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			FOREWORD

			A man stares at the camera, head turned, eyes curious, his attitude undecided. He is weighing up the situation, unruffled enough to carry on with the intimate task in which he is engaged, but experienced enough to assess the risk – because every action, done by you and to you in this terrible place, has a consequence. He is neither young nor old, his hair is thinning, his face heavy and lugubrious, but not yet lined. At his feet stands a bucket. His feet stand in a trench. He has washed. It is winter, and it has recently rained, but today it is warm enough to wash outside. The thaw turns the ground to mud, and mud already surrounds him on floor and wall. He is buttoning up his khaki shirt against the grey cold and turning, and in the next moment, the moment the camera cannot capture because it has already taken its moment, he is about to ask my grandfather something . . .

			This is Major Graham ‘Bull’ Chaplin, pictured in a muddy trench outside Armentières, washing his face and buttoning his collar early one cold December morning in 1914. He stands with a slight stoop, freshly shaved, fingers on shirt, staring placidly into the lens as if he is just preparing to go off to work on a Clapham omnibus.

			He looks, as he does in many photographs from the period, simultan­eously amused and unimpressed – the cameras in the battalion were wielded by the younger men, twenty-five-year-old lieutenants like my grandfather, who spent their teen years obsessing over cars and motorbikes and aero­planes and the first mass-produced gadgets in the Edwardian decade of invention. Chaplin was older, forty-one in the photograph, a veteran of Pashtun campaigns and, by reputation, a determined, cool-headed, no-nonsense soldier, commander of A Company, 1st Cameronians, the lead in the Scottish battalion’s five 200-strong companies of men. Chaplin was soon to become a colonel and command the Cameronians himself – part of a regiment that went on, thirty years later, to provide the British Army with more senior commanders than any other in World War Two.1

			There has always been a slight air of mystery about Chaplin. It is clear, from memoirs and journals kept in the Cameronian archive, that he was held in the highest esteem by soldiers and fellow officers, without it being clear why. He is barely mentioned in official histories, but actually appears in two of the most famous books ever written about World War One: Robert Graves’ Goodbye to All That and Siegfried Sassoon’s Memoirs of an Infantry Officer. He has only a walk-on part, a Rosencrantz to two Hamlets, as commander of 1st Cameronians at a time when the battalion fought side by side with Graves’ and Sassoon’s 2nd Royal Welch, but he makes his mark.

			Graves acknowledges Chaplin’s help in dissuading their brigadier from ordering yet another pointless assault during the icy winter of 1916–17, while the Cams and Royal Welch are stationed in the frozen marshes around Cléry-sur-Somme. Sassoon, meanwhile, describes Chaplin’s anguished calm during an attack on the Hindenburg Line – ‘his well-disciplined face haggard with anxiety’ – and depicts him as a model of restrained emotion, waiting in his command bunker for news, distracting those around him with cake, hiding his thoughts while he ponders the next move. The lack of communication, as ever, turns any decision making into guesswork.

			At the end of twenty minutes’ tension the colonel exclaimed abruptly, “Good God, I wish I knew how they were doing!” . . . And then, as if regretting his manifestation of feeling, “No harm in having a bit of cake, anyhow.” There was a large homemade cake on the table. I was offered a slice, which I munched with embarrassment.2

			A colonel could not afford to show feelings. The Scottish regiments, it should be noted, were famous for their cakes.

			J. C. Dunn, the medical officer who went on to write a renowned history of the 2nd Royal Welch in World War One,3 was also a Chaplin admirer. The Cameronian colonel, he makes plain, was a man who always did the right thing – whether that be stopping the senseless murder of his men by questioning staff orders, or once, at Arras, even taking the blame for the ‘failure’ of an operation when some of his soldiers overran an objective and compromised a Royal Welch attack.

			The memoirs and diaries written by fellow Cameronians depict a gruffer, more complex figure – a man who had fought on India’s North-West Frontier and witnessed terrible things, a soldier who was deeply respected, but who never really revealed himself to others. Jacobus Hill, a trainee lawyer and Cameronian lieutenant who served under Chaplin, left this brief pen portrait in his unpublished memoir: ‘The men called him The Admiral or Bull. He was clean shaven with a heavy, weather-beaten face, and was short and stocky in build. His appearance together with his stentorian voice seemed to fit him for the quarter deck.’4

			Some of that I knew when I posted on Facebook my grandfather’s photograph of Bull doing his ‘morning toilet’ (the photo caption in our family album) standing in that cloddy Houplines trench. But not all of it. I was pleased when the photograph got an immediate response, even more so when it turned out that the responders were assorted Chaplin grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

			‘Brilliant brilliant, from the great grandson!’

			‘This is my grandfather . . . I never met him as he married late and had just become a father for the first time, on December 13th 1914 (my dad’s birthday), a few weeks before this photograph was taken. A fantastic photograph and description of him. Thank you.’

			‘Amazing.’

			‘Thank you so much!’

			The Chaplin family was clearly alive and kicking. Then, days later, I received an email from Peter Roberts, another of Chaplin’s grandsons, following up on the Facebook post and saying he had himself inherited Bull’s album of Cameronian snapshots. ‘In addition I have transcripts of (probably all) his letters to his wife for the period August 1914 to September 1917 . . . You may be interested in seeing these?’

			And he sent me a scan of a batch, painstakingly typed out by his late brother, Richard. I read and read, and he kept sending. When I asked Peter how many he had, he said he had never counted. The originals were written in pencil and stacked neatly in a cardboard box, filed in date order. There were probably more than 500, making them a rare resource indeed, plus a bundle of press cuttings Chaplin’s wife had kept as she followed her husband’s war, and assorted papers from his army career. Few letter collections of this length exist from World War One, and none from a commanding officer who had seen front-line action for so long. They had been in the family for a century and might now, Peter thought, be of interest to others.

			Why so many letters? Because Chaplin had written almost every day to his new wife, Lil, who he had only met for the first time at an army lunch in the summer of 1913. Just months later, they were dancing at the County Ball in Stirling, Scotland, by which time they had clearly fallen in love. They married in January 1914, and when parted in August, he left with a lock of her hair and promised he would write every day that he was able to. And he did. When he couldn’t write a letter – when the battalion was fighting at Loos or the Somme or Arras – he would try to send one of the army’s field-service postcards, circling in pencil the pre-printed, stiff-upper-lip phrase, ‘I am quite well.’

			The written letters are extraordinary, still in mint condition, crisp and crackly to the touch, pencilled in slanting handwriting, carefully folded into tiny envelopes stamped with censor marks and only occasionally flecked with the dirt among which they were written, deep in gloomy dugouts as senior officers waited, taking reports, planning operations. Yet the content remains so domestic in tone, as he reassures his wife with details of food, lodging, card games, horse rides, his obsession with sleep and messing (more food), plus a Mr Pooterish dissection of who he has seen, who is doing well and who isn’t, with occasional bursts of description covering the fighting before more sleep and messing intervenes. The war, initially at least, could be a long way away.

			At first his spirits are chipper, as if he is making every effort not to worry a wife heavily pregnant with their first child, burdened with her own worries. Whatever horrors he is witnessing, he will not discuss, because one didn’t – in the same way many veterans didn’t, even when the war was over (or many doctors and nurses never do, throughout their professional lives). He just puts it to one side, and carries on, craving details of his new son and then, nine months after his first trip home on leave, his new daughter. He builds another world for himself and Lil which exists only in these letters, populated by mutual friends and family, dominated by health gripes but lightened by laughs and sighs, with the war something that niggles on behind.

			The letters are very different to the outpouring of grimly fatalistic memoirs that occurred a decade after the war, written with the pessimism of hindsight. What is revealed in Chaplin’s letters is the authentic voice of the professional officer at the start of the war, sent over to do a job that eventually turns out to be not as advertised, and making the best of it. His British army is, by the norms of today, a brutal place, where soldiers can, in extreme cases, be shot for desertion, or chained to cart wheels for indiscipline, and an officer can feel little remorse, even for his own soldier sniped by the Germans.

