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The following account of the First World War was written by BHW. The original is in pencil..

Ypres
October 26th  -  November 6th 1914

A sky red, orange and green, dappled with grey-brown wind-torn clouds: a sheet of water dull as unpolished steel, reflecting dimly here and there those few, twinkling lights of Southampton harbour which as yet the growing brilliance of a perfect dawn had not eclipsed: a tangle of masts, stays, funnels and derricks, silhouetted inky black against the East: such were the beauties of early morning on October 26th, when just before six o’clock I came up from my cabin onto the deck of the Lydia for what I believed to be my last glimpses of England. The last glimpse! -  I do not exaggerate in choosing this adjective -  it was my honest belief at the time; I was on my way to the front within the first three months of the greatest of all wars and I was not yet twenty-one; I was aflame with patriotism and the spirit of sacrifice; I was thrilled with excitement and the keenest anticipation, while, though I thought otherwise then, my ignorance of what the future was likely to bring me, was profound. In consequence I felt that sub-conscious certainty which most men “going out” for the first time, I believe, experience – the certainty that I should be killed and killed very shortly. “The stricken field” I pictured as peacetime represents it, a field of glory, of movement, of exhilarating activity, at the moment when a successful charge is driven home, a field which, though strewn with wounded, dying or dead, has nothing of the hideousness of pain or dirt, but is beautiful with so much heroism, so much romantic chivalry that death in battle held no real fear for me except as a strange experience which a man naturally approaches with timidity. The experience, however, I was willing, even eager to undergo; I was filled with the most optimistic enthusiasm, for the tide had turned at the battle of the Marne, and like many others I hoped for – expected rather – Victory by Christmas 1914 and surely the conqueror’s laurels would shine the more resplendent against the paleness of a dead man’s brow. That morning, truly my head was in the clouds and I walked with gods and heroes, but it was not to be long before I should be rudely brought to earth again and disillusioned of all my vague ideals; not long before the ignorance which clad me in the silver armour of legendary knighthood, should be ousted by full knowledge of the meaning of “khakis” and all the dirt, degradation and dreary monotony it symbolises. “My last glimpse of England” – little as I realised, then Bellona’s fitted ugliness, as little did I understand which prompts her here to slay and there to spare a man even though at his right hand shall fall ten thousand.

Shortly after six we warped out of our berth and steamed down Southampton Water, past Netley, past hospital ships just returned from France, past the Isle of Wight. The crossing was a pageant of glowing colours; we seemed to be sailing down a golden pathway straight to the sun, with a blue sky overhead and a bluer sea beneath and the spray from the wave tops glistened rainbow hued in the clear, bright light, The water was just choppy enough to make it alive and beautiful but not sufficiently rough to drown the Don Quixote in me beneath the bitter, humiliating floods of seasickness. By noon we sighted the French coast and just after one o’clock slowed down off Le Havre to allow a fussy little French patrol boat to examine (!) us. Dignity and Impudence! – but Impudence transfigured with all the pompous display of importance so dear to the minor continental “official”. She was merely a dirty little tug mounting two small quick-firers in the bows and flying a dingy white flag with a pale blue centre, but we had to obey her orders and sail completely around her before we were allowed to enter the harbour!

On our left as we came in we saw a large building flying the Belgian flag which we thought to be the new headquarters of the Belgian Government, also one or two French hospitals, and on our right along the quay where we berthed a large hospital flying the Union Jack as well as the Red Cross.

Even in the excitement of claiming my kit and valise and making a porter understand in my lame French what I wanted done with it, the dramatic nature of the situation was not wholly lost to me and I felt that I was indeed “making history” as I walked down the brow and first set foot on French soil.

After reporting myself to the proper authorities and getting my orders I went with a subaltern of the Queens to the Hotel de Bras d’Or for dejeuner, as we found we had a few hours to spare before reporting to the RTO’s office. It was half past two before we finished our meal and we had to entrain at 5pm, so we were only able to get a very rough impression of the town and the people; what attracted our attention and amused us most was the way in which almost every child would run up to a British officer and say “Goodnight”! This was apparently the only English that the children of Le Havre had managed to learn in close on three months, and not only did every little street Arab greet us in this way but as we sat outside a café near the station drinking tea, a lady passing with a well-dressed little boy, stopped, whispered in his ear and he came towards us solemnly and a solemnly shook hands with each of us and said “Goodnight”.

At 5.40pm we left Havre for Rouen; there were two Belgians in our carriage, one rather a handsome man, the other common looking and suggesting a not too clean prize pig. They were extremely friendly and talked incessantly in broken English, first carefully explaining to us their own tremendous misfortune – they were members of Parliament and we were duly impressed – giving us a detailed account of their escape from the Germans, how their houses had been burnt and how though civilians the Germans had tried to shoot them down as they were escaping. On reaching Rouen we found that half the officers on the train – there were about thirty of us – had to go on “up” almost at once, the remainder waiting till next day. The rations for the party had been put onboard in bulk; bully beef, biscuits, cheese and jam were easy enough to divide but a problem arose when we came to share out the tea, sugar and salt. The tea and sugar were packed in one box with a partition in the middle and the salt in a little bag, and the trouble was that those going on that night had nothing in which to put their share. After a certain amount of discussion the difficulty was suddenly solved by a Captain who produced from his valise a clean pair of pants and a sock. Tying a knot in the end of each leg of his pants, he filled one with tea and the other with sugar and put our share of the salt in the sock, and then, triumphant, we sorted out our kits in the dim light of the station lamps, shouldered them and went to look for our train.

I managed to find a 1st Class carriage on the VIIth Division supply train, but by the time six of us had settled ourselves in it with our valises and all our kit – and three were Army Chaplains, each with about twice as much as any ordinary officer takes, one actually having in the carriage with him a portable Field Altar – we felt uncomfortably packed. At 1.30am we started and one by one dropped off to sleep only to be wakened periodically by what for the moment we imagined could be nothing less than a collision. A French supply train crawls along, apparently interminably, at a snail’s pace, but when it does stop, it stops dead. All day we crept along, jerking to a halt now and then at little country stations where we could sometimes get hot coffee to wash down our bully and biscuits, until just before 9pm we reached Boulogne. The journey though tiring had not been dull, for I was still full of excitement – I think we all were – and I had plenty to think about. Besides, the conversation between the three Padres kept us amused the whole time: they chaffed each other unceasingly; the Presbyterian was the quietest of the three, the “muscular Christian” who represented the Church of England was like an overgrown puppy in his boisterous and somewhat clumsy fun, but the “Holy Father”, as the Roman Catholic, with his somewhat ascetic face and piercing brown eyes, was affectionately called by his Anglican tormentor, returned thrust for thrust with a quiet but brilliant wit which effectively turned the tables on his opponent and frequently made us all helpless with laughter.

