territorial Force, part-time soldiers detailed for home defence in the event of war. The City of London Yeomanry, of which my grandfather had been a member, was a Territorial unit. A further source of manpower was the Special Reserve, composed of men who had completed full recruit training for six months and then spent a month each year back with the colours.


   The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) initially crossed to France in August 1914, 100,000 strong and professional regular soldiers to a man. Largely destroyed in the savage fighting of that year, especially at the First Battle of Ypres, it had been remade, and greatly expanded. The gaps left by 1914 were filled in three ways. First, Territorial reservists were mobilised. Secondly, recruits flocked to Kitchener’s ‘New Armies’ and were formed into the famous ‘Pals Battalions’ of men from the same district or workplace, such as the ‘Stockbrokers’ Battalion’ or the ‘Hull Tradesmen’. Thirdly, men like my grandfather and, most famously, Siegfried Sassoon and Robert Graves, used personal connections, and some level of military experience garnered in the Officer Training Corps at school or university, to obtain commissions into the regular army via the Special Reserve. All, at this stage, were volunteers. The first conscripts would not reach France until the second half of 1916.


   By the spring of 1916, the BEF had more than a million men and was still growing. Not every single man was a fighting soldier, of course. To keep such a large force housed, fed, clothed and supplied was in itself a giant task and required hundreds of thousands of support personnel, ranging from lorry drivers to bakers, and from clerks to road-menders. For example, the postal service alone handled some five million letters per week, with an efficiency we can only dream of today. To put this administrative effort in context, there were only eight cities in Europe with a population of more than a million at this time. The British improvised a ninth in the huts and tents of Flanders and northern France.


   The BEF was commanded from General Headquarters (GHQ) by General Sir Douglas Haig. Beneath him were four, later five, armies, each of which consisted of about 200,000 men organised into between two and five corps. One corps would command from two to five divisions. Corps and armies tended to remain in one place, responsible always for much the same sector of the front. Divisions, on the other hand, were the strategic building blocks of the BEF. Their composition rarely changed, and they would be moved from corps to corps as the situation demanded. This is one of the reasons for the repeated moves of which my grandfather complains.


   A division, commanded by a major general, was made up of three infantry brigades, each of four battalions, plus artillery and other units. It would number about fifteen thousand men. The battalion was the soldier’s immediate home and family. Under a lieutenant colonel, a battalion counted around a thousand men at full strength, divided into four companies: A, B, C and D. Each company would normally be led by a captain, assisted by lieutenants and second lieutenants, and be further split into four platoons. Not all 1,000 would go into action, however. Often around a hundred would be sick, on leave, away on courses, or detached for other duties. Another 150–200 would be administrative and transport personnel, left at the so-called ‘B Echelon’. Finally, about another hundred fighting soldiers would be left behind as a ‘Battle Surplus’. Officially, this was designed to leave a core on which the battalion could be reconstituted in the event of particularly heavy battle casualties. Highly qualified personnel, such as instructors and certain specialists, would routinely be held back. Unofficially, this policy also provided a way to rest those who were tired, whose nerves were unravelling, who were thought to deserve a break, or who were, like my grandfather’s cook McDougal, just ‘unsuited for the more violent forms of warfare’. Thus, a full-strength company going into action might be 120–150 men strong, led by three or four officers; a battalion might total some six hundred. Casualties would obviously reduce this.


   My grandfather’s unit was the 1st Battalion, the Cameronians (Scottish Rifles). A proud Scots battalion, it claimed descent from the 26th Regiment of Foot, which had fought with Marlborough at Blenheim. In 1916–17, the battalion served in the 19th Brigade as part of the 33rd Division. Alongside it in the brigade were 2nd Royal Welch Fusiliers, 20th Royal Fusiliers and the sister 5/6th Scottish Rifles. Siegfried Sassoon and Robert Graves both served in the 2nd Royal Welch Fusiliers. The two classic war memoirs they produced, Memoirs of an Infantry Officer and Goodbye to All That, frequently cast a fascinating sidelight on my grandfather’s recollections.


    By the time my grandfather joined up, the First World War was already nearly a year old. It had confounded predictions by lasting so long. 1st Battalion, the Cameronians crossed to France in August 1914 as part of the original British Expeditionary Force sent to help defend France and Belgium from the Germans. Everyone expected a war of rapid movement, intense but swiftly decisive. Instead, the defensive power of machine guns and artillery soon created a bloody, prolonged stalemate on the Western Front; to move in the open in daylight was to die. Only by digging could you protect yourself from the weight of modern firepower. Soldiers under fire hurriedly scraped themselves foxholes, which were then linked up, developed and reinforced. By the end of 1914, across France and Belgium from Switzerland to the sea, entrenched armies, millions strong, glared across no man’s land at their enemy.


