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Arrival at Marseilles – disinfecting the regiments 

 

19 April 1916.  The weather has been cold and stormy all the way, sometimes worse than 

others, but never nice.  We are due at Marseilles today. 
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Major Charles Molteno ‘Kenah’ Murray, First World War 

 

24 April 1916.  Arrived at Marseilles on the evening of the 19th. and went into dock early 

next morning.  Owing to a case of Typhus having broken out on board we were kept back and 

ordered to go out to camp about 9 miles outside the town at a place called "La Valentine".  It 

was about 6.30 before we actually left the docks in a slight drizzle.  The town's people gave 

us a great reception as we marched through the streets.  The march out on cobbles all the way 
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proved somewhat trying to some of the men.  They had been ordered to carry their blankets 

and extra kit alone in anticipation of the train journey to the North.  We got to camp about 

9.30 and found tents ready for the officers and the men were billeted in a huge disused mill.  

The two days following our arrival have been bitterly cold, and ended up with a stiff and 

chilly gale from the N.W. which blew throughout the day and well into the night.  This 

morning it is lovely - quite a Cape Winter day.  We are very busy now disinfecting the men.... 

 

29 April 1916.  Marseilles.  Camp La Valentine.  Since our arrival we have been working 

hard at disinfecting the regiments.  It was slow work at first as we were only able to get one 

disinfector which did the kits of about 5 men every 1/2 hour.  So we put on 4 hour shifts and 

worked right on, day and night.  During the last 48 hours we have had 2 more machines and 

today only our own men are left to be disinfected.  Two days ago another case occurred and 

so our period of quarantine has been extended to the 4th of May.   

 

 

Beauty of the French countryside in spring 

 

We are fortunate in being in a very nice camp, well out of the town and in the midst of the 

most beautiful country.  I have never seen such a wealth of vegetation and in such variety.  

The meadows are deep in luscious grass, buttercups and all the field flowers one sees in 

England.  The street and squares are set out with beautifully kept plane trees, whilst in the 

country there is a huge variety.  Chestnuts, Horse chestnuts now in full bloom, beeches and 

copper beeches, limes, firs, and all the trees one sees in England and all growing luxuriantly, 

while mingled with them are plants of various kinds, loquat trees and a large variety of fruits 

and shrubs that belong to sunnier climes.  There are numbers of fine chateaus and country 

houses, but all seem shut up and the gardens become overrun and neglected.  I think it is 

more in the country than in the towns that one notices the absence of young men.   

 

We have only had time for one ride into the country.  On that occasion we had tea at a farm 

house, and the people told us that a great part of the farm gardens were being left until after 

the war.  We kept off the main roads as much as possible, and wound our way along narrow 

lanes which took us through various farms and small villages which were most picturesque.  

In many places the lane side was hedged with lovely roses.  I noticed most of the varieties 

seen in the hedgerows were those most commonly seen in the old Cape gardens.  Riding 

through these beautiful peaceful scenes, it was hard to realise that we are at last drawing near 

the scenes of the fiercest fighting in this grim war.... As soon as we reach our base I shall try 

and find out where George and Ernest are.  I had a short note from the former, which had 

been wandering about for some time and by the same post one from Hilda saying she had 

heard he was returning to England for a further course in Gunnery.... 
1
  

 

2 May 1916.  Marseilles is full of all sorts and conditions of troops.  I have seen several 

contingents of black fellows, but I must say the more I see of their coloured levies the less I 

think of them.  The Indians are perhaps the best, but they are miserable looking compared 

with even the worst European.  They lack stamina and intelligence and I am sure can be of 

very little fighting value under European conditions. Given the same training as the Indians 

there could be no comparison between several of our native races, and the Indians as fighting 

men.  The Zulu is an altogether finer looking specimen of humanity. 
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Off to Northern France 

 

11 May 1916.  Abbeville.  North France.  The finale to our stay at Marseilles was a public 

reception and march past over which the inhabitants of the town showed immense 

enthusiasm.  So great was the crowd hemming the streets that the police and soldiers along 

the way, lost control and as a military show the whole thing was spoilt.  From start to finish 

the crowd pressed in so that the troops were forced to march in single file.  However they 

seemed thoroughly to enjoy themselves and I don't suppose our men minded much what 

happened.   

 

At the station the Mayor and ladies of the town distributed a glass of champagne to each man, 

but unfortunately for our men the supply had given out by the time they reached the station.  