At Boulogne station we managed to get a fairly good meal and in the station yard I saw my first Germans – on stretchers. They were not good specimens, being small and rather weak looking men. We also saw part of an armoured train that had obviously been in action, for one of the trucks had several badly buckled and seared plates. On returning to our train we found an extra 1st Class coach had been put on and we were able to make ourselves more comfortable. We left Boulogne at 1am, but it was nearly eight hours before we reached Calais – six of these hours, however, were spent “broken down” just outside the former town! After Calais everything went smoothly until we reached Hagebrouak, our railhead, the only thing worth mentioning being an obviously German motor lorry with the Prussian eagle stencilled on it, which we saw in a little station yard. We detrained about noon and found a Motor Transport Supply Column to take us up towards the line. Just after 3pm, when we were ready to start, a German aeroplane came over but dropped no bombs though the spasmodic rifle fire which greeted it must have been absolutely harmless. The ride to Ypres was uneventful, though there was plenty to interest us: a few burnt out cottages and farms – probably the work of Uhlan patrols – a few graves by the roadside, some armoured motor cars and a squadron or two of French cavalry. My first impression of the French army which these cavalry afforded me, was not a good one. The horses looked small, thin and ungroomed and the men tired and dirty: I had yet to see our own men muddy and exhausted and I still judged everything by the standard of Autumn Manoeuvres! It is almost superfluous to add that my later impressions of the French troops were entirely different!

On reaching Ypres we went straight to the Hotel de la Chatellaine, now long since dust and ashes, where we had dinner: then reported at Corps Headquarters and after a great deal of trouble obtaining a billet in the “grand salon” of the Hotel in which we had dined; a truly hideous room with clouds and cherubs painted on the ceiling, plenty of gilt and many mirrors, and with a long green beige covered table in the middle of it. Much may be forgiven the German gunlayer who later dissolved that room into flying clouds of coal black smoke and brickdust!

I slept well and awoke to the sound of the guns a few miles distant. During the morning I walked through the main square of Ypres, past the beautiful Cloth Hall, then untouched, past the Cathedral to a large open space called, I believe, the Place d’Amour where the Divisional Train was parked. While I was there two German biplanes flew over and one of them dropped a bomb. I was watching them when I heard a sound above me like the screech of a circular saw which grew louder and louder as the bomb fell, seemingly, straight for me. I fancy I saw the flash of sunlight on steel as the bomb reached the ground and exploded, about eighty yards from me. I saw a column of black smoke rise and heard the whistle of fragments over me and then, trembling with excitement rather than fear, went to see what damage had been done. I found a G.S. wagon absolutely undamaged, but with the two horses harnessed to it lying dead and riddled with splinters and just in front of their heads a hole in the ground three feet deep and about five feet in diameter. The driver, and an officer who travelled up with me, who was sitting on the box, had both been knocked backwards into the wagon by the force of the explosion but were unhurt, though “Jock” a hundred yards away had not been so fortunate, for a splinter had wounded him badly in the stomach. The aeroplanes were greeted with the usual futile rifle fire and made off at their leisure, though without dropping any more bombs. I made my arrangements about transport to my regiment, and with the feeling that I had had my baptism of fire and was now more or less a full blown soldier, walked back to my hotel for lunch.

During the afternoon I went back to the transport park with my kit, hoisted it onto the 2nd Bedfords supply wagon and climbed onto the box. As we drove out of the square my attention was drawn to a small group of civilians busy round what at first appeared to be an extraordinary pale pink piece of furniture like a big wooden bed turned upside down with four pale pink legs sticking straight up in the air. It was one of the victims of the morning’s raid, which the inhabitants with an eye to the valuable if somewhat lacerated hide had begged, had just finished skinning and were now about to cut up to facilitate burial.

Leaving Ypres we drove down the Ypres – Menin road till we came to the level-crossing, where I found the Transport lines of the 2nd Bedfords. Here I met Lieutenant Mills and Captain Cressingham, the Quartermaster. I had travelled all the way from Southampton with an officer named Ennis who, like myself, had been ordered out to the 2nd Bedfords although it was not his own regiment, but his attachment to them was fated to be so short that only a passing reference to him is called for.

Cressingham and Mills made us welcome, relieved us of our swords, which we had been compelled to bring with us from England although we knew how useless they were, and about 6 o’clock gave us a good, hot meal and introduced us to ration rum. That fiery liquid – I believe the present issue is not quite so potent – has been an incalculable blessing to men miserable, numb and cold during long winter nights in wet trenches, and rumour will tell you that not infrequently it has added that little touch of recklessness to courage which has meant the winning of the V.C. or some other decoration. The thrash of tortured feet stamping up and down almost ceaselessly during the sixteen hour nights of January and February in the icy slush that covers the bottom of the trench, drowns the thin, self-righteous wail of certain stay-at-home teetotallers who, it seems, would rather we lost the war than that the mere possibility should ever arise of British courage being augmented by a little Dutch. Their miserable whine does not reach us out in the cold, swampy Valley of the Shadow of Death, and if occasionally, very occasionally someone drinks of the nectar of the gods too deeply, what of it? The very abuse seems to those who have suffered and been comforted almost to justify its use.

During the meal both Ennis and I were very quiet with the quietness that usually comes to men who are shortly to step out into the darkness lead – whither they do not know – or to what. Mills and Cressingham, to keep out thoughts from the immediate future, talked light and amusing “shop”, keeping as far as possible to the human and the humorous side of war and avoiding any but passing mention of its uglier aspects. One story has stuck in my memory: I think it belongs to Mills, who vouched for its truth. Among the letters sent in from time to time to be censored, one usually appeared from a certain individual who obviously found writing a “labour and a sorrow”: it was short and sweet and ran very much as follows:- “My darling wife. i  hope this finds you as it leaves me at present. i am in the pink. i cannot write more for the Sensor reads my letter. your loving husband No 100001 Pte. Jones.T”. It was always the same: Pte Jones was not an imaginative man or perhaps he realised his literary limitations and was too proud to risk failure by attempting more ambitious prose. One day, however, there was a slight change. Apparently the wife, who did not seem to be worried by her husband’s epistolary shortcomings, was worried by the slenderness of  her wartime income and had written demanding not news, but cash by return of post, with the result that this rather naïve but cunning reply came under the eye of the officer who acted as regimental censor: - “My darling wife etcetera…..i had your letter today. i would like to send you a five frank note in this letter, but the sensor reads my letter. Your loving husband No 100001 Pte Jones.T.”

