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Aunt Sallies

Jim Fanning

(A transcript of Eric Wreford Brown’s
 letters from the Front

1915-1916)
Captain Oswald Eric Wreford Brown, of the Northumberland Fusiliers, who died of wounds on July 7, was the sixth son of the late William and Mrs Wreford Brown, of Litfield Place, Clifton, Bristol. 

He was educated at Waynflete and at Charterhouse, where he was a member of both cricket and football elevens, and was captain of the former in 1896. He afterwards played cricket for the Old Carthusians and Free Foresters, and occasionally for Gloucestershire. He played football for the Old Carthusians and the Corinthians, and played for England against Germany in 1899. 

He became a member of the London Stock Exchange after leaving Charterhouse. 

He joined the Northumberland Fusiliers as a lieutenant in November, 1914, and was promoted captain in 1915.
The Times
**********
During his time at the front in Belgium and France, Eric Wreford Brown sent a steady stream of letters home to his sister, Mabel,  in Bristol. He knew that she was copying these communications into a book that would provide a reminder of his service days.

On Eric’s death, Mabel completed the notebook with copies and originals of letters from those who had known or fought with her brother.
**********
Eric’s letters home begin with one written on Sunday July 11th 1915, from Hursley Park

Winchester.

This is to wish you goodbye. I fancy it is really right that we start away on Thursday 15th. I believe I am not sorry, though I hope for the sake of the Battalion that we may get a week or so over there before going into the firing line.  

We have a fair battalion here. Our Company is ahead of all in the shooting including other regiments in the Division. 

I am going to speak freely on some points. I do not think the powers that be realise what the officers and the men in this new army are to each other. To get the best results platoon commanders and their men should only be separated by death or wounds. I know what I talk about in this case. I know very little about military matters but my experience in past years of men and my experience in the past ten months tell me that on this point I am right in my views.

We should remain entire, united, as a body as long as possible. We are not dealing with the same material as the old army had to deal with, you know that. There is a very big (?) of command now between men and officers.

People can say what they like about machines and science but what will eventually end this war will be the spirit, moral (call it anything you like) of MEN. We of course require all the science and machinery that can be secured for us, but without the spirit of the men behind them it will be of no avail. 

You know what Claude said about the staff and he was a very guarded person in that respect. I have no qualms in that way and shall not hesitate to let people know if grave errors are made. 

We officers possibly care for our men, almost too much, as I wrote to someone the other day. I shall regard the loss of anyone of my men as a personal loss. I have all their addresses at my office and have made arrangements with Carstairs (?) to write to their parents if they are killed (?) or wounded. I have every confidence in our Colonel, Howick who is very cool, also Piltcher and General Surtees, the latter is a gentleman.

Address me : (K2)

9th battalion Northumberland Fusiliers

52nd brigade. 17th Division.

Thursday July 15th
We are on the way to Folkestone ...

We have just reached Folkestone 7.30

Saturday July 17th 

Have arrived. Nearly sick ! Doing well.

Tuesday July 20th
Here we are within ten miles of the firing line; we can hear the guns going all day, last night they went on up to 9pm. We hear we are likely to be here for 6 or 7 days and then to business. 

We had a most successful march here, all walked smoothly. The men are well, though French cobbles gave some of them hell, nearly all stuck it, only one man fell out, which was a good mark for the Battalion. 

We left Winchester on July 15th Thursday : we crossed over in a night to where I played football for DCs Easter before last (Boulogne). The place was different to what it was then. 

I felt bad but held on. I very nearly was knocked out as we had to go up a very big hill into the camp. I just managed to get my platoon into their tents and then dropped right down into my own tent. I went off immediately only to be awakened by the Colonels voice saying to Howick and Burrows who were taking of my puttees, you must take his puttees off as otherwise he will not be able to walk in the morning. 

I was quite all right in the morning. We did odd jobs during the day and at 1.30 left camp. It was raining, blowing a hurricane, not at all pleasant. We entrained 40 men in a closed truck - officers quite comfortable. We arrived at our destination on Saturday. We billeted the men in an old chateau. The place was dirty, the Canadians having been there before us. The place is about 40 miles from where we first landed. I can now understand why Noah built an ark.

That day Sunday 18th we marched about 10 miles, very hot. Men lasted out well. We billeted in a new hospital, not bad. Our company officers slept out in the open, very comfortable. 

I might see Eric - Hasbuck (Note : every so often Eric tries to give cryptic clues as to his location).

Next morning we left at 9am, had coffee, rolls at a private truck, marched 10 miles to our present place. Oh God
 - it is quite a good spot. We got all our company under cover into farm buildings with plenty of straw so that they are all nearly well rested. Our march to this place was about 8 or 9 miles. We had no fall out which is very creditable.

We hear on all sides what a fine looking battalion we are; some of the regular army men here will not believe it is the new army. Today Tuesday 20th - we did a little drill, fix bayonets, physical. In the afternoon we were inspected by General Plummer, commander of the 2nd army. All was most successful. General Piltcher our Divisional General was there also our Brigadier Surtees.

I hear this evening we move tomorrow - shall soon be in a hot corner. 

I have a calendar of all the Saints.
 

In case we get any where near Ypres
 I should like to get the exact spot where Claude was killed. I have an idea after that conversation with Adams, but I should like the exact information on the point.

The men this evening have been all watching with glasses one of our aeroplanes being heavily shelled. It got away all right. It is very peaceful here, really the country is very fertile, the crops magnificent, I should say this country was far ahead of Canada in such things.
 The men are all in great spirits and chock full of confidence. Pass letter round and keep it for reference.

July 22nd
We left our farm where we had rested two days and came on here during the night. We left at 2.30pm and did not reach here until 3.15am. The men were very exhausted. I have had our orders to go to a certain place but these orders were altered at last moment. Apparently Germans have knowledge of movements as they shelled the approaches to the village and the village itself. 

If we had gone to that village the men might have now tea in their dix-ies.

On our march last night we went another couple of miles of the Germans, all today we have now shelling going on from our guns; this camp has formerly been shelled by Germans, but I trust they may leave us alone.

I met Mr Dixon last night quite by accident while we were on the march. I hear the 1st and 2nd Battalion are not far off us here. I hear we have an area allotted to us, it may be rather an important part, it looks like it anyway.

I am not far from Gerald, in fact I might get to see him, if I could get a bicycle.
 

July 25th Sunday
I fancy my diary has been written up to Thursday 22nd, in any case that was a quiet day nothing much doing. On Friday 23rd heard my platoon and self were for the trenches; it had rained very hard all night. We started away at 8pm, were half way (at Brigade HQ) I met Col Yateman of 1st Bat - we left there about midnight and arrived at the trenches shortly after 1am. 

We did not go by communication trenches but by path - we had many stray bullets come our way but all arrived safely. At 3am all stood to arms in case of German attack - but all was calm. Afterwards Howick and I both went into our dugout and slept peacefully until 10am in spite of a mine being exploded a mile away or more down the line. During the day very little firing goes on, but at 4pm the big guns have a little practice. On this particular day they were particularly busy.

Our artillery made some good shots as also did the Germans on our support trenches. At 11.30pm we were relieved by another of our platoons, we getting back to camp at 2am. We again had a certain amount of stray bullets buzzing around as we left, but all got back safely.

My own feelings surprised me as I never once felt nervous though I did instinctively duck once as we went in, a bullet fizzing around rather adjacent. 

During the artillery show in the afternoon, which was really rather active, we had a piece of shrapnel fall within 10 yards of me and some fell down still closer to my men. Our trenches are within 220 yards of the Germans. 

It is extraordinary how quickly one gets accustomed to the noise. I slept quite well from 3.30am until 10am and just before we were relieved I slept positively soundly for one hour and had to be wakened up by Howick at 11pm. Howick and I were in the front of our Company. 

Today Sunday I found that I had to attend a bombing lecture at 9am. The instruction went on until 1.15. We were shown about nine different kinds, all went of very successfully. In the afternoon I went up again when we had a bad accident, a bomb going of prematurely, knocking the man about very badly. Burrows who was with me went to the assistance and on the field dressing - but it was a bad affair, hand shattered, hole in the neck, eye bunged up and I believe artery in the arm. I stood about 10 yards off and directed !

There was no doctor in the camp and we finally secured an ambulance after three quarters of an hour and sent him off to nearest hospital - he may recover but it was a nasty business. It was not the fault of either the instructor or the unfortunate man, it was faulty workmanship in England. The maker should be shot, the bomb used is not a good one - I thinks its name is the Pitcherí.

What struck me as the most dangerous thing in the trenches is the accumulation of dirt (fleas, rats - mosquitoes are there) dirt to my mind is more of a danger than the bullets, unless of course the Germans actually get direct hits with their big guns in the trench. Water is also a question out here; it would be a good thing if government would sink a few wells over here. It should cost very little, if properly arranged. When in Canada I put down a water well (60 feet) in 2 days, this with the aid of three men and a horse. 

I believe we move tomorrow. Keep my letters. Am very well, quite happy though I can well imagine that one gets fed up in the trench work.

