



  [image: cover]




  

  






  

    [image: ]

  




  





  Contents




  

    Acknowledgements




    List of Illustrations




    Explanatory Note




    Maps




    Preface ‘One human episode amid all the atrocities . . .’




    One A Background of Hatred




    Two ‘Two huge armies sitting and watching each other’




    Three ‘Pals by Xmas’




    Four Pre-Christmas Initiatives




    Five Christmas Eve




    Six Christmas Day




    Seven Boxing Day




    Eight ‘The Long Truce is Broken’




    Nine Christmas 1915




    Postscript




    Appendices




    A: Documents of the Christmas Truce




    B: British Infantry Brigades in the line at Christmas 1914




    C: German Infantry Regiments opposite the BEF at Christmas 1914




    Notes and References




    Bibliography




    Index of Soldiers




    Index


    Illustrations


  




  







  Acknowledgements




  When this book was first published we were pleased to pay tribute to a number of survivors of the Christmas truce whom we not only thanked as advisers and contributors, but also

  claimed as friends. Sadly, time has taken its toll on these splendid men, but we nevertheless wish to give them pride of place here; they brought the events of that remarkable Christmas alive for

  us in a very special manner and we salute their memory.




  Additionally, we wish to acknowledge our debt to the many others, well over a hundred in number, whose accounts have made this book possible, and to thank most warmly those copyright holders who

  have given their permission for such accounts to be quoted. We also wish to acknowledge the use of Crown copyright material from the National Archives, which is reproduced by permission of Her

  Majesty’s Stationery Office.




  We are happy to record our gratitude once again to those who have helped us in other ways. There would have been no book at all had it not been for the persuasive encouragement of the late

  Roderick Suddaby, Keeper of the Department of Documents at the Imperial War Museum, and when acknowledging his role we must include the names of a number of his colleagues at that time, especially

  Clive Hughes and Philip Reed, and for the second edition Nigel Steel and Simon Robbins, and James Taylor of the Department of Printed Books.




  Others who assisted in such matters as the checking of documents or translation from French or German were: Jill Dales (who also typed the original manuscript), Betty Brown, Peter Harris, Trudi

  Hoben and Moira Johnston, while help from overseas was provided by Mark Caldwell in Cologne, the late Barbara Breslove in New York, Roger Lampaert of Ypres-Zillebeke and Richard Baumgartner of

  Huntington, West Virginia, who provided us with some very useful German material and excellent advice for both editions.




  Due acknowledgement must also be made to the BBC for providing the circumstances in which the authors first collaborated in telling the story of the truce, in their television documentary

  Peace in No Man’s Land, originally shown in 1981 and since transmitted in a number of countries around the world.




  







  List of Illustrations








  

    

      1. Cartoon: The Prussian Monster Unleashed © Jean Véber




      2. Cartoon: Study of a Prussian Household Having its Morning Hate. Reproduced with permission of Punch Ltd., www.punch.co.uk




      3. Pumping behind the British line at La Boutillerie, December 1914 © Imperial War Museums (Q 49221)




      4. German trench, same period © Captain Josef Sewald, George Allen & Unwin Ltd.




      5. The Royal Irish Rifles in Ploegsteert Wood, December 1914 © Imperial War Museums (Q 56164)




      6. La Grande Flamengrie farm, Bois Grenier © Imperial War Museums (Q 56220)




      7. Drawing: An Anglo-German ‘Bisley’ at the Front © Illustrated London News, 26 December 1914 / Mary Evans Picture Library




      8. Portrait: General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien, Commander II Corps by Frank Arthur Swaine © National Portrait Gallery, London




      9. Advertisement for Fortnum & Mason’s Christmas parcels for the Front




      10. German advertisement for Christmas gifts for soldiers in the Field




      11. Christmas gift box from Princess Mary




      12. British soldiers collecting mistletoe © Mansell Collection




      13. German soldiers decorating their Christmas tree © Bundesarchiv, Bild 146-1981-136-20A / Photo: unknown




      14. German soldiers singing carols, East Prussia, Christmas Eve 1914 © Scherl / SZ Photo




      15. Drawing: The Light of Peace in the trenches on Christmas Eve, 9 January 1915 © Illustrated London News / Mary Evans Picture Library


    


  








  

    

      16. London Rifle Brigade church parade on Christmas morning: London Rifle Brigade Veterans’ Association




      17. Joint burial in No Man’s Land © Imperial War Museums (Q 50720)




      18. Preparations for the joint burial near Rue Petillon: The late Colonel J. B. Coates, CBE, MC, DL




      19. Fraternization and photography: The late Colonel J. B. Coates, CBE, MC, DL




      20. Groups of British and German officers and men in No Man’s Land © Imperial War Museums (Q 50719)




      21. British and German officers pose together © Imperial War Museums (Q 50721)




      22. Bairnsfather’s map: ‘Where we met and talked with “Frightful Fritz” . . .’




      23. Drawing: Swapping Buttons: Bruce Bairnsfather




      24. Second Lieutenant Bruce Bairnsfather at St Yvon, Christmas Day 1914




      25. LRB Riflemen with Saxons © Imperial War Museums (Q 70075)




      26. ‘A crowd of some one hundred Tommies of each nationality . . .’ © Illustrated London News Picture Library




      27. Rifleman Turner, LRB, with two German officers © Imperial War Museums (Q11719)




      28. LRB in Ploegsteert Wood after their Christmas dinner © Imperial War Museums (Q 11729)




      29. Captains Sir Edward Hulse and E. Warner




      30. The 2/Scots Guards with Westphalians and Jägers: Scots Guards RHQ




      31. British and German troops on Boxing Day, photographed by Second Lieutenant Cyril Drummond © Imperial War Museums (Q HU 35801)




      32. Page from the Queen’s Westminster Rifles’ Casualty Book: Queen’s Westminster & Civil Service Rifles, Retired Members’ Association


    


  








  

    

      33. Letter written by Second Lieutenant Dougan Chater on Christmas Day: Reproduced with the permission of Mrs Shirley Chater




      34. 133rd Saxon Regiment’s football team: The late Brigadier I. M. Stewart, DSO, OBE, MC, DL




      35. German autograph: London Rifle Brigade Veterans’ Association




      36. The wife and daughters of a German soldier: Reproduced with the permission of Ursula Skuballa




      37. British NCOs with souvenirs of the truce © Illustrated London News / Mary Evans Picture Library




      38. Cartoon: ‘Bon Jour Fritz . . . Salaam Salaam’: Captain E. R. P. Berryman, reproduced with the permission of Mrs Felicité Nesham




      39. Portrait: Captain R. J. Armes, 1/North Staffordshire: Reproduced with the permission of the Staffordshire Regiment Museum




      40. ‘Major who sang carols between the trenches’: Daily Sketch, 5 January 1915




      41. ‘British and German soldiers photographed together’: Daily Mirror, 8 January 1915 © John Frost Newspapers




      42. Reclams Universum, Leipzig, 21 January 1915: Reproduced with the permission of Richard Baumgartner




      43. Cartoon: ‘Talkers and Fighters’ © New York Evening Sun, 22 January 1915




      44. Constructing breastworks in the open, Rue du Bois, January 1915 © Imperial War Museums (Q 56199)




      45. The 2/Scots Guards trenches at Laventie, December 1915 © Imperial War Museums (Q 17398)


    


  




  







  Explanatory Note




  In referring to infantry battalions, we have followed the usage of the British Official History of the Great War, by adopting, for example, the formula ‘2/Grenadier

  Guards’ as opposed to the formally correct but longer style ‘2nd Battalion, The Grenadier Guards’.




