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    REMEMBRANCE


  




  




  




  Between 2014 and 2018 Britain is commemorating the First World War. For those alive at the time it had another name: The Great War. Tragically, some forty countries across the

  globe were involved. The main killing grounds were in Europe, but the conflict spilt out into the Middle East, Africa and across the oceans.




  Losses were vast. Around 65 million men joined up and almost 10 million died – an average of 6,000 every day for four and half years. Another 21 million were wounded and, though many

  recovered, others bore physical or mental damage for the rest of their lives. Nearly 7 million civilians died from disease, starvation or were killed in military operations.




  Every British family was affected. Children grew up with fathers away and went to schools stripped of male teachers. Women picked up the pieces in industry and agriculture, trying not to worry

  about husbands, sons, brothers or fathers fighting abroad. Families lived in dread of receiving Army Form B104–82 – the official notice that someone they loved was missing or killed in

  action.




  With peace came time to grieve. No community was too small to have a war memorial, with a long list of the dead carved in stone. No workplace, school or public building went without a Roll of

  Honour by the door bearing the names of those killed, perhaps in Flanders, on the Somme or in Gallipoli.




  Today there are no surviving combatants of the Great War. Harry Patch, the last veteran who served in the trenches, died in 2009, while Claude Choules, the last sailor, died in 2011. Yet their

  generation lives on in stories told by millions of modern families. Diaries and letters from the front, pay-books and service bibles, faded photographs of smiling soldiers and sets of medals are

  treasured keepsakes. The Great War is not forgotten.




  This book tries in a small way to join the commemorations with twelve cracking tales of bravery and endurance from that remarkable era.




  





  




  

    PART 1


  




  STORIES FROM THE LAND




  





  To John Bonallie, for many happy years of jokes and anecdotes. And no, John, I’m not paying you for all those ‘useful facts’!




  





  




  

    INTRODUCTION


  




  




  ‘THE GREAT WAR’




   




  In August 1914 the showdown between the great powers of Europe began. The Allies – Britain, France and Russia – lined up against the Central Powers: Germany and

  Austria-Hungary. By the end of the year Europeans were already calling this ‘the Great War’. No one expected the fighting to be so ferocious and no one could find a way to win. New and

  terrible weapons, especially artillery, machine guns, aeroplanes and barbed wire, brought a bloody stalemate and the deaths of millions. The killing lasted for four long years.




  Alliance Trip Wire 1914




  In 1914 most countries in Europe were bound together in tight alliances – so when the fighting began everyone piled in, like a deadly playground scrap. The crisis was

  triggered by the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo, Serbia, on 28 June.




  

    

      

        • Thwack! Franz Ferdinand was the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne. His death led an outraged Austria-Hungary to declare war on Serbia.




        • Thwack! Russia, the ally of Serbia, began to mobilize a vast army on the Austro-Hungarian and German borders.




        • Thwack! To hit first, Austria-Hungary’s ally, Germany, declared war on Russia and Russia’s main partner, France.




        • Thwack! To knock out France, Germany launched the Schlieffen Plan – a huge attack through neutral Belgium.




        • Thwack! Britain was dragged into the war to protect Belgium. The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) of 100,000 men left for France.


      


    


  




  Hopes of a short, sharp fight were soon dashed as the opposing armies dug in on the Western Front – over 400 miles (600 km) of trenches stretching from the Swiss border

  to the English Channel. Troops from all over the British Empire – India, Canada, New Zealand and Australia – flocked to Britain’s aid, while Algerians and Africans fought

  alongside the French. Turkey joined the Central Powers.




  1915




  The Germans tried to break through British lines in Belgium and were the first to use poisonous gas. Stalemate on the Western Front led the Allies to attack Turkey at Gallipoli

  and Mesopotamia (Iraq). The passenger liner Lusitania was sunk by a German U-boat off the Irish coast, sparking rage in the USA, because many American civilians drowned.