July 28th 3.30pm
Our company was for the trenches tonight. I had lain down for a little rest, but your letters and parcels have just come in, so I shall proceed to acknowledge the same. The paper block is excellent etc. I should be fond of a small parcel weekly. I spend nothing out here and wish to spend most of my pay, even if it must be on my own men.

We all take care of ourselves, but it is all luck or providence. If a trench mortar is labelled for ones part of the trench, one must take it and be gone ! The worst part is attending the wounded - I have not yet seen Gerald, although within 5 miles of here. 

Men very cheerful and confident we can turn the Germans easily if only we could get to close quarters. It is the heavy artillery or lack of it that plays the devil with us. I trust this is being remedied. We are getting good weather and the country is looking fine. Just behind our trenches (where several men were killed on Monday 26th) is a beautiful field of oats. 

July 28th
Gerald within 5 miles of us but though I have written to him I could not get in touch with him. We have been sending up 1 platoon daily to assist our 1st Battalion in the trenches. I was in front with Howick. We had a comparatively quiet time, but on Monday (26th) we had a bad time with shrapnel, bullets, high explosives and arial bomb and trench mortar; this is a ëhellerí we lost as many men as there were sons in the W B family and many wounded. 

The worst part of the show is that it makes such an awful mess, it is not clean like a bullet. The gathering up of the remains is very beastly and some of our men feel it very badly indeed. We go up tonight as a Company for 24 hours and only trust that we may have a peaceful time. Up to the present time I have not turned a hair though I much fear this time when we get hit and one has to do the clearing up.

There is no doubt that the Infantry are mere coca-nuts for the Artillery to shy at, one has little chance if the enemy decides to shoot at your particular part of the trench. One can only sit up tight against the parapet and trust in the Lord. 

I quite think we have the Germans beat as regards nerve and confidence, the latter our men are chock full of. In fact almost too much of it. If it comes to a fair charge we shall knock them to blazes : the fly in the ointment is the artillery. Give us equality in that respect and I am absolutely confident we could finish the war very quickly, they simply could not stop us. I hope that everyone in England is doing their utmost to put this little detail right !!

It is a rich country this, the soil is good and gives big crops.

We are in huts here which are not bad. Eleven officers in each 15ft square; they are divided into two parts, we have six in ours, it is a bit of a squeeze messing, but we are very happy. Howick is such a good fellow and most thoughtful to all his subordinates.

August 1st and 2nd
Thursday July 29th we were up in the trenches all day having come up to them in the evening of Wednesday. As you know our Company has been already up in the 1st line for 24 hours (as a sort of education) A platoon going up each day from each of the four Companies in the Battalion. 

This day July 29th was the first time any of us had gone up as an entire Company. Naturally B were pleased at the honour. 1 hour before we moved of we were told it was to be for 48 hours and not 24 which made a little saving over our rations for the men. These little episodes are typical of what the regiment and officers undergo at the hands of the staff. 

We got up safely in spite of bullets whizzing round from two sides. We did not use the communication trench as it is used by people carrying up rations, sandbags, supplies, etc. 2 men were hit in the 2 days while going to and fro (we go up in the open) . We had a very quiet early morning on Thursday, I getting to sleep at 4.30am, breakfasting at 10.15 on fat bacon. 

Col Yeatman of the 1st who is in command of the 1st who were actually holding the trench ( we only being in, to take up one small sector of this line) came round in the morning about 11am and gave us a good mark as to the way we took over in relieving the trenches, also as to the work we did while in the trenches. 

At 2pm we put our men on to the work of cleaning up both inside the trench and just behind. At 4pm artillery opened up and a little, and shrapnel and a few whiz-bangs ! At 1 hour before dusk our unit begins all standing to arms, until any chance of attack is over, then those men who are not on sentry have to hustle around and work, filling sandbags, improving parapets, trenches etc., digging - and pits for rubbish. Pulling out barbed wire in front of trenches, in fact all kinds of work. 

One hour before dawn, all stand to arms except for sentries some get down to sleep, but most men prepare their breakfast. 

On Friday morning when we had just turned in a terrible bombardment began just north of us evidently at Ypres. It was hard to sleep though I managed it. At 6.30 they put shrapnel up over us so I got up to look round and found an orderly with message from HQ saying that there had been an attack on Ypres. So all sentries must be extra vigilant. 

All went very well and at 11am I breakfasted on bacon. Very good. At 2pm we had the men out working until 5pm and at 11pm we were relieved by the 11th bat (not one of our own companies as we expected). We were then told that the Battalion had left our camp and had moved nearer to Ypres to be in reserve, a big attack had evidently been made by the Germans, trenches being taken and lost by both sides. 

We got through the rest of trenches all right though the relief was not carried out so well by the 1st. as it was by us ! The subs of the 1st are all very young and I am absolutely confident that after a months experience we shall be better than many of those who now are in the regular army. The 1st Bat have been in their trenches for nearly 2 weeks and are very cheery.

At 11pm we set of to join up with the Battalion and eventually getting to our spot at 2.30pm we bivouaced in the place where we halted including some strips if wood. 

Heard we might move up at any moment to take part in counter attack, Germans having taken 4 trenches, but have lost three, leaving us one down. All night big guns quite close banged away. At 7.30 we breakfasted and spent the remainder of the day in our bivouac, till the evening, rumours were around that we were going into a real warm corner, there being quite an excitement among the men. 

At 6pm this excitement was increased by the whistle going for the fall in - we were then addressed by General Pilcher, who told us we were taking over a sector of the line entirely on our own and wishing us good luck. During the evening there was a terrible bombardment of the village close by here, in fact between us and Ypres. Burrows and I rode into the village foraging for food, it was a wonderful sight and the nearest approach to hell that I can imagine. The Germans were shelling both sides of the village, it was exciting work.

Sunday August 8th 

We breakfasted at 7am and I spent most of the morning cleaning myself (incidentally I lost my shaving brush and shall need one sent to me immediately). In the evening we were inspected by General Allenby. We are told that we are to go back from where we came from and take over the line of trenches held by the 1st Battalion, so we are not yet for Ypres, which is fine as the place is an absolute inferno - we hear that the line last night was held successfully, though our losses were fairly heavy from our Brigade. 

I hear that the Germans were massing for a big counter attack last night and that our guns which were firing all night had given them hell, this is very satisfactory. They are forming a reserve Battalion made up by a Company from each Brigade. We are the Company from North Fusiliers so we shall avoid trench work for a time. Howick tells me that we are bombarded more than those in the line - Germans using asphyxiation bombs etc.

Monday August 2nd
We are back behind our Brigade in reserve. It is a lot more peaceful though I am told  we may expect an attack at midnight and our men had to hurry up rations etc. for the trenches, owing to bad management we did not get away until 6am this morning; in addition their loads were so big it was a physical impossibility to get them through the trench. Our QM should be throttled for this. Also two wounded, the relief must have been well carried out. We are really in ? (the way) here , for the first time since landing in France. My beds have been as nearly as possible as follows :

1 Boulogne. Open tent on ground, burberry only, terrific rain but kept dry. No valise.

2 In a house. Bed. Good.

3 In a hayfield. I nosed this out for our Co. No covering and slept on clean hay. Beautiful. Valise.

4 In huts. Leaked badly. 12 officers in each, close quarters rather, also had to eat there. Had valise.

5 Trenches - dugouts.

6 Wood near Ypres. Two days in the open on the ground. Burberry only. 

Had excellent rest and warm, the heavy bombardment nearly all night. In this place we are in dugouts and really quite good. I am full of beans and I am unable or do not allow my imagination to go free as to the horrors of this awful war. Of course when in the trenches and they start shelling I feel a little nervous. What I fear is clearing up a man. I saw something of it when we lost men from trench mortar. When we were up further we had to continue building up the parapet. The place from which some of the earth was taken was fearful as they had been unable to get some parts of the dead. The stench was fierce. 

August 3rd
There is no doubt this war is a terrible business. No one can possibly realise what an absolute hero every man has been who has already taken part in the war. So far as we are concerned things have been made much easier owing to the splendid mens work. 

Every man physically fit should be enlisted. Any man can do the work here, so long as we placed him in a well disciplined battalion. 

I am strongly of the opinion that all young staff officers should be given a taste of trench work, a week on end would be excellent; they would make real efforts to do their work properly once they had lived with the men and seen what they had to undergo. There are far too many bad errors by staff e.g. food coming up late, bad arrangements of water, etc. 

My view is that men should be rested as much as possible when up in reserve or near the trenches, let them do far less, in fact keep them quietly busy, this by good arrangements can easily be done. It seems to me all a question of staff work. Good staff work can save the men any amount of hurry and trouble and allay the resentment of officers who have to straighten out all the errors of staff !! 

It seems to me that this war is not in any degree like any other war, there can be no real tactics or strategy except by the few top men, Joffre etc. It is a business war, that is to say organisation of material. We infantry are merely pawns, we know it, but we want good support from the pieces and a good player.

Tonight is the anniversary of the war. We are eager for a show (if it comes along) which is possible. I am full of beans and very fit.

The old army was delighted to see us come along. It really put more spirit into them. I believe the mixture of the two armies where possible is a very great success, the only possible pity is that the mixture was not made a little earlier. 