During the last few days at La Valentine camp the M.O. Capt. Mearns took me on some long 

and most delightful rides through the surrounding country.  I don't think I have ever seen a 

more lovely part of the world.  Everything was at its best and looking most luxuriant.  The 

contrast of rugged and wooded hills, and wide and fertile valleys rich with a growth of 

luxuriant trees, orchards and vineyards, lent a charm to both which I have seldom appreciated 

so much before.  Perhaps it was the months of desert life that gave it a special charm, but in 

any case we all voted our period of quarantine could not have been spent in more beautiful 

surroundings.  We got away late on Monday night and travelling by the "omnibus" only 

reached here early this morning. 

 

13 May 1916.  Abbeville.  We remained here two days more to complete the re-equipment of 

those of our men who need it, and then go on to join our Division, when we shall once more 

get in touch with the S.A. Brigade.  This place is about 24 miles behind the nearest point on 

the front, and when the big guns go they can be quite easily heard....   

 

 

First experiences of the front line 

 

16 June 1916.  Saissermont....  We are off again in a day or two for the front to take part in a 

great move forward.... 
2
                                                                             

 

23 June 1916....  There are great signs of impending activity.  There is a constant stream of 

guns, men and motor lorries passing through night and day on the way to the trenches.  The 

French are on our right for a few kilometres to the north of the Somme, and Division
3
 is the 

one in actual contact with them.  They are equally busy on their side. 

 

26 June 1916.  Corbie.  Yesterday was my turn to visit the various posts along the point, 

which will concern us.  Yesterday the 25th the great bombardment commenced and I was 

afraid that I should not be able to visit the front line, but I went up all the same.  Just outside 

Bray we came along the crest of a hill into view of the scene of action, and began to get the 

full road of the guns.  Spurts of flame were shooting apparently out of the ground in all 

directions and from all sorts of hidden lairs.  The car took me as far as Billou Farm, where the 

98th. F.A. were living in dug-outs, which they had made for the protection of themselves and 

the wounded.  Here I had lunch as the Germans were not replying very vigorously to our fire 

I decided to go on with my tour.   

 

From the dug-outs I passed through a wood where there were masses of ours and the French 

guns all firing away.  Just as I came down the path between the guns a big one went off close 
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over on the right and I distinctly saw the huge projectile leave the gun.  The country here has 

big undulations and as I wound my way up the communication trenches I reached various 

good points of view.  Everywhere guns were going off from every bit of cover and the whole 

air and earth vibrated.  At last I reached a point on a hillside about 500 yards from the 

German trenches from which I could see our shells landing in huge bursts of smoke and 

debris, tearing up their defences.  On the opposite hill was the little town of Montauban very 

battered and half hidden in the outskirts of Bernafay Wood.  Further to the right was Trones 

Wood.  All these places no doubt afforded well hidden lairs for the German guns.  During my 

tour I visited 4 Advanced Dressing Stations, all dug deep into the ground, and heavily 

timbered and strengthened with steel girders and piles of sandbags to resist shells.  All the 

young medico's seemed cheerful under the trying conditions they were working in.  I was told 

this bombardment was to go on for days before the attack. 

 

 

Battle of the Somme 

 

3 July 1916.  Corbie.  Yesterday the actual attack began,  the bombardment having reached a 

sort of climax of fury.  We hear that things are going well on the whole and a fair number of 

prisoners are being made. 

 

10 July 1916.  Corbie.  Two companies of our Brigade are in the line between Bernafay and 

Trones Woods, from which the enemy have been driven.  Pringle, Forbes, Lawrie and Welsh 

are up with our bearers along with the Brigade.  So yesterday I went up to see them.  I went 

along the same route as last time, but now I was able to go by car right on to one of the 

A.D.S's only get-at-able before through the trenches.  All the way up from Corbie we passed 

masses and masses of motor lorries taking up supplies and ammunition to the huge number of 

men now massed on the front.  After a search I was told our fellows were in Maricourt 

Village and as I drew near I saw the end of it was being shelled with what the Tommies call 

"big stuff".   

 

As I came in I met one of our orderlies who said an artillery officer had just been badly 

wounded by one of the shells, so I went with him.  However he had been brought in to the 

barn being used as a temporary dressing station and had been seen by Forbes.  He looked bad.  

Here I found poor old Horne who had been wounded by shrapnel in the thigh.  He is our first 

casualty and will be a great loss even temporarily.  Fortunately his wound is not serious.   