  The bloodshed was carried across the Alps when Italy joined the Allies. London suffered its first Zeppelin raid, and aircraft on the Western Front were armed with machine guns – the war had

  spread to the air. Sir Douglas Haig became commander of the BEF.




  1916




  By January 1916 2.5 million volunteers had joined the British army, but this was not enough. Conscription was introduced. Germany launched a huge attack against the French at

  Verdun. In the war at sea, the Royal Navy faced its sternest test since Trafalgar, over a century before: the Battle of Jutland. The result was a draw, but the German High Seas fleet feared another

  showdown and stayed in port after this. On 1 July 20,000 British soldiers were killed on the first day of the Battle of the Somme, and the fighting there went on until November. Lloyd George took

  over from Herbert Asquith as British Prime Minister. Hindenburg became the German Chief of Staff.




  1917




  German U-boats almost cut off British food supplies from North America. The USA entered the war in April, and in November the communists seized power in Russia and sought peace

  terms from Germany. The British tried to break through enemy lines at Passchendaele with a huge loss of life.




  1918




  In March Germany launched a massive spring offensive and drove a wedge between the British and French armies. Haig issued his famous ‘backs to the wall’ order:

  ‘Every position must be held to the last man.’ By the end of April this attack was exhausted and the tide slowly turned in favour of the Allies. The last 100 days of the war began on 8

  August with a great Allied victory at the Battle of Amiens. The Germans called this ‘the Black Day’ because they lost 27,000 men in casualties and prisoners. In the weeks that followed

  British and Empire troops drove the enemy relentlessly back. On 9 November Kaiser Wilhelm abdicated. At 11:00 on 11 November the war ended. Cheering crowds danced in the streets of

  London and Paris.




  1919




  The Paris Peace Conference led to the Treaty of Versailles. In it, Germany was blamed for the war, lost territory and paid huge compensation to the Allies. Britain survived but

  at a heavy cost: 700,000 dead and debts of £1,000 million to the USA (about £1,250 billion today). Paying the interest on this debt took half the nation’s taxes during the 1920s

  and 1930s.




  War Stories




  This book highlights six stunning stories from this gruelling war and gives you the fighting facts behind them.




  

    

      

        • The Christmas Truce




        Christmas 1914. Life in the trenches is miserable – cold, wet and extremely dangerous. But then there is hope, in the form of an unofficial ceasefire. But what will

        the generals say? Bruce Bairnsfather is in the front line on one of the strangest days of the war.




        




        • An Underground War




        Mysterious explosions rock the British line from December 1914 – the Germans are using mines. Something must be done, and quickly, but can the

        ‘clay-kickers’ (tunnellers) save the day?




        




        • Gallipoli – a Side Show




        With the war dragging on in Europe, the Allies are looking for a quick fix. Will an attack against Turkey solve all their problems?




        




        • Guests of the Kaiser




        The Canadian Baron Richardson Racey is captured during a German gas attack. Can he escape the grim camps and reach the safety of neutral Holland?




        




        • The Prisoners’ Martyr – Edith Cavell




        In 1915 Edith Cavell is running an escape network for Allied prisoners in Belgium. Why is the prim and proper daughter of a Norfolk vicar taking such a risk . . . and why

        does she freely admit her actions to the enemy?




        




        • Aftermath




        Who is the Unknown Warrior and why is he so important?


      


    


  




  If your reading ends up in no man’s land, help is at hand. Words shown in bold type are explained in Trench Talk or the Glossary on pages

  127–30.




  





  




  Never Mind




  




  

    

      

        

          If the sergeant drinks your rum, never mind




          And your face may lose its smile, never mind




          He’s entitled to a tot but not the bleeding lot




          If the sergeant drinks your rum, never mind.




          




          When old Jerry shells your trench, never mind




          And your face may lose its smile, never mind




          Though the sandbags burst and fly, you have only once to die,




          When old Jerry shells your trench, never mind.




          




          If you get stuck on the wire, never mind




          And your face may lose its smile, never mind




          Though you’re stuck there all the day, they count you dead and stop your pay




          If you get stuck on the wire, never mind.