We are in reserve. The great trouble is water. The bully beef is very salty in fact so salty that several of my men (all extra good men) will not truck it as they cannot do so without a keenest thirst. We do not get a fair ration of water, at least the men do not, it is all very well talking - but the officers with few exceptions could not carry on the same amount that the men are allowed. Further more good water is excellent for the mens stomachs and further more I believe (in summary like cattle) men can live on less food if they have good water. 

Apparently there is little water here but wells could be sunk. We should take over all wells ourselves, it is ridiculous to leave the wells in the hands of the Belgian army where near the firing line. I know it is doubted by many, but it is the view of all the men here that we have many spies around and that all Belgians should be cleared of any where near the line. 

The Belgians will do anything for money. One man charged a private of ours 1.40 for a bottle of water and he paid it. The Belgians here should be cleared right out and compensated.

The other night when we were up near Y, a terrific cannonade going on, there were many Belgian villagers quite contented, coining money out of selling chocolate (Frys) 2 per bar and cigarettes (Will), eggs etc., at numerous points to our men during the day. Goodness knows what they do at night - work for the Germans (the men say !). The village in which they were, was being shelled on either side, all they cared about was money. There would be greater confidence all round if all Belgians were cleared out near the line. 

The real man and gentleman in our Brigade is our General Surtees. 

I attach the greatest importance to physical fitness. To my mind that is really all that is necessary for this business. No young man working at home in any capacity at all except ammunition etc. can said to be equivalent or any where near  to the men doing their job out here. So you must work for conscription. 

It is grand to see our men labouring on in the trenches day after day , apparently worn out but always ready when the time comes. It is really a sight to have seen men who have lived week on end in the trenches, going out all night to bring back sand, water, bags, ammunition to their trenches. 

General Surtees came up one day when we were in them. He was quite exhausted at mainly walking up the communication trenches, which can without doubt be more exhausting. Can you imagine our own soldiers nearly dead beat, trailing up at night carrying bags of anything up to 50 lbs, then day after day in the trench with little sleep or water and particularly vile cold food as fires have to be kept at a minimum. 

Our own Col and Avi (?)are splendid and cannot do too much for us. 

It is business men and proper communications which are required. Water which is carried up to trenches over a mile should be taken up by pipes. Ammunition etc. by light small railways easily and in this way our splendid men be saved from fatigue and shells and bullets. I am well myself but hate to see this waste of energy. Keep energy for the Germans. 

August 11th
I have not seen a  bath since leaving here and I have not had my clothes off for 11 days. I really do not know when they will come off ! I am wrong, we had a thunderstorm the other day and I took of all my clothes, put on a burberry, walked about in the camp, taking the burberry down at intervals, it caused much amusement amongst my men, but I got clean.

August 10th
The post is wonderful. Letters take about 3 or 4 days to arrive. I read yesterdays paper this afternoon Tuesday at 3.30, the post is really doing good work. I see the list of casualties  - it is enormous. ... I fancy someone high blundered, we never should have lost that number of valiant lives. We seem to be much better of for ammunition now, which is good for Lloyd George. What we want is plenty of bombs (No 5 Mills are the ones).

Thanks for various letters, they are most welcome. When sending anything for me or for my men, send 50 as my command is practically that number. I only spend about 1/6 a day, on butter, eggs, milk, bread, all of which are expensive. Our dugout in which Burrows and I sleep is 10ft by 6 and 4ft high, we raised some straw so do not sleep on the ground. We all have our heads clipped with clippers. We look very queer but it is sanitary and clean.

Quiet here lately and we are gaining strength daily. I only hope England will get in every fit man, it is the only way to speedily finish the war.

The latest phase is hot baths for the men, the procedure is this. They parade 3pm, march 2 miles with rifle equipment, full pack (anything from 40 lbs upwards) to a village where they wait about until after dinner when they are allowed in - two minutes and then under a warm water douche - no soap almost , they are then marched back to camp, arriving there about 9pm, weary and tired.

We are still in the same spot in reserve for our Brigade ready to go in anywhere. We officers are not worked very hard, but the men have a strenuous time.

It was decided to hold a Holy Communion in our Company’s line at 11.30am. The service was held in a wood. We all sat around on the ground and undergrowth. The altar was a couple of provision boxes with a plank on the top, this was covered with a white cloth. The altar rail was absent but we knelt in a little ditch on a tarpaulin sheet - which I had the day before lifted from the adjoining dugouts vacated by another regiment. As they had left it behind I considered it my duty to seize it for the good of B Company (own). We had about 25 present. 10 officers the remainder men. The artillery were practically silent when the service was on except at the finish when the padre was giving the blessing . He had just got out the peace of God when a German shell 9in came hurtling over. At the same time there were thunder claps. The noise of the shell coming over our heads from the east was answered by the roll of thunder in the west. 

Our battalion came through the first two weeks in the trenches with only a few casualties. May we continue so fortunate.

I found a chair yesterday, a great acquisition.

The Hun is shelling us here with T Js (?), they are enormous. The sound is like an express train going over one and the explosion when they strike the ground is tremendous. 

Dear old Claude was perfectly right in all he said, the only point with which I do not agree is the time when he said, we wanted a Man out here, we want real good MEN on the staff. I have always said from the beginning of the war that there should be no honours of any sort given. Any man in the fighting line is worthy of any honour. I understand that in one list of honours 10 were commanding officers and 90 were staff who rarely put their noses near any danger spot. 

Anyone who gets out of this show with a whole skin will be very lucky. One never gets ones clothes off here and rarely your boots and when you wash it is in very muddy water.

August 22nd
We are in the trenches again and any parcels are welcome. By the time you get this we should probably be out of them. It is a funny life, quite impossible to describe - and quite impossible to imagine. No one can have the slightest idea of what the life is like, unless they have actually lived in the trenches with the men for several days on end. The thing that strikes me is the gifts; all food neatly comes up in tins, meat, milk, jam, butter, biscuits, tea, etc. All these tins have to be buried away every day, in certain cases it is very unsafe to move any great distance away behind from the wall of earth that is guarding you from the enemy, as the ground may be as in our particular case under observation from the enemy, so you are potted at all the time. 

We have held these trenches for some time now and you can imagine what the place is like. Imagine the places where the dustman throws all the refuse and that gives you a fair idea of it. In addition there is all the sanitary part of the job and that is a problem. I have tackled it, but it is a difficult work. We are shelled every day for a few hours, so far lost only three men which is lucky.

I have very little time to write as am on the move all the time except from 12 midnight until 3am and from 5am until 8 am when I sleep.

August 29th
I write this in a very narrow trench at 3.15 in the afternoon. I have retired here to avoid if possible the shell fire of the Germans. Our artillery sent down now to say that they were starting to bombard and when this happens it means retaliation and sure enough it came.

We came here Saturday last and really have been most fortunate, only had 2 slightly wounded. On Thursday night, Howick, self, Burrows and Robinson were feeding at 9pm. There was a blinding flash and terrific shock. I was sitting on the ground in the doorway and felt my back scorched. We all got up quickly. When we went outside we came upon 2 men wounded to whom Burrows attended. I nipped along the line and got my men out of their dugouts into the safest spot. We officers had a merciful escape. I found that my coat had a hole scorched along the bottom of the pocket. The shell burst right in the dugout. The distance from our dugout to all the wounded men was in one case two yards, in the other three about 10 feet. Our escape scot free was marvellous. In addition our own Co. Sergt Major and my Sergt were just outside the dugout talking, whilst my servant had just left them to go to my dugout.

We got the wounded out all right. I retired to bed and had the best sleep since being here except that I had a short nightmare.

The shelling has stopped and we are free again. As a wag in the Company said the soldier in the front line is just like a coconut and Aunt-Sally - the enemy guns ping at us poor devils for half an hour, then ours do the same at them.

We had a good day today as they put 12 shells into us but failed to do any damage - we are there of at least £100 up, as the cost must be a tenner a piece. Money comes in at this business and I am most grateful that my men take care of themselves under shell fire, it is economically sound. We want as many sound men as possible to finish up this war. 

The men are improving in every department. We have nightly parties out in front of our trenches when we inspect the wire (our own) and rarely the enemies ! - watch for snipers, listening posts, etc. It gives the men confidence in themselves and contempt for the Germans, thought the enterprise is well served with caution. I started the ball - disobeying a dismissable order what no officers were to go out. I really have no time to hear half these orders and was ignorant of this one. Work like this makes the Germans nervous and jumpy and they fire away at nothing, this they did last night on two occasions with no result. I fairly chortled to myself in my dugout, all our men being snugly packed away. 

We are getting on top of them day by day, the only fear is this beastly shell fire that I do not like. One has to sit tight and just take it. One is like a rat in a trap.

Our day is something like this. Breakfast 9am, rasher of bacon and one fried egg, tea. 1pm meat and cheese. 4.30-5 tea and 8.30-9 nearly always soup. Up most of the night - my longest hours of sleep have been from 12.30am and from 5am to 8.30am. I never sleep in the daytime.