  The complement of an infantry battalion was approximately 1000 men and 35 officers. In standard practice a brigade consisted of four infantry battalions, though in the early months of the war

  the number could rise to five, while from February 1918 it was reduced to three. A division, which at maximum strength consisted of 20,000 men of all ranks (though the figure was often much lower),

  was made up of three infantry brigades, plus artillery and other support forces. A Corps normally consisted of two or more divisions. Up to Christmas 1914 the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in

  Europe consisted of five Corps, four British and one Indian, plus the Cavalry Corps and (from 18 December) the Indian Cavalry Corps. On 26 December the BEF was formed into two Armies, with General

  Sir Douglas Haig in command of First Army and General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien in command of Second Army. Throughout this period the Commander-in-Chief was Field Marshal Sir John French, with

  headquarters at St Omer.




  The BEF at first consisted of Regular Divisions only, but by Christmas there were numerous Territorial Force units serving at the front. The Territorials were originally weekend soldiers who had

  enlisted as a home defence force under the scheme launched by Lord Haldane in 1907; when asked to volunteer for overseas service in 1914 the majority had willingly agreed to

  do so. The ‘New Army’ units raised in response to the famous appeal of Lord Kitchener issued shortly after the outbreak of war were not involved in the first campaigns; however,

  numerous individual volunteers were present either because they had joined Territorial units which had accepted recruits following mobilization or as replacements in Regular units which had

  suffered heavily in the early battles. Additionally, Regular battalions had been topped up by members of their Special Regular Reserve, or by ex-Regulars who had volunteered to return to the

  colours on the outbreak of war.




  Sources of quotations not ascribed in the text are given in ‘Notes and References’ or the ‘Index of Soldiers’ at the end of the book.
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  ‘One human episode amid all the atrocities . . .’




  The Christmas truce really happened. It is as much part of the historical texture of the First World War as the gas clouds of Ypres or the Battle of the Somme or the Armistice

  of 1918. Yet it has often been dismissed as though it were merely a myth, a wartime yarn like the story of the Angels of Mons. Or, assuming anything of the kind occurred, it has been seen as a

  minor incident blown up out of all proportion, natural fodder for the sentimentalists and pacifists of later generations.




  Veterans of the Western Front have been among the profoundest sceptics. In a letter to the authors in 1983 one former infantryman who was actually in France at the time dismissed the whole idea

  as a ‘latrine rumour’. Similarly an ex-cavalryman, asked if he had been aware of the event, retorted with a typical Tommy’s directness and, indeed, some heat: ‘Christmas

  Truce? Eyewash!’ But the truce did take place, and on a far greater scale than has generally been realized. It is verified, as this book shows, from a wide range of sources. Enemy

  really did meet enemy between the trenches. There was, for a time, genuine peace in No Man’s Land. Though Germans and British were the main participants, French and Belgians took part as

  well. Most of those involved agreed it was a remarkable way to spend Christmas. ‘Just you think,’ wrote one British soldier, ‘that while you were eating

  your turkey, etc., I was out talking and shaking hands with the very men I had been trying to kill a few hours before!! It was astounding!’ Reversing the well-known quotation, a second

  lieutenant wrote, ‘It was not war, but it was certainly magnificent!’ ‘It was a day of peace in war,’ commented a German participant. ‘It is only a pity that it was

  not a decisive peace.’




  So the Christmas truce is no legend. It is not surprising, however, given the standard popular perception of the horrors of the First World War, that this supreme instance of ‘All Quiet on

  the Western Front’ has come to have something of a legendary quality. Young people who would normally dismiss that far-off conflict of their great-grandfathers in the century’s teens as

  merely incomprehensible, find reassurance, even a kind of hope, in the Christmas truce. Brought to general notice largely by the stage and film versions of Oh, What a Lovely War! in the

  1960s, it has been a useful, often moving, source of reference and inspiration for speech makers and cartoonists, for song writers, playwrights, film makers and poets. In 1993 an illustrated

  children’s book based on the truce won a national prize. The event has, indeed, gained rather than lost in potency as time has gone by.




  One thing must be said at the outset, however. This was not a unique occurrence in the history of war. Though it surprised people at the time – and continues to do so today – it was

  a resurgence of a long-established tradition. Informal truces and small armistices have often taken place during prolonged periods of fighting and the military history of the last two centuries in

  particular abounds with incidents of friendship between enemies. In the Peninsular War British and French troops at times visited each others’ lines, drew water at the same wells, washed their muskets in the same stream, and even sat around the same campfire sharing their rations and playing cards. Indeed, there were so many cases of fraternization that

  Wellington realizing the implications issued the strictest orders, making it punishable by death to strike up friendly relations with the enemy. The Reverend Francis Kilvert, in his famous

  Diary, describes conversations with the old soldier Morgan, who recalled occasions in Spain on which British and French sentries laid down their arms, met in the middle space and drank

  together. In the Crimean War British, French and Russians at quiet times forgathered around the same fire, smoking and drinking. In the American Civil War Yankees and Rebels traded tobacco, coffee

  and newspapers (on one occasion pushing them across a river on improvised boats), fished peacefully on opposite sides of the same stream and even collected wild blackberries together. Similar

  stories are told of the Siege of Paris, where Germans once invited the French to join them in a massive share-out of wine-bottles; of the Boer War, in which on one occasion during a conference of

  commanders the rank and file of both sides engaged in a friendly game of football; and of the Russo-Japanese War, in which, among numerous other incidents, opposing officers entertained each other

  during an armistice for the burial of the dead, the Japanese bringing brandy, saké, beer and wine, the Russians bringing champagne, brandy and claret. Later wars too have their small crop of

  such stories, as is evident from the Postscript to this book; indeed, it is rare for a conflict at close quarters to continue very long without some generous gesture between enemies or an upsurge

  of the ‘live and let live’ spirit. So the Christmas truce of 1914 does not stand alone; on the other hand it is undoubtedly the greatest example of its kind.




  Granted that the Christmas truce actually happened, there are certain misapprehensions regarding it which perhaps call for immediate comment. One widely held assumption

  is that only ordinary soldiers took part in it; that it was, as it were, essentially a protest of the cannon-fodder, Private Tommy and Musketier Fritz throwing aside the assumptions of conventional

  nationalism and thumbing their noses at those in authority over them. In fact, in many cases NCOs and officers joined in with equal readiness, while in others truces were initiated and the terms of

  armistice agreed at ‘parleys’ of officers between the trenches. Some of the best contemporary accounts occur in letters written by subalterns, captains, majors, even officers commanding

  who, while plainly realizing that this was not normal military conduct, participated nevertheless, recorded the event in as enthusiastic terms as their non-commissioned fellows, and were often

  equally eager for the truce to continue. There is also evidence that while some generals angrily opposed the truce, others tolerated it and indeed saw some advantage in allowing events to take

  their own course – while never for a moment doubting that eventually war would resume in full earnest.