 

As I came down to the Barn I saw a shell plunge right into a mass of men and horses who 

were crowded in a lane trying to get guns through.  All this time the Germans had worked up 

a very formidable bombardment of all our recently gained positions and the noise of this and 

our own guns was so terrific that one felt scarcely able to think.  I then found Pringle and the 

others who all looked as if they were going through a horrible time.  Welsh was up in 

Bernafay Wood which was getting a terrible doing.   

 

I was due back at four to meet Col. Elancre where we had left the car and I met him near our 

rendezvous on a hill from which one could see the line of battle for several miles.  It was a 

wonderful and horrible sight.  Along a line of several miles, which we could see plainly, the 

Germans were heavily bombarding all the positions we have recently taken.  The shells made 

huge clouds of dense, black, white, cream-coloured or inky black smoke according to the 

variety used.  From this point one could see most of the positions we had bombarded at the 

beginning.  What had been leafy woods were now blasted and battered as though a veld fire 



6 

 

French troops waiting for evacuation from the trenches on the 
Western Front 

had swept through them.  It was almost inconceivable that so much destruction could have 

been done by shell fire alone.   

 

The view we had was I suppose quite a unique one in this war as we were only about a mile 

from where the intense fighting was going on with a full view of the line on either side.  The 

wood (Bernafay) from which our bearers were evacuating and in which Capt. Welsh was, 

was getting a very heavy shelling with shells of all kinds including "tear shells".  After a time 

some shells came over us evidently aimed at the road leading up to the front.  During tea in 

the ambulance dug-out we heard some more come over.  When we started back we found the 

road blocked the cause being that one of the shells had pitched on the road destroying an 

ambulance car and two lorries.  The ambulance orderly was lying beside the car with most of 

his head gone.  I heard afterwards that 7 wounded patients in the car had escaped uninjured....   

 

 

Evacuating the wounded 

 

12 July 1916.  Corbie....  Lawrie had just come in from Bernafay Wood where he had spent 

the past 24 hours evacuating wounded.  Welsh was there too and I heard some of his 

adventures from him.  He went up to Bernafay Wood at about 1 pm on the 9th. (the same 

afternoon of my last visit) and after evacuating as many wounded as possible had returned 

with his men who were quite worn out.   

 

In the meantime he had had a note from the R.M.O. of the 2nd. S.A.E. to say that there were 

a number of 

wounded of the 

previous division 

that had been 

abandoned by their 

ambulance on 

account of the 

heavy fire, and that 

the S.A. Reg. SB's
4
 

were collecting 

them together.  So 

Welsh called for 20 

volunteers from 

among our men 

and returned to the 

Wood reaching it 

about 12 midnight.   

 

He then had a 

frightful time as he 

only found the wounded after 3 hours search amongst a turmoil of bursting shells and teargas, 

and finally found them and got them away.  Perhaps one of the most marvellous things is that 

neither he nor any of the orderlies were wounded or killed.  Two of them have succumbed to 

nervous breakdown
5
 which I think is not to be wondered at.  I forgot to say that on the way 

up in the forenoon as Welsh was going up with a mixed lot of orderlies from our and the 

27th. F.A. they heard a shell coming.  Welsh and one of the orderlies flung themselves into 

an old shell hole.  The orderly was wounded, while another who had taken refuge in a trench, 
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Ernest Anderson in full address 
uniform as a Colonel Surgeon in the 

Guards after the end of the War 

was killed.  The fighting has extended further on as the Germans are being driven back, but it 

is furious all along the line and the casualties are terrible.  Colonel Jones of the S.A. Scottish 

was killed while standing near the Dressing Station.  Captain Russell has been shot by a 

sniper and another officer, while there have been numbers of other casualties.  A very 

difficult job has fallen to the lot of the S.A. Infantry. 

                                                                                

14 July 1916.  Friday.  On Wednesday 

evening Ernest arrived.  He had just come back 

from La Boiselle where his Regiment had been 

on the unpleasant job of burying the dead on 

the battlefield.  We had a note from Pringle 

yesterday saying that the Germans had shelled 

a battery near to them and given them a 

horrible time, using tearshells to a large extent.  

Some of the shells fell short and unpleasantly 

near their dug-outs.  The 27th F.A. bearers, 

who are in rest at W. Pervine, have had 2 more 

casualties from shrapnel fire yesterday.  On the 

12
th

 Norman went up to see our bearers and 

found they had had rather a bad time the 

previous night.  Some very heavy shelling 

began while evacuating wounded from 

Bernafay Wood resulting in 5 casualties, none 

have been killed, but one severely wounded.  

