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Ivan Robert Sinclair Harrison was born on 7 June 1898 in Peterborough where he spent his childhood with his parents and two elder brothers, Eric and Cecil. The boys were educated at the King’s School, Peterborough, and were choristers at the Cathedral.

After passing the Cambridge Previous Examination, Ivan joined the Army at the age of eighteen. After ten months of training, he was commissioned in the Prince of Wales’s Own West Yorkshire Regiment and was posted to Etaples in France on 12 November 1917. He then began active service in the 1/8th West Yorkshire Regiment at Ypres. The following pages are a diary of his life from that date until the end of the long march into Germany following the Armistice.

Subsequently, Ivan gained an MA in History at Magdalen College, Cambridge, and took up the post of history teacher at Hampton Grammar School. From 1939-1945 he served as Captain and then Major in the Army Education Corps. In 1948, he and his wife, May, purchased the independent school of St Christopher’s at Heanton Punchardon, near Braunton in Devon. They ran the school together until his retirement at the age of 65. They had one daughter, Shirley, and three granddaughters, Joanna, Sarah and Anthea.

Mainly about myself from January 1917 to February 1919

I am starting to write up these notes in June 1920. I have decided to write them up because I feel convinced that no future years of my life can be as eventful as those mentioned above. The main object in writing about this period is, so that I may be able to refer back to these years and so remember more clearly exactly what happened. I should have written much earlier – just after being demobilised – but have unfortunately put off the task for more than a year after I left the Army. It is not my intention that others should read this scrappy epistle, as I myself figure frequently – perhaps too frequently. The notes refer to my Army career alone, but possibly other events may creep in, such as those which occurred during my various ‘leaves’ from the Front. However, I shall endeavour to exclude those events – though often they were most interesting – as much as possible, and confine myself to purely military affairs. Now to commence.

As soon as I found I had passed the Cambridge Previous Examination, I started making arrangements for joining the Army. Although I possessed a very youthful countenance and had only attained the age of 18 years, I was, shall I say, conceited enough to think that I might make a British officer after a certain amount of training. So I went to London on the last day of 1916. On 1 Jan 1917 I was fortunate enough to be accepted by the Inns of Court O.T.C. and was passed by an M.O. at Whitehall. After spending a few days in London with my cheery cousin, I returned home and prepared for the Army. 
On 11 January I left home for the first time. It was a horrible day; snow lay on the ground several inches deep. I reached Northampton at 1 pm and was pushed in front of some beery-looking sergeants. Having examined my papers and found that I was a future officer, they decided to show their authority and said I must stay in Northampton that night. I explained to them that I had to report in London by 9 am next morning, but was told to close my mouth, which I did, thinking it would certainly be advisable. Sergeants, I knew, were persons who had to be carefully handled, for I had been one myself in the School Cadet Corps!! So I sat down and thought. What could I do? These fellows were unreasonable, and I had to report in London next morning at 9 am. My only hope was that an officer might come in and make these persons stand to attention. Then would I go boldly up to him, state my unhappy case, and I felt sure that I should be allowed to proceed to London. Presently an officer came in, and to my astonishment I found myself bold enough to walk up and address the gentleman. He said, “Oh yes, you can go immediately.” I am afraid I smiled at the sergeants and then left the room, just as a schoolboy would do, which after all is what I was. 

On 12 January I reported at Lincoln’s Inn, and at 5 pm in pouring rain we, that is 35 recruits, arrived at Berkhamsted. We were thrust into a filthy building (of course it was a palace to what I lived in a few months later) called Farrier’s Hall. What appeared to me to be heaps of dirty equipment was given to me, and I started to clean it. From that day until I received my commission I spent hours daily cleaning my equipment. In my diary, I notice the words ‘good barrel’ appear quite frequently. It has taken me some time to think out what I meant. At first I thought it referred to beer, but now I remember it concerns my rifle barrel. 

We slept on beastly hard boards and we all felt particularly sore. I found the first three weeks very strenuous, and the programme was somewhat as follows:-

6 am


Reveille

7.10 am

Breakfast parade
8.30 am 

Gymnasium

9.30 am – 1 pm
Drill (Squad)

2 pm – 4.30 pm
Drill (Squad)


5.30 pm

Lecture

7.30 pm – 10 pm         Cleaning equipment


What a world of good this programme must have done us, though we failed of course at the time to see its advantages but saw all its disadvantages.

The programme was broken for a few days owing to our being inoculated twice and vaccinated once, which was enough for anybody. The weather about the 24th was the coldest we have experienced in England for many years. The canal was frozen over. On Saturday, 27 January we paraded in full pack for the first time and did a small route march. Saturday afternoon was spent usually in doing cross-country running. The distance was about eight miles, and I quite enjoyed them, although I never came in earlier than fiftieth out of 400 runners. Thursdays were generally our heaviest days, for we carried out the ordinary programme until 4.30 pm and then did night operations until some time considerably after midnight. Also we sometimes got a fire-alarm when we had settled down after the night operations; although we were not allowed to speak at all, the language, in subdued tones, was not of the best description on these occasions. 

On 15 February I passed from the recruit stage and entered the Company [A Coy] under Capt. Byrne, Lieut. Brett and Second Lieut. Dane. The men in the Company were considerably less smart than the recruits, and the discipline was less severe. I began to breathe more freely at last. The work was much more interesting and I felt I was making progress. I was also feeling extremely fit and well. However, the work was by no means easy and we were always tired at the close of the day. I did my first guard on Sunday, 11 March, commencing at five o’clock. On 15 March we had a very heavy day, marching to Tring Station and Aldbury followed by night operations. Next day I felt exceedingly tired, and I think everybody else did too, but Mr. Dane had no mercy on us and drilled us hard for an hour and a half. I remember turning left-about and he observed the mistake as indeed he should have done. I do not intend to put down what the gentlemen said to me, as I remember it quite well. On the following day on the C.O.’s parade I was ticked off by the R.S.M. (Burns) of the Scots Guards for not picking up my feet. Unfortunately, Mr. Dane heard the explosion from this worthy gentleman and remembered it and me. He paid the Company an hour or two afterwards and was evidently looking for me. I wished I hadn’t gone up for pay that day, but it happened I wanted the money as I hoped to journey to London that afternoon for the weekend. Mr. Dane told me what he thought about me, and it did me a power of good. From that day I began to improve and to realise that I was training for an important position – namely to take charge of 50 men and, as it turned out later, often of three or four times that number. 

On 14 April I put in my papers for a commission, having had an interview with the Coy. Commander and C.O. The weather was still very snowy but on 19 April it improved materially, so much in fact that we actually went into Camp. After a few days I never enjoyed any time so much as this delightful camp life. Eric was wounded a second time on 30 April, and on 5 May I got up to town to see him. On 7 May Donald died of wounds at Etaples after suffering acutely. 

On 13 May I entered the terrible R.S.M.’s class. Everyone was terrified of this fellow and there is little wonder. If one gave more than one wrong command, the offender, besides bringing a storm of abuse upon himself such as he had never experienced before, was also liable to be cleared out of the class, returned to the Company and soon transferred to a line regiment. So this fortnight was indeed a terrible time. However, I emerged successfully and on my birthday became a cadet under one of the finest officers it has been my privilege to serve. Many long stories I could relate of Capt. Chard’s remarkable powers of observation, justice, art of discipline, and many other qualities, which all cadets strove to copy, but I want to hurry along to more interesting topics – some pleasant, some otherwise – which occurred at the Front. But from June to September was one of the happiest periods of my short army career. The Colonel ordered me to drill the Company one day before him and with many a, “Stand still – that man in the rear rank of No. Four Platoon!” I came out of it with considerable success. 

One day I was called out to give a lecture on bombs. Of all subjects I know less about bombs than anything else. However, with a bomb in one hand and my heart in my mouth, I commenced somewhat as follows; “This, (waving I above my head) gentlemen, is a bomb. Now a bomb should always be very carefully handled (tremendous applause). If you see a German running away from you, don’t throw a bomb at him, but shoot at him with your rifle.” This was my first lecture. It lasted twenty minutes and was the first of many which I had to give during my army career. 

On 25 September the cadet examination (final) took place, and I managed to score 206 marks out of 290. The breaking-up dinner took place on the 27th and was a pretty noisy affair as there was a considerable quantity of wine consumed. On 16 October I received my posting orders to the Prince of Wales Own West Yorkshire Regiment. I had applied for the Norfolks, Suffolks, and Essex Regiments as I hoped by joining them I might be fortunate enough to be sent to Mesopotamia and thus see the East in an inexpensive way. My uniform arrived on 19 October, and I appeared in a Sam Browne for the first time. I left Peterborough for Whitby Bay, Northumberland, at 6 am on the 23rd and stayed a few hours in Newcastle having lunch there. I reported to a young adjutant whose manners did not impress me; however, he gave me a good billet and I was quite comfortable. The three weeks I spent in the north were on the whole pleasant ones but useless from a military point of view. There were about 200 officers there and we were treated more as cadets than officers owing to our numbers. They even attempted to give us an examination at which I was very angry and refused to go anywhere near. I think now that I was fortunate to avoid trouble. 

On 12 November, I received orders for France and so did several others, with the result that that evening was passed in a messy fashion. Next day I hurried through the gas chamber to see that my respirator was alright and then journeyed home. There followed a few days of great rush and excitement in making preparations for France, and on 19 November I took my mother up to Town where we met Mabs. The latter kept us alive and cheerful, and we went to the Comedy Theatre and saw ‘Bubbly’. 

Flanders

I left Victoria Station at 7.35 am, feeling as I had never felt before. Now my life of action had begun, and on arrival at Folkestone many arrangements had to be made, and I soon dismissed thoughts of friends and relations from my mind. We went straight on to the boat and leaving England, perhaps for the last time, we reached Boulogne at 12.45 pm. We had lunch at a place called the Hotel de la Gare and then went by bumping motor Lorry – my first “Lorry-hop” – and reached Etaples at 4 pm. 

There were about twenty officers who, having reported to the adjutant, eagerly waited until evening to hear to which Battalion they were to be posted. At this time, 20 November, the famous Cambrai Battle was in full swing, but it was generally recognised that the Ypres Salient and Passchendaele in particular were the worst parts of the whole Front. We young officers discussed the various parts of the Front together and thought that, of the two places, Ypres and Cambrai, the former was the least preferable. Anyway, it was thought that an officer might survive a fortnight if he were lucky. And so we were all wondering to what part we should be sent. Evening came and we went one by one to learn our destination. Some came back labelled Cambrai – of course declared it was the worst spot on this earth – but still they even granted that it was perhaps better than Passchendaele because if you didn’t get caught by bullet and shells, you stood a chance of sinking in the mud. My turn came and I was posted to the 1/8th West Yorkshire Regt. I asked where they were, and the reply was Passchendaele. My spirits were perhaps naturally not at their highest. However, we were not out there to save our skins but to help in smashing the enemy. 

My spirits rose when the actual journey commenced at 5 am on 23 November as they often did when the actual thing was taking place (thinking about things was much more troublesome than doing them). I spent my first night not far from the guns at Marbecque Camp near Hazebrouck. We slept in dirty, wet tents and heard the guns roaring the whole night. The enemy was receiving a nasty pasting somewhere. On Saturday the 24th I went to Poperinge and had some lunch there at a place well known to all officers, the name of which I failed to note in my diary. The clatter of the ammunition wagons and artillery going towards the line and Red Cross cars going backwards and forwards I heard from now until I was fortunate enough to leave this sector. The trains ran no further than “Pop” so the remainder of the journey had to be done by Lorry hopping. After changing Lorries several times, I managed to reach Dikkebus, where I waited for an hour and found nought but bricks and stones and broken-down houses. However, I ran into six other officers who were also lost and somehow, more by luck than good judgment, we stumbled across some West Yorkshire men who were unable to make us hear a word of what they said. I was posted to B Coy. and reported to Capt. Kemp M.C., who at this time was suffering from loss of voice. On enquiry I found that almost the whole Battalion had lost their voices owing to a gas attack during their last visit to the line. Things appeared to be none too cheerful. 