			

		   


			

          Trench song


        


      


    


  




  





  




  

    THE CHRISTMAS TRUCE


  




  




  BATTLE BRIEFING




  The Western Front




  When World War I broke out in August 1914 the news was greeted by cheering crowds and yells of ‘On to Berlin’ or ‘On to St Petersburg’. Most people

  believed there would be a decisive battle like Waterloo, a century before, and the troops would be home by Christmas. It wasn’t to be.




  German hopes lay in the Schlieffen Plan – a mighty right hook through Belgium to get behind the main French army and take Paris. It almost worked. The BEF and the French Fifth Army

  were hurled back, until a last desperate stand was made on the River Marne. This in turn forced the Germans to retreat and both sides began the so-called ‘race to the sea’ –

  fierce and bloody attempts to outflank each other and capture the Channel ports.




  

    

      [image: ]



      The Western Front, 1914


    


  




  By November this war of movement was over and opposing trench systems had been dug from the Channel to Switzerland. Early attempts to punch a way through ended in terrible slaughter, as tens

  of thousands of men fell amid the chatter of machine guns. The pattern of the war was set for the next three and a half years: mud, blood, death and misery.




  During the bleak winter of 1914–15 the BEF held the line in Belgium. Among the unlucky soldiers was Bruce Bairnsfather, a machine-gun officer in the Royal Warwickshire Regiment. He had

  just arrived, fresh and optimistic, from England and was about to get his first taste of trench warfare . . . and a very unexpected Christmas.




  





  SILENT NIGHT




  Trench Life




  Bruce never forgot his first spell in the trenches – few soldiers did. To escape the storm of German guns, his battalion moved up after dusk to a turnip field next to the

  huge Bois (forest) de Ploegsteert. The British Tommies had soon shortened this elegant Belgian name to ‘Plugstreet Wood’.




  The Plugstreet trenches zigzagged across the field and offered only poor protection against enemy fire. These were the ‘Mark 1 trenches’, little more than shallow ditches hastily cut

  into the clay. They had few of the later luxuries of frontline life, such as corrugated-iron sheets for roofing, wooden duckboards to walk on or sandbag supports for the oozing walls. British

  generals were still sure that they would break through the German lines early in 1915, so what was the point of wasting effort on trenches that would soon be left far behind?
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      Bruce Bairnsfather
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      A British trench at Messines Ridge, considerably dried and better organized than those experienced by Bruce in 1914


    


  




  It had been raining dismally for days and the ground was saturated as the Warwickshires sloshed in. Bruce saw to it that his machine guns were set up and gunners settled for the night. This was

  not easy, since the rain had washed away many of the dugouts left by earlier units and they had to be carved out of the slithery mud again. Now it was time for him to try to snatch

  a damp sleep, but where? Together with his sergeant, Bruce made two shallow caves from the soaking clay, one behind the other, and crawled in. As he lay down on his wet coat, he thought dismally

  about his first night in the trenches:




  

    

      

        Here I was in this horrible clay cavity, somewhere in Belgium, miles and miles from home, cold, wet through and covered with mud. Nothing could be heard except the

        occasional crack of the sniper’s shot. In the narrow space beside me lay my equipment: my revolver and a sodden packet of cigarettes. Everything was cold, dark and damp. As far as I

        could see the future contained nothing but the same thing or worse . . .


      


    


  




  Bruce couldn’t have known how right he was. After a short, uncomfortable doze he was woken by shouts and struck his head on the dugout ceiling as he sat up.




  ‘We’re bein’ flooded out, sir,’ the sergeant yelled. ‘The water’s a foot deep!’




  As Bruce looked round, he realized he had been lying in a deepening pool and his clothes were soaked. The rest of the night was spent bailing out and vainly trying to dam the flood. The dismal

  work was lit by the menacing glare of German star shells.




  Billets




  Trench life, like the first glutinous night spent by Bruce, was so hard and dismal that troops soon became exhausted. Another officer in Belgium, Major Bonham-Carter, wrote:




  

    

      

        The continual standing on wet ground, the wearing of wet boots for several days without a change and of wet clothes have a very bad effect on the men, who in some

        cases can barely move when they leave the trenches.