In spite of all I am very well and full of health and confidence. We must have plenty of patience and self restraint. Howick is splendid, full of original and quite splendid ideas. He is miles ahead of all these staff people which of course does not say much ! In addition he is an excellent man with which to work and so considerate. We have an extra good lot of men, mostly clerks, many of them plenty of brains which should prove useful in a short while. We shall give the Germans something to think about in this part of the line. I almost think we could have been quite happy here getting the best of the Germans, if he (Claude) had been here.

We are of course in a very quiet part of the line, though we are not far from the heavy fighting. We are to be in the trenches here 10 days. Very nearly 100 yards from the Germans who keep on putting in bullets.

Monday August 30th 

Am finishing this letter in the afternoon during another rather bigger bombardment.

September 4th
Went to _____________ for washing night dong.

September 5th
Left rest camp for R Wood.

September 9th
Rest Camp

We are here after 8 weeks in the line. Rest camp is a farce as we get no rest at all. We arrived here at 2am ... Reveille 6am and physical drill 6.45 am ! Today our men were ordered for fatigues about 5 miles away. Starting at 7.45 it poured most of the time and they returned to the camp absolutely wet to the skin, the men have no change. The men have their dugouts. 

September 10th
Relieved Royal Fusiliers.

September 11th
Trenches as ever filthy, dug outs fallen down. Ordered to dig more trenches during day.

We cannot get sufficient sandbags. We were shelled at 9pm one evening and two men were wounded. At 2am next morning I open my M.P. and found war office stated there are sufficiency of sandbags etc. Now we had started a dugout for the signallers, just in front of our dugout, behind us and the parapet. We should have finished it that day if we could have got a hold of sandbags. It was half finished with no roof on it, a signaller was in it sleeping and he was wounded rather badly. This is trying to us. 

Our trenches are at the bottom of a hill the Germans at the top, they fire down on us, consequently it is impossible to go away back behind the trench without being fired on. But we have defeated them for the moment by sapping out, they had not discovered us when we left the trench, where we did some good work draining etc. a big pit for rubbish, the filth was awful, graves inside the trench, five yards from the parapet any quantity of rubbish heaps, some burnt some not, dead bodies barely covered in the open.

September 9th
We are for the trenches tonight and shall be there for 10 days. A big bombardment is going on. I hear a big show starts here almost immediately so look out for big doings.

I am glad to say that greater consideration by the higher authorities is being shown  the men and at last that have got a light wooden railway running up to within a few hundred yards of the trenches and water is being laid down, so that cans do not have to be carried by our men for a mile. This is splendid work and very satisfactory, though difficult to carry out, as directly the Germans see anyone working they promptly shell that part. Burrows brother has been attached to the Division - v nice fellow.

Our life is roughly this 1) 8-10 days in the trenches 2) 4 days rest !!!! camp 3) 4 days Brigade reserve then start again.

So far our men are in good trim, very lucky as only 1 killed and happened when the transport went to Ypres to bring back timber bunks. All the time in this wood we are under fire. Three times I have had shell burst within 107 yards of me. Shells get the men daily both in trenches and up to 2 miles away. One shell killed 17 and wounded 14.

There is no doubt that a man (whose fate it is to be killed) who dies at the head of a charge is a lucky man, in comparison to the man who is hit behind (or in) the trenches by a shell or a stray spent bullet. With many of these men who are hit by shells it is a case of putting what remains into a sack. We have lost one first officer shot in the head sitting in his dugout at dinner.

September 19th
I have just opened your last parcel - thank you so much. I now have plenty of cocoa and soap. Those soup packets you send me are very much appreciated by all of us - I can take more. I want two pairs of socks in the next parcel. Braid (?) powder was very handy, ones feet get very sore in the trenches as we cannot take off our boots. I am well - we have been fighting the Germans the last eight days. I fancy we have tickled them up, they have put a large number of rifle grenades into us, fortunately so far no casualties. Yesterday there was a miracle. A man was in his dugout with two others. A grenade came through the 4 by 2, hit him and failed to explode !!! Everyone must have been killed and he himself blown to bits if it had. It failed to explode because the strikes missed the cap by a quarter inch. There was the mark just of the cap. God is with us.

September 22nd
Arrived at La Cytte.

September 22nd
Last night I went up to HQ to see one of my men who had been wounded during the day and who should I see there but Gerald. He is now (4.30am) snoring away as snug as can be in my dugout. I got permission for him to spend the night here. After a tiring walk down the trenches we reached here about 10.30pm. Shortly after 11pm I went out to a trench, we are digging in front of our fire trench, for barbed wire and old Gerald came with me. He is a regular soldier, as neither the noise of the bullet, shells or machine gun bullets seem to affect him - he is a long way ahead of most people when first they arrive in the trench.

On Tuesday (15th) Burrows brother - chaplain in this Division, spent the night with us and at 5am in the morning we had a celebration in my little dugout. Howick, young Burrows and I squashed in, with half a dozen men outside. The table was made of ammunition box bits etc. and the cloth was Claude’s old red blanket which I believe he had through out his campaigns. In the morning at 11am we had another ordinary service for men of my platoon. We had to be very careful as there is only a very small space which is out of sight of the enemy. It was a good service. The short address was made from the palm of the day - Ps 76. 

It is getting colder, but weather has been beautiful.

September 26th Sunday
We are pushing them back all along the line. The start was made yesterday. I pray God it may continue. Our Battalion are in reserve - having just come out of the trenches. We are all ready to move at a few minutes notice to support any weak spot or to hold up any heavy counter attack by the Germans. No one may leave camp. We are surely at the commencement of a big important development which may have much to do with the finishing of the war. 

We have of course a long way to go yet but my feeling is that once we get the Huns fairly on the move - if only we can hustle them, we can break them up. Their hearts are not like ours and they will not be able to play a losing game as we are able to do. I fear there must be heavy casualties, as they will not stay to fight, they mine certain places and blow them up as we occupy them, they have already done this (yesterday morning). It is difficult to go up against that kind of thing. They are also using a new sort of gas now.

I was a little seedy the last two days after our return from trenches to Rest !!!! Camp. Burrows and I had to take 100 men 5 miles to do fatigue work - digging etc. We started at 7am and were due back 5.30pm. It was a fatigue ordered by Brigade so there was no getting out of it. To add to our joys, the Germans shelled us immediately on arrival at our work, fortunately no casualties. The strain was too much coming on top of 11 days in the trenches. I shall be quite all right tomorrow. 

I have just heard that one of our Division at Hooge were unable to hold their ground and that the Gordon Highlanders have been cut up after doing splendid work. In other parts of the line we are surely making progress.

While this move is going on you must not expect letters. I will try and send you PCs from time to time. I wonder if we shall get to Brussels before the cold weather puts another barrier to the big forward movement ? I hear Burrows has been well reported and I am very pleased as he was my spot !!

Monday September 27th and 28th
I hear we are to move back to our spot in the woods, immediately behind our own line of trenches. This means we shall be back in the trenches again before long. We are having a good rest this time. No heavy fatigues and it has done our men any amount of good. They are full of beans ready for anything. We - the allies - are doing very well. I do pray that it may continue, it is a difficult time right now. Much may hang on the next week or so.

It is good to hear that 12 in gun is on its way (he gives it a name but it cannot be made out).

Gerald must have had a very hair raising time on Saturday 25th, we were badly knocked about at Hooge, though we gained a little ground. The casualties approached 2000 as you will have seen by the papers. Man to man we can certainly beat the Germans, but their science is still possibly ahead of ours. We shall learn it all in time, but we must hurry. I do want to see every available man brought into the service of his Country. We shall require every man in England in order to fight the war successfully. We shall require any number in the line. I mean the fighting line. No one has any idea of what it is like out here, no pen can possibly describe the conditions. I am still marvelling at the wonderful deeds of our army from the commencement of war until the spring. Their endurance was immense. I long for some of the strikers to be sent here and make an attack.

Monday October 4th. La Cytte.

We were moved up here on Friday from our trenches near D .... (Dicksbund) to relieve a another division. We are quite close to Hooge and Z_________. We arrived in the evening to find the trenches had been blown in and a great state of confusion. During the night and early morning of Sat we worked away trying to make good both the hole (or crater) made by the explosions and to get the dead out. 

Burrows was fine and got out two (one officer and man). 

In the early morning we had our first death, one of my own platoon, shot through the head, we got them out all right though under some difficulty. 

On the morning about 10am while we had men working in the crater during the reliefs - 2 men were shot on their way out, 1 killed, 1 wounded. Burrows went to their aid and was shot dead
. The loss not only to ourselves as a Company and a Battalion, but the country is a big one, he was not only a good soldier much liked by all ranks but a really fine character. The loss to the two officers of our Company (Howick and Robinson) and myself is tremendous, he and I did everything together. Perhaps after all he is better away. This war is terrible, no one can ever realise it at home. Every man in England should be forced to take part in it if he wont come willingly. The very pick of England are without doubt on the altar of sacrifice. 

We are relieved today by the 8th Gordon Highlanders, they have just come from La Bassee and were in the last attack. They lost all of their Headquarters staff and only came out with 6 officers. The Battalion lost 50 pc of their men but gained their trench.

We are I believe of that way tonight. I lost another man this morning, shrapnel to the head. A young lad, his mothers joy I believe. 