On 26 November the C.O. and Capt. Kemp were going up to the Line to visit a working party and thought it would be a suitable opportunity for me to see a little of what war was. So with them I went, plus tin hats and respirators. We went miles over duck-boards, passing through our guns on route. We went as far as Polygon Wood. There were not more than one dozen stumps of this wood left, and they were no higher than gooseberry bushes. Not a blade of grass could be seen anywhere. The ground was one mass of shell holes and covered with hundreds of dead mules. Having got quite a respectable idea of what war was (!!) we started back and, when we were in the middle of the guns, a Corps barrage commenced. Hell was let loose and the Germans sent some shells back at us. The C.O. did a little trot, and I was perfectly willing to do the same. This was what was taking place daily in the Ypres Salient. 

On 28 November, we moved to Ypres and were billeted in the only complete building in existence in the city. The Germans knew it well and constantly shelled it. We were hit several times during the night but nothing pierced this solid old ‘Magazine’. I took out a working party on the 29th and 30th and we were interrupted by shells several times, but the Q.M. Sergt. was the only person touched; he got hit in the left eye. Nothing exciting happened on the Saturday, 1 December; it had been quite an interesting week. 

On 5 December I made my first tour of the Line. We marched up in broad daylight, which caused many experienced people to say wicked words, and relieved the York and Lancs. Regt. at 1 pm. It was undoubtedly judged by the Staff that, as we were now in the month of December, there would be a mist and we should not be observed. It turned out, however, to be beautifully clear and we were most certainly observed by enemy balloons and shelled badly. There were several casualties. We remained in Support until the 8th, inhabiting pill-boxes. On 8 December at 6 pm we relieved the 7th West Yorkshires in the Front Line. 

Actually, there was no Front Line at all, as the ground was a mere pulp of mud. There was no cover whatever and we simply lay in the mud, water and rain until the evening of the 11th December. We could not move by day and at night we groped about by means of white tape to the various little groups of men. I nearly always did my tour of duty with the Sergeant Major, and he and I strode around through the mud which was up to our thighs. Often we took false steps into shell holes. It rained continuously until the Monday afternoon, and then, having been soaked through to the skin from Saturday, we attempted to get ourselves dry. It was while baling out some water from the spot which we had made Company Headquarters that I came across a man’s hand and discovered that underneath where we had been sitting and sleeping a dead German was taking his last long and muddy rest. We moved our position to a more salubrious spot!

On Tuesday the 11th December at 5 am, I took out a patrol for the first time. We worked with the aid of my compass, which was the only possible way with the ground completely covered with shell holes and every road obliterated. We trudged through the mud for two or three hours, occasionally stopping and listening, and we examined ‘Flint Farm’ of which only a chimney remained and that was but four feet high, and we also examined Flint Copse. But we did not find a soul or a trace of anything, and the Germans must have been fully 1000 yards away from our Front Line.  Advance, either by the enemy or by us, was manifestly impossible owing to the shocking condition of the ground. 

That evening we were relieved by the York and Lancs, and then we toiled a weary ten miles back to Ypres. Of course there was the usual excitement of dodging shells on the way back, but we had no casualties in our Company. It was always a pleasant sensation to every soldier, whether reckless or otherwise, to be returning to the rear after an uncomfortable period in the Line. There was the feeling that the men were happy as well as the officers, and visions of hot baths, decent food, dry clothes, letters, cigarettes, and perhaps a game of football. While returning from the Line there was a tendency to quicken the pace and get out, however tired everyone felt. The quickened pace sometimes developed into a run unless a careful check was kept. There was also the danger in this sector that if one started to run one would slip and would not easily be extricated from the slime. 

On the 12th December, we marched to Vlamertinghe and rested at Vancouver Camp, an exceedingly uncomfortable spot, but heaven to what we had inhabited recently. The platoon was given plenty of drill, and they soon began to recover their spirits. Most of the men seemed tired out and their legs seemed stiff. However, their joints were loosened before very long. This was the first drill I had given since I left England; moreover it was, I am certain, the first drill that these fellows had experienced for weeks, probably even months. They were astonished at being drilled at all but after a day or two they smartened up considerably and felt better for it. We also managed to organise some football, and the Canadians had fixed up a Picture House, which we attended frequently. On the Friday we did some bayonet practice, physical jerks and a route march to the Baths. Next day we did rifle and gas respirator inspections and the Colonel called a meeting of officers. We were to prepare for the Line again. 

On 17 December we marched through Ypres to Dragoon Camp at Potijze. I took out a working party on the 18th, and on the 19th I got up at 3.30 am and took 107 men to the Yorkshire Dump to work. This spot was one of the most dangerous in the whole sector. The enemy knew the place well; there were loads of shells in the vicinity, and the main artillery mule track passed there. Consequently it was often shelled. However, we got back at 12.30 pm without a casualty, having covered several miles and done pretty good work. 

On 21 December all the officers set off at 
6.30 am and did a reconnaissance in the reserve and support lines. There was the usual shell dodging. On Sunday 23 December we marched into Support, arriving at 5.30 pm. A heavy shell fell into the door of Battalion H.Q. and caused ten casualties, three killed. Our Company H.Q. was crammed full of people, so I was ordered by the C.O. to return to the transport lines with my servant (Coates). We set off at 10.15 pm and walking the whole way we reached the Belgian Chateau at 2.30 am and the Q.M. Store where I found the Q.M., Capt. Farrar, fast asleep (lucky man) in a comfortable bed. However, I was not destined to be left in peace for long, for on Christmas evening Lt. Glover came down feeling ill, and I had to trudge up the Line once more, setting off at 11 pm from near Vlamertinghe. The snow was fairly thick on the ground and the moon was shining brightly as Coates and I marched along. Ypres, battered and broken, was a scene which will always remain in my mind.

From this memorable scene we walked along, gradually drawing nearer to the roaring guns. Still there were seven miles to go, the first half of which was along a shell-torn road and the second half along an artillery track. Every few yards by the side of the track were mules’ carcasses which owing to their numbers it was impossible to bury. We reached Battalion H.Q., having missed a few shells, at 2 am. I reported and then set off again through the snow to the Support Line. On Boxing Day, when we hoped most people at home were enjoying their nuts and wine, we relieved C Coy. in the Front Line. The enemy put down a nasty barrage at 5 pm but we retaliated heavily, an S.O.S. having been sent up by a C Coy. officer in mistake. Towards midnight calm reigned, and I toured our rather long Front Line and saw that all was well and that we were in connection with the Lancashire Fusiliers. Nothing of importance happened until the enemy sent a patrol against the Northumberland Fusiliers who were next to us on the evening of the 28th. The enemy was repulsed. On the 29th, the York and Lancs. relieved us very promptly, and we marched right down to the Belgian Chateau. The men were very tired indeed having marched from 5 pm till 11 pm. We had some food and went to bed, which was a nice wooden floor.

On Sunday, 30 December a great event happened: we had a shave and wash and got some clean clothing. While we were ‘resting’ we did some rather heavy washing parties. On 1 January 1918, the officers’ and the sergeants’ Christmas dinner took place. I remember the Colonel in his speech saying he hoped this year would bring peace to us, and as he was saying it an old German aeroplane was distributing bombs at no appreciable distance from us. In the event, Major Brooke, the Quarter Master and I were the only officers left with the Battalion when that peace came along eleven months later.

On 4 January the Battalion again went into the Line and I was left behind for a few days. Before the Battalion had been gone three hours, Sergt. Inglis was brought back dead. I had instructions to arrange the funeral and to attend to any others which might be necessary while the Battalion was in the Line. I became quite use to this after a day or two. On Monday morning, an A Coy. man was buried and in the evening I went to a Concert Party – the Lancashire Lads – which was quite good. On the 9th I hurried up to the Line to know if they wanted me and the reply was in the negative at which I was not sorry. 

The Battalion came out on the 12th, minus about two dozen who were casualties, and I billeted the Coy. at Potijze in a rotten camp. However, it was only for one night and the next day the whole Division was relieved, and we went back miles behind the Line in motor Lorries. We were to rest there three weeks, which of course meant very strenuous training, but we were comfortable and the men were in barns. We arranged football matches and amusements and became very fit. On 15 January, junior officers’ pay was raised from 7s 6d to 10s 6d a day, which was nearly as much as a hard-worked munitions worker was receiving. On 21 January we heard that the 1st Eighth Battalion was to be broken up, and some of us were to go to the 62nd Division and some to other battalions. Fortunately, I was chosen to go to the 62nd Division with Capt. Kemp, the Colonel, the Adjutant and five other officers. On 29 January, the Divisional General bade us farewell, and the next day those who were going to the 2nd Eighth Battalion (which in future was known as the Eighth) marched in excellent spirits to Ebblinghem Station. We trained to Mont St. Eloi and at last we were far from the mud and slime of Northern Flanders. We went nine miles on a light railway towards the new Line and stopped at Roclincourt.

The new area was heavenly compared with the Ypres district. There was an Officers’ Club with baths in it and several concert halls, although we were only six miles from the Line. I went up to reconnoitre the Line on Sat. morning and found we had by no means left all the mud in Flanders after all. Even here it was up to the knees and it was very solid, thus quickly tiring one. On Sunday afternoon we relieved the 5th Battalion. I had my platoon alone in Machine Gun Trench for the purpose of doing working parties up the Line. We were in a decent dug-out containing beds. 
I had to work very hard up here as I was frequently called to Battalion H.Q. for instructions during the day and then spent the night carrying barbed wire, corrugated iron, iron pickets, picks, shovels and anything else we could lay our hands upon to the Front Line. If a man dropped a slab of corrugated iron, which they often did, we were immediately fired upon by the enemy. This was disturbing for we were out on the top of the trench with no cover whatever. Moreover, we were so near to the Germans that they could hear the slightest sound. But often the weights were so heavy that the poor fellows could not help dropping them. 

A day’s programme was somewhat as follows: Parade 1 am and steal quietly to Bryne Dump over the top of the trenches. It was too tiring to go along the trenches as they were full of mud. Men worked quietly or otherwise picking up whatever I told them. From Bryne Dump we journeyed backwards and forwards about six times, working till it got light. Then when we got back to Machine Gun Trench, I sent in my report and retired to bed till about 1 pm. Rifles were cleaned and inspected, quarters improved, and then off we went again in the middle of the night. 

On 7 February, we went into Support, but still continued the working parties until 10 February. Luckily the 62nd Division was just ready for its rest and so we went by train to Monchy-Breton. Our mess was at a farm, and I slept at an estaminet. Here again we did strenuous training for some weeks. In a football match I played for the Battalion once. We were a very jolly party here. Alexander M.C. was O.C. with Price, Percival (later killed), Shuttleworth (later killed), Oliver, (later wounded), Bray, (later killed), and two others whom I have forgotten.

On the evening of the 21st, we set off for Roclincourt again and for a week in reserve here we had some rather merry evenings. We were in this sector for the purpose of wiring the Front extremely deeply, in order to hold up the Germans in their coming offensive. The work was done very well and when the Germans did attack they were completely held up on this Front. We went into Arras occasionally to the Club, where I met Dove one day, an old no. 14 O.P.B. man. One morning we erected 800 yards of wire at Chanticleer Dump. On 1 March the Battalion went to the Bow Bells Concert Party and saw a good performance of ‘Cinderella’. On the 2nd, I reconnoitred the Irish Guards’ Camp to which we went on the next day. The wiring continued for some days. 