In inky darkness and a depressing drizzle which made the granite setts of the long, straight Ypres Menin road slippery with mud, we set out, walking behind the ration carts with Mills. Ennis and I wore our overcoats with our equipment outside, mufflers and mitts, and the exertion required to keep up with the transport over the rough and slimy surface of the road and the rain which soaked into our clothes and made them heavy, soon caused us to sweat violently and we were not sorry when we reached the hamlet of Hooge and halted. Here we stopped in a little cottage into which we were invited by some gunners, for about an hour and a half to avoid traffic congestion on the road which was frequently shelled further up. From here we marched with an advanced party with fixed bayonets for the whereabouts of the enemy at that critical time was uncertain as even the existence of our own battalion. October 29th had been a glorious but terrible day for the 2nd Bn Bedfordshires Regt, as I learnt later, for, in the words of the G.O.C. VII division’s despatch, on that day it had “taken part in a general counter attack, advancing steadily and gallantly in spite of heavy enfilade artillery and rifle fire, when its losses were heavy”. The road grew worse as we went on and in the light of gun flashes both it and the trees which flanked it on either side showed increasing signs of the effects of shell fire. A few shrapnel burst over the road but none near enough to us to be dangerous. At last we reached Ghalnualt, where we caught a glimpse of ruined cottages and dead men and horses, then we turned to the right, left the slippery setts and marched down an ordinary metalled road in the direction of Zanvoorde. After about ten minutes we halted, the rations were hastily dumped by companies on the road side and Mills then lead the way into a little farm which was Battalion Headquarters. The kitchen was lit by a small oil lamp and a good fire made the typical French stove which jutted out into the room, glow red hot. The remains of a meal was on the table and round the fireplace were seated four or five officers, most of them in their shirt sleeves, trying to dry their clothes. Major J.M.Traill commanded the battalion with Major R.P.Stares as his second in command and Captain C.C.Foss adjutant. They welcomed us and told us to help ourselves to food if we wanted any. The picture they presented gave us a distinct shock; my vague and somewhat theatrical visions vanished, my disillusionment began. For the first time I realised the dirt and discomfort that war means and was brought face to face with that utter weariness which, when experienced, seems almost a material thing. All of them, and especially Foss, were drawn and haggard and their eyes shone out of their pale faces as if fevered. Obviously they had not shaved in days, they were filthy and their clothes were soaked. They were too tired to talk or even smoke, almost too tired to sleep. Even then, I think, I understood how extreme exhaustion becomes a tangible object, a shroud enveloping the whole body, almost stifling the life within, to the man who has been called upon to display intense mental and physical energy for days and nights on end. I was tired myself after my long day and the uncomfortable march up from the transport lines over the rough and slippery road, but the sight of their faces almost drugged with want of sleep made me feel strangely fresh and wakeful in comparison. Presently Foss got up and took Ennis and myself into another room where there was a small heap of dirty straw on which we lay. Just before I fell asleep I remember Foss creeping in under my overcoat which I was using as a blanket – his own overcoat and tunic were soaking and so useless – and, asleep almost before he had covered himself up, snoring violently.

Shortly after dawn next morning we were called by one of the servants and after a rather hurried breakfast Major Stares told Ennis and myself he would take us to our companies. As we left the farm several badly wounded men were brought in and in the field opposite I caught sight of the first dead men I had seen by daylight. The Major led the way back to a ridge where our company was digging in a support line and left Ennis with it while he took me on to B Company which was a little further back in reserve. I did not see Ennis again for half an hour later he was badly wounded by shrapnel. B Company was strung out along a ditch on the reverse slope of the ridge and had dug in about two feet deep. I was handed over to C.S.M. Guerin, and put nominally in command, though the Major made me understand that until I had found my feet I was to take Guerin’s “advice” on every occasion when I thought it necessary to give an order. As all the men were busy digging there was nothing for me to do but talk to the Sergeant Major and occasionally take a turn with an entrenching tool. A few hundred yards in our left rear there was a battery of 18prs in rough pits with their horse hidden in a little plantation immediately behind us. Soon after they opened fire, the German guns told off for counter-battery work engaged them and searched the battery position and the plantation with high explosive. The sight of bursting shells was so novel to me that I stood up in our shallow trench to get a better view of them although some were pitching not much more than a hundred yards away. With the bliss of ignorance I let my curiosity get away with me, only hauled down in a few moments by Guerin and told not to expose myself. I did not understand then the danger zone of a bursting shell or the force with which the splinters fly and until I had actually seen a man hit and killed by shrapnel, which was the same afternoon, shells were nothing more to me than glorified fireworks. As the morning wore on the noise of gunfire increased and we could see salvoes of shrapnel bursting over the village of Zanvoorde away on our right. A German aeroplane flew over, circled round and signalled with red light balls and what appeared to be long strips of silver paper which it let fall and which twinkled and flashed in the sunlight as they came slowly to the ground. Presently the bass roar of gunfire which had been growing louder and louder was accompanied and dominated by the treble of heavy rifle fire and shortly after Foss came over the ridge to us and ordered us to advance with fixed bayonets and bandoliers only, leaving all equipment behind. Just behind the crest was a line of shallow, disconnected trenches or rifle pits into which he put us and ordered us to be ready to make a counter-attack at a moment’s notice. The German attack, however, apparently hung fire, for the noise of rifle fire decreased and we were not called upon to move again. After a time I sent a few men back to our own trench to collect the equipment and bring it up to us, and we busied ourselves scraping our pits a few inches deeper. By standing up in my pit I could just see over the crest, and watch the farm house, the old Battalion Headquarters, which was being shelled and which was finally set on fire. It had been used as the regimental Dressing Station as well as H.Q. and when the shelling started there had been some difficulty in getting all the wounded safely away and the M.O. had several narrow escapes. As far as I know, however, no one was hit in the building and the servants managed to salve all the Mess property and the rations.

About four in the afternoon the rifle fire increased again and a number of bullets came over us in partial enfilade from the right, and soon we saw small parties of our own men retiring about four hundred yards in front of us. This was the first rifle fire under which I had come and unlike the shells, it frightened me. The crack of a bullet passing close to one is so vicious and the long drawn scream of a ricochet so eerie that one feels an utter helplessness, feels the supreme futility of attempting to dodge, and such feeling is only intensified by the entire absence of any visible sign of force such as the earth splash and smoke cloud of a high explosive shell, or the curling, cream and white puff of a shrapnel.