I am full of beans and have been busy since 3am attending to the job of bombing the Germans who are within 10 yards of our crater. I have just put one into their crater. I hope successfully. I enclose a drawing of the position of trenches. The Germans blew up with mines the two LPs (listening posts) making 2 craters. In the crater nearer our line we were and still are working, they probably doing the same in theirs. 

I have marked where LB
 was shot. He was flat on his stomach crawling to get out to two men. One of our men who was working in the crater and was helping to swab the wounds called to him not to come on. He said eyes and smiled and instantaneously was shot. I was on my way out a few minutes after and got to the narrow passage on which LRBs body was blocking the way (I did not know he was dead then). I touched him on the boot and called out to him, when this man inside the crater called out to me not to come as it was dangerous, at the same time saying that LRB was dead. B died as you can see from the map facing the enemy and trying to help a wounded man. 

October 7th
We are resting at God ..... e, in a very fine French farm. I am very fit. We moved from Zilebeke to within 1 mile of La C, where we met Gerald. 

October 18th
We are still in rest camp. Expect to move any day now, eve got orders to move to Hooge last night, but they were countermanded. It is very pleasing to get so many letters. There is no news.

November 2nd
We came in here on Saturday (October 30th). We are in what is known as the salient, in the trenches which are the nearest to Berlin ! The place is beastly and quite beyond description. It has been raining for the last three days and you can have some idea of what the conditions must be like. I have been wet all the three nights and days, my feet soaking. We are promised long gum boots for the men but like most things they arrive when damage has been done to the men through exposure etc. Gerald possibly comes down this morn; I look at the place, it is a big job for him. I fancy this place will open his eyes to the discomforts that add to the war.

I was up at 2.30am - raining. At 5.30 we all turned out. It was raining hard. It is now 8am still raining hard. Evening. Must finish to catch post. I am quite fit but fear the results of exposure to wet. Two prisoners came in as I was writing to you this morning. They seemed quite happy but very hungry. I am glad to see this, it is a sign they are breaking up.

November 5th
I have not had a minute to myself. We are in the Salient - it is the limit, quite inconceivable. The rain our greatest adversary at present though Germans very offensive. I had one man blown to bits. We buried his legs. He was a fine character and a friend of mine. He had been sitting in my dugout the night before chatting away. It is horrible this beastly explosive business it makes such a mess. My nerve at present is good. How long will it continue I do not know.  Please pass on this letter I have not time to write. We have an immense amount of work to do and we are very short handed. We go out in a couple of days. I hope for a short rest. Am quite fit so far.

November 8th
We are up on the Salient not far I fancy from where Claude was killed. It is a warm place - 25 yards from the Germans etc. etc. 

The women of England are behaving splendidly. I wish some of the men would follow their example, the young unmarried ones are skulkers etc.

I hear the financial state of England might be better, everyone will have to do a considerable amount of economising. We must organise every man and woman and use every resource to win this war. I feel confident Germans are getting more than sick of it, they will find out we are truly bull-dogs.

November 2nd 

(Diary) Bad day. 1 KW shell burst in middle of wood, near thing for us.

November 11th
Gerald came over to camp.

November 12th
A beautiful parcel has just arrived for the men containing all you mentioned, they will be much appreciated, also I have to thank you for a parcel for myself etc. It is very good to receive all these gifts. 

The weather is beastly, pouring rain, the mud is awful. I hear it rains a lot in this country. The men will soon be accustomed to being wet through. 

We are in rest after 10 days in the trenches. They shelled us a lot. I lost two very good men, just up from commissions. And have 5 men wounded. I have the Company to look after and Howick was acting 2nd in command. I was glad to get out of it as well as we did. I hope to get leave in a few weeks time, as officers are going from here every few days. I shall try to get Gerald to come at the same time. He was over to see me day before Tuesday. We hope to get away to the Fancies (?) tonight, they are very good I hear. (Poperinghe).

I am full of health, confidence and energy still but it breaks my heart to see our men suffering so splendidly. What is required here is men who understand men and men in authority who have the courage to say to their superiors (who do not know) that it is not good enough, that it is no economy from England’s point of view to lose from exposure etc. when much could be avoided by good management. 

The men will stand anything in the trenches, but what they feel is a lack of thought for their comfort when they return for their well earned rest. There should be hutting accommodation and some means by which they would dry their clothes etc. Some of the muddles that take place here are colossal.

I never read the Daily Mail in fact I am only able to read the Morning Post a very little, but I feel there are still plenty of people at home, young men, who will not try to realise what it is like here and who are quite content to go on in the same way.

(November 14th 

Went up to trenches with Major Bryan. Found we were at W Chateau, via Poperinghe. Had coffee in a small house and was shelled.

November 16th
Got to W Chateau.

November 19th
Went to Hill 60 to put something on Burrows grave, had exciting time as a they shot and shelled at us

November 20th 

Cleared up place. Relieved by West Ridings at 5pm. Marched to Ypres and our billets.)

November 13th 

Rest Camp

Sitting here in my tent and looking out at a sea of mud and deluge off rain, thinking of my men who have been marched out 5 miles to fatigue at which they will find it quite impossible to work. It strikes me that what is really wanted out here is some place or places adjoining every camp where the men could adjourn for a meal of sorts, in fact a YMCA tent or hut, any place where they could get warmth, fire and perhaps dry their clothes. In Ceylon they have all these places, here we have nothing. They are doing too much for those who are training, nothing for our men who are bearing the brunt out here. It would be a really grand work if something of that sort could be organised. 

My valise, I might say now is my great friend, after 10 days in the trenches (water all the time) to come back to find it ready for you is really heavenly. It is almost certain that Howick is leaving us and going on the staff, this is best for the country as he is a most efficient man with plenty of energy and excellent in details. The loss to us is very great. I shall be in charge of the Co. now which is a very great responsibility knowing as I do that there are many men in it who are fit to hold commissions (taking the standard of company officers as it is now). 

The great scandal to my mind out here now is the lack of huts, apparently nothing has been done during the summer months. In our present rest camp we have only tents, no floor boards only the bare ground. I am of course sitting on straw which is a luxury. 

November 20th 

Ypres

I have just come in with the Company to Y.... the battalion have been in the trenches for four days. It is not possible to stand any longer than that as the trenches are full of water in many cases up to the waist. The rain and frost are terrible to the men. I fear many must go sick. My only hope is that the Germans are suffering more. 

In addition to this exposure the dugouts are either non-existent or very bad. We now have big thigh length gum boots which certainly keep out the wet but are very cold and very bad for the feet if much walking is to be done. I have to thank you both for several parcels. The last one was welcome with the special kind of socks, marmalade, cards, chocolate, writing pads, cocoa sweets etc. All most acceptable. My best thanks to you both. Parcels are very pleasant to receive. 

I did not intend trying for leave at Xmas especially. I am ready to take leave whenever they offer it to me. We have had some casualties the last few days. 

Yesterday night 6 men killed and 2 wounded. Shell burst in a dugout. The fighting that now goes on is almost entirely artillery duels and we are the Aunt Sallies !! I am very fit. 

This is the first time we have been in a house for a long time, we are in cellars not far from firing line, the town itself is a complete ruin. 

Punch is sent out regularly to one of the officers so do not send me one.

November 21st 

Shells rather near.

November 22nd 

Quiet day. Inspected by Bryan. Men looked well, but wanted hair cut. 

November 23rd 

Relieved by West Yorks - got back to camp about 8pm. One shell very close on way to Ypres.

November 26th 

Very cold - dinner Poperinghe.

November 29th
Rain.

November 30th 

Rain.

December 2nd 

Gerald came over. Spent afternoon Poperinghe.

December 3rd 

Trenches in Hooge. Relieved Dorset. Bad trenches. Very wet.

Sunday December 6th
Marched back from 48 hours in the trenches to a place just behind firing line, I found your parcel awaiting me. I was thankful and it came in the nick of time as things were a little disorganised and food scarce. 

We had a hard time for our 48 hours. Water now greatest enemy. We lost no one from shell fire, but we had 6 men knocked out from the exposure which was not many considering the wet and rain. I practically got no sleep all the time and was very exhausted on arrival here but a few hours rest have set me up again. 

We go back to camp near Gerald tomorrow. I shall be glad to get away, though it has only been for 4 days yet it has seemed a very long time. A lovely pair of socks were much appreciated and gave me warm dry feet for the first time since going up to trenches. I was covered with mud from my waist downwards, my tunic at the arms was in a fearful condition; in several places the water and mud was up over my knees. 

Two men stuck in the mud and were unable to get out, we lifted them out of their big boots which were rescued the next morning.

As I sit here the shells go backwards and forwards, ours and theirs. We shall have a hard fight to hold on to this bit of the line, which is recognised as the worst part of the whole lot, but we shall manage it all right. I am really very fit, although a little upset from some water that came up to us in the trenches yesterday. It was as usual carried up and was in petrol tins which had not been properly cleaned.

RETURNED ENGLAND ON WEEKS LEAVE DECEMBER 13TH TO DECEMBER 20TH

December 21st
Arrived here Tuesday this morning at 2am. Good crossing. Smooth. The Show on Sunday was much bigger than appeared in the paper. We lost a certain amount of men, but our artillery gave them fearful stuff.