On 6 March I prepared for my first leave and was lucky to get it so soon. I marched 23 men to Roclincourt Station where they were taken over by others. After tea at the Officers’ Club at Mont St. Eloi, I caught a train at 6.20 pm and reached Boulogne at 12.30 midnight, staying at the Officers’ Club. Leaving Boulogne at 11.15 am, we arrived in Folkestone at 12.45 pm, and I was in London by 4 pm. That evening I saw Gladys Cooper in ‘The Yellow Ticket’ and walked back through an air raid in which 20 were killed. During this leave I spent four days in Glasgow.

The next week or so was the most eventful as the following words may show. On 20 March evening I saw ‘The Boy’ at the Adelphi. On 21 March, which was the opening day of the tremendous German offensive of 1918, I rose at 5.45 am, and leaving Victoria at 7.25 am reached Folkestone at 9.30 am. Owing to fog, we were detailed to stay behind until the next day, but the same thing happened again. These two days probably meant much for me, for I should most certainly have been in France on the 26th which was a day of terrible slaughter in our Battalion. On the 23rd we sailed and made Boulogne at 12.45 pm and arrived just in time to be bombed. Boulogne was crowded with troops, who were returning from leave or courses, or who had had their leave stopped owing to the offensive. I slept the night in some filthy hovel which was the only place I could procure, and we endured another air raid which caused much damage. I decided not to wait there any longer, rather foolishly I think, and managed to push my way into a train going to St. Pol. Just outside St. Pol we ran into a stationary hospital train. I escaped injury but about nine officers were badly damaged and two trucks were telescoped. We walked to St. Pol and then decided to push on again that evening (the 24th, Palm Sunday). I got to Roclincourt by car but discovered the Division had moved. Feeling tired out, I called at the 56th Divisional H.Q. where I was told not to go another yard that night. I was taken into dinner by a very nice Major and there was seated Capt. Crowden, an old school fellow.

Next morning I walked into Arras which was in a shocking state. Beds were hanging out of the windows, and furniture had been blown into the streets. The town was in ruins and deserted by all the inhabitants. After much expenditure of energy I found the 187 Brigade H.Q. where I had lunch and at last I got a clue as to where the rest of the Division was situated. The main road to where they were was cut by the enemy, so I had to make a long detour to get to them, and Lorries going in the right direction were practically nil. At last one arrived, and after changing several times and travelling 40 kilometres I reached Ayette which was receiving some attention from German guns. I walked to Bucquoy and at 7 pm I found Capt. Farrar, Major Brooks, Col. Longbottom etc. in a shell hole at the Transport Lines. The news I received was very black, and Farrar had just escaped with the Transport which was almost in enemy hands.

The 26th was a terrible day for the Eighth; the losses in officers and men were very heavy. Colonel James was shot dead through the head. I went off with a mule and a wagon and found some ammunition which I brought back. At 4 am on 27 March, I was sent up to the Line to relieve Percival in Support. We were heavily shelled all day and the casualties were numerous. This period was particularly unwholesome as, but four days before, I had been in England. The shelling died down at night but there was no sleep at all for a second night. Next morning there was a concentrated shoot on our trenches which again caused much damage. Then we prepared for relief but were suddenly stopped and ‘prepared for action’ instead. We sidetracked through the mud and pouring rain for a few miles and then suddenly were given the briefest of orders to go ‘over the top’. Where we were going to, what we were supposed to do, who was going to do it, even who was on our right and left, was not known to anyone as far as I know. To add to our difficulties the rain had completely soaked us through, the mud was knee deep or deeper, and we could not see an inch in front of our noses. Moreover, where we were concentrated the enemy evidently suspected movement, and dropped a thin barrage among us. However, we started and before we had gone 30 yards about seven machine guns opened fire from a distance of only about 70 yards. There we were with bullets flying in the midst of us, to say nothing of the shells, mud and rain. There was the utmost confusion, and the men on hearing that the left had given way, gave way too. Many were killed and wounded in the retirement, but the enemy did not emerge from his position, and we attacked again, this time on the right flank. This was an attack we afterwards discovered on Rossignol Wood. Later a brigade attacked this position but also failed, and the Wood was not finally captured until 26 April by a whole division of Australians. 

Our attack, in my opinion, was absurd to a degree. It was obviously a brainstorm on someone’s part as they could never have meant it seriously. It was mismanaged from the beginning, and the orders given to the officers who were supposed to lead the attack were utterly useless. They were somewhat as follows: “Oh, we are going to stroll through a little wood up here in sections and if we meet any Bosch, we must just bayonet them, and when we’ve done that we’re coming back to be relieved.” The reason for the sloppiness of orders was, I think, due to the fact that the men and officers were thoroughly exhausted, and if they had been told to do another attack, it is doubtful what would have happened. Needless to say, the flank attack also collapsed, and we finally landed in Support on Good Friday at 8 am. Everyone was exhausted, and fortunately we slept until 3 pm. 

On 30 March, I was allowed to go down with Percival to the Transport Lines which were at Coigneux. On Easter Sunday we cleaned up and found billets at Couin where the Battalion was to rest. Unfortunately, just before relief Capt. Kemp was shot through the eye at 9 pm, and of course his war was over. The Battalion was relieved at last at 3 am on 1 April and they reached Couin at 8 am. Almost immediately, there was a foot inspection, followed by a rifle and kit inspection. There were many deficiencies. Next day, we moved to Marieux at 2 pm where we took up our abode in huts. The weather at this period was extremely wet and we were not comfortable here. However, there were worse places. On 5 April, Major England from the Duke of Wellington’s assumed command of the Battalion. He proved to be a splendid colonel.

6 April saw us on the move for the Line again, and motor Lorries conveyed the Brigade to Souastre, just behind Foncquevillers. Rain was pouring down in torrents, and we marched to Rear Support. Unfortunately, in the pitch darkness the guides lost us, and so we had to sit in a vile trench until the day broke. By this time of course we were soaked to the skin but quite cheerful. On the 7th we moved into Support and spent most of the day wearing our gas respirators. This position was always soaked in gas. 

At 5 pm I received an order to take out a party to carry pickets, wire etc. from Essart to just beyond Crucifix Corner, an unwholesome spot. Just before taking the party up from the dug-out, I stopped for about half a minute to give instructions about cocoa being ready for us when we returned. I then went up the steps and, when half way up, felt a heavy blast. A shell had burst almost in the mouth of the dug-out, killing one man and wounding another. I was extremely fortunate here, for if I had not stopped for those few seconds I should most certainly have received some portion of the shell for myself. This is only an isolated incident and perhaps hardly worth relating, for anyone who stayed any length of time in France experienced such escapes frequently. However, it may give an idea of such a minor incident. 

We worked for four hours and that the party escaped being hit was remarkable for the road was under shellfire the whole time. The Colonel wrote me a note complimenting me on the work done on this occasion. Such notes were most encouraging and it would have been a good thing if more had been distributed. The men were always pleased when their work was appreciated. The dug-outs we occupied at this period were in a shocking condition as they had not been used for a year or more. Now, owing to the retreat, we were compelled to use them. They were wet through, extremely ‘sweaty’ with fungi growing on the supporting posts. Consequently, many people were sent down with PVO. I felt rather unwell but stuck it out all right. On the 11th I took a working party to the Purple Line, and we were strafed badly for one and a half hours. Little work was accomplished. 

On 12 April we took up a new position, still in Support. The dug-outs were in a filthy condition. We continued to organise working parties and wiring until the 17th when the Battalion took over the Front Line. We were the reserve Company of the Battalion and we had to keep low all day and work all night. Coy. H.Q. occupied a mineshaft here, always a dangerous spot, for if a shell blocked the entrance, no escape was possible. However, one didn’t, so we all lived to tell the tale. From 18 April until the 24th all that I entered in my diary was, “Lived in filth, slept all day, worked all night”. How much we resembled foxes, for a week emerging at night and keeping low by day. On the evening of the 24th, having been in the Line three weeks, we were relieved. Rarely were the men so ‘fed up’ after a tour in the Line. For once they did not sing on the way out. The 13th Rifle Brigade relieved us, and marching all night we reached Souastre to find tea and ham awaiting the whole Battalion. Most of these thoughts for our comfort were due to Col. England. From here, we set off at 9 am by motor Lorries to Louvencourt, a village we were to see much of in future. Most people, including myself, slept all the way, feeling very fatigued. The billets here were never too good, but we made ourselves comfortable and soon bucked up tremendously. 

We rested at Louvencourt until 17 May and we spent some happy times here. Capt. Muller was O.C. C. Coy. I did not like him at first; in fact, none of the subalterns did. He had not been out since 1916 and since then the method of procedure behind the Line had altered as we proceeded to explain. He had been a Major and tried to act as one with us, which did not go down at all well. Dear old Dick Fotherby, who had just joined us, and afterwards became my greatest friend, and I were constantly getting into scrapes. Capt. Muller was a most efficient officer, and herein lay his great mistake; he was too efficient. The crisis came on a Sunday morning when Dick and I were considered to be half a minute late on parade. We were called out by our skipper to the side of the Company but not far enough aside for my liking. There we were told things for our souls’ good and here we answered not a word. But when we returned to the others I had a lot of things to say and was able to make a great point of our being ‘ticked off’ so close to the men, which was of course a fatal mistake on Muller’s part. He was made to see this after a time, though quite rightly an apology was not forthcoming. However, after this there was a change in Muller’s behaviour, and as we rarely addressed him, in fact barred him, he came round towards us. Towards the end of our rest we were all very good friends. We found Muller a most thoughtful and kind captain, and as before very efficient. The result was he treated us as equals and we became more efficient. Undoubtedly we wanted waking up, and he wanted pulling down a little, and after concessions on both sides we got on splendidly. 

While ‘resting’ at Louvencourt we did much digging. Dear old Wilkinson (afterwards killed on the Marne) another of my bosom pals, joined C Coy. on 28 April as second-in-command. On the 29th I put in an application for the Machine Gun Corps, feeling tired of infantry work. I do not think the application ever left B.H.Q. for nothing came of it. On the 30th I had a day off and, rising at 7 am, went by motor Lorry to Abbeville – 47 kilometres. We lunched at the Hotel de France. Then I went to the Ordnance, bought a few things, visited the Cathedral, had tea at the Officers’ Club, also dinner, and reached Louvencourt again at 2.30 am having spent a most enjoyable day. Besides tunnel-digging we did manoeuvre practice while in this area, and we were under two minutes notice to go up the Line. At 6.30 am on 6 May we did a test stand-to and the Battalion got out and loaded up very quickly. Champagne caused some rather joyful evenings early in May and we did plenty of entertaining of other officers. We had the band playing to us outside the Mess on several occasions. I was Orderly Officer on the 10th and, as the Battalion was going off to dig at 6 am, I inspected breakfast at 5 am. On that day we moved to a better mess. On the 11th there was a Brigade manoeuvre with aeroplanes. On the 14th George and I journeyed to Doullens by motor Lorry. We did some shopping and went to the Pictures, and arriving back late, missed night operations.

On 17 May we bussed to Souastre. I was with B Echelon this time and George took in my Platoon which got a shell to itself on the way up the Line. Lancaster was killed and six were wounded. I went to Lancaster’s funeral at Bienvillers on Whit Sunday, and on that day Col. James of the 7th Battalion was killed. He was buried in the next grave to our Col. James (the 8th). Wilkie went up on the 19th and, on the 20th, most of my Platoon were gassed, together with poor old George. 