			I had a man killed the day before yesterday – his own fault, contrary to orders he left the trenches in daylight. I attend the funeral at night and the parson read the service . . . It is a queer scene, a few men standing round the grave and parson saying the service in the darkness, guns and maxims firing in the distance, and the sniper firing close at hand, and wondering how soon it may be one’s own turn.5

			But it will get worse. In reality, Chaplin is entering his own Inferno, as a short war becomes a prolonged slog through the trenches, year after year, witnessing the loss of friends and the butchery inflicted on his men by guns, bombs and generals, and experiencing the exhaustion and emotional abrasion that constant exposure to war brings. No sleep, bad food, worse conditions, feeling cold and wet, night after night until his tone becomes not Pooterish but agonising.

			It is hard not to be moved by the letters. For while Chaplin is always conscious of the censors seeing what he has written before Lil, so much can be read between the lines. After Chaplin takes on command of the battalion in June 1915 – and is simultaneously compiling the 1st Cameronians’ daily War Diary with its clipped lists of dead and wounded, billets, battles and orders – his writing starts to darken.

			In the early stages of the war it is likely that his commanding officer, Colonel Philip Robertson, took the letters on trust and signed them off, unread, as censored. Then, when the war prolongs and official systems are imposed, they will have been passed by other, nameless censors. Given the digs at other officers that appear as the fighting wears down Chaplin’s resolve – his loathing of fellow Cameronian Major Vandeleur is a delicious running coda – he must have thought he could trust his censor, who would have nodded grimly at the following lines: ‘I hear that Newman is now a temporary Major. It is a strange Army ours which rewards the cowards and incompetents!’6

			Elsewhere Chaplin glosses over major incidents that must have left him shaken – not least the court martial of his friend, Captain Tom McLellan, second in command at A Company, for ‘certain inactions’ during a German attack in July 1915. That was just a month after Chaplin had been promoted from A Company to become colonel. What had McLellan not done? Had his nerves simply collapsed? McLellan was exonerated, eventually, but what became of their friendship? Chaplin, who finds his leave stopped until he can sort out the incident, writes only that he’s angry and will tell Lil about it when he gets home: ‘. . . Serious trouble has occurred over an incident in the regiment – until it is settled I cannot go on leave.’7

			Then there are the ripples created by the Cams’ involvement in the Battle of Loos. Something occurs there that is to have a profound effect on his military career. Just what is not detailed initially in his letters home, but he has clearly discussed the matter with Lil on leave, and allusions to it start to pop up in later correspondence. By 1917, when he is exhausted by leadership, by abscesses and eye infections and lack of sleep, the incident has risen like a miasmic fog to infuse everything. That is why he can never leave the front line; that is why – the letters reveal – he has become, by 1917, the longest-serving front-line officer in the army. Abject and weary, he is destined to continue the cycle of trench and billet until bullet or shell removes him. Only promotion can release him, and promotion is denied him because of Loos. He is commended for it by the chaplains and padres he encounters, but he would rather be up and out.

			And Lil’s response? We will never know, as her letters could not return from France. Chaplin, in a Bull-like gesture, burnt every one of them in the trenches, fearing they would fall into the hands of others when – not if – he died. But with his letters, we have more than enough: a rare insight into a commanding officer’s psyche, that ability to detach and focus elsewhere when the world around you has gone to hell, squaring brutality with sentimentality, glorying in the insignificant and taking succour from those you truly love. And if he clings to a single hope it is the one he expresses to Lil in his first letter – written at 5 a.m. in a railway siding at Preston as the battalion travels slowly south from Glasgow to Southampton, heading for France – and the one he reiterates in his last.

			‘The happiest day of my life will be when I get back to you.’8

			Andrew Davidson
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			A NOTE ON EDITING

			At full length, the Chaplin letters run to over 140,000 words. The versions that follow have been edited. In deciding what to remove, I have tried to remain faithful to the tone, reducing the obvious repetitions (‘My darling Lil’, ‘for ever your loving husband’, ‘no news today’), the archaic upper-casing of the first letter of general nouns, and comments of less consequence, without, I hope, losing the flavour of the conversation or the writer’s mood. I have also had to remove many of the repeated thanks for foodstuffs and clothing sent, and some of the constant commentary on the movements of other officers – promotions, postings – simply because the cast of characters is too big for a reader to follow with any involvement. I have corrected misspellings of nouns and names (e.g. changing ‘MacShane’ to ‘McShane’), inserted a limited amount of extra punctuation, and added the prefix ‘PS’ to additions Chaplin makes to letters after signing off. I have also corrected the spelling of certain French place names and Latin aphorisms. I have, however, left untouched his inconsistent upper-casing of the first letters of army nouns (‘Brigade’ and ‘brigade’, ‘Battalion’ and ‘battalion’).

			For some periods when the battalion was at rest but the letters were still flowing, I have summarised events in the commentary and used highlights from letters which have not been included in the text, plus extracts from the battalion’s War Diary, now held in the Cameronian archive at Hamilton, South Lanarkshire. I have also included and edited some letters sent to the Chaplins by other officers in the British army, which were collected by Lil and kept in the same tin box with Graham’s letters. I have also quoted from original press cuttings, many clipped by Lil and kept with the letters alongside assorted photographs.

			It is hoped that the Chaplin letters in full will eventually be made available online. I also hope that no relative of anyone named in these letters is offended by any of the mentions. The opinions expressed by Graham Chaplin are those of an experienced regimental officer in the British army of 1914, who had different prejudices to many of us today, but just as broad a range of likes and dislikes. Some of his views should perhaps be taken as an indicator of how much has changed.
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			MONS

			‘I sometimes think that I shall wake up and find it all a dream. I wish I could write to you every day – it would be some sort of consolation.’

		

	
		
			Germany invades Belgium – Britain declares war on Germany – British Expeditionary Force sent to fight alongside French – BEF meets German army at Mons and begins near-fortnight-long retreat with French towards Paris – British fight rearguard action at Battle of Le Cateau – German and French forces also meet at Charleroi, Mulhouse, Lorraine and in the Ardennes

			Friday, 14 August 1914 [from the train south to Southampton docks]

			My darling wife,

			You were very good and brave last night – it was a sad journey for me back to barracks.1 I saw the Grahams2 with Mrs Oakley3 who looked appallingly ill. Mr Graham asked me to shoot with him next 12th August. I went and saw that my company was alright and then went to dinner at the Royal Field Artillery mess – it was not very cheerful. I left early and went to my room and cleared my desk. I wrote to Lindsay,4 Col Wilson5 and your mother. I sent you the insurance papers and the fire policy – also my card case – and Mabel6 her bridle. We paraded at 11pm and entrained at 11.30 and left at 11.45.

			The men were splendid – all sober and keen as mustard to go to the war. We marched out of the side gate – the police blocked the road – there was not a very big crowd but what there were cheered lustily. I felt leaving you much more when I got into the train and would have given all I possessed to be back with you. I only slept for an hour and have never ceased to think of you.

			I started this at 5 – we have now stopped at Preston which accounts for the improved writing – it is a beautiful day and seeing all the nice English scenery it is hard to realise that we are off to war. I sometimes think that I shall wake up and find it all a dream.

			I wish I could write to you every day – it would be some sort of consolation. I am awfully glad that I have got your hair and clock. I have been wondering how you are getting on and wish that I could get a telegram.

			Address letters: 1st Bn. The Cameronians (Scottish Rifles), British exped­itionary force.

			I have an idea that we will not be allowed to write at all.

			Harriette7 and Newman8 are in my carriage.

			The chef gave me a cold grouse as a parting gift and shook my hand warmly.

			I had a very nice letter from Connie9 in addition to her telegram to wish me luck.

			I smoked one of your father’s cigars, which caused a sensation.

			We have lots of sandwiches and cold meat to eat. I hope that we shall be able to get tea at some station.

			The block you gave me is most useful for this sort of writing.