Staff Sgt. Walsh is reported to have done 

phenomenally good work, dressing wounded, 

finding and bringing them in and continuing to 

do this for 4 nights and 3 days.  In fact he only 

returned on being told he was "under arrest". 

Our men have all worked splendidly and 

gained praise on all sides.   

 

This morning the final effort to break through 

has been planned, and news has just come to the 

effect that this has been done and that a large mass of cavalry is being pushed through to try 

and capture as many guns as possible.  The fighting has become simply furious and the 

casualties on both sides are too fearful to think of.  All we can do is to wade through the 

masses of wounded.  The 27th has gone forward to help cope with it and we join them as 

soon as the out-going ambulances can take over our Rest Station. 
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Chaos of battle – Delville Wood 

 

17 July 1916.  Monday.  Dive's Copse.  Events are crowding in so thick and fast that it is 

quite impossible to keep abreast with any connected account of it all.  The 27th F.A. came up 

here on Friday and we followed on Saturday.  We are now, in conjunction with the tent 

divisions of 2 other ambulances running the Corps. Main D.S.
6
  We have sorted ourselves 

into shifts and are working day and night at a never ending stream of wounded.   

 

The fighting is simply beyond description.  Since it began on the 24th the bombardment has 

never ceased day and night.  We attack during the day mostly and the Germans counter-attack 

mostly at night.  At these times the bombardment reaches a sort of climax.  Our bearers are 

having a most arduous and dangerous time.  Up to last night we have had one killed and 22 

wounded.  A wounded bearer who came in last night told us that Capt. Lawrie has been hit 

but he thought not seriously.  He has not come in yet, so we are in hopes it is only a slight 

wound.  On the 14th. there was a second big attack on the German 2nd line of defence which 

was successfully carried out.   

 

The holding of the captured positions is where the heavy losses come in.  The S.A. Brigade 

took part in this and their losses then and since have been extremely heavy.  In this attack the 

Germans were pushed out of Bazentin le Petit, and Longueval.  Trones Wood being finally 

cleared in so doing.  The attack has been since pressed beyond Longueval into the Bois 

Delville, where the S.A.'s have had desperate fighting and heavy losses.   

 

Most of this ground has been so heavily under fire of all sorts that is has been impossible to 

get the wounded away.  The 2nd S.A.I. have suffered extremely heavily and nearly all their 

officers have been either killed or wounded.  Our bearers pushed up as far as Longueval 

yesterday and had just selected a house on the outskirts of the village when the Germans 

delivered a concentrated bombardment.  They had to take refuge in a cellar and the orderly 

who came down, was wounded by a bursting shell while helping to get the wounded under 

cover.   

 

The wounds sustained in this sort of warfare are really terrible, and it is simply marvellous 

how patient the poor fellows are.  One has rows of them lying waiting on stretchers many - in 

fact most of them - dreadfully mangled, and yet one seldom hears a groan even when they are 

dressed.  And when one pictures that in addition to being wounded they are usually soaked to 

the skin and covered with mud, one realises the real pathos of it all.   

 

All day long one is hearing wonderful tales of what is going on, when the guns never cease, 

and where no man knows when he may be the next victim of the continuous and ruthless 

bombardment.  We have passed through a considerable number of German prisoners among 

the wounded.  They all say our bombardment has been terrible and I can well imagine it as 

we have been giving them anything from 5 to 10 shells to their one.  Much of the ground 

taken has not yet been cleared of either wounded or booty and it is not known how many of 

their guns are now in our hands but apparently there are many abandoned guns in concealed 

positions, over which our attack has swept.   

 

The whole of the 9th Division has suffered very heavily, so heavily that it seems doubtful if 

they can go on much longer.  They supported the first attack on the 2nd. of July and from that 
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The Memorial to South African soldiers who died at the battle of Delville Wood 
on the Western Front, France, 1916 

date were constantly under shell fire without being able to strike a blow until the morning of 

the 14th.  In fact for the week previous to this period their bivouacs constantly came under 

long-range fire. The result was that the Division suffered a loss of                                                        

about 2500 in killed and wounded, before they themselves pushed in to the attack on the 14th. 

in place of the 30th Division who had done the first part.  By now our losses must be colossal 

and our place will have to be taken by others. 

 

18 July 1916.  Dive's Copse.  Today the official list of S.A.I. casualties amounts to no less 

than 114 officers, and our Div. has lost about 6700 men.  It is anticipated that they can only 

last out one or two more days after which we shall have to withdraw to refit.  One of our 

orderlies came down today and brings the good news that Lawrie was not wounded after all.   