The weather was extremely hot just now and on 22 May I was ordered up the Line and went up with the rations to act as Battalion Intelligence Officer. We arrived safely and found B.H.Q. in Pigeon Wood, an unhealthy spot. I was on duty from 4.30 am to 8.30 am. Later in the morning Major Brooke and I went round a few forward posts with Muller and the Brigadier. We were looking for suitable strong posts slightly in rear of the Front Line and settled upon certain spots for working upon. The morning was uneventful as far as shells were concerned. In the afternoon Garlis and I visited all the Coy. H.Q.s, stopped once or twice by shelling but quiet conditions generally. In the evening I drew a map, of what I cannot now remember. At 4 pm Major Brooke and I set out for the 5th Battalion H.Q. This fifth were in the Line, and our B Coy. was digging right in the Front Line under protection of the 5th West Yorkshires. When about 100 yards from the Front Line, the Germans put down a box barrage in which we were caught, but fortunately a dug-out was near in which we sought shelter. The Germans we learnt afterwards made a very dangerous raid and captured 30 prisoners. Many of our B Coy. fought with the shovels they had in their hands. About fifteen of them were taken and fifteen of the 5th Battalion. The Germans could not have been very far from our dug-out but of this fact of course we knew nothing. Even if we had it would have been difficult to have got out of the dug-out without further loss of life, as the barrage was extremely heavy. Major Brooke therefore insisted upon everyone taking shelter in the dug-out and he was right under these circumstances. This was about the nearest I came to being a prisoner. Major Burke and I returned to our B.H.Q. at 1.15 am. I was pretty busy until 3 am gathering information about B Coy. and finding out exactly what had happened. I was then thankful to get some sleep until 7.15 am. There was nothing of great importance on the 24th, therefore rifle inspection etc. was about all we did.

The 25th brought forth something of interest for me. The Germans were expected to attack in the early morning. Wind was pretty vertical everywhere. However, nothing happened much to everyone’s relief, for if the attack had come off, we should have either ‘gone west’ or been taken prisoner, as the barrage would have made resistance practically useless. The item of interest for me was as follows: I had now been in pretty continuous fighting since November – seven months – and I had never been on a ‘course’ yet, whereas about all of the other officers had, and some had been on two or three. A vacancy occurred on a Lewis gun course, owing to casualties there was no officer to go. I was the only one possible but I didn’t know one end of the gun from the other. Moreover, my knowledge of mechanics was dreadful. However, someone had to go, and I was detailed to go and by no means sorry about it in spite of my ignorance, which would be manifest on an advanced course. I went round to see D and B Coys. in the afternoon, and in the evening a young officer could be seen making his way back from the Line through battered Foncquevillers to Souastre. I spent the night with old Farrar who was in ease and comfort as usual. From him I procured a new compass as mine had just been stolen in the Line. 

On Trinity Sunday morning I proceeded by mess cart from Souastre to Warlincourt, where I got a train to Doullens. Here I had lunch at a hotel and then went on by train to Longpré, where tea was drunk at a restaurant. At Abbeville, whose station was badly damaged by bombing, I changed for Etaples which I reached at 10 pm Several other officers were also making for Le Touquet and I joined them and walked six kilometres to the School. Dinner came in at 11.30 pm, by no means an unusual time by the way to have dinner in the Army, and we went to bed at 1 am feeling pretty tired.

Rising at 9.30 am, I was too late for breakfast but made up for it by a good lunch. To give details of every day during the course would be tedious and uninteresting. We were worked very hard by a Sergeant Instructor from 8.45 am to 1 pm and from 2 pm to 5 pm. Then notes had to be written up in one’s spare time. I took the course seriously owing to my poor knowledge of mechanics, but my mistakes frequently caused amusement. Fortunately, I was not the only person who knew nothing about the subject. Several good lectures and concerts were given on this course and the whole thing was well managed. We frequently watched Etaples being bombed by the enemy, and they made a nasty mess of the place; hundreds of inhabitants deserted the town, others trekked into the woods at night in order to be safe and returned in the morning, wondering if their houses were still standing in a mass of rubbish. Tina Ashwell gave a good show down at the School one evening. We went into Paris-Plage occasionally but found food and everything very dear. I had several bathes in the sea down there. On 7 June I reached my twentieth birthday which was hardly what I expected to do. However, I did not receive a line from anyone until four days late, which disappointed me not a little. As usual my revolver shooting was good and I was first in my squad. The exam came off on the 10th and I did quite well after all. My revolver, which I had bought from Basil and in which I had great faith, was unfortunately stolen on this day, and there was no chance of recovering it. I suspected an Australian officer. 

On 11 June the School broke up and I drove into Etaples and procured a bed at the Officers’ Club. Rising at 6 am on the following day I got into a train at 8.45 am for the Line. Taking three and a half hours to cross the first six miles, we then proceeded at a rapid speed to Doullens. Just before we reached Doullens, I saw one of our men fall under the train. Both legs were cut off and he died almost immediately. I stayed the night of the 11th at Orville where George and Raistrich were doing a Lewis gun course.  Next morning I Lorry hopped to Souastre and heard the guns again after a respectable holiday. 

I was not left in peace here for long, for at 11 pm on the 14th I got orders for the Line. I walked up to the Front Line and arrived at midday, and in the evening did my tour of duty. Here was a change from a few nights ago – back again within a few hundred yards of the enemy. There was one thing about this life; it was full of variation. One night in a bed and perhaps the next in a shell hole, one day of slackness and safety, another of frantic energy and danger. Little wonder that the amusing phrase ‘what a life’ caught on so well ‘out there’. McNay and I were together in the Front Line with our platoons and on the 17th George joined us. That evening the ‘gas stunt’ on Ablaingeville came off. This was the show in which 1,000 gas projectors were fired all at once upon the enemy. We in the Front Line were ordered to move 500 yards to the left and evacuate the front posts and Line. All of us wore gas respirators. My friend Wilson of Magdalene was shooting in this stunt. As it happened, all went well. But next morning the Germans retaliated as we expected from 6 am to 7.20 am. We suffered no casualties. In the evening we were relieved and marched back in pouring rain to Souastre which we reached in a beastly condition at 3 am. We were soaked to the skin, but got some hot tea and whiskey and slept until 12 pm. In the evenings we were watching the Pelicans perform. What a contrast from the previous evenings! 

Rising at 6 am on 25 June we left Souastre for the last time. We had been in the vicinity of the place for a long time and had a sort of affection for it, battered and ill-treated though it was. We went a considerable distance to the Front in motors and buses to Terramesnil which we reached at 10.30 am. Our billets were pretty bad but the men were fairly well off for a change. Terramesnil was a pretty little village and we were to stay here for some time, before our coming big show which wiped out not only the Battalion but also the Division. Here I contracted impetigo and should have been sent down the Line, but the doctor said he could cure me. Then on the 27th McNay departed with P.V.O.  On the 28th Wilkie went on leave and Bellhouse joined C Company.

From the time when McNay left us to our return from the Marne, the changes which occurred in the staff of C Company are most interesting. I have just touched upon a few, but more drastic ones are yet to come – dreadful, short and sharp were they to be. But at present we were happy, though on the 30th I was forced to retire to bed with a temperature of 102ºF. This rose one more degree but then quickly went down again, and I was up in a day or two. The impetigo was, however, still very troublesome. 

On 7 July I was ordered to conduct a draft to the 21st Division but on the 8th I was ordered not to take it, which did not worry me much one way or the other. This is a typical example of the sort of orders a junior officer did get. On 10th July I went on light duty. My face was much worse and swathed in bandages. On 14th we got orders to move and now commenced the greatest “show” I was ever destined to see and take part in. 

We marched in rain to Dullens Station, and entrained for no one knew where. Some said Italy and all hoped Italy; some even went so far as to say the East, some hoped not. Others guessed the Marne, and they were correct. We were in the train all day and passed through Paris, when we heard a shell from the German 70-mile gun arrive. The Parisians were not greatly disturbed by it. The Germans had started a tremendous offensive on an 80 kilometre front, and the main part of their blow fell upon the Marne, the object being to capture Paris. Two British divisions – the 51st and the 62nd were rushed down to Rheims, and the 15th (Sam’s Division) and another were sent to Soissons to assist the French. This was the turning point of the War, of that there is no question. It was the enemy’s last throw, and if we could hold them and thrust them back, the beginning of the end was in sight. It turned out to be the last offensive the Germans ever made. Ever after they were on the defensive. 

We had a very fine reception from the French people both in Paris and further South. They brought us flowers, food and wine. The reason for this outburst of feeling was due to the fact that the French had not seen any English troops in the Southern area since the beginning of the War. They knew that we were being rushed to their front to give assistance. 

By 11 am on 16 July our long and tiring journey was at an end. We marched through Arai and here again the people seemed pleased to see us. Soon we enbussed in French busses and travelled at a heavy speed (for the French people love speed) for 50 kilometres to just beyond Paris. No billeting arrangements had been made for us, for there was really little time, so we slept peacefully in a ditch for the night. Meantime we could hear the French 95s booming fast and furiously, successfully repelling the hated enemy. We were now attached to the 5th French Army under General Berthelot, a most capable officer. We were not too well off for food in this new area for the French canteens would not sell anything to us. However, we fared much better in Tours-sur-Marne which we marched into at 4 am on the 17th. We were billeted in the village and Muller, Dawson and I had a splendid bathe in the canal on a beautiful morning and had a sunbathe afterwards. The weather was extremely hot and in the evening there was a heavy thunderstorm which gave considerable relief. On the 18th the Battalion did a route march and we carried out a small sprint on the way. This exertion appeared to many to be unnecessary in the hot weather, for the next week, commencing on the morrow, was to be the most strenuous time that the 8th West Yorkshire ever endured.

Now followed one of the greatest battles of the War, if not the greatest. Had the Germans been successful in the Rheims-Soissons Salient, as Hindenburg says in his memoirs, Paris would have been doomed, and the whole line could have been rolled up. Most of the officers I think realised the desperate position, and everyone realised we were in for a sticky show.

Going to bed about 1 am on 19 July, fully expecting to be in the village another day, I was suddenly wakened by the passing of limbers and shouting of men. In short at 5 am the Battalion was ordered to pack and prepare for action at a minute’s notice and march straight to Saint Imoges. In my haste to get dressed I put on my lightest breeches, which was indeed asking for trouble. The weather was extremely hot, and we panted along uphill towards Rheims for 16 kilometres. Often we trudged along by the side of the 51st Division troops who, like ourselves, were cursing the heat. It was fatal to drink anything as we should have craved for more. We soon came among the heavy guns, and the Frenchmen were shooting desperately. Finally at 3 pm we landed five kilometres behind the Front Line in the Bois de Rheims. The smell in this wood was horrible, for neither the numerous dead men nor the hundreds of horses were buried. This was indeed a bloody war, but the fact was to be brought home even more acutely to us in a matter of a few hours. 

At this period I was undoubtedly extremely unwell and should really have been in hospital if the doctor had not had such great faith in his own powers of healing. To my great relief the Colonel ordered that I was not to go up any farther owing to the state of my health. My face was in a horrible state being covered in impetigo, and other parts of my body were being affected with it. I knew I should be wanted in a day or so, and therefore I rested with the other officers including Muller, Major Brooke, and Naylor. 

The great battle took the shape of four separate attacks. It was doubtful which was the most severe. I took part in the last two, and no other officer took part in more than two. The B Echelon officers went up for the last two attacks. 
On Friday 19 July at 9.45 pm the Battalion set off from the Bois de Rheims en route for the Front Line which it was believed was held by the Italians. Rather curiously, Wilkie, who had just returned from leave, shook hands with me before I departed and asked me to write home if he did not return. In less than twelve hours Wilkie was dead. Badly wounded in his leg, his servant sought aid and was himself knocked out, so that Wilkie was left and probably done to death by a German revolver bullet. On the same morning, Williams and Dawson were also killed, both being shot through the throat. These two were also in C Coy. Capt. Appleyard, Capt. Rinder, Bray, and Shuttleworth were also killed in the first attack. Oliver, Burton, Wesley (whose right leg was blown off) and Metcalf were wounded. Our Sergeant Major also lost a leg, and Sgt. Holden and Sgt. Beattie were killed. I went down to Saint-Imoges to see the wounded who were there in crowds, but many were very cheerful. Meantime my health was improving under the care of a French doctor and, though I still had bandages on my face, it was getting better.