Presently word came down the line that the Germans had broken through, and apparently the position at Zanvoorde had been stormed and our right flank was somewhat in the air. Then came a vague message to retire. Had this not been my first day in action, I should have known that no notice is to be taken of such an order and should have held my ground until receiving a proper and authoritative order to withdraw, or failing such an order, until we had engaged the oncoming enemy and been killed or captured. My ignorance must be my excuse for retiring with my company which I did after a reasonably full consultation with C.S.M. Guerin, and I believe my ignorance saved us. We left our trenches and walked back in open order edging away from the threatened flank. I had no idea how far we ought to go but expected the problem to be solved in some such way as it actually was. Again ignorance was bliss, and responsibility sat lightly on my shoulders. Even a little knowledge and I should have realised the seriousness of our position and my action, and should probably have blundered. We moved back some seven or eight hundred yards, scrambling through hedges and walking steadily in open order across fields. Once we came under a small salvo of shrapnel: I saw the flash and white eddying curl of one shell some fifteen yards on my left and the same instant the two men next to me, twenty yards away, fell. Quick as he went down, one man jumped to his feet and ran, with blood trickling from his head; the other never moved, and with his death there first came to me that fear, that terror of shell fire which is greater than any that gas, bullet, bayonet or even mines can inspire. The story goes that when first certain Indian troops came under heavy fire, they squatted on the ground and refused to move either forwards or backwards despite the orders and even entreaties of their white officers. It was useless, they said, for was not Allah obviously looking for them? One can sympathise with them; for with the realisation of the tremendous area swept by the cruel, sharp edged splinters, and the immense searching powers of shrapnel with its forward burst often of three hundred yards by fifty broad, one experiences the feeling of utter helplessness the invisible bullet inspires, while in addition there is the shock of explosion and the visible display of that gigantic force which gives the deadly impetus of the fragments and pellets. My first bullets frightened me, while my first shells did not; but with the evidence now before my eyes that the latter possessed invisible powers of destruction as well as visible, there was born in me a fear, a hatred of shellfire stronger than any other I have ever experienced.

As we came near a burning cottage we met a Staff Captain and saw small bodies of other troops who had also been retiring. He told me to dig in on a line which ran some thirty yards in rear of the cottage and promised to send a party of R.Es later to improve the field of fire and, if possible, put up a little wire. The remainder of the day and the night of 30th – 31st may be dismissed in a few lines. We found some farm implements and with these and our entrenching tools dug a chain of rifle pits, which, however, we were compelled to make dangerously shallow owing to the waterlogged condition of the ground in which we were working. During the night, which fortunately was a quiet one, another company of the Bedfords moved back and entrenched about a hundred yards in rear of us in a slightly higher and dryer position: the R.Es ran up a simple barbed wire entanglement in front of our pits and partially demolished the cottage, and after a drink of tea boiled up by one of my men on its dying embers, I managed to snatch a few hours sleep.

The G.O.C. VII division, the late General Capper, in his despatches states that “On October 31st the 2nd Bedfords made several counter-attacks and lost many officers and men, including the commanding officer and second in command”. Of this I know practically nothing: I and the fifty or sixty men under my command were apparently forgotten and took no part in the day’s fighting and until evening I was more or less completely ignorant of the general situation and of my position in relation to other troops. In the early morning the battle began with a heavy and increasing hostile bombardment but owing to my chain of rile pits being hidden behind the cottage and its garden hedges I escaped all shelling except for a few H.E. that fell short of the trench a hundred yards behind me. I soon learnt that there were other troops well in front of me, partly from the sound of rifle fire, and partly from the stream of wounded, mostly Bedfords, who made their way back in ones and twos past the ruined cottage, but the only direct information I had that day came from a badly wounded corporal who jumped into my pit when a shell burst uncomfortably close. He had been hit by several shell splinters while in the front line trenches and though he had only flesh wounds, they were sufficiently severe. A piece of flesh had been gouged out of his left arm, and the left side of his neck stripped of skin, while a fragment about the size of a pea had pierced his left cheek, fortunately missing, however, his teeth and tongue. While I bound him up he tried to tell me what was happening, but owing partly to his face wound and partly to the nervous state in which he was, I found it very difficult to understand him. I gathered however that the enemy were attacking in force and he spoke of seeing hundreds of them marching in close formation down a road some distance away. After a brief rest he scrambled out of my trench and made his way to the rear. During the remainder of the day until dusk, nothing occurred which concerned me personally and thanks to the absence of shellfire on my own position and my ignorance of the possibilities and probabilities of war  I experienced little uneasiness or fear. Some three or four hundred yards behind me but just hidden by a crest, a couple of 4.5” howitzers had been firing steadily, and about noon I watched them gradually silenced under the intense fire of the German counter-batteries. It was in the early afternoon, I believe, that the gallant and but partially successful counter-attacks were made in which the Bedfords lost so heavily, but of these I saw nothing. Nor did I see the two Majors killed, as they were attempting to rally in the open a confused mob of men who were retiring after having lost all their officers and most of their N.C.Os. As the light waned, the battle quieted down, and I then discovered to my surprise that the rough trench which prolonged my line to the right was unoccupied, also that most of the troops on my left had vanished too. A few moments later some hundred and fifty yards on my right, approaching the vacant trench, I caught sight of three figures in grey with packs on their backs, rifles carried at the trail and pickelhauben on their heads. I opened fire on them with the three or four men next me but owing to the low visibility I am afraid we did not score a hit. The German patrol at once took cover and sent a few shots back at us, cutting the top of a turnip only a couple of yards from me, but, like us, failing to score. After that, apparently they crawled back towards their own lines, for we saw and heard no more of them. Our rifle fire, however, did have one result: it was heard by the Brigade Major, who was organising the new line some three or four hundred yards behind us; and on the strength of that and some vague reports that a few British troops were still left out in front, he came over the crest to reconnoitre and found us. As he led us back he told me what a blessing in disguise this German patrol had been, and on what a little our rescue had depended. Had we attempted to retire after dark, we should almost certainly have been shot down in mistake for a night assault. He also told me, which happily was untrue, that I was the only officer of the Bedfords left, and that except for a few, scattered individuals the thirty of forty men I still had with me comprised the whole battalion. Just as we were crossing the new line, he stopped, and asked me to turn my party about and make an attempt to save the two howitzers I had seen put out of action that morning. We found the guns themselves undamaged, though the sights and the breech-blocks had been removed to render them useless to the enemy if captured: but around them the ground was pitted with large shell holes and littered with dead bodies and empty cartridge cases, and though we fortunately found drag ropes, we had some difficulty in getting them out of their shallow emplacements and back onto a road just behind the new line where gun teams could come to fetch them. For their limbers we did not go back as a desultory though incessant shrapnel fire kept playing round the gun pits, and we also had no appetite just then for risking an encounter with any German patrols that might be seeking the whereabouts of our new position. It is no easy matter manhandling guns over rough ground especially with a crew of tired amateurs, and the swing and jerk of the trail of one of the guns, which I was attempting to lift clear of obstacles, several times nearly knocked me off my feet and bruised and scraped my ankles badly. When we had brought both guns into safety, the Brigade Major led us on through a little wood, across a little muddy watercourse and into a field where he pointed out a line to me and told me to dig in. We had only been working for a few minutes when Captain Foss with about a hundred and fifty men joined us. He also had been told that he and his party were all that were left of the regiment; so there in the darkness we solemnly congratulated each other on being alive and on things being better than they had seemed to be, at any rate, with the Bedfords.