  Of course, in certain instances worried officers at the front did intervene to put a peremptory end to the spontaneous camaraderie of their subordinates. In other cases, the officers

  left the fraternizing to their men, partly from reluctance to participate but also from a shrewd idea that the Tommies left to themselves would find out more about the enemy’s mood and

  dispositions. In yet other cases, offers of truce were so swiftly and decisively rebuffed that no one, officer or man, had occasion to step out into No Man’s Land. Basically, however, people

  looking for any quasi-Marxist division by rank or class between those who took part and those who did not will not find particular satisfaction in this tale. The truth, we believe, makes a better

  story: officers and men of both sides mingling freely, in a mixture of attitudes from cautious acceptance to delighted, even emotional participation, the difference in

  nationality and rank for the moment all but forgotten.




  One other misapprehension about the truce calls for rebuttal. There has grown up a belief, even among aficionados of the First World War, that the Christmas truce was considered by

  those in high circles to be so disgraceful an event, one so against the prevailing mood of the time, that all knowledge of it was withheld from the public at home until the war was safely over.

  This heresy – for it is no other – has not only lodged in the popular imagination but has also become the accepted wisdom of certain otherwise reliable historians. In fact, the truce

  was fully publicized from the moment news of it reached home and we found no trace of any censor’s hand. Throughout January 1915 numerous national and local newspapers in Britain printed

  letter after letter from soldiers who took part; in addition they ran eye-catching headlines (‘Extraordinary Unofficial Armistice’, ‘British, Indians and Germans Shake

  Hands’, ‘The Amazing Truce’), and even printed photographs of Britons and Germans together in No Man’s Land. Similarly magazines like the Illustrated London News,

  The Graphic and The Sphere carried evocative drawings of particular incidents of the truce from material supplied by soldiers at the front. Germany also gave the event press

  publicity, though on a much smaller scale and for a shorter period.




  True, the story was soon superseded by more sombre reports and headlines as 1915 went on, but it was by no means as dead as most events in yesterday’s newspapers are normally thought to

  be. Contemporary histories of the war included it as a matter of course, and references to it occurred in some of the many books published during the war years whose aim was partly to chronicle the

  various campaigns and events, but also to inspire a suitably patriotic and ardent spirit. Hall Caine, a popular novelist of the time, included an approving section on the

  truce in his book The Drama of 365 Days, which came out in 1915. Publishing a year later, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, in his history of 1914, called the Christmas truce ‘an amazing

  spectacle’ and, in a memorable description, saluted it as ‘one human episode amid all the atrocities which have stained the memory of the war’.




  Conan Doyle’s phrase, indeed, sums up the attraction of the truce: it is the human dimension which means that this relatively obscure event in the fifth month of a fifty-two-month war is

  still remembered and will continue to catch the imagination. In a century in which our conception of war changed fundamentally, from the cavalry charge and the flash of sabres to the Exocet, the

  cruise missile and the Trident submarine, the fact that in 1914 some thousands of the fighting men of the belligerent nations met and shook hands between their trenches strikes a powerful and

  appealing note. It is perhaps the best and most heartening Christmas story of modern times.
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  A Background of Hatred




  The Christmas truce was the culminating episode of a dramatic and tragic year. Nineteen fourteen, it is generally agreed, was one of the great watersheds of modern times.

  Commenting on it years later, Richard Aldington wrote: ‘Pre-war seems like pre-history . . . One feels as if the period 1900–14 has to be treated archaeologically, painfully re-created

  by experts from slight vestiges.’ Among those who recognized the cataclysm as it happened was Thomas Hardy; for him this was ‘a time of “the breaking of nations”’. Old

  verities, old assumptions, old systems, old frontiers were never to be the same again. Much of the ideological turbulence of the world today can be directly traced to the great European upheavals

  which began in 1914. It was also the year in which the sacrifice of thousands of young men became an acceptable part of the international power-struggle: shocking in August, it was almost a ritual

  by December. For C. E. Montague 1916, the year when the volunteer armies were slaughtered on the Somme, was the time when ‘a web was woven across the sky and a goblin made of the sun’.

  But the seeds of the Somme were sown when the nations declared war in 1914.




  The Christmas truce was time off from that killing, a pause in the weaving of the web. But what gives it greater historical interest and significance is that it happened so

  soon after a violent explosion of nationalistic hatred, the result – and the intention – of which was to inspire the peoples at war with loathing and contempt for their opponents. In

  the case of the small expeditionary force which Britain sent hurrying off to join the affray on the outbreak of war contempt instantly became a cachet: described by the Kaiser as a

  ‘contemptible little army’, its members took the word as a badge of pride. Their choice was an inspired one, for contempt, racial animus, the belief that the enemy were capable of every

  kind of wickedness, was a powerful ingredient of the atmosphere of 1914, a long-prepared poison gas.




  The explosion had been building up for years. That highly nationalistic century, the nineteenth, had produced new rivals to the long-established powers of Europe. In particular, Germany’s

  success with her land wars, and her overt determination to match the world’s leading seapower, Britain, in the element which the British thought peculiarly their own, sent shockwaves of

  suspicion and anxiety across the whole continent. The fact that Britain and Germany shared kinship, and a related kingship, made no difference; if anything it added to rivalry a dangerous whiff of

  betrayal. Concern at the new development was, of course, natural in the older, more established nations; this was a major change in the balance of power. But everywhere there were those eager to

  exploit the new situation to their advantage. In Britain, for example, pressure groups such as that associated with Lord Roberts’s campaign for compulsory military service (Britain having

  always relied on the volunteer principle) saw much profit to themselves in fuelling a mood of fierce anti-Germanism, which the governing Liberal party deplored but the opposition Conservative party

  largely supported. At the same time, journalists like J. L. Garvin, first in the Daily Telegraph and later as editor of The Observer, wrote in so

  antagonistic a fashion about Britain’s Teutonic neighbour that the German Emperor himself, Kaiser Wilhelm II, was driven to complain at this ‘continuing and systematic poisoning of the

  wells’. Lord Northcliffe, who owned The Observer, also owned the Daily Mail, which was the populist flag-carrier in a sustained attempt to present Germany in the worst

  possible light. Novels, stage plays and much bar and street-corner talk mined the same seam. (The play An Englishman’s Home, depicting resistance by an English family during a German

  invasion, was so popular in 1909 as to beat all records by running at three London theatres simultaneously.) Meanwhile in Germany the Kaiser’s officer corps took to drinking to ‘Der

  Tag’ – the day of reckoning with Germany’s enemies. All this made acceptable the idea of some kind of ultimate European conflagration. Looking back on the pre-war situation

  from the perspective of 1919, H. G. Wells wrote: ‘Every intelligent person in the world felt that disaster was impending and knew no way to avoid it.’




  Yet part of the drama and the poignancy of 1914 stem from the fact that there was a lull, almost with a hint of reprieve, just before the final collapse. ‘Few of us’, wrote Wells,

  ‘realized in the earlier half of 1914 how near the crash was to us.’ For Harold Macmillan, then an undergraduate, there was no sense of threat in those last months of peace.

  ‘Certainly’, he wrote, many years later, ‘had we been told, when we were enjoying the carefree life of Oxford in the summer term of 1914, that in a few weeks our little band of

  friends would abandon for ever academic life and rush to take up arms, still more, that only a few were destined to survive a four years’ conflict, we should have thought such prophecies the

  ravings of a maniac.’




  Indeed, for Britain, such war clouds as there were in the earlier months of the year loomed over Ireland, not Europe; with a ‘mutiny’ by British officers at the

  Curragh, gunrunning to north and south and unofficial armies in open training, Ireland seemed to have all the ingredients of a major civil conflict. Meanwhile, ironically, relations between Britain

  and Germany had become, for the moment at least, almost genial.