On Sunday the 21st we received a rude awakening at 6 am. We were sleeping in a tent and had many clothes off owing to the heat. The enemy threw over several colossal shells which dropped about 50 yards away in the middle of the transport lines. Six horses went up in the air and dozens of bags of oats. Horse meat was found everywhere, and some people were hit with lumps of it. Needless to say we moved somewhat rapidly and the Transport Line was also transferred elsewhere, but it was merely a question of luck and no place was much better than any other. I slept in the wood with Naylor the next night in a little bivvy which we had made. 

On the 22nd the second attack came off, and we were again successful as before. It now started raining and kept on for several days. It was certainly cooler for us but considerably more uncomfortable, and there was no shelter whatsoever except the trees and these of course soon let the water through to us. 

B echelon’s turn came on 24 July, and our two attacks were to come off. When the Battalion was to come out for a short rest, we marched up with a few men who had been left out, to Seuil Farm. This position was in support and situated on a hill; from here we could see Rheims fairly plainly with its battered cathedral and broken houses. This is the memory I still have of Rheims. The Germans were all around the city but they could not get into it. The French peasants had gone as near to the city as they could and cultivated wheat and so on which they were now harvesting. We dodged a few shells on this hill but only a few were touched. On this Wednesday we received 300 reinforcements which we sorely needed. We got another officer named Pearson, and Graves came up. As far as I could tell, there were only about 120, at the outside, of the Battalion left, so that with the reinforcements we went in about 420 strong for the next two attacks. C & D Coys. combined under Burrows. We marched through Pourcy into support and relieved the French. This relief was a complicated business for with the shells flying about it is difficult enough to speak one’s own language, but to think of French under such conditions next to the impossible. However, it was done, and the French seemed to have no special desire to remain where they were.

The trenches we took over were narrow but very strong and deep, and were really very good ones. We were strafed all night and the whole of Friday we dodged shells in great fashion and even seemed to find some amusement in it. Ward was with me and we had some lively times. Heavy rain made us very tired and wet through after we had been relieved by the Royal Scots (51st Division).

On 27 July we were in a terrible hurry and at 1 pm moved up by forced marches to the Front Line. The enemy was beginning to give way very slowly. In the early morning of Sunday the 28th we prepared to go over the top after the Germans. This was the third attack. I looked a beautiful sight with a lovely bandage around my face and practically white breeches on my legs. Some target! But it was missed. 

We received several shells among us at the concentration point, but there were numerous deep shell holes which afforded us excellent shelter from the enemy shells. About 3 am the officers were busily engaged in issuing rum and there was a respectable amount for everybody. I had a good dose and soon felt as if I could push anything over which came in my way. At 
3.30 am, just as it was dawn, we got into our positions, my Company being in the second line of advance about 100 yards behind the first Company. At 3.45 am the barrage lifted, and off we went in good spirits. It was now moderately light, and we had not gone more than 70 yards before a nasty hail of machine gun bullets met us and caused us to seek refuge rapidly in the holes made for us by our own shells but a few moments before. 

We decided to try rushes by short sectional advances, and the movement was highly successful. The enemy had no sooner got the range of one body of men, than they were down and under cover, and another was advancing. The Germans were in a seemingly impregnable position on both sides of a ravine near the Montagne de Bligny. It looked as if they had got us beaten, and that there would be a nasty slaughter in store for us, but the movement kept on, and we got nearer and nearer to them. A big black dog carried messages back from one line to another very effectively, till it was shot and killed, and a runner did noble work. The French were on our right and were fairly successful, and the 51st Division on our left working along the high ground, fairly successfully, though they had lost connection with us. 

Capt. Muller I now saw for the last time; he was running about dressed in a little oil-skin coat, yellow in colour. To wear such apparel was pure suicide and before long he was shot dead. 

We had been going about an hour and the sun was now fully up. It looked as if the enemy was holding us, but apparently they were afraid of being outflanked and began to withdraw. On we went, now much more rapidly, till the objective was in sight. We halted to gain breath and then made a terrific onslaught, yelling and swearing as we went. Eighty prisoners at least were taken and sent back, and we proceeded to dig ourselves in, in the hard ground on top of the Montagne de Bligny, Rheims. All of our companies were hopelessly mixed up and there was no hope of getting them sorted out. Pearson, a new officer, his first time in action, was killed in this stunt. 

We were heavily shelled all day in our new positions, but the Brigadier (Viscount Hampden) got up to see us and commended us on our great achievement. General Braithwaite and General Berthelot, Commander of the 5th French Army, had watched the advance from the rear, and were wild with delight over it. We were compelled, owing to the shortage of men, to force the German prisoners to bring up fresh ammunition from the rear. We held the Front Line successfully all day and the whole of the next day. On the 29th the French 75th came up to close behind us and drew back some heavy fire from the enemy. We were kept busy with short sharp shots right into us for most of the day and we suffered some casualties, roughly about 50 I should think. Poor old James was wounded. He loathed war. 

At 8.30 pm we went over the top again for the fourth attack and got perfect hell in the attempt. I did my little stunt now through a devilish barrage but got forward 200 yards with a Lewis Gun and poured shots galore into the side of a German machine gun emplacement which was holding up D Company with its deadly fire. We were shot at in return and shelled shockingly. Horton who had been my servant for seven months and had insisted on going everywhere with me was cloven through the head with a piece of shrapnel and died immediately. I shall never forget the sight of his head gushing out blood profusely. Poor lad! He had spoken to me but a few seconds before and he was done to death at my right side. On my left side the same shell knocked off most of a Lance Corporal’s nose, but nothing touched me. I merely felt the draught of the shell. Finally, we routed out the Germans, and D Coy. was able to advance comfortably. We took up a new position in the place where I had volunteered to push out to and had commenced to dig in when the Argyll and Sutherlands relieved us after a horrible muddle. We had time to bury the dead before we were relieved and I got the valuables off Horton and some days later dispatched them to his mother. I was fortunate enough to receive the Military Cross for this action. The men I took with me also received decorations.

At 3 am on the 30th we toiled, those who were left, into Charnusy which was still burning. The Q.M.S. had managed to procure a bottle of champagne for me and, having disposed of that, I got a sleep until 6.30 am. Then we had to clean up and get ourselves washed and respectable once more. We were now Brigade in Reserve, and it was glorious to be away from the Line for a time, although of course we were still liable to be sent into the air at a moment’s notice. I saw the Colonel in the morning and he informed me that we were not going in again but were to be relieved in the evening. We marched eight kilometres and slept in a wood for the night. We found Oates a little merry but Major Brooke had prepared a splendid meal for us on a table in the wood. Here we consumed champagne and rissoles, as well as biscuits and meat.

On the next day we continued the march, going another eight kilometres. We were now out of range of the enemy guns once again and what a relief it was! I had a beautiful cold bath in a tub near a delightful stream and felt very refreshed. The weather was extremely hot still, but we made ourselves a nice little bivvy. Moreover, we had our valises once more. The Brigadier praised us for our excellent work. It had indeed been a splendid performance, though our losses were enormous. The Battalion received the Croix de Guerre from the French Army for its noble work, and we were told we were the best in the Division. Certainly we had lost the most in casualties and we had taken the foremost part in all of the attacks. We deserved our distinction.

I opened my eyes in the wood on 1 August at about 7 am and wondered what the new month would bring forth, and hoped it would not be as strenuous as the last one. We prepared immediately to continue the march to beyond Epernay, the weather still being very hot. The Devons were photographed on this march and the results were printed in the newspapers at home – ‘the gallant Devonshire Regiment enjoying a well-earned rest in the Champagne’. Only a few hundred yards away was the gallant West Yorkshire Regiment who were enjoying an even more well-earned rest, having done considerably more fighting and having also lost considerably more men. However, the Devons had done well too, in spite of the fact that they were new to fighting in France. We marched 20 kilometres to a certain Sarran Chateau. The Chateau, which was situated on a high hill, was not for us. We were placed in a wood once more and prepared to make ourselves bivvies out of bushes. We were extremely tired after the march but raised sufficient energy to walk into a neighbouring village where we bought some food and champagne. After eating and drinking we lay down to rest, and rain fell upon our weary bodies with wonderful freedom, but it didn’t matter. Oates and I were together in our valises and slept quite moderately.

On the following day it rained continuously. We procured more food in the village and in the afternoon seven or eight of us met in an estaminet where we drank champagne freely and got very merry. On returning to the wood we found the Battalion had marched into billets at the other end of the village. A rifle inspection commenced the proceedings on 3 August. The band played in the centre of the village and delighted the inhabitants. Two pretty females at the grocers’ shop particularly enjoyed the music. Their homes were now safe from the Germans and they showed their appreciation of our work. At 8.30 pm that evening we set off for the railhead at Vertus. We entrained for the north of France at 11.30 pm. We received a rousing reception when we marched through the villages on the way, even though the people were only half awake. Of the officers of C Coy. who went down to the Champagne only Bullhouse and I were alive to return. Thus it was again that our losses were forcibly brought home to us. Not till we got properly settled down in the north again did we begin to forget them. Muller, Wilkie, Dawson, Williams and Pearson were no more. The other Companies had suffered heavily also, but not so much as ours. 

We spent the whole of Sunday, 4 August in the train and, passing through Paris and some pretty country, we quite enjoyed ourselves. We did not pass through a very fashionable part of Paris, though we saw some of the boulevards. We travelled the whole way in a truck and thus we could get a good rest and lie at full length. We were also able to shave and wash and then enjoy the scenery. At 5.30 am next morning we reached Candas and went into huts for the night. On Bank Holiday we journeyed from Candas (where I bought the wrist watch protection which I still wear) to Vauchelles, an old station of our Battalion. We reached the place at 7 pm and went into the huts which the 63rd (Naval) Division had just evacuated. There was not a single article in the huts but we quickly scrounged a table, forms and even beds. 

The next few days passed uneventfully. On the 7th I went in a Staff Car to Doullens and bought numerous things for the Mess, and Lorry-hopped back again. That evening I prepared a Lewis Gun Course which was to commence on the morrow. These were excellent days and I had a soft job in hot weather with the Lewis Gun class. The class was situated quite close to our huts and at the interval I was driven quite close by for refreshment. I gave Hall a severe ticking off – the worst I ever gave anyone – for taking our food into the cook-house when instructions had been given against such a procedure. 

The evening of the 9th brought forth two surprises. Dick Fotherby returned from the Base and I, hearing that he was coming, went down to the road to meet him. He did not see me for some time as he was attending to the men. Then he turned round and got a shock when he saw me. He had heard from three different people that I was dead. They had all seen me. I was apparently shot through the throat. I must have been mistaken for Dawson. He seemed delighted to see me alive as I him. Later that evening he and I went off to ‘The Pelicans’ concert. A good show was on, but during the singing of a song my eyes wandered and I saw a face that I knew. I was convinced after a moment that the person was Walter whom I hadn’t seen for at least six years. I knew that he had arrived in France from Palestine but did not know what regiment he was in. Curiously we must have just missed one another many times during the last two months. I rushed after him and caught him after the show was over. We were very pleased to see one another. 

George and I (to him still a sort of modern-day Lazarus) Lorry-hopped to Doullens again on Saturday, 10 August and had a good time. The allies that day took 17,000 prisoners, and the French took Montdidier on Sunday the 11th. At this period we played a lot of bridge, but in the evening were often compelled to leave the cards on the table and lie flat on the floor of the hut, owing to the attention of enemy aeroplanes. As soon as they had gone we lit up again and continued. George would sometimes say, “Oh, let’s finish off this game before putting the lights out,” but often it was necessary to extinguish them before the game was finished. On 15 August I played bridge most of the day; there were the usual air raids but no trouble. 