The night was spent reorganising the remains of the battalion and in digging a fire trench across the field with supporting rifle pits in an angle of the wood some two hundred yards behind. To these I was sent before dawn with about fifty men while Foss with the rest held the front line, and as November 1st proved to be one of the quietest and most uneventful days I spent before Ypres, I was able to make up some of my arrears of sleep.

I was not disturbed until evening when I was moved with my party into some dugouts and trenches just behind the 2nd Yorks, who held the front edge of the wood, prolonging our fire trench to the left. The dugouts though not deep were dry and comfortable and gave a sense of security from shell fire, and during the night except for several false alarms caused by the sound of heavy rifle fire some little distance on our right, we were not called upon to stir from them. Apparently the Germans had spent November 1st in consolidating the ground gained on the previous day and in making preparations for a further advance, for on November 2nd they attacked again. Their main drive, however, was not aimed at us but at some objective on our left and we had only to endure a searching shrapnel fire. Shell fire in a wood is quite a different thing from shell fire in the open. The crack of the explosion is shut in by the trees and so magnified immensely like the bark of a revolver fired in a small room, while every trunk and branch seems to echo it backwards and forwards until it almost resembles thunder among the hills. In addition to splinters bullets and pellets, leaves, branches and even whole trees are hurled in all directions and the tangle of undergrowth becomes even more impassable than before. Such a bombardment may not be more dangerous than one suffered in the open but it is infinitely more demoralising, and as control is harder to exercise in enclosed, wooded country it demands a high standard of individual discipline to endure it steadily. The fire to which we were subjected, however, was in the main shrapnel and unobserved, and our casualties in consequence were few. From what I saw later in the day, I gather that the German attack was on the whole successful: it broke through the front line about a quarter of a mile on our left and exposed our flank, but it failed to penetrate very deeply and an attempt to roll up our front line by getting in rear of it was frustrated. In the late afternoon I was suddenly sent to occupy a trench which ran along the left edge of the wood at right angles to our main firing line, in order to cover the threatened flank and prevent any further attempt at widening the gap. This trench was not very deep but fortunately possessed plenty of small traverses, which were of immense value, as they afforded the only protection against the shrapnel that now swept us in complete enfilade. As it was, I had several men hit, but not badly and was myself grazed on the hand by a pellet which ricocheted off the parapet. We had not been here long when fresh troops joined us, getting into the trench where they could and mixing up with my own men. To my surprise I found they were my old regiment, the 1st Gloucesters, and I met Major Ingram, Captain Machard, Lieutenant Grazebrook and, later, Lieutenant Halford who was acting Adjutant. They told me they had come up to make a counter-attack. While we waited for the final preparations to be made, we came under the fire of a French 75mm battery which opened onto our trench under the impression that it was held by the enemy. They were stopped with difficulty by an officer – I believe Halford – who ran back to them and explained the situation, fortunately before they had done us any real damage. Presently word was passed down for all officers to report to the General at a spot just inside the wood and I went with the rest. Briefly he told us that we were to counter-attack a trench which the Germans had taken, with all the men available, that he would give the signal for the advance and that we were to charge “in the direction of he Moon”. No clearer line of direction could be given us owing to the absence of well defined landmarks, the uncertainty of the enemy’s exact position and the haste with which the counter-attack had had to be prepared. There were a few Frenchmen lying in rifle pits not ten yards behind our trench, and to these we explained what we were going to do, as we went back to our men. They seemed to understand us but I have never been quite sure that they actually did, owing to one unexplained and disastrous incident which will appear later. By the time the signal was given to leave our trench, it was quite dark except for the moon which as far as I remember was nearly full. We scrambled out with a ringing cheer, that would certainly have rejoiced the hearts of the writers of Field Service Regulations, but which almost as certainly foredoomed our attack to failure by robbing it of the element of surprise. We know now that even in daylight assaults it is better to save the breath for the hand to hand fighting when the hostile trench is reached and in night attacks the importance of complete silence cannot be over emphasised. Soon we reached a trench crowded with Germans – but all dead or dying – and for a moment paused irresolute, wondering whether this was the line we were meant to capture and hold. The halt can not have lasted more than three quarters of a minute but during that time my brain photographed as it were, the scene and the prints which memory today can take from the original plate are as clear and detailed as if only two hours, instead of nearly two years, had elapsed since I stood in the moonlight and absorbed the picture before me. Right and left of us as far as I could see was a line of excited men whose outlines were vague with the vagueness peculiar to khaki in any but the strongest light, but whose bayonets flickered and flashed in the rays of the moon like will-o’-the-wisps over a bog, At their feet ran the trench a line inked black across the silver flooded field, and in it and on either side of it lay little heaps of dead and dying Germans. Had French or German troops found themselves in such a situation as we were, I believe their first thoughts would have been to seize on to the prizes they had won, to take full possession of it, organise and consolidate it, but the ruling passion is strong even when a man is facing death in the night and Englishmen from childhood have had hammered into them the idea of playing the game for the sake only of the game and of counting the prize, should they win it, as but a souvenir of past achievements and possibly, as a spur to future ones: and therefore it was, perhaps, that this short pause saw not one man but dozens, myself included, stoop and grab a German helmet almost as soon as we reached the trench. We had come out indeed not souvenir hunting, but to make a desperate attack on a successful enemy, and victory so it seemed for the moment, was ours without cost, yet our first thoughts were not of the value of our prize, not of the comparative safety it would afford as when properly consolidated but that we had played the game we had been asked to play, that the result of that game did not deeply concern us and therefore that we were now at liberty to look for mementoes of the occasion. As the two tiny feathers from the wings of a woodcock stuck in the band of a man’s rough shooting hat mean more to him than the whole carcase of the bird he has shot, so the possession of those German helmets scattered about beside that shell torn trench seemed to us more to be desired than the possession of the trench itself with the cover from fire and all the other advantages it offered.

