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Translator’s Note


Military hierarchy is important in the incidents and relationships narrated in these chapters and French military ranks are therefore translated into their British Army equivalents. French army units are shown under their normal number or abbreviation; the initials RI indicate Regiment d’Infanterie, or Infantry Regiment, while BCP refers to a battalion of Chasseurs à Pied, the equivalent of the British Army’s Light Infantry. The Tirailleurs Sénégalais were African troops from various French colonies, the Zouaves came from Algeria and the Chasseurs d’Afrique were light cavalry units formed to serve in Africa. The Génie were the French Army’s Engineers.





Introduction


That there was a truce at Christmas on the Western Front in the first winter of the First World War has become increasingly accepted in Great Britain as a historical fact. The episode was given honourable mention in the ground-breaking BBC series The Great War shown in the mid-1960s. It was featured briefly but memorably in both the stage and the film versions of Oh! What a Lovely War. Subsequently whether through radio and television programmes, newspaper and magazine articles or longer works, the story has slipped across the divide between myth and reality, seizing the imagination of many people in the process. I myself have played a part in putting a shoulder to this wheel, through the BBC Television programme Peace in No Man’s Land, first transmitted in 1981, which I wrote and directed, and which included the filmed testimony of three former participants, and the book Christmas Truce, first published in 1984, of which I was co-author with Shirley Seaton.


Over time, indeed, the subject has aroused such interest that when in December 2006 a four-page anonymous letter describing the truce was put up for sale in a leading London showroom, it was given substantial coverage in the media, provoked a fierce contest at the auction and was finally knocked down for the almost incredible sum of £14,500.


There has been no parallel process, however, in France or Germany. When the original of this present volume was published by Editions Perrin of Paris in 2005, under the title Frères de Tranchées (literally Brothers of the Trenches), each copy carried a striking wrap bearing the message ‘Le Dernier Tabou de 1914’: i.e. 1914’s last taboo. The implication was clear; at last the story could be told – or, in France’s case, it could now be admitted, the subtext being that there had been something shameful about French soldiers fraternizing with their German opposites while the latter were holding territory not their own, territory constituting part of la patrie, the sacred soil of France. But with the admission there was a sense of confidence that the event could now be interpreted in a new light. No longer forgotten, or unacknowledged, as in the old world of bitter national hostility, it could be revealed to a new generation in a new Europe as evidence of a step forward in terms of international understanding and reconciliation.


In Germany, the subject also remained dark for many decades, until a distinguished journalist and author, Michael Jürgs, raised the curtain on it with the publication of a book on the subject in 2003. Issued under the imprint of Bertelsmann of Munich and entitled Der Kleine Frieden im Grossen Krieg – perhaps best translated as The Little Peace in a Big War – the book produced an amazing response. Jürgs, whose researches I had the privilege of assisting in respect of the British participation in the truce, reported on its impact in glowing terms: ‘The reception in Germany was just overwhelming. The book received wonderful reviews in Die Zeit, the Faz and the Tagespiegel and was featured in numerous TV programmes.’ However, the most moving reactions came when the author went on a ten-day lecture tour during which he found himself facing, as he put it: ‘mixed audiences of young and very old people. The young ones asked question after question because their grandfathers and great-grandfathers never talked about the Great War and of course not about the Christmas Truce (which everybody thought to be UN-GERMAN behaviour), and the old ones could not hide their tears when I was reading because they had in their minds the memories of the Second World War and now, old enough, got the message from my book; that all wars are against humanity, against dreams, against hope, against the human race no matter which nation.’


In the wake of such developments, it could be said that the subject was ripe for further exploitation. This present book, however, owes its existence not to a spread of interest among journalists, historians or the media, but to the intuition and vision of a young French film director, Christian Carion, a native of northern France, who somehow stumbled across the story which had taken place more or less on his own doorstep and saw the possibility of making a major film about it.


Previewed at the Cannes Film Festival in May 2005, his effort duly appeared on general release in December that year. But this was not, as it were, a French film with British and German elements thrown in. Its central premise was a scrupulous determination to give equal time to the three nations involved. Thus its script was cleverly devised in three languages and the film appeared in three formats under three different titles; Joyeux Noel in French, Fröliche Weinachten in German, and Happy Christmas in English. It was lavishly and beautifully made, set in an imaginary sector of the Western Front, with a French, a British and a German trench conveniently adjacent around a snow-bound, moonlit No Man’s Land. The production deliberately combined elements of history and fantasy so as to leave no doubt as to its genre; this was a feature film, not a documentary. Indeed, in one respect at least, it was almost opera. There are genuine cases of well known opera singers from both sides performing at the front during Christmas 1914 (see Chapter 1, pp. 64–5 and Chapter 2, page 122), but not as here where we had a German tenor and a Swedish soprano, symbolically singing between the lines in the cause of peace, having earlier been shown making love behind the lines presumably in the cause of humanity. The world might be bent on self-destruction but life must go on.


Despite its bold inaccuracies and certain other liberties that had been taken with the story, I admired and approved of the film, though I have to admit it was not a great success in Great Britain; somehow we don’t do war in this way. The French, however, were sufficiently proud of it to make it an official entry for an Academy Award. It won no prizes but it was a worthy, honourable and brave production which I shall long remember.