  In June 1914, as the crisis in Ireland continued to hold the headlines, there occurred an event which seemed to suggest that better times were ahead for these two great European powers. The

  Royal Navy was invited to attend Kiel Yachting Week. Two British squadrons rode at anchor alongside units of the Kaiser’s High Seas Fleet. There was much mutual entertainment and no toasts to

  ‘Der Tag’. The officers of two German battleships, together with eighty of their bluejackets, were invited to witness a boxing contest on board HMS Ajax. The

  Kaiser’s brother Henry was quoted as saying: ‘This is what I have long hoped for, to see a portion of the British and German fleets lying side by side in friendship in Kiel

  harbour.’ A British captain present was to say of the event years later: ‘Never was a fairer prospect of peace and friendship between two sets of men bred to a profession of

  arms.’ The Kaiser was in his most conciliatory mood and even appeared dressed as a British Admiral – ‘proud’, he said, ‘to wear the uniform worn by Lord Nelson’.

  It was a highly successful fraternization.




  On 28 June the imperial yacht was called in to be given an urgent message from Berlin. The Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria and his wife had been assassinated at Sarajevo. It was the falling

  of the first domino. The Kaiser returned to his capital. The Royal Navy squadrons sailed home. One month later the British Grand Fleet was steaming to its war station in Scapa Flow.
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  So Armageddon, the war of wars, the ultimate conflict, came at last, and there began a campaign of hatred and vilification by both sides which made the

  propagandist tirades of the days of peace seem almost mild. ‘The Prussian Junker’, said Lloyd George in a speech in September, ‘is the road-hog of Europe. Small nationalities in

  his way are flung to the roadside, bleeding and broken.’ The Prime Minister Asquith, in a speech in October, accused Germany of ‘devastation and destruction worthy of the blackest

  annals of the history of barbarism’. Punch portrayed the Kaiser as ‘The Great Goth’, but in popular parlance the German was ‘the Hun’, the Attila of modern

  times. In the same vein the French cartoonist, Jean Véber, portrayed the German soldier as an unleashed monster striding out to slaughter and destroy. Meanwhile such of the Kaiser’s

  subjects as had taken up residence in Britain – there were many – felt the immediate impact of a fierce anti-Germanism which sprang up so swiftly as to leave no doubt that it came from

  well-established roots. Even before the declaration of war the process of ousting and ostracizing began. Bernard Brookes, a volunteer of the first week of the war, who was later to participate in

  the Christmas truce, had worked in the City of London for a Belgian firm which had a number of Germans in senior positions. On 3 August he wrote in his diary:




  

    

      As I write I am pleased to say that the office is now cleared of everything Germy, and it is resolved that none of the Germs will ever set foot in the office again if it is

      possible to avoid it.


    


  




  The third of August was Bank Holiday Monday, and that day’s holiday-makers, returning from their excursions to the East Coast, found themselves crossing paths with hundreds of Germans,

  many of them army reservists, hurrying home to the Fatherland. The exodus continued over the following days. For those who did not leave, either because they were over-age for military service or because they had been naturalized, there was a hard time to come as the host nation turned on German bandsmen, waiters, hairdressers and businessmen, and deprived

  them of their livelihoods, their premises and, frequently, their liberty. Concentration camps were opened, though it should be added that at this time they did not have the fearsome connotation

  they acquired a generation later. Catching the popular mood, the newspapers rejoiced as, that summer and autumn, Germans of all kinds, from suspect spies to plainly innocent old gentlemen, were

  hustled into custody. London hotels, such as the Ritz, the Carlton and the Savoy, published announcements to the effect that there was not a single person of German or Austrian birth, whether

  naturalized or not, employed in their establishments. The Hotel Cecil gave out that ‘it had felt necessary to dispense with the services of German and Austrian employees’. The latter

  declarations are of particular relevance to the present story in that former waiters from British hotels seem to have been among the most prominent trucers during subsequent events in Flanders.




  If the British acquired a talent for hating Germans, the Germans excelled themselves in hating the British – or, more specifically, England. England became the target of virulent German

  propaganda. Shortly after the war began, a minor Berlin-born German poet named Ernst Lissauer, serving as a private soldier in the army, wrote an anti-English poem. He called it Hassgesang gegen

  England – ‘Hymn of Hate against England’. It so much caught the German mood that it became almost a second national anthem. First published in a Munich weekly newspaper in

  September, it was subsequently printed in leaflet form by the million, was taught to children in the classroom and was memorized by troops in the trenches. It won its author the award from the

  Kaiser of the fourth class of the Order of the Red Eagle in January 1915. Translated by an American, Barbara Henderson, for the New York Times, the ‘Hymn of

  Hate’ became almost as well known in English as in German and was much publicized – and derided – in the British press. The following lines give its flavour.




  

    

      French and Russians they matter not;




      A blow for a blow, and a shot for a shot;




      We love them not, we hate them not . . .




      We have but one and only hate,




      We love as one, we hate as one,




      We have one foe and one alone.




      He is known to you all, he is known to you all!




      He crouches behind the dark gray flood,




      Full of envy, of rage, of craft, of gall,




      Cut off by waves that are thicker than blood . . .




      We will never forgo our hate,




      We have all but a single hate,




      We love as one, we hate as one.




      We have one foe, and one alone – England!


    


  




  A less well-known but even more outspoken example of anti-Englishness came to light early in 1915 when a copy of a newspaper published by the Germans in occupied Lille was discovered on a German

  soldier taken prisoner by the British. Entitled ‘Fire’ and written by one Lieutenant-Colonel Kaden, it was a bizarre but unambiguous concoction. These are a few key sentences:




  

    

      Let every German, man or woman, young or old, find in his heart a Bismarck Column, a pillar of fire now in these days of storm and stress. Let this fire, enkindled in every

      German breast, be a fire of joy, of holiest enthusiasm. But let it be terrible, unfettered, let it carry horror and destruction! Call it HATE! Let no one come to you with

      ‘Love thine enemy’! We all have but one enemy, England! How long we have wooed her almost to the point of our own self-abasement . . . She would have none of us . . . The

      time has passed when we would do homage to everything English – our cousins that were!




      You men of Germany, from East and West, forced to shed your blood in the defence of your homeland through England’s infamous envy and hatred of Germany’s progress, feed the flame

      that burns in your souls. We have but one war-cry ‘GOD PUNISH ENGLAND!’ Hiss this to one another in the trenches, in the charge, hiss as it were the sound of licking flames . .

      .




      Behold in every dead comrade a sacrifice forced from you by this accursed people. Take ten-fold vengeance for each hero’s death!




      You German people at home, feed this fire of hate!




      You mothers, engrave this in the heart of the babe at your breast . . .




      You fathers, proclaim it aloud over the billowing fields, that the toiling peasant may hear you, that the birds of the forest may fly away with the message: into all the land, that echoes

      from German cliffs send it reverberating like the clanging of bells from tower to abtower throughout the countryside: ‘HATE, HATE, the accursed ENGLISH, HATE’!


    


  




  It should be added that the British could express a fairly vigorous anti-Germanism and that their effusions too could be read on enemy soil. An Australian lady, Ethel Cooper, who lived in

  Germany throughout the war, wrote in February 1915 to her sister:




  

    

      I loathe the newspapers, and yet what else is one to read! And I loathe most of all this policy of hatebreeding which is being followed everywhere. I must get you a copy of

      the so-called ‘Song of Hate against England’, which the Kaiser has ordered to be published among all the troops and learned in the schools! And in a Daily

      Graphic a little while ago, I found this:




      

        

          Down with the Germans, down with them all!