			Take very good care of yourself and rest every afternoon as you promised. By the time this reaches you we shall be in France. I wish I knew where.

			I hope that your father’s leg and Baby’s10 eye are better. My fondest love to you, my own darling. The happiest day of my life will be when I get back to you. Ever your loving husband, Graham

			P.S. One of the transport horses strangled itself with its halter in the train.

			*    *    *

			So it starts. Major Graham Chaplin is forty-one years old, late to marriage, late to fatherhood, leaving his new wife, Lil, already expecting their first child when his battalion is sent south from Glasgow on that warm August night. They have been married barely six months when they are separated, pitched into a war unlike any other.

			Chaplin is a professional soldier, as are all the men sent across the English Channel in the 64,000 strong British Expeditionary Force which sails that month. He is short, stocky, stentorian, pug-faced and, to the men around him, obstinately determined – hence his army nickname: Bull. He learnt his craft fighting fierce Pashtun tribesmen in India’s North-West Frontier, and seventeen years on he commands a company – 200 men – in the 1st battalion Cameronians, a regiment originally drawn from the Scottish Lowlands, but now, after many years in India, boasting soldiers recruited from every major British city. The Cams’ roots stretch back to the Presbyterian Covenanters, they even issue Bibles to every recruit, but Catholics and non-believers are welcome now.

			Chaplin first met Lily Dora Alexander only a year before, at a lunch given by mutual friends. It was a whirlwind romance. She is old too at twenty-seven, with four sisters and two brothers. She thought marriage had passed her by, despite being the daughter of one of Stirling’s richest men, whose family is entwined in the business empire built by Sir Charles Tennant, Scotland’s premier industrialist. Lily Dora is taller than Chaplin, devoted to Chaplin, as he is to her, and carrying Chaplin’s child – she has overwhelmed his life only for war to capsize it again.

			And change is the challenge in this era which values tradition. Graham is a London-born officer in a Lanarkshire-based infantry regiment, middle-­ranking in the army’s order of status, with men drawn from mines and slums, the toughest of soldiers who have served in India and South Africa and are grateful for the regular employment. All ranks believe their army is unbeatable and accept the codes within it. An officer will not speak directly to his men – only to sergeants or corporals – and a junior officer will never start a conversation with a senior. Neither will discuss army matters in the mess, in case servants overhear, and women must never be mentioned there by name, in case a row sparks a duel. Such regimental traditions are cherished. The Cameronians even post guards around their church services, a tradition from the days when they were a hunted Presbyterian sect, and they remain proud to be a Lowland, trousered regiment – not a ‘kiltie’ Highland group – though they have always marched to the bagpipe, and maintain a kilted pipe band, which wears the Douglas tartan. The Cams are also known by a second name, Scottish Rifles, which the 1st battalion carries only in brackets – a legacy of earlier, enforced regimental amalgamation. These are the established customs, reinforced by success in countless colonial wars won with the British army’s superior discipline and technology. And for the Cameronians (Scottish Rifles), it is all about to change.

			Graham Chaplin will change too. He talks as he writes, no wasted words, brief interjections, as befits his two decades in uniform. Born to an affluent family, he had once aimed to read classics at Oxford. His father, a jeweller turned Lloyd’s underwriter, then lost a fortune when ships carrying horses from Argentina went down at sea. Chaplin left school at fifteen, joined the army at twenty and now holds his own counsel. Only later will he reveal himself.

			Lil Alexander fills the gaps, talks about her fears and emotions – they are a rounded whole, incomplete when separate. When suddenly they are pulled apart, they have only letters to carry on a dialogue they must continue, war or no war. So he will write almost every day, and she to him, telling what each can of what is happening, allaying fears, soothing with gossip and trivialities, telling not so much the truth as a version they will live together. Before this war is over he will write over 500 letters to Lil, and she the same to him. He destroys everything from her, because the longer the war continues, the less he expects to live, and he wants no one else to read them. She keeps his every word, for us to read now.

			But first, she must let him leave with his battalion, numbering over 1,000 men. They are itching to fight, worried this European war will pass too quickly for them to make their mark. They have sharpened their ceremonial swords, cleaned their Lee-Enfield rifles, drawn stores, prepared transport, packed and stacked and assembled. They are fortified by friendship. Around him, Chaplin has a group of officers and men he has served with for years, soldiers who will follow him into the toughest of situations – Captain and Adjutant ‘Sam’ Stormonth-Darling, best man at his wedding; Captain Harry Lee, who he teases as ‘Harriette’; and Major Richard Oakley, dubbed simply ‘RO’. He also has a commander, Colonel Philip Robertson, another Englishman, tall, grey and gaunt – yet only forty-eight – who relies on him. Chaplin’s no-nonsense demeanour and coolness under pressure simply makes him dependable.

			It is less than two months since Austria’s Archduke Ferdinand and his wife were assassinated in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914. Since then the Cameronians have returned from manoeuvres at the Duke of Atholl’s estate in Perthshire and readied themselves for war. Across Europe, the major powers have mobilised their armies as Austria prepares to invade Serbia. Then, to gain swift advantage, Germany strikes through Belgium at France, hoping to capture Paris, and the Cameronians’ fate is sealed. Reservists are called in, old soldiers reunited; the battalion swells to full fighting strength.

			And finally, with the saying of goodbyes, they begin the slow journey by rail down from Glasgow’s Maryhill Barracks to Southampton’s cluttered docks, one of seventy trains a day that the port is processing. A number of the dray horses used to pull the battalion’s transport are simply too big for the goods wagons provided, and at least four die on the moving train, strangled by their halters: an ill omen to some. The men disembark at the port and are told they are heading for Le Havre. They wait. Chaplin has already sent his first letter. Then he sends a telegram. Then he starts to write again.

			Friday, 14 August 1914 [telegram from Southampton]

			Very comfortable journey. We are going to the sort of place which would please you. Writing. Graham

			Fridaty, 14 August 1914 [on notepaper of Anchor Line Steamer Caledonia]

			My darling Lil,

			We had a very comfortable journey, as I wired to you. The men got hot water to make tea at Oxford and we had some breakfast there. We arrived here at the scheduled time of 3pm and had all the men aboard in no time. We are very comfortable, three in a cabin. I am with Harriette and Captain McLellan.11 We sail or are supposed to at 6pm tonight for Le Havre where we are to guard the base, so that we shall be more safe or just as much so as in Glasgow and I expect we shall be able to write alright from there but they may stop us.

			We have heard no news except that 50,000 of our men have crossed. Mrs Oakley’s brother is here with the 4th Highland Light Infantry – they are guarding the docks. Everything is admirably arranged and no fuss or worry. Some of the General Staff are crossing with us but they have not arrived yet.

			After I wrote this morning I slept a little more but I am short of sleep, which I hope to make up. I feel very fit however and my eyes are alright. Everyone has recovered their spirits today – all the married ones were very depressed yesterday with their sad partings.

			The crossing takes 10 hours. The weather is beautiful so we ought to have a splendid passage. It is very hot here, quite a different climate. We are to be at Le Havre with the Cameron Highlanders, the 93rd 12 and 2nd Royal Welch Fusiliers. There are beside ourselves some sappers and RAMC aboard.

			Boy scouts collect and post letters. I must close now to catch the post. With my fondest love, your loving husband, Graham

			Thursday, 20 August [postcard]

			We are all very well and comfortable, Graham

			Friday, 21 August [postcard]

			All very well, Graham

			Extracts from the battalion War Diary, 
August and September 1914, 
Kept by Colonel Philip Robertson

			17 August – 5.30am: entrained in one train. 7.30pm: arrived Busigny and three companies marched to Maretz and went into billets there.

			18–20 August – At Maretz doing fatigues unloading trains.

			21 August – A Coy13 proceeded to Valenciennes under Major Chaplin.

			22 August – B, C and D Coys with Hd Qrs also proceeded to Valenciennes.

			23 August – 1pm: received orders to advance to the Condé-Mons canal and took up a position. Our right was prolonged by the Middlesex Regt. Orders received to hold position at all costs. Middlesex Regt heavily engaged.