Near me on the parados of the trench sprawled a big German his face ghastly in the moonlight very near his end, and during our short halt he groaned and moved his head slightly. Like a flash one of my men jumped across and with the point of his bayonet but a few inches from the dying man’s stomach shouted at him to put his hands above his head. It was a ridiculous thing to do, perhaps, for the man was obviously at his last gasp and harmless but in the excitement of the moment I did not see the ludicrous side either of this incident or of the collection of souvenirs, and it is this particular scene out of the whole night’s drama which I can most clearly visualise now, although tragedy followed so soon upon the heels of what for want of a better name, we may call a comic episode.

The dying German, however, was left to die in peace for the word was passed that our final objective was further on and the long line at once surged forward again. There was no cheering now for the ground was heavy with mud and broken with shell holes, and we needed all our breath and attention to avoid falling as we hurried across the open space with all possible speed. In the gloom ahead of us a dark line appeared. Suddenly a hundred tongues of orange flame sprang from it, the vicious cracks of a hundred bullets beat with almost physical violence against the ear drum, and we broke into a charge. I firmly believe that we should have captured that trench, although the Germans had heard our cheering and were ready for us, but at this moment occurred a fatal and inexplicable incident: a machine gun opened on us from the rear. Its effect need hardly be described: caught between two fires of which one was totally unexpected and, since it was in reverse, terribly demoralising , the assault wavered, then halted and men flung themselves flat on the ground to escape the pitiless hail of lead. Flat as a dead man I lay also, and watched the bullets strike sparks from the stones around me. Hastily I got rid of the helmet still slung on my left arm: I would not risk capture with that damning thing upon me. Then as suddenly as it had opened, the machine gun ceased its fire, and men in little batches got up and began to walk away towards the rear. I got up with the rest and walked back, with German bullets still cracking round me and striking little jets of sparks from the stony ground almost at my feet. Back we went, past the trench of the German dead, back to the shelter of the line in which we had assembled and for long afterwards the wounded kept crawling in. Our counter-attack, my first assault across the open, had been a complete failure, but happily not a complete disaster; taking all things into consideration our casualties were not heavy; Macherd was killed and many others, but we might have been wiped out almost to a man. The darkness and the fact the Germans were probably highly excited and so shot wildly, must explain the comparative lightness of the punishment we received, while for some unknown reason my party of Bedfords suffered even less than did the Gloucesters. The mystery of the machine gun was never cleared up, though I believe an enquiry into the matter was made. It may have been that the French did not clearly understand our halting explanation of what we were going to do; or British troops behind near the junction of our assembly trench with the main front line may have been in ignorance of the whole enterprise and imagined a fresh attempt was being made by the Germans to widen the gap. The matter is a mystery, and it is well, perhaps, to leave it at such and make no attempt to fix responsibility. Spectators see most of the game, it is said, and the only spectator of all of this night’s doings was the round faced moon, and she won’t tell us what she saw.

What remained of the night we spent peaceably in our dugouts immediately in rear of the Yorks but early in the morning they closed in their right flank slightly and I, with my little party, came in between it and the main body of the Bedfords under Foss. On the evening of October 31st I spoke of the Brigade Major leading me through a wood and across a muddy little watercourse after we had salved the guns. It was in shallow rifle pits thrown across the bed of this dried up stream that we took up our position. As was only to be expected, our pits, besides being dangerous owing to the little real cover they gave, were very damp and uncomfortable, but November 3rd was a day of comparatively little shelling and no attacks, and after the excitements of the previous day we were not disposed to grumble at wet clothes and cramped quarters provided we had rest and quiet. Away to the right rear but not more than a hundred yards directly behind the firing line stood a farm house in the middle of the field, and from its yard a lone gun, an 18 pounder, was firing. It acted like a magnet to all the shells and our trenches were left untroubled while the house was piece by piece demolished and the gun finally silenced. I have forgotten now how long this spectacle lasted, but I think it was about noon when the German gunners leisurely turned their attention to the infantry and burst a few low shrapnel just in front of out trench. I was peeping over my little parapet to make sure all was clear, when one of these burst a little to my right front. A fragment, whether it was the fuse or a piece of the casing I do not know, flew straight towards my face, but I saw it coming, like a black blur just in front of my eyes, and ducked. Something, that felt like a croquet mallet, struck me a heavy blow in the top of the skull and though I did not lose consciousness, I remember very little of what happened during the next half hour. I realised this much, however, even then, that had I not seen it and ducked, it would have caught me full in the face and that would have been the end. I can remember dimly blood running down my cheeks and dripping onto the sleeves of my overcoat, and I heard someone say “Orficer ‘it: tie ‘im up” and a first Field Dressing was applied to the wound. Of the rest of the afternoon I remember nothing, though I know I stayed in my pit, as it was not safe to cross the open in daylight; but at dusk I can recall running along the back of the trench to Foss, who at once sent me to the H.Q. dugout in the angle of the wood behind us to wait for the M.O. When he came up he examined my head by the light of a candle, cut away the hair with a small pair of scissors and washed out the wound with iodine. I had an L shaped tear in my scalp, each arm of which was about three quarters of an inch long, and it was obvious that only a glancing blow had struck me, and that my skull was probably uninjured. For this reason and because of the urgent need for officers, I was not sent back to the Field Ambulance as I should have been under normal circumstances, but was told to remain in the dugout and get as much rest and sleep as I could, and I was promised that I should only be disturbed in case of an emergency. Fortunately, the night was a quiet one and I dozed for as long as a splitting headache would let me. When the rations arrived Mills joined us, leaving Cressingham to do the work of Transport Officer as well as Quartermaster, and next morning, in consequence, Foss was able to leave me in peace in the dugout instead of sending me back to the front trenches. November 4th was a singularly uneventful day, although, had it been otherwise, I doubt if I should have taken much interest in what was happening for I still felt like a bear with a sore head.

There is only one item to chronicle, the arrival of Second Lieutenant Carslake and Second Lieutenant Williams-Wilson with about two hundred much needed reinforcements; Carslake belonged to the Queens and had only just come down from Cambridge when war broke out, but Williams-Wilson was an old stager, with Boer War medal ribbons and a son at the front. I have forgotten Wilson’s regiment but I am almost sure it was not the Bedfords. I only caught a glimpse of them on this day, so I will say no more about them here: both of them and especially Carslake, will enter largely into the story as it proceeds.