          O Army and Navy, be sure of their fall!




          Spare not one, the deceitful spies,




          Cut out their tongues, pull out their eyes!




          Down, down with them all.


        


      




      And that is supposed to be a respectable London paper. I do assure you that when I read the words ‘our sacred cause’ now-a-days – in any paper – my stomach turns.


    


  




  As if the falling-out of nations with a strong sense of relationship was not enough, strong fuel was added to the fire by the angry debate, the claims and counter-claims, relating to the

  treatment of the occupied territories of Belgium and France. Allied newspapers at that time were full of the appalling, inhuman atrocities allegedly committed by the invading Germans. Babies spiked

  on bayonets, hands or breasts cut off, priests hung as living clappers from bells – the worst examples from this gruesome catalogue have been convincingly discredited, but the fact remains

  that they did sack villages and towns, shoot hostages and show a thoroughly modern disregard for homes, churches and fine architecture generally in the pursuit of their objectives. The Germans for

  their part claimed that many of the civilians executed were guerrillas (or, to use the more precise terms, francs-tireurs) and that others were legitimately shot either to punish or deter

  resistance.




  One other factor often overlooked is that the German newspapers also contained atrocity stories from Belgium – of horrors allegedly perpetrated by Belgians against Germans. A German

  Reserve captain, Walter Bloem, in his account of his regiment’s train journey to the front wrote:




  

    

      We brought the morning papers and read, amazed, of the experience of those of our troops already across the Belgian frontier – of priests, armed, at the head of

      marauding bands of Belgian civilians, committing every kind of atrocity, and putting the deeds of 1870 into the shade; of treacherous ambushes on patrols, and sentries found later with eyes

      pierced and tongues cut off, of poisoned wells and other horrors. Such was the first breath of war, full of venom, that, as it were, blew in our faces as we rolled on towards it.
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  Caught between the hostile propaganda were the young men who would do the fighting. Regulars marched off to war, Reservists hurried to their depots, the recruiting offices

  opened. Britain’s reliance on the volunteer principle proved itself well judged as thousands of would-be soldiers eagerly took the King’s shilling. Bands played, jingoistic songs were

  sung, poets celebrated their response to the challenge of the hour and the first of many millions of war letters were written. One such was sent to his fiancée by a young Territorial, Dougan

  Chater, on the day that war was declared. Catching the sentiment of the moment, he wrote:




  

    

      It is awful, but one thing, it’s got to happen some time, & best to have it while we are strong & have a good chance of whacking them.


    


  




  ‘A good chance of whacking them.’ The school bully must be punished, be given a sound thrashing and taught how to behave. Chater’s phrase aptly evokes the simplistic values of

  the young at that time, as they went to war, in Rupert Brooke’s phrase, like ‘swimmers into cleanness leaping’. Few anticipated the long ordeal to come.

  Shared between soldiers and civilians alike was the assumption that the war would be short, successful and glorious. ‘The general view’, wrote Harold Macmillan, ‘was that it would

  be over by Christmas. Our major anxiety was by hook or by crook not to miss it.’




  Many of the enemy went to war with equal ardour. It was too readily assumed at the time – and has been too frequently assumed since – that because the Germans were in process of

  invading other nations’ territories, including that of a guaranteed neutral, Belgium, they were an army of insensitive brutes blindly obeying the orders of tyrants and slave-drivers. Brutes

  there no doubt were – ‘Frightful Fritzes’ and ‘Hateful Heinrichs’, as Bruce Bairnsfather called them – but there were also thousands of eager patriots who

  believed as implicitly in their national cause as the British, the French or the Belgians believed in theirs. On 6 August a young student-soldier typical of many, Walter Limmer (who would in fact

  be killed before the end of September), wrote to his mother just before leaving for the front:




  

    

      My dear ones, be proud that you live in such times and in such a nation, and that you have the privilege of sending several of those you love into this glorious

      struggle.


    


  




  Summing up the mood in Germany of that time, Reserve Captain Walter Bloem commented:




  

    

      The whole nation was in fact one immense united brotherhood.


    


  




  No moment was more ‘glorious’ for the German soldier than the crossing of the sacred river Rhine while heading westwards to fight in the Fatherland’s cause. As Captain Bloem

  described it, at the moment that the train reached the middle of the great river ‘a mighty yell went up from the whole length of it’ and all on board began to

  sing ‘the great chorus, the song of our fathers, “The Watch on the Rhine”’ – to the German the equivalent of ‘Rule, Britannia’ or the

  ‘Marseillaise’. This, for Bloem, was an unforgettable experience: he was participating in his country’s bid to break out from the bonds imposed by encircling, hostile

  neighbours.




  

    

      Was it real or was I living in a dream, in a fairy tale, in some heroic epic of the past? . . . As I realized the meaning of it all, my heart overflowed with that great joy

      of fulfilment, with the fullness of living.


    


  




  Yet there were some who, even as they rushed to arms, were aware of a worrying conflict of loyalties. One such was Willy Berthold Paton Spencer (usually known as Wilbert), a Dulwich College

  schoolboy whose enlistment in 1914 at the age of seventeen gave rise to a special anxiety in his family. His mother was a German, who was to find herself in the unhappy situation of having three

  sons fighting on one side and a brother and other relations fighting on the other. Among those relations was the young aristocrat who would shortly become the most illustrious German air ace of the

  war, Baron Manfred von Richthofen – the so-called ‘Red Baron’. Wilbert Spencer’s greatest fear was that he might find himself in the appalling position of meeting one of his

  German cousins face to face in battle.




  Spencer would be among those who fraternized at Christmas but before that he took part in a private truce of his own, while still under training in England. His first weeks of soldiering were

  spent as an officer cadet at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, near which a large camp had been established for German internees and prisoners of war. Having at this time few hostile feelings

  towards his notional enemies, he asked for and was granted permission to visit their camp one Sunday. He reported breezily to his family:




  

    

      So all yesterday I spent in amongst them – an awfully nice lot of fellows. I was awfully popular, having simply crowds around me listening to my excellent German

      pronunciation. I had long talks with them and promised to go over to Berlin after the war to drink a bottle of lager with them. I spoke to some of the famous Uhlans, bought an infantry helmet

      for a souvenir and also had one or two things given as well.


    


  




  It was against the compatriots of these ‘awfully nice fellows’ that Spencer would soon find himself in action.




  His story emphasizes an important truth, which was never to be apparent to the politicians, the propagandists and the civilians back home, that the fighting men of the belligerent nations had

  much more in common than most of them realized: their enthusiasm, their youth, their strong simplistic values, their commitment to what they saw as a worthy cause, their soldier’s pride. They

  also shared their vulnerability to all the trials and dangers of a twentieth-century industrialized war. Inevitably they would largely ignore such common bonds in the years ahead, would not even

  recognize that they existed and, conditioned by the background of hatred against which the war was fought, would willingly do all they could to outwit, maim and annihilate each other. Yet from time

  to time there would be moments of comradeship and understanding, short episodes in which they – or at any rate a number of them – would opt out of the vicious killing-game in which they

  found themselves caught up, and would communicate not as soldier to soldier or enemy to enemy but as man to man. Some would even briefly acknowledge the inhumanity, the basic irrationality indeed,

  of what their nations required them to do. The greatest and most memorable of these episodes would take place at Christmas 1914. The war would not be over by Christmas as

  many people had hoped and expected, but there would be a Christmas peace of a kind, even though the slaughter would resume thereafter with an increased intensity and bitterness which would

  effectively guarantee that nothing on the same scale would ever happen again.