 

 

One of our bearers was brought in this morning among a number of others suffering from 

gassing.  The Germans have been using poison gas shells.  We have about 20 or 30 cases now 

in our block alone.   

 

The attack seems to have been pushed further in and more troops are coming up to replace 

our Division.  The bombardment is still very intense on our part and has spread both up and 

down the line, so that the French must be going on again.  I have seen several of our officers, 

among them Colonel Tanner the O.C. of 2nd S.A.I.  He said when he left 16 out of 20 of their 

officers were gone and the fighting still goes furiously on.  All speak in the highest praise of 

our bearers who have stuck manfully to their onerous task.  Another of our officers came in 
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after having been buried by shell explosions no less than 5 times.  He was a man of iron 

nerve, but is a total wreck for the present.  What with want of sleep and food and the constant 

narrow shaves, I marvel that more men do not succumb entirely to nerve prostration.  The 

cavalry effort two days ago seems to have been only very partially successful.  The Germans 

have still more defences to be broken through before they can do much work. 

 

 

‘One continuous roar – one would think that no living thing could be left’ 

 

20 July 1916.  Thursday.  Dive's Copse.  Ever since about midday on Tuesday there has 

been an immense influx of wounded.  6 medical officers have been continuously at work.   

 

All during this time our guns have been going and at times the firing is so concentrated that 

there is one continuous roar.  To hear it one would think that no living thing could be left 

before it, and yet when our men advance to attack the Germans come pouring our of their 

dug-outs in huge numbers.  Though many of them are almost too dazed to fight, there always 

seem plenty of most plucky men among them who fight to the end and do immense execution 

among our men.   

 

We are losing immense numbers in holding the ground once gained.  Once we gain a 

position, we seem to stick at no sacrifice however great to hold it, and this I think is 

demoralising to the Germans, as they realise that their counter-attacks are almost doomed to 

failure.   

 

This morning I have taken a very good map from The Times which shows all the ground over 

which the fighting has extended.  I can only describe in a disjointed manner, as I have 

gathered it from the wounded, the part that our division has played.  On the 3rd and 4th of 

July when the attack was started, the 30th Division took Montauban and Bernafay Wood, and 

held it. Later on in another attack in which they were helped by our division which was in 

reserve to them, they gained a footing in Trones Wood.  Some of the S.A.I. were in this.  The 

rest were camped about the point I have indicated in the map.  Our division was there under 

shell fire and surrounded by the roar of our guns until the 14th. of July during which 2500 

were either killed or wounded.  Our bearers were engaged all this time in clearing Bernafay 

and Trones Wood and the space between, under heavy shell fire all the time.   

 

On the 14th our division had relieved the 30th., and now attacked Longueval which they 

captured.  During the following days they pushed still further on and gained Delville Wood.  

This particular duty fell to the S.A. Brigade who suffered terrible losses in winning and 

holding Trones and Delville Woods.  The French who have done so well seem to have failed 

to take Guillemont, which they should have done, with the result that the Germans were able 

to bombard and sweep with rifle fire the whole of these positions. To look at the Woods it is 

marvellous to think that anything could remain alive in them.  A great proportion of the trees 

have been shot down and blown up, while every leaf has been blasted off those that remain 

standing.   

 

 

‘No more barbarous warfare could possibly have taken place’ 

 

Our bearers have worked nobly and penetrated through Longueval and Delville Woods in 

bringing away wounded.  As the Germans are driven back the positions that have been 
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blasted by our fire, are then further blasted by theirs when we occupy them.  The fighting has 

been so furious that many of the wounded have simply had to be left to die there they fell, 

while of course no attempt has been made to bury the dead and the numerous horses and 

mules that have been killed.  No more barbarous warfare can possibly have taken place, in the 

history of the world than is going on daily here....  Today our bearers are to be relieved which 

is a mercy.  They have now been 21 days, in the midst of awful surroundings.  Incessant din, 

and working unendingly in momentary risk of their lives, that some have broken down from 

mental strain and overwork is only natural, the wonder being that more have not succumbed 

in the same way. 

 

 

 

22 July 1916.  Dive's Copse.  Yesterday our Brigade came out of action.  The General came 

over here in the morning to enquire about the wounded and I rode back with him to where the 

remnants of the Brigade were camped in "Happy Valley", just beyond the area of constant 

shelling.  It was a glorious morning with brilliant sunshine and the men were appreciating it 

to the full after the terrible weeks of fighting.   

 

The losses have been extremely heavy, but it will be some time before they are fully known.  