On Sunday the 18th I played outside right for the Officers and Sergeants. It was a very enjoyable game and we won 6-2. That evening we (that is the Battalion) got moving again and we marched to Louvencourt where we had some months before spent such interesting times with Muller. We were billeted in the Café de Centre, a rotten billet. Next evening at 8.30 pm the Battalion paraded and set off to Coullemont across the Arras-Doullens road. It was a march of fourteen miles in heavy rain, and after the soccer match of the previous day I felt very stiff on our arrival at 3.30 am. However, we saw the men safely in good billet and got to bed about 4.45 am.

We rose at 11 am on 20 August and inspected the men’s feet and rifles at noon. To everybody’s astonishment that evening we proceeded to march back across the Arras-Doullens road again out of the VI Corps area back to the IV Corps to Gaudiempré. We wondered what on earth we were supposed to be doing. The weather was exceedingly hot, and I saw Sir Douglas Haig go past in his car. That meant that there was something of importance going on. To crown our increasing astonishment we moved yet again, and this time back to Vauchelles whence we had started. This was outstanding to a degree but we afterwards learnt that we had won a battle by our movement. We were Reserve Division and should have been thrown in as storm troops if the attack had failed. There would have been sticky work here undoubtedly. As it was, there we were back again at 2 am in Vauchelles.

On 22 August, the Battalion paraded about 10 am and then we did an hour’s drill. The weather was extremely hot so George and I fixed up a tent and made ourselves very comfortable. We spent the afternoon in pyjamas owing to the heat. Of course we kept in the tent and read, had some tea in there and then dressed for dinner and later played bridge. On the next day we left Vauchelles and marched to Bienvillers where Col. James and others were buried. We reached there at 1 am and slept from 2.30 am till 5 am when we had orders to move. At 9 am we left the uncomfortable village and marched up the line in good sunny weather. The transport stopped just behind Courcelles. A German quick-firing 4.2 sent some shells at us and knocked out some Devons and a few of our men. It was decided that I should be on B Echelon this time, as it was my turn to remain out. Bellhouse and I slept in a trench, but owing to long-range fire, bombs and rain, our slumber was disturbed somewhat. Moreover, Bellhouse’s nerves were in a dreadful state at this period; his constant shouts during the night disturbed me. The Battalion were now in support in the Railway Embankment, and George was with them. 

On Sunday, 25 August, I wandered round the recent battlefield all morning and afternoon. In the evening, I played bridge in Major Brooke’s tent. Meantime, the British advance was progressing favourably and prisoners were rolling back. On the Tuesday I walked up to see how the Company was getting on and found them in a very comfortable position in the cutting. That evening they went into the Front Line. On Wednesday afternoon I played bridge with the Major, Heist and Naylor – three good players – and we heard that George had captured a machine-gun and five prisoners. This appeared to be a mistake as we found afterwards. Capt. Cooper was doing mad things in the Front Line. He and George were very nearly done in. On the 29th Major Brooke went on leave, and there were only six in front of me for leave now. Went out and watched the operation from the ridge. Three hundred prisoners came down; also George went down with nerves and PVO. 
On 1 September, Pontith arrived from the Line to go on a P.T. and Bayonet Fighting Course. Now only two C Coy. officers remained in the Line. I expected to go up at any minute. Billie Bryson was killed today, the third son to be killed in his family. The Battalion went over the top today. Wright, who was just before me for leave, was badly wounded. On the 2nd the Doctor went on leave, and news came through that I had won the M.C. That evening the Battalion was relieved, and on the next morning my orders came to rejoin the Battalion. I walked to Béhagnies and Sapignies and, suddenly, who should be lying on the side of the road but Knight, whom I thought was in Palestine. We were both greatly astonished of course. He was with the 5th Devons and had come over from Palestine to our Brigade. We hoped to meet frequently and as it happened we did so. By midday I reached the Battalion and found the men and officers thoroughly exhausted. In the evening we marched to a decent camp near Achiet-le-Petit. We were in quite respectable huts and George returned yet again from hospital. He was, however, by no means well and next day he went back again to hospital in a bad condition. The Company I took to the Baths today.

On the 5th September we did considerable practice with phosphorous bombs, which were deadly weapons. The men were very pleased with them and preferred them to Mills bombs. If once a little phosphorous caught on the clothing, a man is almost certainly burnt to death. Capt. Cooper saved one of our fellows from a nasty accident by rolling him in the dust. On the 6th the Battalion practised the attack using phosphorous bombs. Last count on leave, and only two officers were now in front of me. The 7th produced two new officers – Oddy and Verity. The former was killed after a week or two and Verity had awful shell shock and nearly went mad. This evening I put up my M.C. ribbon and felt very shy about it. However, the shyness soon wore off. 

On Sunday the 8th I watched the Battalion play the London Regiment at football and walked three miles in order to do so. Rain in torrents prevented the completion of the match, which we were winning by one goal to nil. This evening I heard that we were moving up the Line once again on the morrow. 

Next day the move was cancelled for 20 hours so we had the day off, though nothing could be done owing to rain. So I wrote letters. On Tuesday, 10 September we had reveille at 6.45 am, breakfast at 7.30 am, valises in at 8 am, and commenced our move forward at 9.30 am. The British had now almost reached the great stronghold called the ‘Hindenburg Line’. Our delightful though formidable task was to capture it. The trenches of the Line were in many places seven feet deep and the dug-outs were numerous and very spacious, some holding an enormous number of men. The enemy, in front, would hang on to their positions to the last gasp, for if they were lost, a further retirement ‘according to plan’ would be necessary to a considerable depth. I went with several officers to reconnoitre Havrincourt, for the Battle of Havrincourt was at hand and the Germans knew it and wished it were not so. We got the hang of the wood which was a very extensive one and to our astonishment found huts in it, many of them habitable. Of course it would be dangerous to put troops in them; nevertheless we did so, for a warm hut was worth a multitude of shells in this wet weather. Things were pretty quiet on the whole during the reconnaissance. We then returned by Lorry to Frémicourt. We spent the night in some battered huts here but had a bed each and made ourselves comfortable. I might here remark that I was very much ‘sweating on leave’, but the Colonel said I should have to go up this time and go on leave when we got out. This was encouraging, though there was of course quite an element of doubt about the deal. Walter came round to see me on this evening and we had a stroll together and good talk. It was good to see him.

On 11 September we prepared for the great attack and at midnight we set off to the Havrincourt Wood – a ten-mile march. The guides naturally lost us, but we got right eventually and arrived I believe about 3 am in the huts mentioned above.

At dawn on 12 September, the attack on Harvincourt began. We were Brigade in Reserve and so were situated in the midst of the guns. Only at Ypres had I seen such a concentration of artillery – there were hundreds of guns of all calibres. At 5.35 am exactly an intense barrage opened, the din being indescribable. It is sufficient to say that we were glad that we were on this side of those guns rather than on the Germans’ side. Great was the slaughter and many the prisoners, nor could one wonder at their coming in. Havrincourt was captured, together with the high ground beyond, and the operation was most successful. 

About 11 am we moved up the Wood and dug ourselves in, in the mud. Rain fell heavily and completed our discomfort. We expected to take over from the troops in the Front Line, and Bellhouse and I reconnoitred just behind the firing line. Dead bodies were rather too much in evidence to make it exactly an interesting reconnaissance, and we were compelled on one occasion to shelter with two or three owing to a severe attack by enemy aeroplanes. About twelve came over and swooped down upon us, showering bullets most alarmingly near to us. In fact they inflicted quite heavy casualties by these means. Whether infantry were supposed to come over at the same time, or whether they attacked with aeroplanes owing to a shortage of men, it is difficult to say. At any rate, the aeroplanes came and caused a lot of trouble. Not a single English plane was in sight. We got back about 7 pm and expected to go up at midnight, but the order was cancelled and C & B Companies returned to the huts. Lisse the Padre had made an excellent fire and had some hot food and drink ready for us. The men too were very comfortable. It had been a great day and wonderful work had been accomplished. So much for the 12th.

On the 13th we were still in the huts but we were shelled with 9 inch and 12 inch shells during the afternoon, when numbers of large trees and huts were blown up and a few men. We were bombed heavily again that night. One bomb fell within 50 yards of us, and then we waited for the next. Of course we were lying full length on the ground, but the next one landed farther the other way, so we breathed again.

A rifle inspection was the first item of interest on the 14th and that took place about 10 am under the trees. In the afternoon we were suddenly heavily shelled with 8 inch shells, and this necessitated a short but hasty run of 100 yards to a place of apparent safety. Towards midnight we marched up the wooden artillery track, which, to say the least of it, had not been well treated by the enemy shells, to 300 yards behind the Front Line to a trench called the London Support. On the way up we passed the spot where Percival had been killed a day or two before. However, we received very little attention on the way to the Front, and I took over a tour of duty first. Here we were at last in the famous Hindenburg Line which the home papers had told us was practically impregnable. We were just on the left of Havrincourt village, or rather what remained of it. The trenches were very deep and excellent in all respects. I spend about three-quarters of an hour on the top of them, finding out exactly what sort of position we were in. It was undoubtedly a strong one, but if a counter-attack were made, the Germans might have made use of the flattened trenches towards Havrincourt and so made an easy entry. We were thus on our guard against that.
I went into our digs about 4 am, but at 5 am we were compelled to ‘stand to’ under rather uncomfortable circumstances. The enemy put a heavy barrage on to our trenches, and we had a rough hour and a half. He must have expected us to attack, but we didn’t, and we of course thought at first that a counter-attack was being made. Verity got the full blast of an eighteen pounder in his face, and Lance Corporal Cluny was killed by it. The mixture of seeing Cluny battered and the blast of the shell sent Verity perfectly insane; in other words, he had a terrible attack of shellshock. In the dug-out he was like a raving lunatic and hadn’t the least idea where he was. At one moment he was speaking kindly to his Russian wife and at another, when he partially regained consciousness, he was lamenting Cluny’s death. So at 10 am we sent him off on a stretcher to the back, and a big task it was to get him up from the dug-out. We were roughly handled all day, but the shelling was particularly severe towards midnight, when I think the Germans must have seen the relief taking place. The 3rd Division (Reg. Army) came in, and we were relieved by the Royal Fusiliers. They were exceedingly strong in numbers, and in spite of the wide trenches it required considerable language to be able to push one’s way backwards and forwards. I remember going up and down about six times on various tasks, and on one of these occasions saw two German aeroplanes bought down in flames. One was a huge one in which were eight men. The English papers reported this with great glee. We trudged back to Hermies, only about three miles behind the line. I was sleeping peacefully in a nice hole, when about 4.45 am I was wakened by a terrific crash. A 5.9 had landed about twelve yards away. We moved our quarters to a more salubrious spot till daybreak. We stayed as reserve troops till 7 pm that day, during which time one man was killed and two were wounded, and then marched back a long way, I would think ten miles, beyond Vaulx.

We went into some shacks at 2 am. I saw Walter just before we went into them, but we only grunted a greeting, both being too tired for conversation. We lay down at 3 am, and at 4.30 am I awakened feeling very wet and cold, and saw that there was a heavy thunderstorm in progress and that the torrents of rain had penetrated our humble dwelling and wet us considerably. Up we got and, when the rain ceased, managed, I must say by miraculous means, to get a fire going. We sat round this and got warm and had some splendid tea with bread and cheese. Later the sun came out, and we set about building a hut. We spent all day at it and were just going to finish if off, when we were ordered to move nearer to Vraucourt. On arrival at this place, we found excellent shacks built by the Germans, with proper mess rooms and bedrooms. We were in great comfort. The enemy must have been sick at having to give them up. That evening another German aeroplane came down a short distance away.