      


    


  




  To keep soldiers fighting fit, a tour of duty in the front lines was rewarded with a few days in support lines – ‘in rest’. They would leave grey with

  weariness and caked in dirt, but with every step towards billets and a break their mood improved. Unbroken sleep, a hot bath, clean clothes and a decent meal did wonders for

  soldiers’ spirits. Wages, a bob a day (5p) for an ordinary infantryman, were paid on the first day out of line. The money was soon spent, however, on cigarettes, women and cheap white

  wine.




  Bruce remembered other simpler pleasures too: ‘One could walk about the fields nearby, could read, write letters and sleep as much as one liked.’ You can guess then that he was not

  exactly delighted to hear that his battalion was due back in the Plugstreet trenches for Christmas. ‘So that’s the festivities knocked on the head,’ he moaned. What he could not

  have known was that Christmas 1914 was to be one of the strangest days of the war.




  Christmas Eve




  As the Warwickshires ‘went in’ again on 23 December, a small miracle improved their mood – it stopped raining. The weather became fine and cold. When Bruce

  woke on the morning of Christmas Eve he looked out on a scene that was almost beautiful. The frozen swamp of mud between the lines glistened with frost in the sun. There was even a fine sprinkling

  of snow in places.




  The spirit of peace seemed to infect both armies. There was no shelling and little rifle fire. Plans were made for parties in the British dugouts and Bruce spent the evening at a special trench

  dinner for officers – there was a bottle of red wine and ‘a medley of tinned things from home’ to go with the usual bully beef. About 22:00 he was back in his own

  dugout when the sound of a German band and singing drifted over.




  ‘Do you hear the Boches kicking up that racket over there?’ Bruce quipped to his platoon commander.




  ‘Yes, they’ve been at it some time.’




  ‘Come on, let’s go along the trench to the hedge there on the right – that’s the nearest point to them, over there.’




  As the two men moved closer they could hear the band scratching out a version of ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über Alles’. British ‘mouth organ

  experts’ hit back with ragtime songs and a copy of the German tune.




  Suddenly Bruce heard a shout, ‘Come over here’, in a strong German accent.




  This was met by rude blasts from mouth organs and mocking laughter. Then, after a short lull, a British sergeant yelled, ‘Come over here.’




  ‘You come halfway, I come halfway,’ the German replied.




  ‘Come on then!’ shouted the sergeant. ‘I’m coming along the hedge.’




  ‘Ah, but there are two of you.’




  At last one wary British sergeant and one cautious German moved slowly and suspiciously towards each other. Both had the same fears.




  Was it a trap?




  Could the Tommy/Hun be trusted to come alone?




  In sight now.




  Careful. Watch him.




  Only a few yards.




  They met.




  As Bruce and the other Warwickshires listened, they could hear a smattering of conversation taking place out there in the darkness. Then the sergeant came back. He gleefully showed off the

  cigars and cigarettes he’d swapped for a tin of Capstan tobacco. He was safe. Bruce recalled: ‘It had given just the requisite touch to our Christmas Eve, something a little human and

  out of the ordinary routine.’ But there was more to come.




  Christmas Day




  Most people have a fantasy Christmas present in mind. When he stirred on Christmas morning Bruce imagined a big one:




  

    

      

        I should like to have suddenly heard an immense siren blowing; everybody to stop and say, ‘What was that?’ Siren blowing again; appearance of a small

        figure running across the frozen mud waving something. He gets closer – a telegraph boy with a wire! He hands it to me. With trembling fingers I open it: ‘War off, return home

        – George R.I.’ [the King]


      


    


  




  The reality wasn’t too bad though. The morning was fine and crisp. The cratered turnip field looked its best . . . and the Germans were up to something! As he looked out

  of his trench, Bruce saw a lot of unusual activity:




  

    

      

        Heads were bobbing about and showing over their parapet in a most reckless way . . . A complete Boche figure suddenly appeared and looked about itself. This complaint

        became infectious. It didn’t take ‘Our Bert’ long to be up on the skyline (it is one long grind to ever keep him off it). This was the signal for more Boche anatomy to be

        disclosed and this was replied to by all our Alfs and Bills until, in less time than it takes to tell, half a dozen or so each of the belligerents were outside their trenches

        and advancing towards each other in no man’s land. A strange sight, truly.