			24 August – 2am: received orders to retire at once. Very lucky to get out of this position as to do so had to march a mile and a half along enemy’s front. Eventually retired to Jenlain. NCOs and men turning very foot sore and tired.

			25 August – Ordered to retire. Did so at dawn and marched to Haussy. Cavalry Division engaged all round and the Battn supported them. Came under shrapnel fire for the first time. Retired to Le Cateau.

			26 August – Moved off. Food scarce. Shortly after leaving the town the battle commenced. Received orders to move to the left. Did so. Received orders to move to Montigny. Received orders to move to Bertry. Received orders to act as rearguard towards Maretz. No pursuit by enemy. Marched all night to St Quentin.

			27 August – All ranks very exhausted. Arrived St Quentin, many stragglers. Marched on to Ollezy, arriving about 5pm. Discipline hard to maintain owing to exhaustion of officers and NCOs.

			28 August – 4am: received orders to relieve Royal Welch Fus. 5.30am: marched and received several contradicting orders. This all added six miles to day’s march. 11am: Started to march to Pontoise and arrived there 11pm. Found wagons which were supposed to have been lost.

			29 August – 5.30pm: received orders to march to Carlepont at 7.30pm to go into billets.

			30 August – Arrived Carlepont at 1am though only four miles. No billets. Battn slept on the side of the road. 7am: marched to Choisy on the River Aisne. Men v tired, had to halt every 30 minutes. Very hot. Arrived 4pm.

			31 August – According to orders paraded at 5.45am. Did not march off till 7.30am. Marched all day through Forest of Compiègne.

			1 September – Retired at 4am, as we had no maps it was v difficult to carry out orders. Retired south and the Brigade took up a position covering the 4th Divn. Men very tired and horses getting very badly rubbed and thin.

			2 September – 4am: retired as rearguard. Opened fire on German cavalry with machine gun, which was effective. Halted for three hours at Eve and took up a position and entrenched. Marched on to Dammartin where we arrived about 7pm.

			3 September – 1am: paraded again and marched on to Largny where a halt is promised. Since the 22nd the Battn has marched every day and frequently at night, and starts have always been very early, preventing men getting a proper meal before starting. Rations have been scarce, especially corn for the horses. Men are quite worn out and on the 29th 221 men were reported missing. Today the number is reduced to 186.

			Saturday, 29 August 1914 [letter card]

			All well – very hard time – not allowed to write yet. Graham

			Thursday, 3 September 1914 [letter card]

			I am very well but have had a very hard time. The only letter I have received from you is that of the 20th. All well. Graham

			Saturday, 5 September 1914 [FSPC (Field-Service Postcard)]

			I am quite well.

			Letter follows at first opportunity.

			Graham

			Monday, 7 September 1914 [FSPC]

			I am quite well.

			Letter follows at first opportunity.

			Graham

			Friday, 11 September 1914 [FSPC]

			I am quite well.

			Letter follows at first opportunity.

			I have received no letter from you lately.

			Graham

			Sunday, 13 September 1914 [from bivouac in La Carrière l’Évêque, three miles south of Soissons]

			My darling,

			One of the hardest things about this campaign, and we have had a very hard time, is not being able to write to you. It is a month today since I was last able to write. However in future I shall be able to write more often as the Colonel can now censor letters. We have had two mails from home; in all I have received five letters from you – the last written were first received – the last letter was dated August 27th. They were a great comfort to me and I’m glad you are keeping so well.

			We stayed at Havre one day and then went to a place called Maretz where we stayed a few days, getting a tremendous reception and being presented with bouquets of flowers. I did two route marches14 with my company and returned like a walking horticultural show. From Maretz we went to Valenciennes where we remained one day. We were then formed into the 19th Brigade under General Drummond15 with Capt Johnson,16 Rifle Brigade, as Brigade Major, and Capt Jack17 as staff captain. We left Valenciennes on August 22nd and since then I do not suppose that the troops have ever had a harder time. We supported the Cavalry Division and took up a position along the canal18 near Condé. My company held the lock, one of the possible crossings. A company of the Middlesex on my right was heavily attacked. At two in the morning we were ordered to retire and got out of a difficult situation without losing a man. A platoon of the 93rd 19 who covered our retirement were scuppered. Next day we were over the Belgium border and saw the Cavalry Division heavily engaged. We retreated to Le Cateau doing about 25 miles a day. We left Le Cateau the morning of the battle about 5.30am and were fired at by the Germans in the town as we left it. The 2nd Army and our brigade took up a position just outside Le Cateau. Our brigade was on the right with the 93rd and Middlesex in the firing line and the Welch Fusiliers and ourselves in reserve. About 11 o’clock or so we and the Welch Fusiliers were ordered to the left flank of the British position, so off we trekked about six miles and just as we were going into action we were ordered back to where we came from. We were then ordered to take up a rearguard position which we did but the Germans did not pursue, so that although we were at a big battle we never fired a shot. We remained in position till 8pm, and then marched 22 miles to St Quentin, marching all night, halting only for one hour. Next day we went on another 12 miles, covering in all 50 miles in 30 hours. We retreated until the 6th, averaging 20 miles a day and being on outposts every second or third night so that I have had little sleep. We have just our rations to live on and not always that.

			We are now advancing and everything is going well.

			My company had Mr Ferry20 and 10 men wounded by shell fire. You could not recognise the regiment21 now, ragged and dirty, but the men have marched well. We very seldom see our valises and just live in what we stand in. We usually bivouac in cornfields. The heat at first was appalling but now we are suffering from rain and have been billeted in villages the last few nights. We know little of what is going on. You probably know more about the war than I do. The things I should like you to send are cigarettes, chocolate and condensed milk and also the weekly edition of The Times. We never see any papers except those that come with the mail.

			One of my front tooth crowns has broken off and I have broken off another tooth – both by eating Army biscuits. We seldom get bread.

			I was glad to hear you got your dividend. I have nearly spent the £5 I brought out. I do not know how I am going to get more. All one wants money for is for food and wine.

			Mr Drew22 has gone sick – otherwise all are well but we are all very thin.

			Thursday, 17 September 1914 [postcard]

			M.D.W.23 A mail came today and there was no letter from you, which was a bitter disappointment. I hope that you’re alright. I am very fit and everyone well. Graham

			Friday, 18 September 1914 [FSPC]

			I am quite well.

			Letter follows at first opportunity.

			I have received no letter from you lately.

			18 September 1914 [from bivouac outside Bucy-le-Long, east of Soissons]

			As I told you in my last letter it was only discovered that we could send letters censored by the Colonel the day we started to advance. Unfortunately I have no envelopes or paper. Harry gave me the means of sending the last and I have borrowed another envelope today. As a rule there is no time to write – marching all day and we generally move during the night or are on outposts and get no sleep. In the last few days we have been before a position occupied by the enemy and so have rest as far as marching goes, but I have little sleep. It has rained all the time but has cleared up today. We are in reserve but have been under shellfire the whole time. My company is along the bank of a river – pretty safe – no casualties so far. We are wet through and just sleep in the open field, sometimes we get straw and sometimes not, but everyone keeps well. We get the soldiers’ ration – bully beef, biscuits or bread, tea and sugar. I have had butter once in the last month and milk in my tea twice.

			It seems like years since we left home – one loses all account of time. I have not had my clothes off for a fortnight and only had my boots off twice. We occasionally get a wash and clean our teeth. My teeth give me trouble, otherwise I am very well and my eyes alright.

			Hynard24 is well but is of very little use – he is not the stuff of which warriors are made. My groom Wardrop is splendid – brave, cheery and always can produce some tea and food. The officers of A Coy would have fared badly at times but for him.

			If I get back I will tell you everything about the war – at present I cannot and it would not be wise to put on paper my opinion of people. We have a good Brigadier now, Gordon25 by name, formerly in the Gordons.