Next morning I marched the Company off to Sapignies for baths. This day also Graves returned from the Divisional Wing, and Capt. Hirst and Stead came into dinner. 

On the 20th I took all the Lewis Gunners of C and D Coys. in Lewis Gun drill till 1 pm. The British took 6,000 prisoners near St Quentin. 

On 21 September we practised the ‘Attack’ all morning. I appeared at a Sports meeting at 2.30 pm and immediately afterwards refereed a game between A and C Coys. Bullhouse returned to the Base for a Medical Board. His nerves were in a poor condition, and it was only right that he should go. 

Sunday, 22 September saw Church Parade at 11.30 am and Holy Communion afterwards. There were many present. This evening I was asked where I wanted to go for leave and was very bucked with life. 

On Monday we had Platoon Drill and fired a German Machine Gun for the remainder of the morning. This we often did just now and taught the men how to turn the gun round upon the enemy. 

The Battalion paraded at 9 am on the 25th for the Baths. We then marched to Sapignies. Valises were sent in at 12 and we prepared to move to Frémicourt. We walked to Gomiécourt for Baths in the morning and easily got there and back. In the evening we marched to Frémicourt. It was a gorgeous evening and a delightful sunset. We spent the evening at Frémicourt. All the officers were in one hut. 

I rose at 3.45 am and left them. Many were to die in a day or so, including Capt. Stead. I walked with my pack to the main road and got an ambulance car, which carried me quickly to Bapaume. My astonishment was great when I suddenly discovered Knight crawling through what was once a brick wall. He was also going on leave. We journeyed together to Boulogne and stayed the night there at the Hotel Paris which is a good hotel. We were glad to be in sheets again, that is after we had had a lively dinner. 


We rose again at 6.30 next morning – the day on which the Battalion went into action – and had breakfast on the ship. The boat left France at 
8.30 am and we had a choppy but enjoyable crossing. At 11 am we were at Folkstone and I sent off a telegram. We travelled in the find old Pullman Car, having lunch on the train. Victoria was reached at 2.15 pm I then went out to tea with Mabel and then on to the Gaiety and saw ‘Going Up’. Evelyn Laye was good. I reached Peterborough at 5.41 pm on the 28th. On 29 September, Bulgaria signed an armistice and the beginning of the end began. 

On 10 October I returned to London and saw ‘As You Were’ at the Pavilion and next day crossed the Channel for the fifth time. Knight and I left Folkestone at 7.15 am and reached Boulogne at 12 pm. We were bombed on arrival – just to show us that there was still a war on. We stayed at the Officers’ Club. That evening we went to a French Picture House. Rising at 6.30 am we went by Lorry to a station just outside Boulogne and left by train at 10.30 am. Rain poured down all day and we reached Vélu at midnight. We spent the night at the Reinforcement Camp in a vile tent pitched on soaking grass. 

We rose at 7.30 am on Sunday, 13 October and left Vélu at 10 am. We got some lunch at Hermies at the Officers’ Club and then proceeded by lorry to Masnières where we had tea. On we went again to Cattenières, still passing many dead and unburied corpses. Here we found a certain Colonel Peters who directed us to Bèvillers which we reached at midnight. Penteth was the sole surviving officer of B Coy. Knight stayed the night with us and went off next morning to his Battalion. I discovered that Oddy, Percival, Graves, Capt. Sarriflen, Capt. Stead and Turner had all been killed.

We stayed here for some days and had some good bridge and plenty of strenuous drill. On 19 October we prepared for the Line and prepared ‘to go over the top’ on the morrow. In the afternoon the Brigadier came in, and we went over the scheme; our objective was to be the town of Solesmes, by no means a trifling performance. So up the Line we went at midnight. We suffered a few casualties on the way up, and after a long and weary march we reached our jumping off point. One of our own shells fell in the middle of us before we went over and knocked out every stretcher bearer we possessed. 

At 7.45 am in rainy weather and on the Sabbath, we went over, without any rum. We had a difficult turning movement to accomplish, and it fell upon me to execute it. A splendid barrage was put down upon the factory and we passed through D Coy. in good form at 8.30 am which was correct to the minute. Then we came to a brook, which turned out to be much wider and deeper than appeared from the map. Moreover, bullets were spattering over it, making things more unpleasant. I had to get over first, so jumped into the middle and floundered out on the other side unharmed (Horatius in his harness halting upon one knee!!) We took some prisoners and pushed on vigorously though very fatigued. The men hung fire a little, being young troops for the most part, but with great exertion we got them on, and reached the exact objective. Here we dug in at right angles to the Railway Cutting and with our right flank entirely ‘in the air’. We made several strenuous efforts to find the Manchester Regiment further to the right, but all attempts failed, and we spent a decidedly shaky night quite expecting to be cut off and taken prisoners. The Germans missed an excellent chance of taking the whole Battalion and probably the town of Solesmes as well. But I believe they were short of troops. 

On Monday the 21st it continued to rain all day and we were shelled with heavy stuff, suffering a few casualties. Altogether we were in a pretty miserable condition, and a few German dead, who were scattered amongst us and were turning black, did not tend to enliven matters. On Monday afternoon Henderson at last found the Manchester Regiment and posted some of them himself. They had failed to get level with us in spite of having four separate barrages. Now the flank was secure, and that evening D Coy. came forward, and we took their places some 500 yards back. Here we all had a grand sleep and began to get dry. However, shelling was extremely heavy, and we suffered a few casualties. Knight came across to see us, and we spent the afternoon talking. The C.O. was very pleased with our work. 

On Tuesday night a heavy enemy barrage was put down on our right, and at 12.15 am on Wednesday an S.O.S. went up on the left. This was one of the noisiest nights I remember, and it was practically the last really serious danger I was in. Henderson and I very nearly had a 5.9 at our feet, but several people were less fortunate and were knocked out. However, the Battalion vacated its position at 2 am in preparation for the 3rd Division to take up their position to go over an hour or two later. They suffered heavily on the way up, but we got out safely in spite of the heavy artillery fire. Through the railway cutting the gas was very thick, but we went on, only putting our respirators up for breathing through. The Battalion reached Quiévy at 4 am, and people slept well till about 10 am. We soon received the gratifying news that the whole of the Flanders Coast had been taken. Eric was wounded badly in this last action and was only a few miles to our left. 

On the 25th we were presented with ribbons for the Marne show. Lieut-General Wigram, who had succeeded General Braithwaite as Divisional General, presented the ribbons. On 30 October, Turkey signed an armistice, and the end seemed to be in sight. A football match between Officers and Sergeants resulted in a goalless draw. Good game.

On 2 November, we prepared to move up once again, but I was on B Echelon this time. We marched on a dark and wet night to Solesmes. Now, however, all was quiet and the French people were clearing up their houses again. The roads at this time of the year were in an appalling state, very nearly as bad as the roads at Ypres. We found Solesmes a nice, large town and not really very badly damaged. A big church there was rather badly damaged, but the framework remained, and it was quite possible to patch it up again. I received a good parcel from home that night, and we were in quite respectable billets.

On the following day the Colonel went on a month’s leave, and a Devon’s major commanded the Battalion. I heard on this day, the 3rd, that Eric had been wounded a third time, rather badly. I marched up with the Battalion to Escarmain, which they left at 4.45 am. 

Prisoners were now coming down plentifully, and on the Monday, 4 November the weather was beautiful. There was considerable aerial activity, with the enemy at times being very troublesome. Everything, however, was moving forward rapidly, and there was a great sense of progress being made. In the afternoon B Echelon, Q.M. Stores etc. moved forward to Ruesnes, where we only found very poor billets. Austria-Hungary this day signed an armistice. She was evidently utterly smashed, being on the verge of starvation.

The 5 November brought more rain, and the 185 Brigade attacked this morning. Off we went forward again; in fact, it was most difficult to keep going fast enough. The relieving Division was miles behind and, as it happened, was never able to catch up again till after the Armistice, about which of course we had no hint. We had orders to go to Orsinval and, on arrival there, we had to go several miles farther forward to Le Cheval Blanc. We were once more wet through and this time were very near the Line. We slept well.

Heavy rain was falling on 6 November. I was supposed to be teaching Lewis Gun work, but found no suitable place to give instruction. I wrote to Eric. The enemy were so far away and so desirous of getting rid of their heavy shells that periodically they let loose a few of them. We were having tea in a little farmhouse with some French people when there was a fierce roar and a crash, and an 8 inch had arrived 15 yards away. All manner of things leapt into the air, and we leapt from the tea table. Sylvia, our favourite horse, was lying dead, and three men were wounded. We had the wind up rather badly, but fortunately no more shells arrived. The French women were very alarmed, but we were able to soothe them. Old grandma and her married daughter came up from the cellar after half an hour. The cellar would not have been of much use against an 8 inch. In the evening we played bridge.

Obies welcomed us on 7 November, and here we heard that the German delegates had set off for Paris. We thought that it might only be a rumour. We were in good billets at Obies, and in our billet was a French girl who said she had been seduced by a German. We wondered.

Though the Brigade was still in the Line, the Battalion came out on the 8th and were situated in the next village. On the 9th rumours circulated that an armistice had to be signed by 11 o’clock on Monday morning, the 11th. B Echelon now changed of course, and it was my turn to go in the Line. Everyone now had the wind up, more than at any time during the war perhaps, for it would be hard luck indeed to be badly wounded or killed just before the close of the war. About midday I received orders to join the Battalion, and we made preparations for moving up on the day following – Sunday, 10 November. The Line was now beyond Maubeuge.

Rising at 5.45 am, we moved off at 7.30 am and marched eight kilometres to Mont Plaisant just outside Maubeuge. We were given a rousing reception by the French people. One old man who had fought in the Franco-Prussian War stood at the salute on his doorstep and was wearing his old uniform with the three-cornered hat. He sang the Marseillaise at the top of his voice. The men raised a cheer as they passed him. It was a great moment both for him and us. We were given delightful billets in Maubeuge; we had a fine Mess and actually had a bed with sheets to sleep in. We were playing bridge that evening when the Adjutant, who so often brought unwelcome news, at last brought us some which was most interesting. He told us that the Kaiser had abdicated, and that the Crown Prince had also renounced the throne. He also told us that we were not moving farther forward as no further attack was to be made. The other part of the Brigade were still in Line. 

On 11 November news came through officially that the Armistice had been signed. Hostilities ceased at 11 am. Guns were firing until the last minute, and one went on for half an hour afterwards. Then all was quiet. There was very little excitement, the troops scarcely being able to realise that all was over. The French people were the most excited, one woman running down the street shouting “c’est la paix”. Numerous flags were quickly hoisted, and the constant stream of motor Lorries and artillery ceased, leaving everything very quiet and strange. The Divisional General gave a lecture emphasising the importance of strict discipline and cleanliness. I had a letter this day from Canon Burroughs enclosing a sermon which I liked so much when on leave. So the actual fighting in the Great War ended. May there never be any more like it!

The Company paraded at 9 am on 12 November, and each Platoon Officer read the terms of the Armistice to his men. Still no enthusiasm was raised. I played soccer for my Platoon (no. 11) in the afternoon, and we defeated no. 9 by four goals to one. 

I was Orderly Officer on the following day and put out markers on the Brigade Parade ground. Viscount Hampden made a great speech to his Brigade. I fetched money for the Battalion from some obscure part of Maubeuge. I had to put Corporal Earl under open arrest for ‘not complying with an order’. Wight returned from leave.

On 16 November we marched round to the far side of Maubeuge to Ferrière-la-Grande and went into good billets. At this time French and British prisoners were returning in large numbers and looked in poor condition.