   Both sides extended and deepened their defences. They dug ‘support’ and ‘reserve’ trenches to the rear. They built strongpoints, known as ‘keeps’, designed for all-round defence. They drove short trenches, ‘saps’, forward from the front line to observation and listening posts in no man’s land. They erected belts of barbed wire, 20–30 yards deep, fixed to iron stakes, in front of their trenches. They excavated ‘dugouts’ as much as 30 feet below ground to provide accommodation relatively safe from shellfire. In time, these defensive systems might become thousands of yards deep, like the German ‘Hindenburg Line’, which my grandfather encountered in May 1917.


 


There was no such thing as a standard trench. Weather, ground, the tactical situation, the nationality of the original builders: all these would affect construction. Where the water table was high, for example, fortifications might have to be built up above ground with sandbags. Where possible, the sides of the trench might be revetted with wood, but this was by no means universal. ‘Funk holes’ might be scraped out of the walls of the trench to provide a little more shelter from enemy artillery. Weather and enemy action imposed the need for constant maintenance of the ever-eroding defences. Pioneer and Labour Battalions carried out much of this work, but there were never enough to go around. Consequently, soldiers out of the front line, to their disgust, had their rest repeatedly disturbed to provide ‘working parties’, carrying materials, digging trenches or building roads.


   ‘Revetments’, ‘saps’, ‘keeps’: the language of the trenches was medieval. The war was anything but. A relentless cycle of tactical and technical innovation spawned new weapons and methods. These included some my grandfather mentions, such as the Stokes gun, the Mills bomb, and the use of aerial observation to aid indirect artillery fire. None of these, however, nor even poison gas, proved able to give the attacker an edge over defenders who were themselves innovating no less furiously. Every major attempt, by either side, to overcome the defences on the Western Front in 1915 resulted only in more losses. By the end of that year, the French had suffered a million dead or missing, and British (and Empire) casualties were a little over half a million, of whom some two hundred thousand were dead.


   After a lengthy period of training and coast defence duty with the 3rd Battalion, my grandfather left for France, the 1st Battalion and this alien world in March 1916.


   One of the strengths of his diary is that it reminds us that some aspects of our image of the Western Front are flawed. The picture we have of trench warfare, of heavily laden soldiers climbing ‘over the top’ at their officers’ whistles, to be massacred by machine guns as they plod through the mud of no man’s land, is only a part of the whole. Most soldiers participated in major ‘pushes’ only rarely. My grandfather is in France for four months before he takes part in the Battle of the Somme. The war is more often for him an affair of tedium and routine, a continuous rotation between front-line duty and ‘rest’ in the rear. As he points out, on a quiet sector it was sometimes more comfortable at the front than behind the lines. In some areas, a tacit understanding between the opposing sides to ‘live and let live’ reduced aggression to purely ritual levels.


   That said, the front line was inevitably more dangerous than the rear, even when action was small-scale. If you stayed in your trench, German artillery and snipers were a near-constant threat. Or enemy engineers might dig a mine under your trench, pack it with explosive and blow you up with it. My grandfather mentions one such, the largest detonated by the Germans during the war, which obliterated a whole company of 2nd Royal Welch Fusiliers. The crater, some sixty yards across, was named ‘Red Dragon Crater’, in honour of the regimental badge. Edmund Blunden describes his efforts to fortify ‘this devilish hole’ in Undertones of War; as an officer, he earned a reprimand from his general for indulging in manual labour.


   Sometimes, you had to get out of your trench. You might, for example, be ‘told off’ to repair the wire, crawling into the dark in front of your trench, as my grandfather describes. In addition, patrols were often sent into no man’s land, or raiding parties to snatch enemy prisoners. Such activities were designed to increase morale, by giving men something active to do, and to gather intelligence. Raids might also be retaliatory. The Royal Welch, for example, carried out a large-scale raid to avenge the ‘Red Dragon’ mine. Grandfather’s diary entry for 5 July 1916 laconically notes: ‘The RWF make a raid v.g.’ Captain J. V. Higginson, who took part, was more fulsome, considering it ‘a Mark I success’. Forty-three prisoners were taken, and at least fifteen enemy killed, while British casualties were light. In this kind of warfare, old methods sometimes worked at least as well as modern technology. As Robert Graves says in Goodbye to All That, ‘for the first time since the eighteenth century the regiment had reverted to the pike: instead of rifle and bayonet, some of the raiders had used butchers’ knives secured with medical plaster to the ends of broomsticks’. Another way of keeping busy was to snipe at Germans, as my grandfather does. On occasion, this was seen as sport: at least one officer kept a ‘game book’ logging his ‘bag’.