			I would give anything for a hot bath and a good night’s rest in a bed. We cannot buy anything, there is hardly a match in the battalion. If you can occasionally send a shirt, a vest and a pair of drawers, a pair of socks and a handkerchief or two I should like it. It is no good sending more than one of each as I cannot carry it.

			Saturday, 19 September 1914 [from bivouac outside Bucy-le-Long]

			Today has been a red letter day – we got our valises for the first time in a fortnight and have changed our underclothes. I have now got the waterproof sheet which I wanted badly and also envelopes and this note book so that I am in a position to write when there is a chance. It is a marked day principally because I received four letters from you – the last dated the 2nd instant.

			You must not worry about me. It would be absurd to pretend there is no danger but there is no good anticipating misfortune. We have been very lucky up to date and it may continue. It would console you if you had seen me the day Mr Ferry was hit – the shells were bursting all round me and I was untouched. It seemed impossible that I should not be hit. One of the saddest things about this war is to see the whole countryside deserted in most places and, where the people have not left, their looks of misery.

			Last night it was a foul night – it rained in torrents. A Coy captured the first prisoner the battalion has taken – an Uhlan belonging to the 10th Lancers, a nice looking man. All the prisoners I have seen so far look very decent men. I do not believe much in the stories of German brutalities – no doubt cases do occur but it is chiefly camp followers and not soldiers.

			We started off messing by companies and then had a battalion mess with Vandeleur26 as mess president. I should think we have been worse fed than any officers in the Army. I could not stand V’s constant chatter and directions and have gone back to the company mess. Anything you can send in small quantities will be thankfully received, such as whisky, condensed milk, chocolate, tinned butter, cigarettes, matches, soup. We can buy nothing at present and only have our rations, bully beef, tea, sugar and biscuits, occasionally rum and tobacco.

			The list of casualties in the papers received by this mail are the first we have seen. Mr Salmonson27 arrived about a week ago with the first reinforcement. I do not think he will last long – war is not his métier. We have heard no more of Mr Drew – he may be home now.

			Aeroplanes, our own and German, are constantly over us. Two German ones have been brought down by our pom-poms. You do not say where your brother28 is going to. Are they sending Territorials to the front? Do you know anything about our 2nd battalion? We know nothing of what is going on and see no papers except the old ones. I am afraid that my hair is getting worse, but I never think of it now.

			Wednesday, 23 September [from billets in Septmonts, south-east of Soissons]

			Everything in the garden is beautiful today. The night before last we moved back from our very damp abode on the river bank six miles or so and we are now in general reserve billeted in a village. The men are packed like sardines in barns and outhouses. We (A Coy) are very lucky – we are in a 14th-century farm. We have a bedroom and the use of the kitchen to feed in and cook. I have a bed, the first I have slept in for over a month – the other fellows have mattresses on the floor. The day before yesterday we were allowed to sleep in the morning for as long as we could – the first time we have not stood to arms an hour before dawn since we left Valenciennes. With the aid of a washing tub and the tin lining of a box we have all had baths and with clean underclothes we are clean once more. It has made an awful lot of difference getting a good sleep – everyone is rejuvenated. Hynard has washed and mended all my clothes. Every one of the officers is in the best of health and spirits, and the men are very cheery. We received two drafts of 100 men from the 3rd battalion, one under Mr Hardinge who has just joined and one under Pat Hewitt29 who I am glad to say has been posted to my company. We have been living like princes for the last two days – we have had a fowl and also a rabbit for dinner, a change from the eternal bully beef. Yesterday we were digging trenches as a precautionary measure – everything is very quiet.

			I received another letter from you dated 5th September. It is a great relief to me to hear that you are so well and also Doreen.30 I am pleased you are getting so stout – a good sign. I received your very welcome parcel with the underclothes, chocolate, cigarettes and tobacco, which were greatly appreciated. We share everything we get. Please send me some envelopes as I shall be running out of them, now that I am writing to you so often.

			I have taken to walking in my sleep – I suppose the result of very little sleep. I always have the same dream that the regiment is on the march at night and A Coy is getting left behind. The first night here I seized all the bed clothes and walked over the end of the bed and fell on top of Capt McLellan – much to his annoyance.

			You must not worry about me. So long as you get no wire you will know that I am alright. My love to all at Brentham31 and my fondest love to yourself, darling. Ever your loving husband, Graham
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					1 Maryhill Barracks (now demolished) in Glasgow, where the 1st Cameronians are stationed.

				

				
					2 Parents of 2nd Lieutenant Douglas Graham.

				

				
					3 Wife of Major Richard Oakley.

				

				
					4 Graham Chaplin’s brother.

				

				
					5 Lieutenant Colonel Alban Wilson, 8th Gurkhas, a family friend.

				

				
					6 One of Lil Chaplin’s four sisters: Isa, Edith, Mabel and Jessie (Baby).

				

				
					7 Nickname of Captain Harry Lee.

				

				
					8 2nd Lieutenant E. P. Newman.

				

				
					9 Graham Chaplin’s sister.

				

				
					10 Lil’s youngest sister.

				

				
					11 Captain Harry Lee and Captain Thomas McLellan.

				

				
					12 2nd Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, so called because they were created by regimental amalgamation in 1881, before which the 2nd battalion was the 93rd Sutherland Highlanders.

				

				
					13 Abbreviation for Company.

				

				
					14 Taking men on ‘route marches’ was the army’s favourite way of keeping soldiers fit – company commanders could choose to walk or ride.

				

				
					15 General Laurence Drummond, veteran of the Sudan campaign and Boer War.

				

				
					16 Captain H. C. Johnson, later killed at Le Cateau.

				

				
					17 Captain James Jack, 1st Cameronians, who found fame posthumously in the 1960s as author of General Jack’s Diary.

				

				
					18 Better known as the Mons-Condé Canal.

				

				
					19 See footnote 2, page 8.

				

				
					20 2nd Lieutenant Ernest Ferry.

				

				
					21 Chaplin frequently uses the term ‘regiment’ to mean battalion, rather than the Scottish Rifles in their entirety.

				

				
					22 2nd Lieutenant C. F. Drew.

				

				
					23 My darling wife.

				

				
					24 Chaplin’s ‘servant’ or batman – the soldier allocated to arrange his ‘comforts’.

				

				
					25 Brigadier General Hon. Frederick Gordon, of the Gordon Highlanders, replaced Lieutenant Colonel E. E. Ward of 1st Middlesex, who had temporarily replaced General Drummond, wounded at Le Cateau.

				

				
					26 Major Crofton Vandeleur, 2nd in charge of 1st Cameronians.

				

				
					27 2nd Lieutenant E. Salmonson.

				

				
					28 Lil’s brother, Willie Alexander, is an officer in the 6th (territorial) battalion of the Black Watch.

				

				
					29 Lt James Francis Hewitt, nicknamed ‘Pat’, killed by a shell on 26 October 1914. See letter of 7 November 1914.

				

				
					30 Chaplin’s pet name for their yet-to-be-born baby.

				

				
					31 Brentham Park, the Alexander family home in Stirling.

				

			

		

	
		
			THE WANT OF SLEEP

			‘It is impossible with my poor pencil to convey to you any picture of what it is like – day and night rifle fire and the crashing of guns of every size and description – sometimes terrific battles going on, sometimes comparative peace. It is a life of great strain . . .’

		

	
		
			German army halted at the Battle of the Marne – French and British attack again at first Battle of the Aisne – Germans take Antwerp and target France’s Channel ports – Belgian, British and French forces fight along line from Yser in north to Arras further south – German attempts to advance around Ypres held by Allies

			The Cameronians have dodged the worst. Making a ragged retreat from the Mons Canal, and watching a desperate battle at Le Cateau, they have avoided direct confrontation with the Germans. As part of an independent brigade, unassigned to an army division, the battalion is continually deployed in reserve, held back in case of enemy breakthrough. Even at the start, when Graham Chaplin predicts they will be kept at Le Havre to guard the base, their purpose is unclear. But once they reach the front, defending the Mons Canal, they find their war changes from a few hours’ defending to many days of retreat. For a fortnight they footslog rapidly south as the sheer size of the German army advancing through Belgium pushes the British and French forces back to Paris.