Early the next afternoon the welcome news arrived that we were to be relieved, and we began to make preparations accordingly. It is a point of honour with every regiment that, if possible, it should bury its own dead and leave the ground “clean” for the newcomers. So fatigue parties were formed to do what clearing up they could by daylight, and were able to work with comparative safety in the wood, undercover from view if not from fire. They soon had the maze of dugouts and rifle pits which constituted the support line, clear of bodies, derelict equipment, empty cans and other refuse, and a handful of men ventured out from the shelter of the trees to bury the dead horses lying round the ruined farm which had contained the lone gun. The target they presented, however, at once attracted the attention of the enemy’s snipers and they had hardly gone ten yards over the open field when one man fell mortally wounded with two bullets in his body. He was one of the draft which had arrived the previous day, and his death struck me as being singularly unfortunate considering that he had only just entered the battle zone and was to have left it again that night. Shortly after this incident I had a message from Foss ordering me to report at once at Brigade Headquarters, which were situated in a dugout in the grounds of a Chateau some five or six hundred yards behind the firing line. Having just seen what the German snipers could do, I need hardly say that I hurried back to the Headquarters as fast as I could, keeping, where possible, to the shelter of the trees, and doubling across all exposed places. A few shots cracked past me but whether merely chance ones or aimed at me I could not be sure, so I did not slacken speed much until I reached the safety of the Brigade dugout. Here I found two or three officers of other regiments besides the Brigadier and his staff, and learnt that we were to act as guides to the incoming units and hand over to them our respective sections of front. The dugout seemed to me then, palatial in size, and proof against almost any missile, though in reality and compared with the later type of tunnelled dugout, it was small and uncomfortable, and vulnerable by anything bigger than field gun or field howitzer shell. We waited here until nearly ten o’clock when at last the relief began to arrive, but it was not until an hour later that the battalion I was to guide, appeared upon the scene. They were Cheshires as far as I remember and were commanded by a Captain, who cannot have seen much Active Service, if any. When we reached the front trench he lined them up behind it and himself began to tell off so many men to each bay, regardless of the time such a procedure would take and regardless, too, of the noise he was making. While he was fussing with his men, closing them a little here, extending them a little there, and all in the open, the Bedfords very fortunately scrambled out over the parados of the trench and were led away to the rear. After a while I ventured to protest to the Captain against the noise which was being made, and to point out how dangerous it was to others besides himself and his own men, but he was determined to do everything in his own way, and more to get rid of me, I think, than for any other reason, asked me to take his second in command and show him the headquarters dugout and supporting rifle pits on my way back to join my Regiment. As we neared the wood a heavy burst of rifle fire broke out and we both ran for cover. Into the first hole we came to, we both jumped and crouched down to avoid low flying bullets. It was a refuse pit, which had not been filled in, and the stink of mud, empty and half empty tins, and every conceivable kind of filth almost made us sick, but it was better than being in the open under that hurricane of lead. The noise, of course, had been heard by the Germans and they imagined, I suppose, that a night attack was in preparation or even advancing to the assault. Their rapid fire continued for some minutes, but owing to the configuration was for the most part very high, and so, happily, did little harm to the Bedfords who were now making their way through the Chateau grounds: the Cheshires who were responsible for this amazing outburst, had only to jump into their trench as soon as it began, and I heard afterwards that they suffered no casualties from it. I found my battalion drawn up by companies, lying awaiting for orders close to the Chateau itself, and after reporting to Foss, joined my own company and tried to get some sleep, as the halt we knew would probably be a long one. It was after 2am when we moved out on to the Ypres- Menin road, and began, what for most of us proved to be, a nightmare march. No special incident occurred, for we happened to light on a period when the guns which regularly night after night searched the road for ration carts, were quiet, but the slimy setts, the innumerable pitfalls and scattered debris and the utter weariness of the men after the long drawn strain of the battle made marching a torment for all of us. We reached Ypres, well before dawn and passed through the main square, but it was a very different Ypres from the one I left of October 29th. In the faint light I could see the damage great shells had done; one corner of the Cloth Hall was gone and all the square was littered with bricks and glass and cobbles torn from their bed, while down side streets, as we passed them, we caught glimpses of burning houses and shattered, blackened ruins. Once beyond the town and on the road to Dichebusch we felt safer though now our discomfort was increased by the rain which began to fall steadily. As the miles passed, the march discipline grew less and less, and stragglers almost doubled the length of the battalion, though every effort was made on the part of the officers to close them up and preserve the formation of the companies. But it  was hopeless; exhaustion, sore feet, the irritating, momentary checks inevitable during a night march, all combined to turn us into an armed mob of undisciplined looking tramps and the disintegration of the battalion as a unit was completed by a regiment of French infantry on the move who crowded us almost off he road. Dawn found us still crawling along though only at a very, very slow pace; many of the men; indeed, were sitting at the roadside munching turnips they had pulled from the fields, careless of orders, entreaties or even threats of punishment. Presently a much needed halt was ordered, and during it we managed to restore the march discipline and pull the battalion together again. Of the rest of the march little need be said: we halted about 10 o’clock in the morning and bivouacked in fields on the outskirts of a little village until the late afternoon, when we again marched on, and just as the sun set we reached Bailleul, where hot food, billets and our valises awaited us. So ended the First Battle of Ypres as far as I was concerned: its horrors, its experiences, its strain, even counting from the day I landed in France, had been packed in less than a fortnight, but in that fortnight a gulf was fixed between the days of peace and the present days, and sometimes it is hard even for memory to bridge that gulf successfully and draw a picture of the golden past which shall seem real and living.

Before closing this chapter, I feel that some slight notice should be taken of the conditions under which we fought, and that a brief record should be included of the casualties we suffered and the honours we gained. I am not going to deal with the odds which we faced, or attempt to estimate the value of the victory which the First Battle of Ypres undoubtedly was. Official and semi-official histories have given all the statistics as to the numbers engaged on either side, and outlined the fortunes of each day’s fighting from a general point of view, but as my purpose is to give merely a personal narrative, I shall not concern myself much with them. As to the impression we made on the Germans, it will be sufficient, I think, to repeat a story which was circulated among us towards to the end of November to the effect that a captured German officer under examination stated that the universal opinion among the enemy credited us with having two whole Armies to face them in front of Ypres!