      


    


  




  After a minute Bruce joined his wayward men. Dressed in a muddy khaki suit, a green sheepskin coat and a balaclava helmet, he sauntered towards German lines. It was so

  confusing, especially for an officer of the British Army. Here were the enemy they were all supposed to hate, capering about in the open. He couldn’t help his nit-picking first

  impressions:




  

    

      

        The difference in type between our men and theirs was very marked. Our men in their costumes of dirty khaki with headdresses of woollen hats and mufflers were

        light-hearted, open and humorous as opposed to the sombre demeanour and stolid appearance of the Huns in their grey-green faded uniforms, top boots and pork-pie hats.
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      Map of the truce


    


  




  Yet as the troops mingled in the middle of the turnip field, Bruce’s feelings changed. Fritz was human too. Curious German soldiers inspected him and

  asked, ‘Offizier?’ He nodded in reply. Everyone started to talk, smile . . . and laugh. There was fervent souvenir hunting.




  Bruce chatted to a German lieutenant and, ‘being a bit of a collector’, pointed to their buttons.




  

    

      

        We both said things to each other which neither understood, and agreed to a swap. I brought out my wire clippers and with a few deft snips removed a couple of his

        buttons and put them in my pocket. I then gave him two of mine in exchange.


      


    


  




  Meanwhile, the gathering was becoming more relaxed and comfortable. One of the Germans ran to his trench and came back with a large camera. The soldiers, Bruce included, posed

  together for several shots. He couldn’t help but wonder if one day they would end up on a German mantelpiece while an old soldier bragged of the occasion a group of perfidious English

  surrendered unconditionally on Christmas Day.




  After about an hour the party began to break up on the friendliest of terms. And, as he strolled back, Bruce was left with a lingering image:




  

    

      

        One of my machine gunners, who was a bit of an amateur hairdresser in civil life, was cutting the unnaturally long hair of a docile Boche, who was patiently kneeling

        on the ground whilst the automatic clippers crept up the back of his neck.


      


    


  




  The Christmas mood lingered for a while. The Warwickshires stayed in the lines for another two days and there was no fighting. Bruce was able to indulge his collecting habit

  again too. He’d had his eye on a German rifle that had been lying near a couple of corpses for almost a month. Any earlier attempt to bag it would have been fatal, but now he simply walked

  over, picked it up and returned without any trouble. For his men, there was more singing and the treat of night-time fires without the risk of a sniper’s bullet.




  But the generals on both sides were furious as news of the Christmas truce spread. What on earth was going on? And how dangerous was it? Would the men start to disobey orders too?




  The Warwickshires and other unwarlike units on both sides were ordered out of the line. For their replacements it was business as usual.




  FIGHTING FACTS




  A Cartoon War




  In January 1915 life on the front line looked up for Bruce. He and a squad of men were detailed to defend the ruined village of St Yvon. Among the battered houses there was one

  that was a little less damaged by shellfire. This was to become his ‘home’ for two months. Mercifully, it was dry and free from mud, but with a roof came other problems. No one dared to

  move during the day in case the sharp-eyed Germans realized that the ruins were occupied and started pounding the village again. Faced with hours of enforced idleness, he took up an old hobby and

  began to draw cartoons.




  

    

      [image: ]



      Bruce Bairnsfather became one of the most popular cartoonists of the war among the troops, because he conveyed their point of view


    


  




  Bruce sketched on scraps of paper, wooden ration boxes, the crumbling plaster walls of the cottage – in fact, on any clean, dry surface. His subjects were the men around him and the

  miserable surroundings they lived in, but were always drawn with humour and a joke. His work became so popular that visitors helped themselves to favourite scenes and took them to decorate their

  grimy dugouts. Encouraged by this, he sent his first cartoon, ‘Where did that one go to?’ to the Bystander magazine. It was accepted and his career as a cartoonist began.