			Chaplin has witnessed a chaos unseen by many in the British army – troops flooding through streams of refugees, baggage abandoned, maps lost, rural lanes jammed, men scattered, everyone heading back in the hope of finding a line of organised defence. Across the English Channel, Lil will have seen fragmentary reports in the press, jingoistic and confused, emphasising the tactical nature of the fallback, never a flight . . . Only the death notices running front page in The Times indicate where this war is heading.

			The British army is trained to march – young lieutenants are even taught to inspect their soldiers’ feet. But the retreat from Mons, covering almost 200 miles twisting east and west to avoid the enemy, undermines the resolve of even the toughest ‘old sweats’. For the first time, there is doubt in the alliance with France, doubt in the ability of the general staff plotting the campaign, doubt in the predictions of a rapid war, ‘over by Christmas’. Chaplin knows the Germans have been underestimated, and, like every officer in combat, he is swiftly discovering which of his men he can trust.

			And when the French and British finally turn and fight, as they do on the Marne, capitalising on German indecision, the Cameronians are again held in reserve, billeted to the idyllic village of Septmonts, a medieval hamlet nestled in a wooded valley outside the badly bombed town of Soissons, with its crumbling papal palaces and exquisite Gothic cathedral. The war is audible but away from them, as they nervously wait.

			Chaplin uses the time to write more, through the early days of October, always worried about his wife’s pregnancy, always anxious to reassure her with details of his ‘domestic’ life – food, bedding, shelter, eye infections. The war is a sideline, though he makes plain his battalion’s admiration for their enemy. The Germans, he writes, are very brave soldiers.

			Their artillery is especially good – the way they conceal their guns is wonderful. The only thing is that they do not make war like gentlemen. They evidently believe that all is fair in love and war. They resort to every low trick, abuse of the Red Cross, wearing ours and French uniform, spying they have reduced to an art.9

			Any number of spies, he adds casually, have already been shot. As to his own actions, he will only hint: ‘The Colonel has sent my name for mention in despatches – do not tell anyone as it is confidential. I would not tell you but in case anything should happen to me I should like you to know that I had done my duty.’10

			The letters to Lil are read and censored by the same colonel, Philip Robertson, commander of the battalion, son of a general, a man who has barely seen action before this war yet ascended reliably through the officers’ ranks. He is also an old friend who can be trusted.

			Hence Robertson – calm, aloof, happiest relaxing, cigarette in hand – shrugs off the letters’ repeated digs at Crofton Vandeleur, the battalion’s second in command, who Chaplin dislikes so intensely. Vandeleur, scion of an Irish military family, is later captured by the Germans, and earns fame as Britain’s first prisoner of war to escape and successfully make his way home. He then attracts newspaper headlines by vociferously complaining of his treatment in enemy hands – in particular that he was made to travel with the lower ranks in a cattle truck. Yet Chaplin has long seen him as a pompous bore and garrulous pedant, whom he hopes will be promoted away. By 5 October he gets his wish: ‘Major Vandeleur has gone off today to command the Cheshire regiment. We do not know if it is permanent but all sincerely hope so.’

			In fact, the two will dog each other for the rest of the war.

			After Mons, the Cameronians must rebuild their strength. A headcount reveals 186 men missing at the end of the retreat, lost in northern France. Fresh soldiers from the Cameronians’ other battalions – they maintain two, with others formed at times of war – will be sent from Scotland. On 27 September, completing the War Diary, which every battalion commander must update daily, Robertson lists his officers by company, plus his own HQ staff:

			Headquarters

			LT COL P R ROBERTSON

			MAJ C B VANDELEUR

			CAPT & ADJT J C STORMONTH-DARLING

			LT R C MONEY

			CAPT T S RIDDELL-WEBSTER

			A Coy

			MAJOR J G CHAPLIN

			CAPT T R McLELLAN

			LT J F HEWITT

			LT D G MONCRIEFF WRIGHT

			LT J H C MINCHIN

			B Coy

			CAPT H H LEE

			CAPT R H W ROSE

			LT E W P NEWMAN

			2LT P R HARDINGE

			2LT H S R CRITCHLEY-SALMONSON

			C Coy

			MAJ R OAKLEY

			CAPT W CAULFIELD-STOKER

			LT H O D BECHER

			2LT C D ROOKE

			2LT J D HILL

			D Coy

			CAPT F A C HAMILTON

			CAPT A R MacALLAN

			LT E W J HOBKIRK

			2ND LT R D GRAHAM

			QM LT G WOOD

			The following officers are employed or sick:

			CAPT J L JACK – Staff Capt 19th Infy Bde

			appointed 23.8.14

			LT C F DREW – Sick 5.9.14

			2LT E L FERRY – Wounded 9.9.14

			LT D C FOSTER – Sick 27.9.14

			The battalion’s medical officer, Lieutenant Fred Davidson, RAMC, is left off the list – the doctor is seen as an attachment, not a regular Cameronian.

			In early October 1914 the race for the sea begins. After the German army is held at the Marne, the British and French realise they can outflank their enemy by heading quickly north towards the Channel ports. From there they can strike east to cut German supply lines.

			The Germans, sensing an opportunity to capture Calais and Boulogne, race north too. Finally the armies will square off around Ypres and Armentières, straddling the Franco–Belgian border, before extending a long line of trenches from the coast to Switzerland. But before that, there is the getting there, the night-time marching to avoid spotter planes, the mile-long trains rolling slowly north at five miles per hour. Already the men are operating in a fog of whispers, never quite knowing what the strategy is, where the enemy are, who will provide the next billets, where to find the next warm food. The Cameronians rely on their jocund quartermaster, the only officer promoted from the ranks, George ‘Tubby’ Wood, to get things done.

			As this war progresses, and soldiers die, and fresh faces are continually plucked from Britain to fill the ranks, Wood, a heavy-drinking cockney, will be a constant, an always-there, feeding and supplying and organising. Officers will leave for other regiments, promoted up to other commands, but Wood carries on, the fairy godmother who always has a tot for the men when they need it.

			Chaplin too will stay, year after year, but that autumn, packing to leave Septmonts with rumours flying about where and how, misinformed by newspaper accounts of Russian victories and German defeats, he can only wonder at when the Cameronians will finally get to fight – and when he will return to his wife.

			And what is Lil Chaplin thinking? Seven hundred miles away, in the seventh month of pregnancy, scouring each line of his letters for clues, she can only watch and wait. But the Alexanders are a family of doers. Her father, Thomas Alexander, has worked his way to the top of Charles Tennant & Co, one of Scotland’s leading industrial groups. Her elder brother, Willie, has already started his career in business, seconded to Lever Brothers’ soap works in Port Sunlight, Lancashire. The Alexanders may sit ensconced in one of Stirling’s grandest mansions, Brentham Park, but they have made their own money and are the very epitome of the management elite which now pushes to break down the old upper-class mistrust of ‘trade’.

			So Lil is busy finding out what Graham wants, ordering supplies, wrapping and posting, as involved as an officer’s wife can be, engaging daily in a dialogue over his needs – his quartermaster at home. When she married Chaplin, just eight months earlier, on a cold January Saturday in Stirling, every officer of the 1st battalion Cameronians had attended the service at Holy Trinity Church, plus the former colonel of the regiment, Major-General Lomax. Brother officers formed an archway of swords for the couple to pass under and the regimental pipers played. A silver salver inscribed with the officers’ signatures was presented to the couple. All were invited back to the reception at Brentham Park.

			Thus Lil marries not just the man, but his regiment too, and with that comes responsibilities that will grow with each promotion. And in a war where the officers buy their own uniform, and rely on the postal service to supply so many of their needs, an efficient spouse is a blessing indeed.