What I wish to do rather, is to contrast the nature of the fighting then with that which I experienced later during many months of monotonous trench warfare, at Neuve Chapelle and, especially, in the battle of the Somme. This war has been characterised as a war of artillery and so it is of the guns that I will speak first. The bombardments around Ypres, it is true, were unprecedented, but they pale into insignificance before the opening gunfire at Neuve Chapelle, which in its turn was dwarfed by the hurricanes of heavy shells at Loos, Verdun and on the Somme. Few large calibre guns were turned onto infantry during the first six months of the war, and successive, heavy curtains of shrapnel fire were undreamed of by either side, even if the ammunition supply had been equal to the demand such barrages entail. Against this, however, must be set the open character of the fighting and the elementary nature of all our trenches and field fortifications, and our casualties from shells were probably as heavy in proportion, as those suffered by the garrisons of the main German systems on the Somme, despite the difference in the intensity and weight of the fire to which we and they were subjected. Lone guns and sections were frequently placed within a few hundred yards of the front line trenches, risking early destruction and certain capture in the event of a German attack being pressed home. Ground observation was hampered by imperfect means of communication and close touch with the infantry was seldom maintained, while direct aeroplane observation practically did not exist on our side. The German guns, I believe, were not fought much better than ours were, for frequently their batteries could be seen firing in the open, almost scorning cover, but as their aeroplanes were far more numerous, they were naturally more active and not only indulged in frequent bombing raids, but constantly directed fire with fair efficiency by means of light ball signals and strips of tinsel. At this time the German supremacy in the air was unchallenged and I never saw a single shell fired at an aeroplane, much less a fight between two machines. Rifle and machine gun fire from the ground proved useless and so the German airmen were able to work at low altitude which more than compensated them for the limitation of the visual signalling system. Later, when every machine was fitted with a wireless apparatus, the anti-aircraft guns of the Allies forced them to observe their targets from a much greater distance and height. Kite balloons, as far as I know, played no part at all in the First Battle of Ypres.

So much, then, for the guns and their “eyes”. As was mentioned above, the comparative inefficiency of the artillery was fully counterbalanced by the primitiveness of the field works of the infantry. For though in a moving battle such as this was, elaborate trenches cannot possibly be dug, yet we were generally satisfied with almost any scrape in the ground, and failed to realise the importance of continuous lines and covered ways of communication. Chains of rifle pits were left unconnected and trenches were cut so narrow that when supervision or control was needed, officers often found it impossible to reach the required spot, and messages had to be passed from mouth to mouth with the delay and inaccuracy such a method involves. The depth of the trenches, too, was insufficient and whenever a man stood upright, he almost always exposed his head. The six foot deep trench with fire stops or platforms had not yet been invented, and the value of good, strong traverses was not fully understood. Needless to say the tunnelled dugout was undreamed of, and if ever shelters were found in the firing lines, they were merely shelters from the weather: even Brigade Headquarters was proof only against the “pip-squeak” or field gun shell. Machine guns were scarcer – we barely had the prewar establishment – and most of what are now considered necessary trench stores, did not exist then or if they did, we saw nothing of them. Of picks and shovels and barbed wire we had a little but not nearly enough, and as for Very pistols with magnesium light ball cartridges, bombs, rifle grenades, trench mortars heavy and light, and such luxuries as trench boards, braziers, pumps and loop-holed steel plates, we had never even heard of them. The science of warfare has progressed so rapidly since these early days that men who have known for instance only the battle of the Somme, may be tempted to consider the First Battle of Ypres as a picnic affair fought with kid gloves on, but such an impression is erroneous. Our enemy may have been ignorant, but we were ignorant too and exposed ourselves to many dangers we should now know how to avoid. In comparing battles and attempting to allot praise to troops, who have fulfilled their tasks and endured until relieved, one factor only should be taken into consideration, the proportion of casualties suffered without loss of the fighting spirit. The 21st Infantry Brigade when it marched into Bailleul on November 6th numbered only 750 men and eleven officers including the General and his staff, the 2nd Bedfords having had over 600 casualties, and having lost all but three of its original officers, Foss, Mills and Cressingham.

The following is an extract from General Capper’s despatches:-

“The Bedfordshire Regiment was in brigade reserve during the early days of the fighting round Ypres, but portions of it were continually called upon to move up under shell fire and occupy positions in the face of hostile rifle and machine gun fire. Steadiness and good leading were required and given, and the brigade commander considers that the battalion behaved in a most gallant manner throughout a trying and arduous period”. There follows the brief account of October 29th and 31st, which I have already quoted, and the despatch concludes with this paragraph: “At a later date (Dec 4th) the G.O.C. inspected the battalion, when it had again been brought up to strength. He compliments them on their appearance and turnout generally, and again impressed on all ranks how well the battalion had carried out its duty on all occasions and, when the time came, with what confidence he knew he could rely on all ranks to uphold the tradition of the regiment”. Foss was awarded the D.S.O. for the fearless and efficient way in which he handled the battalion after the death of the two Majors, and many names were mentioned in despatches, though many who had as good claims to such honour went unrewarded, as those who would have recommended them had not survived. Months afterwards I heard two things about myself. I was reported wounded when I was struck on the head, but for some reason or other my name never appeared in the casualty list; and Foss, though unsuccessfully, recommended me for a “mention”, chiefly I think for being clever enough not to get killed!

In conclusion let me quote Orders of the 4th and 1st Corps, of which we each received copies at the end of November:-

“To the 7th Division”

“In forwarding the attached order by G.O.C. 1st Corps, I desire to place on record my own high appreciation of the endurance and fine soldierly qualities exhibited by all ranks of the 7th Division from the time of their landing in Belgium. You have been called to take a conspicuous part in one of the severest struggles in the history of the war, and you have had the honour and distinction of contributing in no small measure to the success of our arms and the defeat of the enemy’s plans.

The task which fell to your share inevitably involved heavy losses, but you have, at any rate, the satisfaction of knowing that the losses you have inflicted upon the enemy have been far heavier. The 7th Division have gained for themselves a reputation for stubborn valour and endurance in defence, and I am certain that you will only add to your laurels when the opportunity for advancing to the attack is given you.”

H.S.Rawlinson, Lieut-General

Commanding 4th Corps.

23rd November 1914

Order by General Sir Douglas Haig, K.C.B. etc

Commanding 1st Corps

“……..I am well aware of the great hardships which the officers and men in the trenches have been through during the last month, hardships which have been cheerfully endured. It is this capacity for grim endurance which makes the British soldier such a formidable opponent…….. Since 21st Oct……..we have been opposed by the XXIII, XXVI, XXVII, and XV Corps, and by strong forces belonging to the Prussian Guard and II Corps. Each of these Corps has been beaten: the fighting has been severe and our losses heavy, but the enemy have lost much more heavily than ourselves and we held our ground. The enemy announced his intention of forcing his way to the coast at Calais and Boulogne: the brunt of his attack was delivered against Ypres, and it is only fitting that British Troops should have been there to meet him. The value of your services is fully appreciated by your country……….”
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