   Just as interesting as my grandfather’s descriptions of the reality of trench warfare, however, is his record of life out of the line. When given leisure, soldiers invariably find ways to enjoy it. His references to concert parties, gambling and the occasional treat of fresh fruit, a good restaurant meal or a glimpse of a pretty girl’s face make this clear. Sport was another frequent pastime. Football, horse racing and, especially, in my grandfather’s case, boxing were very popular: the competition he helps organise was won by a fighter called, presumably without customary military irony, ‘Hammer’ Lane, who later won an army championship.


   Every soldier in every age shares one primary concern: not to kill the enemy; not even to avoid being killed; but his own immediate comfort. ‘Where’s my food? Where’s my bed?’ My grandfather notes with amusement the grumbling of ration parties, but he is little different: particularly good, and particularly dirty, billets are recorded religiously, even where nothing else happened that day, and he is particularly scrupulous about logging the event whenever he is afforded the luxury of a bath! He has left us a vivid picture of life as a soldier in the trenches.


 


The following represents a faithful rendition of the text of my grandfather’s diary, written while on active service, and his commentary on it, his ‘recollection in tranquillity’, written eleven years later in 1928. Any editing has been confined to the occasional correction in punctuation (my father claims that his father’s secretary must have just typed it wrong!) and, where names of small towns have been misspelt, or have changed, I have used the correct present-day spelling immediately after the town’s first mention.


Cameron Stewart


Bristol


February 2008
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This edition which is in type is limited to three


signed copies of which this is the first.


 


Alexander Julian Hartley Stewart
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Principally for the benefit and perchance instruction of my children in the years to come; partly for the entertainment in the less distant future of my wife and nearest relations; and possibly to a small extent for my own amusement, I propose on the following pages to give a copy of, and comments on, the rough notes made by me in my diary whilst I was in France during the ‘Great War’ of 1914–1918.


   Except for some corrections in the spelling of place names I intend giving an exact copy from the diary without any omissions or additions in the text.


   It will be noticed that the notes are extremely brief, and that much that might have been of interest has been rather obviously omitted.


   The reason for this is that in the first place, it would have been indiscreet to have given particulars that might have been of use to the enemy, as the writer might at any time have been killed or taken prisoner, and in either case relieved of the diary by German hands. In the second place the notes were all written on active service, often in front-line trenches, where there was not the time or the place or the inclination for lengthy writing.


   Unfortunately there seem to have been a good many days on which the diary was left blank. Many no doubt because nothing much of what was then thought to be of interest happened and some because time did not permit.


   A week in the front line might easily pass with no event of more interest than a fight between aeroplanes. Aerial combats, although fairly frequent and always very diverting and exciting to watch, would, unless there was something special about them, not be noted. When one’s entire sympathies are so very much on one side, to watch, through a strong pair of field glasses, a fight in the air between two or more planes is one of the finest and most exciting sports that can be experienced. In fact we watched with such interest that we did not even make bets on the result. Whilst thinking of the life of our man in the air, we did not forget our own skins down on earth. Our peace and comfort in the trenches very largely depended on the supremacy of our fighting men in the air, and when the Boche came hurling or flopping down to earth cheers went up to heaven from all along our line.


   Judging from personal experience it appears obvious that the success of an army in the field primarily depends on the initiative in the air being obtained and maintained. Nearly every time that an enemy aeroplane was permitted to fly over or behind our outpost line, and to return to its own lines in safety, both our infantry and artillery shortly afterwards suffered from severe and accurate shell fire. I can only recollect one apparent exception to this rule, and this exception may be explained by the Boche observer making a slight error. An enemy plane at dawn flew low over us when we were in a very shallow, roughly-made trench that for certain reasons had been pushed forward about fifteen yards in front of the true front line. In the afternoon we attacked.


   In the evening the Boche, expecting a second attack, put down a very heavy and fortunately very accurate barrage from guns of all calibre on the trench fifteen yards behind where we were lying. Our casualties, if any, were negligible.


   Any casual comments I may make in these notes will be perfectly candid and in no way expurgated. When reading them it must be borne in mind that a few weeks of war although possibly in many cases improving to a man’s character does not lead to great delicacy of feeling. What would seem a devil of a joke in a shell-hole in ‘no man’s land’ might, in the privacy of one’s own home, appear somewhat gruesome.