However, Carion did not make his film as best he could and leave it at that. Knowing that he was planning to play freely with the actualité, he decided to take what he saw as pre-emptive action. He came forward with the suggestion that a scholarly work telling the true story of Christmas 1914 should appear to coincide with the launch of his film, the book to be written by historians representing the participant nations. He would thus have done his duty to art, while the scholars could balance his work by doing their duty to history.


This is how, in brief, the present work came into existence. Four historians were invited to contribute; two French, including the distinguished Professor Marc Ferro as editor in chief, one German and one British, myself. Each was free to respond to the challenge in his own way and to develop the subject in whatever direction his knowledge and awareness took him. I saw my own role, as the historian from the country where the background to the 1914 truce had been most widely researched, as an opportunity to offer readers for whom the subject was almost totally new a straightforward step-by-step account. The intention was to make it absolutely clear that this almost incredible event really did take place, its validity being assured by the written experience, most of it contemporary, of genuine participants. Gratifyingly, this section was put first in the book, partly because it effectively served as an introduction to the subject overall, but mainly because it laid down the basic facts of what was undoubtedly the most significant act of fraternization in the First World War. Additionally, though I could not know this at the time of writing, it confirmed that, with the variations already discussed, Christian Carion’s story was basically a true one.


With regard to my continental colleagues in this enterprise, it might perhaps be valuable for a British readership to be offered a brief introduction to their contributions. In Chapter 2, Professor Rémy Cazals offers us a mass of examples of fraternizations on the French front, effectively claiming, the ‘last taboo’ finally having been lifted, that now the story can really be told, and in abundance. I find myself amazed and moved, as a historian of Verdun, where truces with the enemy, even for the retrieval of the wounded, were rare in the extreme, that there was such a culture of understanding between invaders and invaded in so many areas, the human factor asserting itself against the prevailing patriotic ethos. In Chapter 3, the German scholar Olaf Mueller offers us evidence from a wide range of sources, including material illustrating the experience of the armies of less well known belligerents such as Austria–Hungary and Italy. In Chapter 4, Professor Marc Ferro focuses on the war of the Russian front, with a particular emphasis on the year 1917. He explores the challenging subject of the merging of fraternization and mutiny during a period of military and political collapse. Overall, I believe the virtue of this book is that the concept of fraternization, arguably seen for too long from a British point of view, has now, as it were, gone European, to become a subject of international significance. In brief, it has, rightly I believe, moved into a bigger league.


One effect of this advance is that it is no longer necessary to stay in the shallows of persuading people that, yes, the curious story of the festive season at the front in 1914 might sound bizarre, or crazy, or incredible, but it’s not another Christmas Carol or a historical leg-pull, it really did take place. There will always be incredulity: there can no longer be doubt. Now we can go even deeper in and discuss the subject at a more mature level, seeing it not as a mere detail but as an essential part of the whole scene. Thus, for example, if we look at the Western Front canvas overall, it is impossible not to be aware that a conflict that began in the relatively innocent days of 1914 ended in the grimmer, harsher days of the all-out assaults of 1918. The concept of enemy in close contact with enemy, which might mean a shaking of hands in 1914, was by this time far more likely to revolve around the mutual thrusting of bayonets. No poem of that later period catches the harsh irony of this sea-change better than the famous Strange Meeting by Wilfred Owen in which two enemies recently caught in the destructiveness of mortal combat meet afterwards in the macabre fraternization of death. The poem includes the poignant line ‘I am the enemy you killed, my friend.’ Perhaps this is its most important one, in that it crystallizes the profound paradox of that chilling, memorable moment.


Lest this seem too great a leap from the earlier year to the later, I have long thought that one of the most moving conversations of Christmas Day 1914 as noted at the time was between two soldiers, a British and a German, who had struck up a genuine friendship during the hours of daylight and who as the darkness closed in sadly made their farewells. One said to the other, echoing a sentiment they both would recognize: ‘Tomorrow you fight for your country. I fight for mine. Good luck!’ They shook hands and went their separate ways. Might not the dilemma as evoked later by Wilfred Owen have flashed through their minds as they walked away, that either of them might become ‘the enemy you killed, my friend’? It is certainly a possibility, and the same thought must have been the ‘elephant in the room’ during many of the fraternizations described in this book.


A relevant story told in the book Christmas Truce is perhaps worth repeating here. In 1914 a young man called Wilbert Berthold Paton Spencer, a former pupil of Dulwich College, volunteered and became a subaltern in the Wiltshire Regiment. His second name gives the game away; his family had German connections. In fact his mother was a German of some distinction, with among her relations the young aristocrat who would shortly become the most famous air ace of the war, Baron Manfred von Richthofen – the socalled ‘Red Baron’. The greatest anxiety of Wilbert Spencer was that he might find himself meeting one of his cousins face to face in a charge. Under training at the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst he made a point of meeting German prisoners held in a compound at nearby Camberley, vowing to meet with them again when the war was over, and subsequently had contact with other Germans briefly while taking part in the Christmas Truce. But the possibility of the ‘strange meeting’ his family dreaded was forever removed by his early death in the first major action of 1915. Yet the fear was there, and real.