  But for such an episode to take place, certain special circumstances were required. These were soon to be provided by the dramatic revolution in the style of warfare which took place in 1914

  within weeks of the onset of hostilities.




  





  
Chapter Two
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  ‘Two huge armies sitting and watching each other’




  It was ninety-nine years since Britain had sent an army to Western Europe. As the British Expeditionary Force marched towards the advancing enemy in 1914 some newspaper

  leader-writers optimistically anticipated another 1815, another Waterloo. But instead of one make-or-break encounter, there followed in swift succession the indecisive clash at Mons, followed by a

  long and exhausting retreat; the dramatic turning-of-the-tide on the Marne, and the first attritional battle of the war on the river Aisne. Indeed, it was as early as 15 September – barely

  six weeks after the declaration of war – that the French Commander-in-Chief, Joffre, ordered his armies to entrench. The British Commander, Sir John French, gave similar orders to the BEF the

  following day. So the troops of all three armies, digging in on the northern bank of the river Aisne, had their first taste of the kind of warfare that was to dominate the next four years. In a

  prophetic despatch to the King, French wrote: ‘I think the battle of the Aisne is very typical of what battles in the future are most likely to resemble . . . The spade will be as

  great a necessity as the rifle.’




  The change to trench warfare implied an awareness of the enemy quite different from that which pertained during the war of movement. The German was no longer a vague if

  dangerous threat beyond the horizon who might suddenly appear in sharp and menacing focus at the onset of battle: he was a near and, at times, visible neighbour – though at this stage not so

  close as in the days of cheek-by-jowl trenches yet to come. A captain of the 2/Grenadier Guards wrote on 23 September:




  

    

      The German line in one place is only about 750 yards from us and I was watching them yesterday moving about. You can see them quite plainly . . .


    


  




  After dark they were, at times, audible too. The War Diary of the 16th Infantry Brigade recorded on 9 October:




  

    

      Afternoon quiet – At night much Singing and Shouting in German trenches and shooting of rifles apparently into the air.


    


  




  But after three weeks the stalemate war was broken off and the armies briefly re-established a campaign of march and movement. The BEF transferred to the north-west to take up its position in

  the area which was to become – with significant additions – its more or less permanent battleground. New names began to appear in the official reports and the newspapers that were to

  become very familiar to the fighting soldiers of Britain and to their families back home – names like La Bassée, Neuve Chapelle, Armentières, Ypres. The First Battle of Ypres,

  fought in late October and early November, was a prolonged and bloody encounter in which the Germans sought desperately to break westwards towards the sea and the Allies fought with equal

  determination to contain them – and if possible strike eastwards on their own account. The casualty figures on both sides were very high. A British officer wrote of one attack which was

  repulsed with terrible German losses:




  

    

      My right hand is one huge bruise from banging the bolt up and down. I don’t think one could have missed at the distance and just for one short

      minute or two we poured the ammunition into them in boxfuls. My rifle was red hot at the finish . . .


    


  




  In this battle thousands of those ardent young Germans who had responded with such unqualified patriotism to the Fatherland’s call came to a very swift apotheosis. A German cavalry

  officer, Captain Rudolf Binding, wrote on 27 October:




  

    

      These young fellows we have, only just trained, are too helpless, especially when their officers have been killed. Our light infantry battalion, almost all Marburg students

      . . . have suffered terribly from enemy shell-fire. In the next division, just such young souls, the intellectual flower of Germany, went singing into an attack on Langemarck, just as vain and

      just as costly.


    


  




  The battles of 1914, in fact, cut swathes through many of the units, on both sides, which had gone so bravely to war just a few weeks before. Major Jeffreys of the 2/Grenadier Guards wrote in

  his diary in late November:








  

    

	

	  Our casualties since the beginning of the war have been:


	   


      

        

          	



          	  



          	

            17


          



          	  



          	

            officers killed


          

        




        

          	



          	  



          	

            15


          



          	  



          	

            officers wounded


          

        




        

          	



          	  



          	

            739


          



          	  



          	

            other ranks killed and wounded


          

        




        

          	



          	  



          	

            188


          



          	  



          	

            other ranks missing


          

        




        

          	

            Total


          



          	  



          	

            959


          



          	  



          	

        


      


	  

	  Practically the strength of a whole battalion.
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  After all this there had to be a lull: for all the armies involved, not only the men but also the options were played out. With so many battalions savagely hit, there was

  nothing for it but to wait for the arrival of new men from home depots to make up their sadly depleted numbers. More, the reinforcement units coming on to the stage required

  a period of acclimatization. There was also a growing feeling on all sides that no decisive blow would be possible before 1915, when new initiatives and a new season would spring the war back into

  top gear again. For the British, there was the additional awareness that they needed time to convert themselves from an expeditionary force into an army – the great hope at this period was

  the knowledge that under Kitchener’s inspiration Britain was an armed camp of volunteer soldiers who were training enthusiastically on barrack squares and football grounds against the day of

  their being given the coveted passport to France and who, it was anticipated, would be marching to the front before long. So it was inevitable that there should be a cessation of hard fighting

  – a natural break, as it were – in the latter part of 1914, as the rival armies dug in where the last attacks and counter-attacks had left them. This, therefore, was the time when the

  trench lines which were to endure for so long and become so notorious appeared on the terrain of Belgium and France. This was the time too when the BEF established itself in the sector which it was

  to hold over Christmas 1914. For a brief while it relinquished its share of the Ypres Salient and regrouped along a front of some twenty-seven miles running from Kemmel, just south of Ypres, to the

  La Bassée Canal. Across the other side of No Man’s Land, once again a neighbour, though a much nearer one now, was the enemy, in some places no more than seventy, fifty or even thirty

  yards distant. He was sometimes so close that you could hear him talk.




  For those who had expected a swift outcome to the campaign all this was very frustrating. J. D. Wyatt, a second lieutenant of the Yorkshire Regiment, commented later that

  autumn in his diary:




  

    

      Something must happen soon. The situation seems absurd – 2 huge armies sitting & watching each other like this.
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  The view from Kemmel Hill today is entirely peaceful; there are no reminders that this genial Belgian countryside was fought over in a four-year war or that the tower on the top

  of the hill was once a prime target for German artillery. To the north-west several miles off lies the walled city of Ypres, its towers and spires reconstructed exactly as they were up to October

  1914: from a distance, indeed, one might almost be looking at a scene from the Middle Ages. Inevitably, as one approaches Ypres, the signs of war multiply, for there is no ignoring the numerous

  roadside memorials or the scatter of military cemeteries, many of them vast, in its neighbourhood. But if one turns southwards, towards the landscape associated with Christmas 1914, one could be

  forgiven for assuming that the fighting had scarcely touched it at all. There are far fewer cemeteries and almost no obvious relics of war. Well-tilled fields slope smoothly down to a shallow

  valley, then lift gently to the modest ridge on which sit the quiet, if drab-looking, villages of Wytschaete and Messines, which from a distance appear to consist merely of a cluster of ancient red

  roofs around a sturdy, brick-and-stone church tower. Only if one comes closer does one realize that the church and almost all the houses are relatively modern, since these places were in ruins for

  most of the war. The Germans had seized this ridge at the beginning of November, after fierce fighting, leaving the British holding the smaller valley villages such as Wulverghem and Neuve

  Eglise.