   As this is written in the first person it will be difficult to avoid a somewhat frequent use of the word ‘I’, for which fault I offer my apologies in advance.


 


When the war broke out I was on a rubber estate under contract for four years. I was a private in the Malay States Volunteer Rifles. My agreement expired in, I think, March 1915. I then left Malay for home where I arrived in April 1915. For some weeks I stayed in London and with my brother, Thomas Percy, in Richmond, Surrey. It was in his house that I first met my wife, Rita Macdonald.


   For a short time I was laid up with a slight fever and rheumatism. Later I went with my brother for two weeks’ fishing holiday at Tomdoun in Scotland; a trip that I look back on with the greatest pleasure. It afforded a fitting and pleasant contrast to my past life in the East as a planter, and to my future life in France as a soldier.


   In May or June I went to the War Office with a letter of introduction from my uncle by marriage, Colonel Delavoye, C.B., one time in the 90th Foot ‘Scottish Rifles’.


   I asked for a commission in my uncle’s old regiment The Cameronians (Scottish Rifles).


   Shortly afterwards I received an official intimation from the War Office saying that I had been granted a commission in The Cameronians, as an officer in the Special Reserve, and had been posted to the 3rd Battalion. I was instructed to report to a School for Officers in Glasgow on July lst, 1915.


   The reason why I apparently so easily obtained a commission was, apart from my uncle’s good offices, probably due to the fact that I could show two years’ service in the old volunteers whilst I was at school; one year’s service in the then newly originated OTC, also whilst at school; two years’ service in the City of London Yeomanry (Sharpshooters) after having left school; and, lastly, four years’ service in the Malay States Volunteer Rifles.


   On July lst, 1915, I arrived in Glasgow and reported at the Windsor Hotel together with, I suppose, about fifty others of all classes. In that city I remained for about a month or slightly longer, undergoing a somewhat intensive training, one portion of which consisted of rising early in the morning and running about the streets of Glasgow without hat, coat or waistcoat. The weather was cold, and felt particularly cold to one who had just returned from a very hot climate. The training, although rapid, was good: but Glasgow is not a pleasant city to live in.


   When I left Glasgow I was granted a few days’ leave and was then ordered to report to my Battalion, the 3rd Scottish Rifles, in Nigg, a place on the east coast of Scotland on the Highland Railway, a bleak and desolate spot which during war time was about thirty hours’ journey from London. The camp was about two miles from the railway station, and consisted of a collection of huts made of wooden planks lined in most cases with asbestos sheets. These huts were planted on the moor about one mile from the sea, but separated from it by a range of small hills. The officers’ rooms were about fourteen feet by eight.


   A small wall stove was provided by a kindly quartermaster department, and needed. The other furniture, which was provided by the occupants, consisted of a canvas camp-bed, a canvas bath and wash-basin and a canvas chair.


   Nigg was a very cold place; so were the huts. Camp beds are much warmer to sleep on if paper is laid on them and used as a mattress.


   Nigg was not dull – it was nothing. It is not a place; it is a station on the Highland Railway.


   Once or twice I got leave and came down to London. When in camp we were kept fairly busy drilling and training. Every night we had to find a guard to watch the coast. The guard of about twenty men and two officers marched off at about sunset to a small fishing village called Balintore, about five miles along the coast, and returned at dawn.


   In March 1916 I left Nigg with orders to report for duty in France on a certain date in about a week’s time. Not having any great expectations of returning to London at any time I made as good use of my short leave as I could; and so to France and good-bye to home and beauty and all that sort of thing.


   The training I received after joining the army and before I was sent overseas was longer than that had by many who were gazetted during the war. It was, I believe, found that any educated man of fair intelligence could easily learn in six months all that was needed. Successfully leading men in war, like most work in life that does not require any special technical knowledge, depends to a great extent on common sense and a shrewd judgement of character, coupled with the capability of subverting fear. I think that all the regular officers, anyhow all those I met up to and including the rank of Major, were splendid fellows; but nevertheless speaking generally I soon came to the very definite opinion that the new ‘war officers’ were infinitely more capable, led their men better and did their job better than the old pre-war regulars with whom I came into contact. The old regular was frightened of doing anything that was not quite according to Cocker, and to my mind went far too much on the assumption ‘theirs not to reason why’; very fine and very brave, but if God has given you a brain why not use it? There were of course very many exceptions but, again speaking generally, it seemed to me that the longer a man had been in the army the less intelligent he was.
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