One essential point that should be stressed in this whole context is the fact that, laudable as fraternization might seem in certain circumstances and, perhaps especially, in sentimental retrospect, there is no denying that it was basically an infringement of the established military code. Those who in 1914 argued that the British were in France to confront the enemy, not to sing carols or play football with him, were strictly correct. The point is well made in the book which has been recognised as the classic work on the subject, Tony Ashworth’s Trench Warfare 1914-1918: The Live and Let Live System, first published in 1980:*


‘Truces were usually tacit, but always unofficial and illicit. The agreement between antagonists was unspoken and expressed in certain actions – or non-actions – which were meaningful to front fighters but not always to others. Truces were illegal at all times for they were neither created nor legitimated by authority but explicitly forbidden. The unofficial policy of live and let live was the antithesis of the official [policy of] kill or be killed.’


However, in the rich scriptures of this seminal work, the reader will find numerous competing texts offering examples of the doctrine followed or the doctrine waived. Thus we learn of the high-achieving 8th Division. According to its noted historians Borastan and Bax, whatever ‘friendly overtures’ were made by the enemy, its troops ‘were in no way tempted to abandon [their] customary aggressiveness . . . or abandon their usual practice of making things consistently as uncomfortable as possible for the other side.’ Yet Ashworth also has the historians of the 8th Battalion of the Royal West Kent Regiment describing a sector where ‘the enemy post was within easy bombing distance of our own, and consequently neither side cared about stirring up strife, as it was apt to become unpleasant for the instigator.’*


These two quotations surely point up one of the essential factors in close encounters, such as those of the Western Front, where opposing forces could virtually see the whites of each other’s eyes. Whatever the prevailing theology or the alleged justice of the causes being fought for, there is a powerful instinct for survival at work here, with many if not most of those involved, given the grim alternatives, opting instinctively to live and let live rather than kill and be killed. Julian Grenfell’s famous claim in his 1915 poem Into Battle that, ‘he is dead who will not fight/And who dies fighting has increase’ might appeal to some among the jeunesse dorée, the gilded youth, of that phase of the war, but the average soldier would much prefer, in the words of a popular catch of the time, that ‘the Bells of Hell should go ting-a-ling-a-ling’ for anyone other than himself. Fraternization therefore might be, in one sense, shocking and illegal, but seen from another angle it is virtually an integral, indeed arguably a redeeming, element of war.


To revert finally to the 1914 Christmas Truce; the question is often asked as to whether the episode had the slightest chance of bringing hostilities to an end. This subject is discussed at some length in Chapter 1; in spite of this, perhaps there is space here to quote the thoughts of two participants looking at the subject in long retrospect, men moved by the thought of what might have been avoided had the fighting stopped. In 1964, in a BBC radio broadcast, a former Bavarian Captain memorably stated: ‘It is wonderful to think that the thought of Bethlehem brought these men together. They heard the voice of 2,000 years back, but the rulers did not hear, and so the war went on for four years, and millions of young men had to die.’ A British veteran whom I interviewed about the event in 1981 speculated: ‘If the truce had gone on and on, there’s no telling what could have happened. It could have meant the end of the war. After all they didn’t want war, and we didn’t want war and it could have ended up by finishing the war altogether.’


The hard-nosed historian has to comment that there was no chance that the fighting men would be able to put down their weapons where they stood and pronounce the conflict over. Europe’s house of cards had fallen and could not be put together again as though nothing had occurred. By this time, moreover, the war had gone global, so that events in one part of one sector of a rapidly expanding conflict were, in the scale of things, of strictly local significance.


Yet the validity of the dream should be respected and the story needs to be told. Fraternization might be against the rules but it can surely be claimed that some of the greatest advances in human history have taken place when the rules are broken.


And this is a book where, for once, this subject is not voices off, but centre stage and, it is hoped, treated with the seriousness it deserves.


Malcolm Brown


March 2007





* Macmillan 1980, reissued by Pan Books 2000: for the extract quoted see page 19.


* Trench Warfare 1914-1918; the two extracts face each other on pages 233 and 232.





The Realities of Fraternization
in the First World War


MARC FERRO



The fighting lasted for more than four full years, from the summer of 1914 until the autumn of 1918. But the debate about the war has continued for more than eighty years. More extensively, indeed, than for the Second World War, which still has secrets to yield. On the eve of this later war, not everyone in our Western democracies was in agreement as to the principal enemy; was it Germany or was it Communism? It took many long months for all doubts to be settled on the legitimacy of the struggle against Nazism. The First World War presented no such difficulty: as it began, everyone thought they knew why they were fighting; by the end, opinion held that the war had been meaningless, that it was ‘absurd’.


So it was that, fifty years later, in 1996, at Verdun, veteran French and German combatants shook each other by the hand after a moment’s hesitation – and then embraced each other, full of emotion, enemy brothers from a tragedy rare in history . . . Fifty years after the end of the Second World War, did we see Nazis and Jews, Poles as well as Russians and Germans embrace each other in memory of very different nightmares? No, as we all know well. In 1966, the men of Verdun recognized once more feelings from the past, acknowledged and then repressed: the impulse to fraternize with ‘the others’.


But how significant was this Great War, and what did it mean? After the initial assertion from each side that their enemy alone was responsible for the conflict came the victors’ decision that the losers must bear the burden – or, rather, that Germany alone must be responsible, since the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires no longer existed. Opprobrium fell afterwards on the politicians as directors of the conflict, except where the horror of the killing could be assigned to military leaders who were incompetent or greedy for glory.