December 28th
We are in cellars now in a place which usually gets very much shelled.

January 2nd
I have not yet seen Gerald since his return. We leave the trenches tomorrow and then to our Divisional Rest which I think will continue one month ?

Cigarettes turned up and were much appreciated. Xmas here was hardly what you might call peaceful. We have had artillery duels nearly every day. Ms
 ? socks are a great success and keep my feet wonderfully warm and dry. I am still very fit and well and I am glad to say then men have been bucked up a little lately owing to being by themselves under my command and away from HQ !! The fatigues too have not been so heavy. 

January 13th
We got out of the trenches last time with only one man wounded, which was extremely fortunate as the Huns both shelled and trench mortared us, the latter was most unpleasant. We are back in Rest now not far from St O. The country is lovely and it is a great relief to go back away from the all the hustle, turmoil and excitement of the Salient where we spent a strenuous 3 months. 

I never plug my ears to avoid hearing the shells whizzing over. I do not at all mind when the shells are going well over head. The unpleasant time is when the enemy is actually shelling the place where you are situated. All you can do under the circumstances is to take cover when you can and pray for no direct hit !! I expect to be here for 1 month. Do you know anyone around here ? St O has plenty of big houses and the part which seems to be very prosperous. I am very fit. Eat too much now !

February 3rd 

St Omer

There is nothing to tell you here we carry along with ordinary training as at home. The men are feeling much better for their rest. We had our Company Christmas dinner last night and it was a great success. We leave here in a week. The report is that we go to A .... m ......s.

We are getting rather cold weather. We have had a certain amount of the flu going round. I myself have been none too well though I have held on and not gone sick. I am feeling better though still feel the cold is on me.

February 8th
The latest report is that we go to St E....s, but it is quite impossible to believe any rumour. Am feeling better, though still have a bit of a sore throat. 

February 11th 

Friday St Eloi.

We have been here a week tomorrow and expect to be relieved on Sunday. We have been left fairly alone by the Hun though we have plenty of work to occupy our time. I am feeling better now. I found that my energy is not what it was 6 months ago and that I tire more easily. The two new officers who were NCOs in this Co. are turning out well. They are of great assistance to me in every way. We are not far from S E.

February 23rd 

Went up to Bluff with other officers to see around.

February 24th
Left for Bluff. FB went on ahead, took over about 7pm.

February 25th 

Started sapping forward.

February 26th 

Hun got his mind up and at 5pm put up coloured lights. A heavy bombardment. We all thought attack would take place.

February 29th 

Bombardment. Wills killed.

March 1st 

Big bombardment at 10am to 2pm then special at 5pm by both sides. Relieved by R Welsh Suffolk’s who were to attack.

March 2nd 

Arrived in camp 2am. Day attack has been a success for many prisoners were taken.

Fifteen of my Company went for Commission last night. I was sorry to lose them. I trust they will be a credit to the Co. and to the regiment.

We are just out of the trenches in D____________h just behind the firing line.

March 3rd
In great hustle. We have been up in trenches close to Canal where Germans took trenches two weeks ago.

Our battalion held on to the line while another Brigade made preparations to take the trenches which had been lost.
 We were relieved in the night of 1st and early in the morning of the 2nd the trenches were taken. We are holding on tight in spite of severe counters by the Huns. It is hard fighting. We have been in rest one night, but go out again tonight close to the front line.  

The ? will amuse you. We were in the trenches at the time, I myself with one of my officers in the front, one with half a platoon. The Hun shelled us heavily and I quite thought he was coming over as did the Hun also think - the shelling was really terrific, and we all crouched down in the bottom with our bayonets fixed. I with my revolver pointing up, ready for one anyway !! We were all in a devil of a funk. It is quite evident that both sides expected an attack.

I am very fit. Thanks for parcel just arrived, have no time to open it yet.

March 4th
On February 4th while we were on Division rest, a sudden order came for us to move back to the line. We should have had at least another week there.

We arrived at P ___________ on Saturday and from there marched to R_________t where we took over a camp, pretty fair one. Next day I went up to look over the trenches we were to take over and on Monday we were all in safely - the next few days were very quiet except for visits from our own Brigadier and GUP, both of whom I am personally always glad to see as they are both good in their particular ways. Our CO also is excellent and his energy untiring . 

All went well until February 14th on which evening Hun shelled us a little, but more particularly our supports. Late in the evening we heard a mine go up away on our left, close to Ypres Comines Canal. Next morning we heard that we had lost trenches and that our counter attack had failed to dislodge them. Burke of 2 F had been killed. I lost several friends whom I had met at Camberley all 17th Div. I believe our Counters were well led but ignorance of ground made it almost impossible to gain good results. 

On 16th we were relieved by Canadians, an extremely good lot both officers and men. On arrival at 4am back to D__________ just behind the line we heard that in a night attack to regain the trenches, two of our grenade officers had been wounded, Watson and Haslam. We remained here for several days doing fatigues, digging, etc.

On Monday Feb 21st my Co. were lent to the D of W for the night, they were most kind to us and made things as easy as possible. Next day we returned to D________ and then to R____________

We no sooner got there than we were told that we had to take over the trenches nearest to those that we had lost. I went up to have a look at them during the day. My Company were to hold (what I fancy) was the most important part of the line, namely the (Billy’s nickname) bluff.

On 24th we went up and got settled in. I always insist upon my men keeping very quiet the first day until they have sized up the position. We held in my opinion a scandalous position and most dangerous for the forward post in fact it was quite evident to me at once that the front platoon were first, should the Hun attack. 

I addressed the Co. on our way to the trenches and told them point-blank what it was like and that they were to be ready any moment to back up and support the few men who were holding the advance post.

On Feb 25th. Night. I started to sap forward. I may tell you that the ground in front of us held many dead, mostly Dorsets who had been caught by machine-guns. It was not a nice sight and a hard strain on my mens nerves. We were unable to bury any, the work was much too heavy for us and moreover too dangerous as the Hun had a machine gun playing over the ground.

Next day in the afternoon about 5pm, heavy shelling started. I got up to our front post where I found my officer on duty ready with his men. The Hun fairly put it on to us. I have never experienced such hell. We all crouched down in our little narrow trench and hoped for the best. I sat in the bottom of the trench with my revolver pointing up, fully expecting something to happen. In a short time they left us in peace and lengthened their fire. 

I nipped back to our GHQ where the remainder of my Co. was. The distance is from our house to M - through a Com Trench dug a few days previously. I found nearly everyone positioned to go forward in case of an attack. We sat tight for a while and things quietened down. We had no casualties which was marvellous. I enclose cutting (newspaper), which will amuse you, there was no attack by either side, but both quite expected it.

In the next few days except for continuous shelling by us and heavy shelling by the enemy, there was nothing of importance.

All this time preparations were being made for a determined attack on lost trenches by ---- Division. 

It will interest you perhaps to know that I went out with 1 of my men to try and get hold of a body which appeared to be an officer. We got his disc and it was a man of the Dorsets, named King.
 The ground was in a bad state from our shelling. I cannot say that I liked it much, but I thought of our Claude. 

I lost my only man Wills
 - new draft - from shock of a shell. He was quite close to my dugout. Not a mark on his body. We have several very slightly wounded, including my servant and my two officers servants !

On March 1st we were relieved by two Battalions, this part held by my own little Co. of Newcastle Clerks, the average age of my men is not more than 23 !

Of course starting parallels had been dug for the attackers and the men were pretty well crowded together. The attack was made from our forward position by the ....... You will know by now that it was unsuccessful and that (as I told the relieving Col) it was a far easier job than was expected. The difficulty was holding on.

I heard that the Col Avi (?) and 2nd in command who took over my HQ were killed by a crump in the dugout. I told them that when shelling started I myself got outside, into the narrow entrance to the dugout. I feel very sorry about it as he appeared to be a good soldier. 

Since that time it is all rumour. But it is pretty certain that the Hun counter attacked several times only to be driven off with heavy losses. I hear that D of W (our Brigade) have done remarkably well in repelling attacks. My view is that this little episode is most important, the original loss of the trench may have been all for the best, though many valuable lives have been lost.

One of my Cpl acted as a sort of spy among the German prisoners we took (about 300) and it seems that without any doubt whatever it has dawned at last upon the German soldiers that he has bitten of more than the country can chew ! I think this is a very cheering fact and I know our men are all feeling more confident than ever.

I hear we may possibly go south in a few days. Our men have had a good quelling (?) and are feeling the effects. In our last show we were without our C O Col Bryan, I felt his loss very much as our present one ........ I do hope Col Bryan will be back soon.

I personally am keen on my officers being practically teetotallers. Who is drunk here is useless. I have cracked up two of my officers very quickly, they were fond of a wee drappie and they only did ordinary duty.

We are at present awaiting orders. I suspect we shall be sent to take stuff up the line.

I am of the opinion that present officers have not the high sense of honour that our old ones had. Too much is said and done to please their superiors, when from personal experience it is patent that things have not been carried out as they were reported.