  As one continues further south, the grey-green mass of Ploegsteert Wood appears – ‘Plugstreet Wood’ to the Tommies – a crucial feature in the

  British line and, in fact, a focus of much trucing and fraternization at Christmas 1914. There are several war cemeteries here, but most of them are concealed within the wood; fittingly enough,

  perhaps, for ‘Plugstreet’ was usually a quiet or ‘cushy’ sector, unlike the terrible woods of the Ypres Salient or the Somme, like Polygon, or Mametz, or Delville –

  the ‘Devil’s Wood’ to those who fought there. The diligent searcher for signs of conflict in the wood will find a number of old trench lines, most of them deep in the leaf-mould

  of so many autumns or, less affected by time, an old concrete first-aid post, with its evocative name, BLIGHTY HALL, still visible in scratched letters on the lintel.




  After Ploegsteert the undulations disappear and one enters the totally flat countryside of the valley of the Lys – spacious fields dotted with farmhouses edging a slow-flowing river a

  hundred yards wide – where in 1914 the trenches ran right down to the water’s edge and where two neighbouring villages, Frelinghien and Houplines, found themselves at Christmas one in

  German and the other in British hands. It is at this point that Belgium gives way to France. Behind Houplines, on what was the British side, stands Armentières, towered and spired like

  Ypres, but without Ypres’s style and elegance; and, indeed, more famous for its mademoiselle than its martyrdom, for it was spared really heavy bombardment until 1918. The old front line

  passes close to the town then heads south-westwards across a further stretch of apparently endless Flanders plain, past a number of tiny villages that are very much part of this story – La

  Chapelle d’Armentières, Bois Grenier (between which two places stride the concrete carriageways of the Dunkirk–Paris autoroute), Fleurbaix, Laventie, Fauquissart, Neuve Chapelle,

  Richebourg, Festubert, Givenchy. It is not a beautiful landscape, but it is a landscape of character, with long views across well-groomed fields of root crops or maize to

  distant barns and farmsteads, among which have sprung up in more recent years neat commuter houses custom-built for businessmen who drive daily in fast Renaults or Citroëns or Opels to

  Armentières or Lille. Copses darken the horizon, or little patterns of willow trees. Markedly different from Belgium, each village has its tall thin church spire. There are military

  cemeteries here too, but they are usually small or laid back unobtrusively from the main roads, part of the landscape now. Near Laventie there is one of the rare German cemeteries, its distinctive

  black crosses contrasting with the white Portland headstones which commemorate the British dead.




  Here and there in this part of the line there are immediately recognizable reminders of the war. The most notable relics are screw-pickets, used by both sides – though not as early as 1914

  – as stakes for their barbed-wire entanglements; now they support by the score the fences of the local farmers. There are concrete blockhouses too, also relics of later years than 1914; some

  of them have been converted into byres and storeplaces, though others are to be seen far out in the fields, derelict, ugly, with perhaps at closer view some recently dug-up shell propped against

  the crumbling doorway. Here and there too, in fields which the farmers have let lie, are obvious areas of former battleground, bearing the distortions of ancient shell-fire.




  As one moves further down the line, Aubers Ridge lifts very slightly above the plain, on what was then the German side – scene, with Neuve Chapelle, of vicious and tragic fighting in 1915.

  Further on again, as one approaches the La Bassée Canal, the pit-heads and pyramid-like slag-heaps of the Loos–Lens industrial zone begin to appear, often under a plume of white

  or yellow smoke from some nearby chemical works. This area too was to see scenes of drama and gallantry in 1915, but was beyond the bounds of the British sector at Christmas

  1914.




  This then was the part of the Western Front in which the British established themselves as the First Battle of Ypres came to an end, and as the soldiers of all the armies concerned awaited the

  arrival of yet another belligerent: an enemy common to them all – the north European winter.
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  Coincident with the decline in the weather was the arrival of many new men from Britain to reinforce and increase the hard-hit BEF. Now the last of the Regulars came out and the

  first of the Territorial battalions (see here), plus many of the early Kitchener volunteers, who found themselves sent to the front not in newly formed units but as replacements for badly

  depleted ones. In addition, after the longest journey of all, there was the Indian Corps, which had come five thousand miles from the heat of India to the cold of Flanders.




  For the Indians the introduction to trench life was particularly severe. They arrived in October (their British officers being sent straight to the front without the benefit of even the briefest

  home leave) and found themselves holding a straggling line of fetid, waterlogged ditches and slimy streams from Port Arthur, just west of Neuve Chapelle, to Givenchy – a dismal sea of mud

  pitted with flooded shell-holes. They suffered acutely from the cold, were unable to get their accustomed special rations, and they lacked suitable clothing. Indeed, when the 2/39 Garhwal Rifles

  did receive some warm clothing in November during their first rest period after twenty days in trenches, all of it had to be returned as the chest measurements were too small. They also

  had certain problems which other units of the BEF did not have: no available depot from which to make good their losses and no reserve of officers who spoke their language.

  More, they were in a part of the line that was to see the heaviest fighting during the winter of 1914–15. Late November found them in a fierce local action at Festubert, with the Germans

  launching an initially successful attack and the 1/39 Garhwals subsequently counter-attacking to recapture their own lost trench. For the 2nd Battalion, which relieved them,




  

    

      the trench by this time was in a ghastly condition, with putrefying corpses in front and rear, and others merely put out of sight in the trench itself. The duty of disposing

      of these horrors was peculiarly repugnant to the Hindus.


    


  




  But they had acquitted themselves well: a corporal (or naik to use the correct Indian terminology) won the VC, and two captains and several other men received decorations.




  Elsewhere the principal battle at this stage was not so much with the enemy as with the conditions. Those who had been out in France for some months were sufficiently inured to the hardships of

  war to take these assaults of the weather more or less philosophically. But for the new arrivals it was often a difficult initiation. Lieutenant Sir Edward Hulse, 2/Scots Guards (an Old Etonian and

  Balliol man, aged twenty-five, whose account of the Christmas truce was to become the most widely publicized of all), wrote home in December about one Territorial battalion whose baptism had been

  more than usually rigorous:




  

    

      They have not quite shaken down yet, in fact the other day, when occupying the trenches next to us, they had given up the ghost complete; it had been pouring, and mud lay

      deep in the trenches; they were caked from head to foot, and I have never seen anything like their rifles! Not one would work, and they were just lying about the trenches getting stiff and

      cold. One fellow had got both feet jammed in the clay, and when told to get up by an officer, had to get on all fours; he then got his hands stuck in too, and was caught

      like a fly on a flypaper; all he could do was look round and say to his pals, ‘For Gawd’s sake, shoot me!’ I laughed till I cried. But they will shake down, directly they

      learn that the harder one works in the trenches, the drier and more comfortable one can keep both them and oneself.


    


  




  Mud was the inevitable and much-hated by-product of shelled and fought-over land under more or less permanently falling rain. It became a torment, an impossible enemy, an inescapable adjunct to

  men’s soaked and filthy uniform. Arthur Pelham-Burn, a second lieutenant of the 6/Gordon Highlanders, wrote in December to a schoolfriend:




  

    

      I used to think I knew what mud was before I came out here but I was quite mistaken. The mud here varies from 6 inches to 3 & 4 feet, even 5 feet, and it is so sticky

      that, until we were all issued with boots, my men used to arrive in the trenches with bare feet.