Later, the tragedy lived through by the combatants, the ‘victims of History’, was acknowledged without debate. After all, until the very end they too had declared war on war and had immediately gone on to kill. To this was added the disruption in their very specific solidarity, while their resentment ripened against their comrades in the rear who were having a good time when they were ‘done for’. An abcess so foul that it could secrete the violence that sprang forth in the inter-war years and even more fully during the Second World War. Observation of the progress of this rage between 1914 and 1945 confirmed the link that had developed between the two world wars. As I wrote in the preface to my book Grande Guerre in 1969, ‘I saw totalitarianism sharpen.’ The fall of communism since then has enabled a widespread re-examination of this link.


It still remains difficult, however, to grasp the meaning of such an event as fraternization in a narrow trench where men could hear the breathing and dying of other men opposite and comrades alongside them. In 1914, after several months of marching and counter-marching, soldiers suddenly found themselves immobilized in improvised trenches. From one trench to another, the enemy acquired a face. This enemy was a man like you; at the slightest opportunity he drank, he joked. And soon, between one line and another, after a useless attack, across the invisible frontier came packages of chocolate or cigarettes. It was the same for the French as for the British, the Germans or the Russians. The chapters here by Malcolm Brown, Rémy Cazals and Olaf Mueller throw a clear light on the phenomenon. Christian Carion’s recent film Joyeux Noel (2005) has added to this understanding.


Now the question can be considered; why have these fraternizations, at Christmas 1914 and later, been so little noticed or commented on, particularly in France? Censorship? Yet the mutinies of 1917 are constantly evoked, at least in anti-militaristic circles. Self-censorship? This was undoubtedly a factor, with letters to the rear not necessarily describing these brief moments except from those who were moved by a militant conscience. As for the reasons for the historians’ silence, should these be sought elsewhere?


Only the Russian fraternizations have become widely known. In this case, except for 1914, the movement later became intermingled with mutinies which ended in revolution. These fraternizations were harshly repressed by the military high command, in the name of proper discipline; soldiers understood clearly that this discipline had a counter-revolutionary function and was not merely a requirement for times of actual battle. Russian soldiers managed to stop fraternizations at the launch of the great offensive of June 1917, but the echo of their repression acted as a detonator after its failure; renewed mutinies precipitated the collapse of the army despite the restraint and patriotic resurgence inspired by each enemy attack. During the negotiations at Brest-Litovsk, after October, the Russians wanted to fraternize with the enemy again – but the German high command’s fear of revolutionary contagion effectively prevented it.


The combination of circumstances was different on the Western Front where there was no automatic link between fraternizations and the mutinies of April–May 1917. The latter, indeed, except in very few cases, had no revolutionary content. They were a cry of despair uttered against useless offensives by soldiers who could do no more, a formless outburst in favour of ending the fighting, even of peace. The earliest fraternizations, at Christmas 1914, could also be seen as such a formless outcry but they carried a different message. Essentially, they were a way to stop thinking about the war, to humanize it for these few moments when enemies met each other as brothers.


Although soldiers and officers thought, for a moment, that they could forget the war, the war itself had not forgotten them – and for that reason it punished them.


And as these particular fraternizations did not change the course of the war, many historians have, unwisely, ignored them. At best they have seen them as a sort of minor event, certainly a symptom of the mishaps of war, of its absurdities, but nothing more, and they have not thought them worth remembering.


The material in these pages will fill this gap.





1


The Christmas Truce 1914:
The British Story


MALCOLM BROWN



Let’s state the basic facts. At the first Christmas of a war that would last for over four years, and leave a long-lasting legacy of grief and dismay not only in Europe but across the world, German and British soldiers sang carols to each other, lit each other’s cigarettes in the space between the trenches, exchanged souvenirs, took group photographs and even played football together. Some sort of friendly accommodation of the enemy, from cheerful waves and shouted greetings to full-scale fraternization, took place over two-thirds of the sector of the Western Front held by the British Expeditionary Force. Yet this amazingly ‘Happy Christmas’ took place following five months of fighting so bitter and brutal in nature, that not only had thousands of lives been lost but also the spirit of adventure and hope with which so many soldiers had gone to war had almost been destroyed. It should also be remembered that it happened against the background of a campaign of hatred and denunciation waged by the governments and the press, and endorsed by the peoples, of all the nations concerned.


The first British clash with the enemy was at Mons, in Belgium, on 23 August 1914. A second, fiercer action was fought on 26 August at Le Cateau. Thereafter, together with their French allies, the British were engaged in a prolonged withdrawal in the direction of Paris which would become notorious as the ‘Retreat from Mons’. On 3 September a senior infantry officer, Major Herbert Trevor, wrote to his sister: ‘War is a rotten game and none of us would be sorry if it was over . . . where the fun comes I don’t know.’ Similarly, although the early letters of artillery lieutenant Ralph Blewitt to his future fiancée were full of an almost boyish anticipation, by 5 September – by which date the war was just one month and one day old – he was writing to her: ‘About this “Romance of War” one hears such a lot about. Do you know anything about it? Can’t spot it here. However, I suppose it exists somewhere. . .’