March 9th
We came out from trenches all safe last night. We had a very quiet time from Germans, but the weather was bad and extremely hard on the men. We had snow and bad frosts, the trenches were wet, which made it bad for the feet. All things considered we have come out pretty well, we move tomorrow, south, I may get near Rowley there. Am still very fit though feel sleek. The parcel you sent arrived in the nick of time. I see Churchill has been stirring things up a bit at home.

March 9th  

Left trenches at St E_____ taken over by Dorsets

March 11th 

Arrived billets about 2.30 good clean

March 17th
We have been in billets here close to B__________ for the past week and are feeling better for the change and rest, we have fortunately had the most perfect weather, hot sun which has done wonders for the men. I am sending home some surplus kit, please put away in case they are required for another winter !! God forbid. Our line is likely to be near A ....... some distance from R. I hope Verdun will speed up the finish of the war.

March 19th
We had a most strenuous time up near I ... Canal. The Hun took some trenches from us and after some very heavy preliminary artillery we took them back again. My Company was in the trenches between these two periods and the shelling during that time was decidedly unpleasant. I am glad to say we came off very well indeed. I only lost 1 man killed. 

We are south of A__________ the trenches are far better and life more endurable. We are more than glad to leave the Salient which has been the burial ground of many of England’s best. It does not bear thinking of the number of precious lives that have been given up in that part of our line. We all feel confident of ultimate success, our only thought is how long.

March 20th 

Moved to O....

I now have 5 officers in my Co., two good. I understand that this part of the line is very different from where we came from. I hope so, sincerely. Yesterday our Corps Commander General Ferguson inspected us.

March 20th
Just a line to say that we are all right, we arrived at A___________on Monday and go into trenches very shortly. The town is extraordinary, when you consider how close it is to the front line. There are several shops and three or four cafes. It is been only shelled a very little. I cannot quite understand why the Hun has left it alone for so long. Still very mild weather. No news, thing very quiet they may liven. I cannot say I am anxious for it !!

March 22nd 

Left Arm for V_________

April 1st
We are out of the trenches at rest in A________, getting beautiful weather. I find it most difficult to write when in the trenches. We had a pretty strenuous time as regards work, but the shelling is practically nil. I hold the worst part of the line in this section, last time in (our first time) I had a near squeak. They put over one their enormous minnenvorpers
 up, by my men, when the thing went of within 10 yards of us. It got rather an important part of our line where we have a ......... two Canadians were killed instantly. The hole must have been at least 15 feet in depth and the circumference at the very lowest estimate 60ft, the worst of it all was, that we had a number of men around, but all of mine escaped. They are not nice things I can assure you but fortunately their damage is very local. You will no doubt have observed that the last two places our Battalion has held, have eventually been starting points for successes. The Bluff and St Elois. The good old 1st was in the last show.

April 3rd 

Fatigues with men drawn from all the Cos. We were whizzbanged on the way back, near thing.

April 5th 

Men have baths. FR and I walked to B_________, lunched, met Australians.

April 7th 

Relieved Yorks. in V____________

We are easily on top of the Hun but following this up will be difficult. Still, I have every confidence that a way of doing so will be found.

April 8th
Am just off to trenches for our eight days (or more). We have had a great rest in A_________ with just enough work to keep me fit. Parcel arrived safely. The socks as usual most acceptable. Many thanks. So far this part of the line has been very quiet but I fancy we have a new lot up against us this time, in any event they appear more active than the last. There is a great difficulty in getting potatoes, is that the same at home ?

April 16th

We got out of the trenches last night and are here for 8 days. We had quite a successful time and got through a good amount of work. I never seem to be able to settle down to write in the trenches as I am on the move a great deal buzzing round from place to place. Your red and white roses arrived quite all right and will be worn next Sunday.

The St Eloi affair has become a bigger affair than the people at home think. The fighting there has been heavy, the Artillery terrific. I have heard a certain amount of the first stage of the fighting and today I hope to hear more as I believe Howick is coming over. My own view is that we shall eventually hold all the ground that we originally took; as the Canadians and British combined are now fighters to beat. 

There is really no news to tell you. 

April 22nd
We are working very hard here and under RE
 are making good the trenches which were nothing to talk about when we arrived. Our REs are excellent and do good solid work. 

HOME ON LEAVE MAY 2ND TO MAY 10TH
May 11th 

Arrived here this morning at 3am. I hear we may move away from here soon. We have done good work while in the trenches and put them in a good state for the incoming troops. I hope you will send along the gramophone as it will come in very useful when at Rest. I enjoyed my time at home very much. It is a bit of an effort when one comes back here, but one soon settles down.

May 17th 

Left Estaires 12 mid day arrived Mubreques 8am. 14 miles. Men beaten; very hard marching, 24 miles in 20 hours.

May 18th 

Left Mubreque 7am arrived billets St Martin at 1pm.

May 23rd 

Cavalry came up over our ground.

May 12th 

Came out of trenches last night, we are leaving here for a few days hard training, away behind the line. The programme of work sounds very alarming in its size. We march for 3 days at least, which means heavy strain on the men who have been in trenches. 

May 16th 

Left Amiens ? arrived Estaire 10 miles march.

May 19th 

I wonder what this hard training means ? We shall train in open warfare, fighting, etc. Does it mean we are going to break this somewhere. There seems to be any amount of troops in the country. If once we get the Germans on the run, we shall make them go very fast. I do not think we shall be up near the fighting line again much before the end of May. It is very nice country here and the French seem to like us though they are a little spoiled owing to the place being formerly occupied by swells of British Arms !

June 1 

The gramophone has arrived and a source of great pleasure.

June 7th
I was very glad to hear that Beau was safe. We have had quite a good time here though the training at times has been pretty strenuous. I somehow think that Sir W Robertson will be a successor in Ks place.

June 10th
This is a programme of one of our concerts
. It might go in your book.

Tomorrow I expect the Battalion will move away south for business. I regard the news generally as good. The enemy are losing very heavily all round and are not making ground particularly.

June 11th
We are in a very quiet place, practically a deserted village, just a few women and children and old men. The place is very much tumbled down. I do not know what is going to happen to us but I fancy we shall go into a push of some sort very shortly. I believe we are not very far from Rowley. Is he at A______  Our billet is close to a famous big Town (sister has written Arras or Amiens or Albert and scored out the 1st and last).

June 14th
It is a very different Battalion to what it was a year ago. B has only 1 officer left besides myself and he is away on leave. It makes one feel very lonely, especially as one keeps reading of the loss of people one knows quite well. I wonder what England will be after the war is all over. I hear the preparations for some movement are very big. There is quite a feeling of excitement and the men feel they are going to make a big hole in the German line.

June 21st 

Meulte near Albert.

I wonder where Rowley is ? I expect he is somewhere near the line. Fine weather for this game. I hope it may continue. We are all getting very fit.

July 1st
Many thanks for letter and parcel which arrived safely this morning. I hope to see Holsworth some time but I know he is very busy. If he knows name of Regiment and number of Division he will have no difficulty in finding us. 

Everything is going along satisfactorily, people at home must not get too elated, as there is still a long way to go and the old Hun can be very stubborn fighters. You might send parcels occasionally. We have had biscuits only for the last few days (and of course Bully Beef). It is good training, but monotonous and hard for the teeth ! but mine manage to stand it all right. Love to all.

**********

This was Eric’s last letter home.

**********

There are 2 field postcards received in Bristol on July 8th attached to the pages of the notebook.

They were sent by Eric from his hospital bed and are the standard cards with lines crossed out. Both are signed by him.

He died on July 7th as a result of wounds received - aged 38

**********
There is a letter in the dustcover of the notebook from BEF HQ, dated July 6th which was received in Bristol on the 10th

Dear Miss Wreford Brown

The news of your brothers wound will have reached you already. I fear it is a very serious wound, chiefly owing to shock and loss of blood - He was wounded on July 5th and this afternoon he is very distinctly stronger than this morning. 

Luckily the Regimental Doctor was in the trench when he was wounded and was able to attend to him at once. So he has now every chance and is being looked after by two very capable Doctors and a nurse. ... I shall be here another two days and will write again; the shell blew a great deal of his left thigh off without however damaging the bone or artery. If he wins through it will undoubtedly have to be amputated, but at present he is not strong enough. 

He is not suffering much pain as far as I can gather - I wish I could hold out more hopes, but they are only slender. 

Howick

7th July 1916
Dear Miss Wreford Brown

I am afraid that poor old Wreford died this afternoon. He never really had a chance I suppose and had he lived his leg would have had to be amputated at the hip, a very dangerous operation even when in good health. he lived 3 days after being wounded and I don’t think he ever suffered real pain. 

I am sure that he has been happy with the Company. He wrote to me fairly often and always about them and how fond he was of them and they loved him as much as he loved them. Especially after his brother Claude died and Burrows and one or two others of his best friends, he seemed to centre all his interests in his men, and was really wrapped up in them. He had a tremendous hold over them and they would do anything for him. 

I am afraid the Company has had bad luck today as all its officers bar 1onewere killed in an attack. I have taken his watch, it was the only thing he had on him, and have given it to his servant who has always stuck to him most loyally and I am sure he would have wished it. The rest of his effects will reach home in the ordinary course. 