    


  




  It was a continuous struggle to keep the elements at bay. Sergeant William Williamson of the 2/Devons noted in his diary on 12 December:




  

    

      During the day I improved my dugout. Made the top waterproof. The Company improved the trenches. I introduced sacks as overalls, to keep khaki a bit clean, the trenches

      being so muddy. During night it was very cold, & a continual rain. Get wet again as usual.


    


  




  Nevertheless, despite the mud, the cold and the squalor, many of the new arrivals set to with a zest, determined to enjoy themselves. Major Archibald Buchanan-Dunlop of the Leicestershire Regiment joined the 1st Battalion in trenches in late November. He summed up his first impressions in a letter to his wife:




  

    

      The Colonel is very cheery and jolly and we are all very well. The food is excellent, but is all brought in, of course, at night. No rest of course from bullets, but nobody

      minds them. Don’t you worry a bit about me. I’m happy and well, and quite enjoying it as long as my Company is all right . . . I don’t mind how much I rough it; it’s

      good for me . . .


    


  




  It was in a similar buoyant spirit that some of the new Territorial battalions adapted themselves to the life of the front-line soldier. Indeed, when the London Rifle Brigade arrived at

  ‘Plugstreet’ in November there was almost a holiday air among its members, as though their trip to France was merely an overseas extension of their annual summer camp. They had the

  advantage of better conditions, in that the wood, with its dense afforestation and numerous paths, gave reasonably safe access right up to the front line and the presence of so much timber allowed

  the construction of effective if primitive corduroy roads. But, though there was an atmosphere of excitement and adventure about their enterprise, with much joking and jollity and taking of

  photographs, they were all eager to prove themselves and have a crack at the enemy. When, during their first tour of the wood, a few stray bullets whizzed past them and one man was wounded in the

  head, they all felt, in the words of one of their number, Rifleman Graham Williams, ‘most gratified to be actually under enemy fire’! Far from being a grim memory, this period for the

  London Rifle Brigade was a reasonably agreeable one. Williams wrote later:




  

    

      Altogether, life, and the war in general, during those Plugstreet days, was not at all unpleasant, when compared with later experiences. Casualties

      were few and far between, usually ‘Blighty’ touches. When, occasionally, a member of the Battn had the misfortune to be killed, it was something to talk about through the

      Regiment.


    


  




  Yet even when the initiation into trench life was considerably more arduous, there was a breezy spirit among the new arrivals indicative of an eagerness to prove themselves and make good. In

  December Leslie Walkinton, a seventeen-year-old rifleman of the Queen’s Westminster Rifles, described his third visit to the front in a letter which his family – following a practice

  widespread at the time – promptly sent for publication to the local newspaper. He was aware as he wrote that the first Territorial battalion to see action, the London Scottish, had already

  distinguished itself in the field:




  

    

      It’s pretty rough in the trenches this time. The water is 2 ft deep in places, but we are very cheery considering, and are resolved to stick it out. Our doings at the

      moment may not sound so glorious as those of the London Scottish, but as a test of endurance I am sure conditions could not be more severe.
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  The rain which fell on the Allied trenches fell with equal relentlessness and similar results on the German ones. In mid-December the Commanding Officer of the 1/Grenadier

  Guards, Lieutenant-Colonel Laurence Fisher-Rowe, reported in a letter to his wife the experience of one of his officers:




  

    

      Jimmy went out last night and says he could hear the Huns sloshing about in their trenches & coughing as much as we do, so I expect they are equally uncomfortable.


    


  




  Questions and suppositions about the other side of No Man’s Land inevitably occurred to everyone in the trenches. Closeness bred curiosity and curiosity was to be a

  powerful motive in the initiation of the truces to come. What was he really like, this archetypal enemy with his spiked pickelhaube helmet, his barbaric record and his hymns of

  hate? Was he happy and content to be out there fighting for the Kaiser, or would he prefer, like all but the hardiest and most devoted professionals, to be back in the German equivalent of

  ‘Blighty’? How did he cope with the rain, the mud, the lice, the rats, and all the other attractions of trench life? Imprecisely, by fits and starts, by no means universally, there

  began to appear the first signs of a fellow-feeling with the enemy, the first stirrings of that natural comradeship which springs up between men isolated from all normal experience and caught in

  the same extreme circumstances, which only they, and certainly no civilian, could properly understand. Looking back from the viewpoint of the 1980s, Leslie Walkinton summed up the general

  attitude to the German soldier at that time:

OEBPS/html/docimages/star.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
Malcolm Brown and Shirley Seaton

W

CHRISTMAS
TRUCE

The Western Front December 1914

MACMILLAN





OEBPS/html/docimages/star2.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
DECEMBER 1914

‘It's unlikely that this fine book’s
account of the truce will
ever be bettered’

Richard Holmes.

Times Literary
Supplement






OEBPS/html/docimages/map2.jpg
BRITISH SECTOR OF THE WESTERN FRONT CHRISTMAS 1914

Poperingh Ypres
> b
Where S,

Collns wis
‘Where the 6/Cheshires played led in acton’ taking

‘with the Germans ‘

Corporal John Ferguson,
+/Seaforth Highlanders

: l‘%

Where Bruce Baiensfather
snipped two buttons from
2 German lieutenancs

Where the Lancashire
Fusilicrs were beaten 3-2
the Savons

P

‘Where the Germans rolled
barrels of bee acrossfrom

Private Willam Tapp,
/R, Warwickshire

‘Rifleman Grabam Willams,
5/London (London Rifle Brigade)
the brewery, and swapped

Riflemen Bernard Brookes & them for plum puddings

Leslie Walkinton, 16/London
(Queen’s Westminster Rifles)

Captain RJ. Armes,
/N, Staffordshire

Major A. Buchanan-Dunlop,
VLcicestershire

Ticur. ir Edward T, /-—/
2/Scots Guards p

 Esuirey J
£
Scene of the 1915 pianin
%

Christmas truce

Where a German joggler
entertained and a Tommy
had his hair cut by his

pre-war London barber

Where Mjor Arbuthnor,
\__| disuised 53 German,
located n enemy
machine-gun post

Bois-2¢_Z
Mo
>

Scene of the Garbwal Riles

ratcrizaton with th

16th (3rd Westphalian) Reg,

resulting in cancellaion of [

Captain Kenny's leave ichcbourg
& y sk

Where aSergeant of 2/ Wils caused hilarcy
wearing a sirt found i a deserted farmhouse

Scenc of the join burialservice conducted by
the Chaplain of &/ Gordon Highlanders and

< Fesaber 7%
PR ety A German divinity student
il Givnchy
N\%’\;'—'} La Bisée “Where 2 German deserter arived at
<ﬂpﬂ"" \ 13/London (Kensington) trenches on Boxing
night, eporting an imminent German attack,|
and causing an ‘sler inthe riish line:

0 2 3 4 smie

I Area of truce






OEBPS/html/docimages/map1.jpg
O ey (puesg e  popduos deuws wo posegg

P161 wamwavagy

LINOYI NIILSIM NOLLVN.LIS

wo©

s
wnavaxooas W%

X
vy *sma
v

- e uanas®
s v s sy

O

ﬂi
A
X >

o

o o,
~_ 3
AN

L

/a
{