The Retreat ended with the crucial battle that would become famous in history as ‘The Miracle on the Marne’. The British played only a minor role in this great victory, of which the chief architect was the French Commander-in-Chief, General Joffre, who would become honoured worldwide for his achievement in bringing the invading Germans to a halt and forcing them to go back in the direction from which they had come. But they did not go far. In the beautiful region of the Aisne valley the armies of the Kaiser halted and turned to face their approaching foes. There ensued a month-long, hard-fought battle which produced for both sides a first taste of the kind of fighting that would soon become the norm in Western Europe: siege warfare between opposing forces living in trenches dug into the ground, only separated by skeins of barbed wire and the dreaded danger-strip which would shortly acquire the haunting name of No Man’s Land.


That this really was a form of siege warfare was recognized by a distinguished British officer who was there not to fight, but as a correspondent on behalf of the British War Office to report on the progress of the war. Colonel Ernest Swinton wrote his dispatches for international circulation under the pseudonym of ‘Eyewitness present with General Headquarters’. A soldier of long experience, and well known as a writer and thinker on military subjects, he soon saw the true character of the Aisne fighting, pointing out that the Germans were using techniques which had been specifically evolved for laying siege to the French capital. In his report of 21 September he wrote: ‘The present battle may well last for some days more before a decision is reached, since, in truth, it now approximates somewhat to siege warfare. The Germans are making use of searchlights, and this fact, coupled with their great strength in heavy artillery, leads to the supposition that they are employing material for the siege of Paris.’ Unable to use these devices as planned, as part of an urban assault, the Germans were now using them defensively in the field.


In October, however, the armies disengaged and there ensued a period of movement and counter-movement that would become known as the ‘Race to the Sea’. The Germans tried to outflank the Allied forces, which immediately moved to counter them, so that the armies lurched northwards like grappling wrestlers until, almost within sight of the Channel coast, an even longer, bloodier battle was fought: the First Battle of Ypres. The result of this great effort by the French, the British and the Belgians was that the Germans gave up their attempt to force a victory in 1914. The consequence of that decision was entrenchment, with each side digging in where the fighting had stopped. Well before the year was over there were two parallel lines of trenches stretching between the North Sea coast to the Swiss border, from the Belgian seaside town of Nieuport to the French frontier town of Belfort. One English soldier and writer memorably called these trench lines ‘a great livid wound that lay across Europe’. It was a wound which would bleed until 1918.


Yet it was in this new situation that the elements began to assemble which would bring about the remarkable phenomenon that would become known as the Christmas Truce.


A Common Humanity


Romance might have been a casualty of the grim fighting of the first campaigns, but when the fighting died down, the guns fired less frequently and the opposing forces climbed down into their newly dug trenches, it was not long before men on both sides sensed a new and different atmosphere. For one thing these were not the sophisticated trenches that would later become the norm; they were often little more than scratchings in the ground that were extremely vulnerable to the excesses of the weather. And in the first winter of the war the weather was appalling. Rain and snow, accompanied by bitter cold, made life in the line miserable for both sides. One British officer wrote to his family:


‘I have come to the conclusion that this damned place is a sort of second Venice. When you find a piece of dry land you think there must be some mistake. I was up to my waist in water two or three days ago – I tried taking off my shoes and socks but struck a few empty meat tins and desisted.’


A senior non-commissioned officer of a proud Territorial battalion, Colour-Quartermaster-Sergeant Robert Scott Macfie of the Liverpool Scottish, sent home the following description:


‘I wish we could be photographed coming back from the trenches. I fancy we must resemble Siberian exiles rather than soldiers. We wear anything we like. We are not the least like a regiment in England, spotlessly clean, all dressed precisely alike, and every man erect, and every button in its place. We have woollen headgear, comforters that wave in the wind, gloves of various colours. We carry buckets and enamelled cups and mugs are tied to our belts with string. We do not walk erect or step out with a soldier-like stride. We slouch along, we hang our heads, march at irregular intervals in twos, threes and fours, and often a man falls gradually back, unable to keep up. Many are lame, and we would make a terribly depressing picture. Fortunately we move at night and nobody sees us.’


In such circumstances it is almost natural that enemies cease to be enemies; rather they become fellow human beings soaked by the same rain, frozen by the same frost, whitened by the same snow. Figures to be sympathized with, but also, being soldiers, to be laughed at and made fun of. Looking across at the German trenches, one young Territorial soldier summed up the attitude of many at that time:


‘We hated their guts when they killed any of our friends. But otherwise we joked about them and I think they joked about us. And we thought: poor beggars; they’re in the same muck as we are.’


A German officer, Rudolph Binding, recorded a practical consequence of this sympathy in his diary when in early December he noted: ‘Friend and foe alike go to fetch straw from the same hayrick to protect them from the cold and rain – and never a shot is fired.’ When soldiers begin to see those whom they are under orders to outwit and kill not as meaningless dots in the distance, as ‘targets’ for destruction, but as fellow men so close that they can hear each other talk, shout, sing, laugh, curse or scream with pain, a strange compulsion can begin to take over; they become companions in adversity, allies fighting the same grim conditions, and therefore, at a basic human level, almost friends.