He seemed to be quite happy in his mind the last day and as unselfish in his thoughts as I always found him. He will be buried at Corbie, E of Amiens. I am afraid I have to leave before then but his servant will see that all is done nicely. I shall miss him very much. 

Yr Howick.

No 5 Casualty Clearing Station

BEF

7.7.16
Dear Madam,

I much regret to tell you that Capt Wreford Brown died in this hospital today. He was seriously wounded in the thigh and there was practically no hope of his recovery. He asked me to write to you ... Everything that could be done for him was done and he received every care and attention. If you write to the Graves Registration Committee BEF they will tell you where he is to be buried. His end was very very peaceful.

Yours truly

Teevan

Sister in charge

July 10th Telegram from the War Office
Deeply regret to inform you that Capt O E Wreford Brown 9th Northumberland Fusiliers died of wounds July 7th. The Army Council express their deep sympathy - Secretary War Office

9th Northumberland Fusiliers

BEF

11th July 1916
Dear Mrs Wreford Brown

Mine is the sad task to write to the relatives of our loved ones who gallantly gave their lives for their country. 

None gave this with greater gallantry than your son - none showed greater contempt for danger, none was more solicitous for the welfare of the men, who loved him so well. We all hoped that he would pull through. he was so clean and fit physically - and the Medical Officer had hoped too. 

Your son died at Corbie, where he was taken on the 5th and lived until the evening of the 7th. Early on the morning of the 7th we had lost Lieut. P D Robinson
, who succeeded to the Command of B Company, so in death the friends were not divided and they were lovely and pleasant in their lives. 

I pray that our sacrifices and yours be not in vain. I have many letters to write and words are poor instruments when one feels so deeply.

The battalion has lost its Senior Capt and sends its sympathy to you in your bereavement.

Yours sincerely,

A Bryan

Colonel

Pte H Long 10134
28th July

Just a few lines to let you know that I just lost my best friend through the death of your dear brother Capt O E Wreford Brown when he died from his wounds received in action on the 4th of July. 

I was with him all the time, he was operated on the night of the 4th and when I saw him the next morning I thought he looked very well and he said so himself, only his leg was a bit sore which in the event was the cause of his death. 

On the Thursday I was pleased to learn that major Howick was in Corbie. He came and saw the Captain and he said the thought the Capt would pull through all right, but on Thursday night he was very bad so Major Howick and myself stayed up with him. I went to try and buy some black grapes on Friday afternoon and when I got back the sister at the Hospital told me that he had passed away quietly at 4.45 PM. 

He was buried at 10.30 on the Saturday morning (8th) and I was the only one present that knew him. I tried hard to get a wreath for his grave but it was in vain. I only hope that we may get near where he is so that we may be able to dress his grave up, the Company has lost a good leader in Capt brown as he did not know what it was to be frightened. The Co. has been in two charges since the Capt died. We got our own back in the first charge, but we got a nasty knock in the second. We lost Capt P D Robinson. I expect you have heard the Capt speak of him. Well Miss Brown I expect you will have received the valise by now which was sent away on 12th, you would also get a few small things from the hospital among them was a five shilling piece which the Capt always carried about with him, he had it on him when he got hit, he would never change it.

Enclosed you will find a PC of the hospital the captain died in, it is the building on the right. 

The Birthday book and another small book which was sent to him from Mr Burrows was sent on the 27th - The officer who took the Capt place was killed, I am sorry to say. We had a service this Sunday before we went into action ... The Capt had a heart like a lion ... There is a small wooden cross on his grave.

There is a big change in the Company and we all miss the captain very much, the officers we have now are all very new to us.
H Long

Bishopsholme

Sheffield

July 15th

O how I hoped Eric would have been spared to come home. He was such a splendid man, the very ideal of the British soldier brought up in the tradition of our Public Schools. It naturally endeared him to us that he was so good to Righton
 and that Righton admired and loved him. Only the other day I heard from one of his Company how the men would follow Eric anywhere. 

It would be hard for us parents to bear the Sacrifices we are called upon to make, were it not for two facts the greatness of our cause and the certainty of the glorious future. All of you were so helpful to us in our day of trouble, that if there is anything we could do to lighten yours, it would be an honour and a privilege to be allowed to do so. May God give you strength to endure. I love to think of the two friends meeting.

Sheffield

(Bishop of)

The mother of Captain Robinson wrote to Eric’s mother when she heard of his death.

Newcastle on Tyne

20/7/16

My son had the greatest love and admiration for your son and was always quoting him. Each time when he has been home I have heard something in which he would say ëOh Mother Welford’s just splendid
He was our only child.

A Robinson

In March 1917 Mabel received a photograph of Eric’s grave from a Charterhouse mission boy. The small wooden cross had been replaced by a larger ornate one (probably by members of the Battalion).

In 1920, friends sent Mabel a photograph of the grave at Corbie and a cutting of the flowers from the base of the cross.

Yarrowfield

Mayford

Surrey

12th September 1920

Dear Wreford-Brown

I was over in France the other day with Bertram - and when visiting his brothers grave at Corbie, we noticed your brothers grave in the same cemetery, and he took a photograph of it as we thought you might like a copy. I also picked a flower from the base of the cross, which I now enclose with the photograph. The cemetery really is an annexe of Corbie Civil cemetery.

It is well kept and looked after by an ex-Suffolk soldier, a young Wiltshire gardener, who has married a French woman and settled down in Corbie.

This original letter was amongst the ones saved in the dustcover of the notebook. The folded letter still contained the remains of the crushed flowers that had been sent to Mabel all those years ago.

In Memory of

O E WREFORD-BROWN 

Captain
9th Bn., Northumberland Fusiliers
who died on
Friday, 7th July 1916. Age 39.

Additional Information: Son of Mr. and Mrs. W. Wreford-Brown, of Clifton, Bristol, Gloucestershire.


Commemorative Information

Cemetery: CORBIE COMMUNAL CEMETERY EXTENSION, Somme, France


Grave Reference/Panel Number: 
Plot I. Row B. Grave 48.



Location: Corbie is a small town 15 kilometres east of Amiens. Go north from the town centre taking the D1 (Rue Gambetta) in the direction of Bray. You will arrive at a set of traffic lights with the hospital diagonally on your left. Continue, taking the second turning on your right onto the Rue des Longues Vignes (VC6). The cemetery lies about 800 metres on the left and the extension is east of the Communal Cemetery. 

Historical Information: Corbie was about 21 kilometres behind the front trenches when the British Third Army took over the line from Berles-au-Bois southward to the Somme, in July, 1915, and it became at once a medical centre. No. 5 Casualty Clearing Station was followed in August by No. 21, and they remained at La Neuville (the suburb across the Ancre) until October, 1916, and April, 1917, respectively. They were buried in the Communal Cemetery until May, 1916, when the British plot was filled and it became necessary to open the Extension. Plot I. and the greater part of Plot II. of the Extension contain the graves of officers and men who died of wounds in the Battles of the Somme, 1916. Between November, 1916, and the Spring of 1918 there is a gap in the records of burial; the front line had gone eastward. In the German advance of 1918 the enemy came within 10 kilometres of the town. Field Ambulances of the 47th Division were stationed near it, and the 12th Australian Field Ambulance came in July, 1918. The Cemeteries were shelled, and special memorials in the Extension record the fact that graves known to have existed cannot now be traced. There are now over 900, 1914-18 war casualties commemorated in this site.
Commonwealth War Graves Commission Website




�Note : where a question mark appears in the text this refers to a word or missing word that has been difficult to decipher in the original notebooks; the original spelling place names and abbreviations has been kept


�Oh God - this expression appears regularly and may be Eric’s attempts at giving his sister a clue to his location i.e. a Belgian town called God___________


�(Another clue to his location - St Eloise ?)


�Walking the Salient by Paul Reed, in the Battleground Europe Series, is an excellent guide to the locations mentioned in Eric’s letters


�Eric had spent some time in Canada


�(Is Eric giving his sister another clue to his location ?)


�(Note : Gerald his brother was serving close to Poperinghe).


�(Note : 2nd Lieutenant L R Burrows 9th Northumberland Fusiliers. Younger son of the Bishop of Sheffield and of Mrs Burrows)


�Burrows - the notebook contains Eric’s original sketch and a photograph of Burrows


�Mabelís ? Maryís ?


�International Trench


�(Newspaper March 3rd 1916 Our troops have retaken the International Trench to the south-east of Ypres in the wooded bluff between Hill 60 and the Ypres Comines Canal.)


�The soldier in question may be Private William George King, 10794, of the Dorsetshire Regiment, who died on the 16/02/16 and who is remembered on the Menin Gate


�Private Robert Wills is buried at SPOILBANK CEMETERY, ZILLEBEKE


�Minnenwerfer or German trench mortar which fired a much larger version of the much feared ëMinniesí known to all British soldiers’ Paul Reed. Page 50


�Royal Engineers


�A concert programme is attached to a page in the notebook


�Lieutenant Robinson and Eric were friends. The Lieutenantís mother would shortly write to Eric’s mother


�L R Burrows