There were only four officers and no men at Holy Communion on Sunday. In the afternoon, no. 11 Platoon beat no. 10, 3-0.

We started our long march to Germany on Monday, 18 November, and, marching about twelve miles, stayed at Bousignies in moderate billets. Continuing next day, we reached Gozée by way of Thuin. The roads were bad and the going somewhat heavy, but another twelve miles were done. Feeling very tired, we endeavoured to interest the men in the countryside but without great success. No wonder, when they were carrying such a weight. Next day we went on to Gerpinnes, southeast of Charleroi, and here we had splendid billets. We were given a grand reception here. The whole little town was decorated with signs of welcome, and the band came out to play us in, accompanied by the city fathers. We had a merry evening. We remained at Gerpinnes some days and did some road repairing. We found little Yvonne interesting and amusing in the evenings. 

The C.O. inspected the Company on the 23rd and found us “not too bad”. We had a bath at the Chateau – a very good one in a ‘real’ bath. Yvonne proved entertaining in the afternoon, and the Sergeants’ Dance was successful in the evening.

We left Gerpinnes on Sunday and marched six miles to Mettet. We were now feeling the pinch owing to the shortage of rations. The Germans had left a number of guns behind in the Square, according to the terms of the Armistice. Of course, we had passed a good many before this, but they had been abandoned in their hasty flight, not ‘according to plan’. 

Rising at 6.15 am, we set off without any breakfast owing to lack of rations, and marched to Warnant. Here we were billeted in a glorious French chateau and lived with people who produced wine and cigars. Next morning we went on and did 20 kilometres march over very hilly country to Poret. On this march, one of the prettiest we did, we passed over the Meuse, which was most picturesque. Again there was a serious lack of rations, due to the fact that we were so far from the base. This is one of the arguments in favour of stopping the War when we did. It is doubtful if we could have got arms, ammunition and food up for a whole army.

On Wednesday 27 November, we marched in pouring rain to Chapois, a very tiny village, and rations arrived at last. We had a good dinner here. Owing to the difficulty over rations, we remained in his village till 10 December, by which time one line of railway had been put in working order. In the meantime, we found Chapois the most appalling place to stay that it was possible to conceive. We were simply bored stiff. We did the usual Company drill and occasional route march to keep up fit, for there were many miles to cover yet before we reached Germany. There was a small meeting on the part of the troops on 1 December owing to the food difficulty, but it was soon quelled. I went over to see Knight at Liyorm in the evenings. I now began for the first time in my life to think of saving some money for my future education and sent off £30 to be banked for me at home. This money and further additions that I made have subsequently been most useful at the University; in fact, I could not have existed without it. On 4 December I suffered a heavy loss at ‘bander’ and determined not to play again, and have not done so.

White unfortunately left us to be demobilised on 5 December. He was an exceptionally good officer. I was in command of the Company for a time. On 10 December we left Chapois much to everyone’s great delight, after rising at 5.30 am. We bathed at Maffe, 20 kilometres away, having passed through very pretty country once more. Next day, rising at 5.45 am, we left Maffe and marched 22 kilometres to Hamoir, which village we left on the next day when we journeyed fourteen kilometres to Eronsheid. We found at 
6 am on the morrow that we were in for yet another wet march, for it was literally pouring in torrents. However, eighteen kilometres we went; we were soaked to the bone and this was probably the most miserable march we had with the possible exception of the last one. However, at Basse-Bodeux we had good billets. This march we found particularly trying as we had to negotiate a hill of five kilometres which without the rain would certainly have caused some rather strong language. On 14 December we left Basse-Bodeux and marched through extremely charming country to Vielsalm. This town proved to be a pleasant little place, with an abundance of good billets. I filled up my ballot paper on this day and sent it off to England which was in the throes of a general election. There was a most vivacious young married daughter in our billet, with whom Pentith spent some interesting hours. 

We continued our march on Monday, 16 November at 7.30 am and by midday had crossed the frontier into Germany. The only indication of the frontier between Belgium and Germany that we saw was a small signpost and a German sentry-box occupied by a British soldier. All of the officers were photographed on the frontier, but I don’t think they came out owing to the dull weather. The German inhabitants seemed very scared. For the most part, they kept within doors as we passed through the villages. In our first German billet at Born, the people seemed frightened to a degree but on the next day, when they found we were not quite such villains as they had believed and possibly had been taught, they became more brave and cheerful. We were billeted upon an old woman who had lost two sons in the War and we might have been the actual cause of their deaths. 

On 17 December we marched to Hünningen and were in slightly better billets. Rations, however, again failed to arrive, and we had to fall back upon German potatoes. These poor people themselves had very little food, and their black bread was appalling. They marvelled to see our purely white loaves. Snow fell throughout the next day, but we had a fire and were comfortable in our billets. We played bridge for four hours and ended by being level. On the 20th  after rising at 7.30 am, we superintended bathing operations for the Company.

21 December saw us marching twelve and a half miles to Hellenthal, which was quite a nice place. Again we passed through beautiful country along the tortuous roads. Hellenthal contains old-fashioned houses rather like those at Shrewsbury. We were in splendid billets here. 

The worst march of all took place on 23 December in pouring rain. We marched fifteen and a half miles, and Capt. Cooper, who was temporarily in command of the Battalion, decided that owing to the violence of the downpour, it was simply adding to our weight by wearing great-coats, so we went the whole distance in our tunics and ground-sheets. Whether this policy was wise it is difficult to say, but had we put great-coats on, it might have caused less grousing. Eventually, we arrived at Hostel Rogzendorf, and after seeing the men safely in, I jumped into my bed until the valise arrived. Then I got into some fairly dry things and found the Platoon was slowly drying itself by the aid of a good fire. This is where the men suffered, having no wholly clean change.

We were now within a few miles of our final destination. What a tramp it had been! Everybody was glad to arrive at Kommern, which is about the size of Wansford. The little place was wholly lighted by electricity, and the billets were quite satisfactory without being luxurious. The Germans treated us well, and all men had orders to raise their caps to British Officers. I was billeted with some people who had sent two sons to the War, and they had apparently often faced us. The boys were demobilised at home and were quite good lads. 

On Christmas Day we had a rifle inspection, and in the afternoon Hepper and I walked to Mechernich through the snow. Before dinner we played bridge, and after dinner there was a dance. Some German girls attended. We had an enjoyable evening. Stanfield, (Tony) Jebson and Jamieson joined the Company on this day. Hepper was Capt. and O.C. at this time, and I was Second-in-Command. 

Two hundred and ninety francs exchanged for 406 marks on 27 December. (Today, March 1922, the mark is at 1300 to the pound – the worst it has ever been.) Pentith took a trip to Cologne. 

On 30 December, I walked at a moment’s notice to Brigade Headquarters and gave L/Cpl Harrison a character. He was charged with desertion on the Marne last July. I gave him a good character having known him for a long time and, being the only person who remained, it carried great weight. Knight came over to tea, and in the evening we appropriated or commandeered a fine piano. 

We lost to the D.L. Infantry on the last day of the year by four goals to three. Thus ended perhaps the most eventful year of my life. What an amazing year! The strain had been tremendous. What a mixture of joy, sorrow, horror, fear, bravery, dejection etc. What sort of character might be moulded out of these feelings?

Now followed about a fortnight’s revelry, which was really a reaction after the tense excitement of war. On 1 January we prepared for the men’s Xmas dinner which commenced at 6 pm. It was quite a good show. I played the piano, several other officers did various little acts of entertainment, and I took part in the Officers’ quartet. I think the men had an enjoyable evening.

On 2 January 1919, I was ordered to go on a General Education Course for six weeks, but it was not the type of education I desired and I managed to get out of it. Dear old Dick Fotherby arrived on 3 January and I was delighted to see him. 

Rising at 5.45 am on the 4th, I walked to Mechernich Station and caught the 7.30 am train to Cologne, which we reached at 9 am. We had meals at the Dom Hotel and slept at another one. I walked to the Rhine Bridge, a massive structure, and then on to the famous Ring. A magnificent city! Germans often politely helped us to find our way here and there. We found the Opera House and later went all over the cathedral. A most glorious building! We climbed to the top from which we saw the Seven Sisters – hills in the neighbourhood of Koblenz, I believe. The houses in Cologne were generally speaking of excellent quality. We then did some shopping. Having been warned to do so, we took our own bread with us. The food at the hotel was good – chicken, geese etc. – but no sweets. There was plenty of excellent wine at a price. We went to the Opera House and heard beautiful music. A large orchestra performed.

(continued January 1925)

On the next day we returned by train to Mechernich and spent a merry evening at Kommern. (Since I wrote last time, the mark fell to two billion to the pound. A new coinage was put into circulation late last year, 1924.) I drew money from Mechernich on Monday afternoon (the 6th) and walked back as the day was closing, passing through the dark woods with some thousands of marks in my possession. It was said that Bolsheviks were in the district at this time, so I carried a loaded revolver on this lonely road. 

The Battalion ran a steeple-chase against the 2/20th Londons on 8 January. Out of 200 runners, I came in sixth, but was the first representative of our Battalion, much to my surprise and to that of many others. Once again we were inoculated on 9 January.

The Officers’ dinner took place on Saturday, 11 January and was a great affair. Everyone danced whether they were able to do so or not, and many dances resembled a rugger scrum. Nearly everyone made a speech and said the most amusing things. Wine there was in plenty. On arriving back at my rooms at 2 am I failed to get in, so spent the night at Tony Stansfield’s house. 

Next day I marched the Company four miles, though I did not feel much like a march, to watch the Company play football against the Durhams. We lost 4-0. A whist drive was held in the evening.

On 13 January, I played for the Coy. against the Devons. We were losing 3-0 at half time, but managed to equalise. I scored the equalising goal! At this time there was much talk of demobilisation, and at one time I expected to go at the end of January. Everyone was eager to go back to civilian life. Many of them unfortunately suffered later.


I was transferred to B.H.Q. on 16 January when I took over the Company. I preferred to be with the Company, however, as things were somewhat tame at B.H.Q.  Fortunately, I got away for the weekend to Cologne, thence to Bonn by a splendid electric train. The interior of Bonn Cathedral contained beautiful paintings. The University also was a fine building and very large. Dinner at the Dom, Cologne, was an excellent one, and I missed the last train, sleeping at the Wilhelmshof Hotel. However, I rose at 4.15 am on the Sunday morning and caught the 5.07 to Mechernich and was in time to attend Church Parade in the morning.

Major Brooke and I had an amusing journey to Mechernich on the 20th. We commandeered a carriage in order to go over to see The Pelicans, but the snow was so deep that the carriage stuck in it on the way home, and we had to leave it and walk. We made strenuous attempts to pull or push it out but entirely failed.

Weber and I went to Cologne on the 24th and interviewed the Advisory Committee with regard to going to Leeds University with the object of doing a textile course there. They advised Cambridge in my case. We lunched at the Dom and dined at the Officers’ Club in the evening. The Club was a large hotel served by German waiters, and there was a German orchestra which worked hard.


On 29 January, I was asked to go on leave instead of being demobilised. This was really a far better scheme. I handed over B.H.Q. to Hanson on the 30th on his return from England. Our Company H.Q. left the Curé’s house on 1 February after some trouble.

As my pass had come through for leave, I left Mechernich Station at 1 pm on 5 February and, after dinner at the Club, went on board the Cologne to Boulogne Express. The train pulled out at 4.45 am on 6 February and started well, but it crawled to Charleroi through the devastated area. I got off and had dinner at Charleroi at the club and later continued the journey. On passing Arras the train increased in speed, but arrived at Boulogne 11 hours late at 5 pm.

Once more I slept at the Club and as previously watched a picture show.

[Here the diary ends.]
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