An Ancient Tradition


One of the most important British commanders at this time was Lieutenant General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien. He was in charge of one of the two Corps which had made up the British Expeditionary Force from the beginning of hostilities. In charge of the other was Sir Douglas Haig, while the overall commander was Field Marshal Sir John French. (By this time two more corps had arrived, plus the Indian Corps, which had come straight from India, but these three were the dominant personalities at this stage of the campaign.) Smith-Dorrien had fought in the Zulu Wars in the late 1870s as well as in the South African War at the turn of the century. He had been in charge of the training of soldiers at Aldershot, the so-called ‘home’ of the British Army in the south of England, in the years before the war. He knew and understood the British soldier, his strengths and his gallantry, and also his weaknesses. He also had a deep knowledge of military history. He knew that one of the great temptations of the ‘Tommy’ if circumstances permitted was to relax his guard in relation to the enemy and to forget the purpose of the war which he was fighting. On 2 December Smith-Dorrien wrote in his diary:


‘Weird stories come in from the trenches about fraternizing with the Germans. They shout to each other and offer to exchange certain articles and give certain information. In one place, by arrangement, a bottle was put out between the trenches and then they held a competition as to which could break it first. There is a danger of opposing troops becoming too friendly, but it is only too likely to happen and it happened in the Peninsula. I therefore intend to issue instructions to my Corps not to fraternize in any way with the enemy for fear one day they may be lulled into such a state of confidence as to be caught off their guard and rushed.’


In mentioning the ‘Peninsula’ the general was referring to what the British call the Penisular War, the long campaign in Spain between the army of the Duke of Wellington and Franco-Spanish forces during the reign of the Emperor Napoleon. There were stories from that war of French and British soldiers drawing water from the same wells, washing their muskets in the same stream, even sitting around the same campfire enjoying a game of cards. A famous British diarist of the nineteenth century, the Revd Francis Kilvert, described conversations with an old soldier named Morgan, who recalled occasions in that war when French and British sentries laid down their arms, met between their opposing lines and drank together. There were similar stories from the Crimean War, the American Civil War, the Boer War in South Africa, the Russo-Japanese War, even the Siege of Paris, where it is said the Prussians once invited the French to join them in a share-out of bottles of wine. Would this happen again, this ancient camaraderie of soldiers at war, especially at a time when the fighting had largely subsided and even the lowliest of soldiers recognized that there would not be any serious campaigning until the following spring? After all, if there was to be a natural break before the next season, why not give up trying to kill each other and have a good time? Let the war look after itself. There was no doubt the fighting would begin again, and in earnest, but for the moment why not, in the time-honoured phrase, ‘live and let live’?


Smith-Dorrien was certainly right about the setting up of targets between the lines. Bisley has long been famous as the place in England where national shooting competitions are held. The Illustrated London News (the British equivalent of L’Illustration) commissioned one of its artists to make a drawing of an event which it described as ‘An Anglo-German “Bisley” at the Front: a Friendly Match between the Rival Trenches’. The drawing showed, according to its caption, ‘a German setting up a tin on a branch in the snow for our men to try their skill as snipers during a lull in the battle.’ Ironically, the drawing appeared in the edition of the magazine published on 26 December. One can imagine the readers of this high-quality magazine being a little surprised at the bizarre antics of their representatives in the field.


One factor which helped this mood of inter-trench comradeship to grow was the presence in the German lines of many reservists who had worked in Britain until recalled to their divisions at the onset of hostilities. Most of them spoke excellent English and they were keen to maintain and show off their expertise. Many had worked as waiters in hotels and restaurants, so much so, that it was said that if a Tommy shouted: ‘Waiter!’ a mass of Germans would instinctively stand up in the German trenches and answer: ‘Yes, sir’. Doubtless, it was thought that if they could, they would walk across with a tray and an aperitif.


Germans who had worked in Britain were eager to tell their enemies of their British connections. Captain Stockwell, a company commander in the 2nd Royal Welch Fusiliers, who were in the line near Houplines on the Franco-Belgian border, where the Saxon regiment opposite had a brewery almost in its front line, later noted in his diary: ‘One Saxon, who spoke excellent English, used to climb up in some eyrie in the brewery and spend his time asking “How London was getting on?”, “How was Gertie Miller and the Gaiety?”, and so on. Lots of our men had blind shots at him in the dark, at which he laughed. One night I came out and called, “Who the hell are you?” At once came back the answer, “Ah, the officer – I expect I know you – I used to be head waiter at the Great Central Hotel.”’ A Scottish soldier, a Trooper of a Cavalry regiment, the Scots Greys, reported the following cheerful exchange between the lines: ‘One day two of the Germans in the trench near ours asked if any of us came from Edinburgh and I shouted back that I did. They asked me if I knew a certain hairdresser’s shop in Princes Street. They had worked there, they said. I replied that I had worked practically next door and had often been in the shop.’


Another Scottish unit, the 6th Gordon Highlanders, got into the habit of joining in singing bouts with the enemy. This was faithfully recorded in the battalion’s official history: ‘During the winter of 1914–15 it was not unusual for little groups of men to gather in the front trench, and there hold impromptu concerts, singing patriotic and sentimental songs. The Germans did much the same, and on calm evenings the songs from one line floated to the trenches on the other side, and were there received with applause and sometimes calls for an encore.’ Certain episodes of this kind became so well known that when a young lieutenant of the 1st Hampshires, Michael Holroyd, arrived at the front just before Christmas, he was soon told of one particularly memorable example which he hastened to pass on to his parents (disguising the name of the battalion concerned by giving it an invented name; there was no Wessex Regiment in the British Army): ‘There is a beautiful story of – the Wessex, say – who had a fine singer among them, whom both sides delighted to honour: so the Germans just shouted “Half time, Wessex”, when desiring music, and everyone stopped firing. The songster climbed on to the parapet of the trench, and both sides joined in the chorus. If a senior officer of either side appeared, a signal was given and all hands lay doggo: then a fierce fusillade took place doing any amount of damage to the air twenty feet over the enemy’s heads, and the senior officer went back delighted with his men’s energy and zeal, not to say courage, in face of heavy fire. Then the concert recommenced.’