  The Trench Experience




  In 2002 the BBC showed a TV programme called The Trench. A group of modern volunteers re-created the lives of World War I soldiers, living in the open – whatever

  the weather.




  

    

      [image: ]



      British troops leave the safety of their trench to go ‘over the top’


    


  




  Bruce would have been fascinated. He had already thought of the idea and in 1916 wrote his own ‘tongue in cheek’ instructions for anyone in England curious enough to want to share

  the ‘trench experience’:




  

    

      

        I recommend the following procedure. Select a flat ten-acre ploughed field, so sited that all the surface water of the surrounding country drains into it. Now cut a

        zigzag slot four feet deep and three wide diagonally across, dam off as much water as you can so as to leave about 100 yards of squelchy mud, delve out a hole at one side of the slot then try

        to live there for a month on bully beef and biscuits, whilst a friend has instructions to fire at you with his Winchester (rifle) every time you put your head above the surface.


      


    


  




  Football Fun




  Many British and German troops were ardent football fans and there are several reports that ordinary soldiers carried footballs in their knapsacks, always eager for a

  ‘kickabout’. Captain J. L. Jack of the Scottish Rifles wrote of his own men: ‘However tired the rascals may be for parades, they always have enough energy for football.’




  It was hardly surprising, then, that organizing a game against the enemy soon sprang to mind during the Christmas Truce. Of course, there were problems. In many areas no man’s land was a

  muddy, pulverized and frozen mess. Nevertheless, plans were made.




  Private William Trapp of the Warwickshires, based near Plugstreet Wood, noted: ‘We are trying to arrange a football match with them [a German unit from Saxony] for tomorrow, Boxing

  Day.’ To his annoyance British artillery fire put an end to the scheme. But others were more successful. One of the best stories was told by an old soldier, Ernie Williams, in a TV interview

  in 1983. He was serving in the 6th Cheshires near Wulverghem in Belgium:




  

    

      

        The ball appeared from somewhere, I don’t know where, but it came from their side. They made up some goals and one fellow went in goal and then it was just a

        general kickabout. I should think there were about a couple of hundred taking part. I had a go at the ball. I was pretty good then, at nineteen. Everybody seemed to be enjoying themselves.

        There was no referee and no score, no tally at all . . . Those great big boots [army boots] we had on were a menace – and in those days the balls were made of leather and they soon got

        very soggy.


      


    


  




  Christmas Treats




  Every British soldier, and the 1,500 nurses serving alongside them, was sent a Christmas present in the name of King George V’s daughter, 17-year-old Princess Mary. The

  small brass box held cigarettes, a pipe and pipe tobacco, a photograph of the Princess and a Christmas card greeting in the King’s handwriting: ‘May God protect you and bring you home

  safe.’ For non-smokers there was a tin of sweets and some writing paper and for nurses, chocolates and a card. Over 400,000 royal presents were shipped out and delivered by 25 December. There

  were so many that complaints were received because they were filling up the supply trains to the front – and ammunition was being left behind!




  Truce Tales




  The Christmas Truce didn’t stop fighting along the whole of the Western Front, but troops in many areas did cease fire for a while. And there were reports of heartwarming

  incidents on all sides.




  Carol Competition




  Graham Williams of the London Rifle Brigade remembered an unusual carol concert:




  

    

      

        They finished their carol so we thought we ought to retaliate, so we sang ‘The First Noel’, and when we finished that they all began clapping: and they

        struck up another favourite of theirs, ‘O Tannenbaum’. And so it went on . . . when we started ‘O Come, All Ye Faithful’ the Germans immediately joined in, singing the

        same hymn to the words ‘Adeste, Fideles’. And I thought this is a really extraordinary thing – two nations singing the same carol in the middle of a war.
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