			Such organising is in Lil’s genes – her grandfather, William Alexander, ran the Glasgow stables for his school friend, Charles Tennant, inventor of a revolutionary ‘bleaching powder’ for cloth and builder of Europe’s biggest chemical factory at St Rollox, Glasgow. Her own father grew up at the site and went on to run the business, starting as a salesman, rising to managing director, finally overseeing the multiple interests into which Sir Charles Tennant, the founder’s grandson, rearranged the family empire – chemicals (later part of ICI), soap (later part of Lever Brothers), mining and more. As the Tennants grew increasingly distracted by wealth and power, the Alexanders happily took on day-to-day management of everything.

			It means Lil Alexander is no stranger to money, and its methods. The Alexanders moved to Stirling in 1897, buying Brentham Park from tweed manufacturer Robert Smith. The house and grounds offer a more suitable base than polluted St Rollox, dwarfed by Tennant’s factories. The Alexanders now hold prestige in Stirling, attend the annual County Ball each autumn, and have their guests listed in the Stirling Observer, as in October 1913:

			This annual fashionable gathering took place in the Albert Hall, Stirling, on Tuesday evening. There was an attendance of 320 ladies and gentlemen, and the beautiful decorations of the hall, added to by the gay dresses of the ladies and the many uniforms worn, rendered the scene a very pretty one when dancing was at its height . . . Amongst those present were: – From Brentham Park, Stirling – Mr and Mrs Alexander; Miss Lily Alexander, Miss I Alexander; Captain J G Chaplin, the Cameronians, Captain Sandilands,11 the Cameronians, and Mr J Arnott,12 the Cameronians.

			For Lily and her captain admirer it is a chance to dance the night away, just months after they first meet, introduced by mutual friends, and just months before they marry. The music that night is provided by the renowned Wilhelm Iff and his orchestra. Glasgow-based Herr Iff, a German-born, naturalised British bandmaster, is a purveyor of waltzes, polkas and ragtime, ‘the most up-to-date music’. He does not have a business which will survive the war.

			And by 7 October 1914, the Cameronians are on the move again, sucked back into the fighting.

			Wednesday, 7 October 1914 [from billets in Béthisy-St-Pierre, twenty-­six miles west of Soissons]

			My darling Lil,

			Do you remember this day last year and the Stirling Ball? In a way it will be like it – we shall be up all night marching.

			We have made two marches since I last wrote, both by night – the first one only 12 miles. We started at 7.30pm and got to our destination32 at 1.30am, bivouacking in the rides of an enormous wood. Last night we did 14 miles starting at 7.30 – we did not reach this place33 till 4am – there are so many delays on a night march. It was a lovely moonlit night through beautiful country. We are better off now for bedding as the men have blankets and there are carts to carry them – all the same it is none too warm. I have found the air pillow the greatest comfort.

			Toothache is my only trouble, it bothers me a good deal but I believe dentists are being sent out. I never received your telegram. You see all the wires are cut in the theatre of operations and there are only field telegraphs which do not take private wires.

			October 9th: On the 7th we again passed the night in a wood after a 14-mile march. Yesterday we marched by day, and also today. We are now in a more civilised country34 and can get some provisions. Some of us had dinner last night in a café and also dinner today. We do not know where we are off to but you will probably get to know from the papers.

			Monday, 12 October 1914 [FSPC]

			I am quite well.

			Thursday, 15 October 1914 [FSPC]

			I am quite well.

			I have received your letter dated 4th Oct.

			Saturday, 17 October 1914 [from billets in Vlamertinghe, outside Ypres]

			I expect that by the time this reaches you, you will know from the English papers where we are. I think I last wrote a letter on the 9th – that night we entrained and travelled all night not knowing where we were going to, but having a shrewd guess as to the general direction. The men were 40 in a truck but the officers were quite comfortable – all five A Coy officers were together. I slept very well which is exceptional for me in a train. I woke at daybreak and popped my head out of the window and was surprised to see that the name of the place was where we used to go for an annual beano when I was at school.35 The last time I was there was 31 years ago!

			We arrived at our destination36 about midday and marched at once a few miles where we remained till nightfall when we moved to a village37 and were billeted. My company got a nice farm and we officers lived in an old moated chateau – built in 1410 but recently restored. The country not having been passed over by troops before, we got plenty of eggs, butter, bread and milk for the first time since Condé.  Next day we were moved a few miles further and camped in a wet field. We had companies on outposts but being surrounded by French troops there was not much danger. To my surprise and delight Captain Ritchie38 arrived very fit and well and longing for battle. Next day we did a fairly long march and encamped in a field close to a village which had been severely shelled the day before. A Coy had their mess in a cottage which had had two shrapnel shells burst in it. Since that day we have been in close contact with the enemy, driving him back.

			Private Blomfield, whose death you saw, belonged to my company. He was hit at the same time as Mr Ferry – poor fellow, he screamed like a wounded hare. Corporal Hester is alright – he was sick for a short time.

			No, it would not do to leave Doreen’s kit till too late. I shall not be happy until I hear that she has safely arrived – the time is very short now. I was glad to hear from Mabel that you are really well. I thought you might be making yourself appear well for my benefit.

			Monday, 19 October 1914 [from billets in Vlamertinghe]

			In my letter of the 17th I omitted a lot of things I wanted to say, owing to writing in a babel of noise. I received your letters 1–4, and have got The Times alright. I have got a revolver now, one which our men found – one wants a revolver at night wandering around the outposts.

			Yesterday, Sunday, we thought we were going to have a late lie-in as we were to have had Church Parade at 9.30am but it was not to be. I was woken at 4am and told that breakfasts were at 6am so we had to get up. Since then we have had to be ready to move at half an hour’s notice. One has some startling surprises. Church parade was cancelled and we were ordered to parade for a move at 11am in motor buses for practice. At 11.30 up rolled 50 London penny buses into which we were loaded and taken for a 12-mile run.

			The men thoroughly enjoyed it. Our buses have all come from Antwerp and our drivers are all London busmen and gave us great accounts of the fighting there. It was a great pity Antwerp fell as that will release a number of Germans. If the war is to end soon our only hope now is a great Russian victory. I do not suppose there is much fighting in the winter owing to the difficulty of transport and you cannot bivouac in the depth of winter.

			I wish I could see you and how you look. Do you wear the black teagown at night? What do you wear in the daytime? Goodbye, my darling, your loving husband, Graham

			Extracts from the battalion War Diary, 
October 1914, 
Kept by Colonel Philip Robertson

			Billets, Vlamertinghe

			19 October – 2.30pm: left for Laventie 22 miles. The whole flotilla of buses did not get in till 8.45pm owing to meeting heaving ammunition columns on road (narrow) and also being blocked by French Cavalry baggage.

			20 October – 8.30am: the Battn and RWFus sent out to entrench a position Fleurbaix-Fauquaint. 1.30pm: received orders to assemble Battn at Rue Du Rois. Did so and Bde marched to Frommelles. Bivouaced in a field. V wet night.

			Outside Fromelles

			21 October – 5am: stood to arms. 7.05am: marched to Bas Maisnil. Le Maisnil occupied by A&S Highrs with Middlesex R. on left. RWFus in Fromelles and Cameronians in reserve. 4pm: B Coy sent to support Middx. 6pm: A&S Highrs got badly shelled and they and Middlesex had to retire. 9pm: the Bde fell back to La Boutillerie and took up a new position there. The Cameronians being on both flanks. Casualties were one killed. 13 wounded, one missing, all of B Coy.

			Trenches, La Boutillerie

			22 October – 5.50am: a position was reconnoitred by Brigadier and Commanding Officers and the Brigade entrenched. Half C Coy under Capt Rose and half D coy under Capt MacAllan went out as covering party. The party became engaged at once, the Germans allowing them to get to close range then opening fire on them from a flank with machine guns and rifles. They fell back a little then held on splendidly. All ranks did very well and the trenches were dug and occupied in spite of the enemy’s rifle and shrapnel. Capt R H W Rose killed. Capt A R MacAllan missing. 2nd Lt A H Graham wounded. 2nd Lt W D Dubin wounded. Other ranks: 14 killed, 35 wounded, 8 wounded and missing. 11 missing.