The Germans were familiar with British tunes, and were proud to show off their knowledge. On 8 December a young Tommy of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment, Private Tapp, wrote the following in his diary: ‘Well the trenches have their bright side, for instance the Germans in their trenches have just sung our national anthem and then shouted “hurrah” and then several boos so then we give them a song and a cheer, sometimes one of our fellows shouts “waiter”, “sausage”, then sends five rounds rapid over.’ The word ‘sausage’ was meant to be particularly demeaning, since the Germans were thought to be addicted to an especially spicy version of the sausage that was far more extreme in its taste than the English variety, and therefore believed to be particularly obnoxious. Indeed, it was not unknown for the Germans to be called by the Tommies ‘sausage-eating swine’. In this case they were clearly not at all upset or fazed by the insults from the British lines. Private Tapp continued: ‘The Germans seem to know who we are for they shout “Good old Warwicks” and our officer always tells us to give them a song back.’ He added, prophetically: ‘I think we shall we pals by Christmas.’


A Pious Hope


As it happened, on the day before Private Tapp had written of his expectation of a friendly Christmas, the newly elected Pope, Benedict XV, publicly expressed his hope that ‘in the name of the Divinity’ the belligerent powers would ‘cease the clang of arms while Christendom celebrates the Feast of the World’s Redemption’. On the Western Front Private Tapp’s expectation of camaraderie between the two sides would be realized far more fully than he could ever have thought possible. By contrast, the plea of the supreme pontiff was to fall very largely on deaf ears.


There were all sorts of difficulties in relation to this apparently reasonable and laudable proposition. The fact that for the Orthodox Churches Christmas fell on 7 January, not 25 December, added a serious complication to the possibility of any ceasefire on the Eastern Front. In the Middle and Far East the concept of a peaceful Christmas had no meaning at all in the case of Islamic Turkey (now engaged on the German side) or Japan (now fighting with the Allies). The German government did in fact accept the Pope’s proposal, but only on the understanding that the other powers involved would make a similar commitment. For the western Allies this acceptance had little meaning. It was, after all, the Germans who had started hostilities and who were entrenched on other nations’ territory and holding in thrall other nations’ people. To cease fighting even by one day would prolong the ordeal of French and Belgian citizens under occupation, whom it was the bounden duty of the Allied forces to release as soon as possible. Writing on 13 December, one senior British staff officer, Douglas, Lord Loch, expressed himself almost in disbelief in a letter to his wife:


‘What truth is there in the Pope proposing an armistice for Christmas? If true and accepted I don’t think hostilities will be resumed – I don’t think it ought to be accepted – We are out here for war and this cannot be mixed up with “Peace on Earth . . . good will towards men”. War is a brutal and loathsome business and the soonest way to end it is to make war with guns whole heart and soul regardless of cost and regardless of all the amenities of peacetime.’


By coincidence the Pope acknowledged the failure of what he called ‘our Christmas initiative’ on the very date that Lord Loch wrote his letter, 13 December, admitting that it had ‘not been crowned with success’.


Yet there were other elements in the wind: folk memories of ancient truces and understandings between enemies associated with Christmas seasons of long ago.


Shakespeare had famously fixed the claim for the special nature of Christmas in the first scene in his Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, in the speech of Marcellus on the battlements of Elsinore:


Some say that ever ’gainst that season comes


Wherein our Saviour’s birth is celebrated


The bird of dawning singeth all night long:


And then, they say, no spirit dare stir abroad,


The nights are wholesome, then no planets strike,


No fairy takes nor witch hath power to harm,


So hallowed and so gracious is the time.


Such was the potency of the Christmas myth, with its implicit assumption that this was not a season for wickedness and wars, that it is scarcely surprising that one or two voices raised the possibility that ‘for Christmastide there will probably be something like “a truce of God” on the Western Front – if not by mutual agreement, at least by common consent’. This was the assumption of a writer in the already mentioned Illustrated London News, while one of Britain’s leading provincial newspapers, the Manchester Guardian, commented on Christmas Eve:


‘It will be strange indeed if one of those truces arranged tacitly by the men and winked at by the commanders does not occur tonight in order that, if possible, the Germans may find something to take the place of Christmas trees and the English something to take the place of holly in the trenches.’


In fact, there was no shortage of Christmas trees at the front that season, and if holly was possibly in short supply there was plenty of mistletoe to hand, traditionally used as a charm to win kisses from desirable ladies – indeed, published photographs of soldiers carrying mistletoe would cause some jealousy among sweethearts and wives at home, fearing that French and Belgian mesdemoiselles might be granting the favours which in normal circumstances they would have granted themselves. As for Christmas trees, the German authorities made it a special policy to send them to every unit in the German armed forces, even to U-boats. Additionally, the woodlands behind the lines, at this stage not turned into the ghost woods of later years, virtual moonscapes thinly populated by matchstick trees, could supply suitable branches if actual Christmas trees were lacking.


Forces’ Comforts


As if this were not enough to stir feelings of Christmas cheer, both Germany and Britain deliberately sent presents en masse to all their fighting men, so that they should enjoy the best possible Christmas in the circumstances. As the festive season approached countless British newspapers and magazines carried advertisements reminding their readers of the predicament of their men at the front and of their duty to give them a happy Christmas. The date of 12 December was announced as being the deadline for parcels; in the six days before that date 250,000 parcels were despatched from Britain to France and Belgium, while in the following week there were 200,000 more. Additionally two and a half million letters were sent to the fighting men in this period, while a steady stream of letters was also being sent to prisoners of war, at an estimated rate of 2,500 per day.


There were similar initiatives on the German side, supported by a countrywide campaign to send ‘Liebesgaben’ – love gifts – to their champions in the field. Even the royal families on both sides participated. There were cigars from the Kaiser, while as well as a Christmas card from King George and Queen Mary all British servicemen received a special present from their daughter Princess Mary: a handsome tin box with tobacco and cigarettes, plus a pipe, or acid drops for the non-smokers. Since it was clearly the national will of both powers that their men should enjoy themselves, it is scarcely surprising that not a few men at the front on both sides would take this invitation further than was intended and settle for a Christmas of peace and goodwill rather than one of violence and animosity.


And then there was the strange case of the change in the weather. After weeks of cloud and rain, suddenly on Christmas Eve there was a hard sharp frost, the clouds dispersed and the sun shone out of a brilliant blue sky. This was ‘Christmas card weather’, as one ex-Tommy later described it: weather for celebrating in, for enjoying; weather that reminded people of home, and Christmases in time of peace – not weather for the rigours and hazards of war. In a matter of hours the whole aspect of the area of the trenches changed. The onset of the frost froze the mud, laced the jagged edges of ruined buildings and the barbed wire with rime, and turned the bare-branched trees into things of beauty. It had one other most welcome effect. It reduced the impact of the dismal cocktail of smells – from inadequate latrines, chloride of lime, and worst of all from the corpses of dead soldiers (following recent flurries of fighting) lying out between the lines – which by now had become the accepted, if hated, concomitant of trench life. Colour-Quartermaster-Sergeant Macfie of the Liverpool Scottish, whose unit was not in the trenches but billeted in the barns and workshops of a straggling village behind the lines, would be able to write home on Christmas Day: ‘It was rather pleasant when I opened the big barn door this morning to see a typical Christmas scene – clear sharp air, and a white hoar-frost dazzling everywhere.’


Whether assisted by the frost or by the nature of the season, or by both, in many parts of the front Christmas Eve brought a sudden change of mood. Captain H G Hyslop, recently promoted to be commanding officer of the 2nd Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, entrenched next in the line to the 2nd Royal Welch Fusiliers, recorded two contrasting events when writing in his diary under the date 24 December:


‘I spent the day at Headquarters and walked over to Le Bizet with padre Stewart. There were a good number of our aeroplanes up, we saw seven at one time, and the Germans were shelling some of them hard. When we were returning through Houplines, the Germans put a shell or two over, and you never heard such a row as began from the civilians in the street. It was very crowded with women and children and every mother began screeching for her children to come in, and the children all screeched back, it was pandemonium let loose. This part of the town has had a bad time, so at the first sound of a shell I fancy all the inhabitants rush for the cellars.’


Then, suddenly, the whole mood changed: ‘In the evening being Christmas Eve the Germans had a sing-song in their trenches, they even seemed to have a band of sorts somewhere near. One man had a fine tenor voice, and as our men could hear quite well they applauded the song, and he gave an encore.’


Meanwhile the Welshmen in the trenches next to the Argylls had had their own sing-song. Inspired by the occasion some of their number had painted the words ‘Merry Christmas’ on a large piece of canvas, added a doubtless unflattering drawing showing the German Emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm, and had hoisted it up in full view of the German lines. The gesture seems to have been accepted, for there was no attempt to shoot it down.


An artillery officer noted: ‘About six o’clock things went positively dead; there was not a sound. Even our pet sniper went off duty.’ There was an already well known phenomenon at that time known as ‘the goodnight kiss’; the routine last attempt at dusk by a German sniper to achieve a killing before darkness set in. Significantly, that evening there was no ‘goodnight kiss’. Such inter-trench greetings as there were would be of an altogether different variety.

OEBPS/images/f0007a-01.png
7161 ¥3EGNIDIA LNOYUH N¥ILSIM

shiva W

sussnug
Ll






OEBPS/images/f0003a-01.png
Meetings
in No Man’s

I and Christmas 1914 and
Fraternization in the Great War

Marc Ferro, Malcolm Brown, Rémy Cazals, Olaf Mueller
Translations by Helen McPhail





OEBPS/images/f0006a-01.png
YL6L ¥IFWIDIA INONS NHILSIM






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Meetings
in No-Man's

| and Christmas 1914 and
Fraternisation in the Great War

Marc Ferro, Malcolm Brown, Rémy, Cazals, Olaf Mueller
Translated by Helen McPhail





OEBPS/images/half.png
Meetings
in No Man’s

Land