			6pm: enemy attacked but easily repulsed.

			23 October – Slightly shelled. 1st Coy A&S Highlanders sent up from Bde reserve to strengthen our left.

			6.30pm: enemy attacked but easily repulsed. Losses 4 wounded.

			24 October – Shelled as usual. 7pm: attacked and enemy repulsed.

			25 October – 3.30am: attacked but enemy repulsed. During day shelled as usual. 7.30pm: demonstration by enemy. Very wet night. Casualties: 4 wounded.

			26 October – Shelled heavily all day long. Lt Hewitt killed. Night quiet. Casualties: killed 14, wounded 11.

			27 October – Sent out three patrols to reconnoitre under Lt Newman, Rooke and Hill. Hill got into enemy’s trenches which were later re-occupied. Rooke got right up to same which were occupied. Enemy demonstrated at 10pm. No notice was taken of him and he withdrew. Casualties: 1 killed and 4 wounded.

			28 October – 2.30am: enemy attacked trenches, creeping up ditches to close range, was easily frustrated. Each attack lasted about 30mins. Enemy moved across our front giving good target. Casualties: 1 killed, 11 wounded.

			29 October – 2.45pm: enemy attacked and demonstrated and was repulsed. 10pm: enemy bombarded on left.

			30 October – Midnight: enemy attacked our centre which fizzled out very soon. 12.45am: attack against C Coy began. This Coy was holding a farm in a rather nasty part of the line, forming a salient. Attack continued all night, enemy beaten off at 6am. Capt Ritchie was wounded and 1 man killed, 3 wounded. The enemy got right up to the trenches and lost 30 killed and 40–60 wounded. Sir John French congratulated the Brigade on its work. During the night, Middlesex had its line broken but a counter attack in the morning restored line to its original state. Lt Newman went sick.

			31 October – 4am: attacked by enemy but driven off. Quiet day. Casualties: nil.

			Friday, 23 October 1914 [FSPC[

			I am quite well.

			Saturday, 31 October 1914 [FSPC[

			I am quite well.

			Monday, 2 November 1914 [FSPC]

			I am quite well.

			Tuesday, 3 November 1914 [FSPC]

			I am quite well.

			Saturday, 7 November 1914 [from trenches in La Boutillerie]

			My darling Lil,

			You must be wondering why I have not written. Our dreams of a peaceful time in our Belgian village were rudely shattered the day after I last wrote. I am very hazy about dates. We were given half an hour’s notice to get on board our buses. We did 20 miles in them, the remainder of the Brigade marching. We started at 2pm and did not arrive till 8pm owing to breakdowns and bumping into ammunition columns and the train of a French cavalry division. We were eventually billeted in a village39 – my company in a gendarmerie. I had a bed but did not undress. The next day we moved out as we were supposed to dig trenches for four hours and return to lunch. We then received orders for the Brigade to assemble and we marched seven miles to a village where we spent the night in a wet field. I had only my Burberry and was not too hot. Next day the Argylls and Middlesex held one village and the Welch another and we were in reserve in a central position. Towards evening Harriette was sent with his company to reinforce the line in front, but our people had already begun to retire when he arrived. He lost one killed and a good many wounded from shells. We were left in peace until nearly dark, when an aeroplane came over and gave us away and we were shelled. The shells were just lobbing over my company but not bursting and no-one was hit. We covered the retirement to this village40 but were not pursued. We took up a position for the night. I was in charge of the right, we were not attacked, but I got only half an hour’s sleep as I had to examine all the ground. Next morning I got orders to bring A and B Coys through the village and entrench. We came through the village under shell fire, drew tools and entrenched under fire the whole time. Half C and half D Coys under MacAllan and Rose formed a covering party about 1000 yards in front and held up the Germans to give us time to entrench. They did their job right well and had heavy casualties. Rose was killed, Dulieu (late sergeant-major) and Graham wounded. We had just got deep enough in the ground when the covering party came back. It was grand to see the way they stuck to the wounded. I said by Jove there are some brave men in the Cameronians.

			No-one can hear anything of Ronnie MacAllan. He gave the order for his men to retire and went across to see Rose and was never seen again. We all hope he is a prisoner and not killed.

			For the first week we got very little rest, attacked all night and shelled all day. Poor Pat Hewitt was hit by a shell. It was a great blow to me – one of the most unselfish and charming fellows I have ever met. Ritchie was severely wounded in a night attack exposing himself unnecessarily – a great pity, a splendid officer and he had done awfully well in charge of C Coy. Gordon who had only joined two days was severely wounded. We have had a lot of men hit, but fewer than you might think possible from the terrific fire which we have had poured on our devoted heads.

			It is an extraordinary life we lead. Capt McLellan and myself live by the traverse of a trench, 8 feet by 4. We have it covered with a door for a roof. We have sacks stuffed with straw for a bed – we do cox and box and only require one bed. We do two-hour watches throughout the night – the men do the same, half sleep and half stand to arms. It is impossible with my poor pencil to convey to you any picture of what it is like – day and night rifle fire and the crashing of guns of every size and description – sometimes terrific battles going on, sometimes comparative peace.

			It is a life of great strain which only the physically fit can stand. The want of sleep is the greatest trial. Mr Newman has gone home with a nervous breakdown, Capt Jack has also gone home sick. Capt Riddell-Webster41 is now staff captain of the brigade. I hope to see him get on well.

			I am glad that Vandeleur is not killed and very glad he is not with the regiment. I was afraid that the casualty list would be a shock to you. I knew of course they had to come. I am terribly sorry for Mrs Rose and Mrs Ronnie.42

			The German trenches are only 200 yards away so that we are very close neighbours. One night they called out “Cease Fire A Coy” as they had heard me do. My thoughts are all with you. I remember every day we have had together.

			Sunday, 8 November 1914 [FSPC]

			I am quite well.

			11 November 1914 [from trenches in La Boutillerie]

			We have been getting our letters with great regularity – they come with the rations after dark – late when there is firing – early when there is none. It does not matter, dear, if you have any news or not – your letters are the only thing I look forward to each day. I put a coat around me and read them by the electric lamp as one can show no lights with the enemy so close. Your parcel with the toilet paper was most welcome – I finished my last supply yesterday. Edith’s socks for the men also arrived at a most opportune moment when they were badly needed.

			Life goes on just the same – shelling all day – at night an attack somewhere. We are so well dug in now that our daily casualties are few. We have lost about 200 men here killed and wounded and have been lucky compared to some regiments.

			We have had our house improved – we have made a passage behind for the men and have enlarged it – the worst is the mud. We are now sending back to a village43 in the rear a fifth of officers and men each day to wash and have a walk. We have now been 21 days in the trenches and are all suffering from swollen feet and legs from want of exercise. Our only diversion is to go to headquarters or some other company as all the trenches are now connected up.

			We know nothing about the war and get all our information from the home papers. Everyone I seem to have known has been killed or wounded. I can hardly credit Capt Fowler’s report of Ronnie MacAllan44 but hope that he is a prisoner.

			It is getting very cold now. This is not a very good letter but as our guns are firing over us and the enemy are shelling it is rather hard to write. With all my fondest love and constant hope that you are well.

			Friday, 13 November 1914 [FSPC]

			I am quite well.

			Monday, 16 November 1914 [from billets in Bac St-Maur]

			The night before last, we were unexpectedly relieved out of the trenches, withdrawing in the dark with no losses. We are now in a village45 some way in the rear of the firing line. It has been delightful being able to sleep for more than two hours at a time and not to be under fire after 25 days of it night and day, and 24 hours in the trenches. Two days before we were relieved I went back for 12 hours to a farm where we had a hot bath and good meals. I shall never forget the delight of that bath. I did not say anything about Keatings46 as I thought it not a pleasant subject. The fact is that all of us have had unpleasant visitors for some time – it is impossible to avoid.
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