The brigade was about 4100 strong, and the casualties are as near as is at present known 

about 2500.  The 2nd Reg. have had all their officers killed or wounded, while the 13th. 

Bgde. as a whole has lost very nearly 100 officers....   

 

A fierce struggle is going on for the possession of Longueval Village and Delville Wood.  

Both the Germans and ourselves have had immense losses in the fighting for this part.  On 

our right the French have had a further success and captured 3000 prisoners, 3 guns, 30 

mitrailleuses
7
 and gained more ground.  It is reported that the Germans have now to get about 

1/2 million men on our front. They bombarded Delville Wood and Longueval yesterday with 

what was estimated at about 300 guns of all sizes. 

 

28 July 1916.  Fresnicourt....  We presume we are to be allowed to rest now for a time, and 

certainly the troops need it.  The latest return shows that of 3500 of our Brigade that actually 

went into the battle 2900 have been killed and wounded.  It is therefore bound to take us 

some considerable time to get up reinforcements and re-organize and equip.   

 

 

My regret has been that I have been unable to put down more of what I have seen and heard 

but such was the press of work during the battle, that this became impossible.  One heard 

innumerable stories from the wounded of their particular part in the battle, which would have 

filled a volume with thrilling incidents.  The last wounded S.A. I saw told me he took part in 

the first attack on Delville Wood at a time when his company went right through and beyond 

it.  His leg was shattered and he lay out where he fell for 6 days.  Just after being wounded he 

was dressed and carried a short distance by 2 Rgt. SB's.  The fire was so heavy that one was 

killed.  The other one dragged the wounded man into a shell hole and went off for help, but 

never returned, probably being killed or wounded himself.   

 

Such has been the intensity of the bombardment on both sides, that the great majority of 

wounded have resulted from shell wounds.  The intensity of fire too has made it impossible in 

many cases to collect wounded at all, and they simply had to be left to their fate.  Young Sills 

- one of the SB's in my section - who has lost his leg and is now at Abbeville, told me that he,  

The only tree to survive the furious battle at Delville Wood, July 1916 
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Memorial at Delville Wood to the only tree, a hornbeam, to survive the battles of 1916 

 

another bearer, the Rev. Cook and a soldier, had gone into Trones Wood to rescue a wounded 

man.  As they were returning the Germans started a barrage just over the region they were 

crossing.  A shrapnel shell burst almost on them.  It killed poor Cook, smashed Sill's left leg 

and both arms, and killed the soldier, while as far as he knew the wounded man on the 

stretcher received no further injury.   

 

A lieutenant in the S.A. Scottish told me that he was given his commission on the eve of the 

battle and that at the end of it, his entire platoon of 25 men were all killed and wounded, his 

last man being blown to pieces close alongside him.   

 

Sgt Walsh told me he was coming down from Longeuval with the last party of four 

stretchers.  On his particular stretcher they were carrying a man who had been wounded in 

the head, and whom they could not make walk as he seemed too dazed.  A huge shell burst 

close to them blowing them all over, but miraculously wounding no one.  The man with the 

head injury came to earth some distance off and immediately raced off toward the German 

lines, chased by two of our men, one of whom collared him low, and so managed to secure 

him and guide him back in the proper direction.   

 

There was not one of our bearer party from the officers downwards who did not have, not one 

but many narrow shaves, and that so few were injured (37 out of 110) is I think, under the 

circumstances quite marvellous.  Major Power told me that on one occasion he was 

bandaging a man's head, when a fragment of shell passed between them carrying away half 

the man's head.  Shortly after another fragment swept away his gas mask (Tower pattern) 
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The ruins of the Church at Ablain St Nazaire, indicative of the 
scale of destruction wrought by artillery shelling during the 

First World War 

which was hung in front of him from his neck.  Captain Libson got a bullet through the inside 

of his thigh, while another nicked his ear.   

 

I see one of the papers today says that about 5,000,000 shells have been fired in this battle by 

our guns alone, and I think this is no exaggeration.  For miles behind our lines there were 

batteries (each) within a stone’s throw of one another.  Some of the huge howitzers were run 

up on the railway and operated from the terminus, about 3 miles behind our line at the start 

and of course double that as our line advanced.  In the case of these big guns it was quite easy 

to watch the projectile for a long way on its course.   

 

This afternoon 

I have seen our 

list of officers, 

killed, 

wounded and 

missing.  It 

totals 98, 

besides which 

there were two 

or three others 

who received 

slight wounds 

for which they 

did not fall out.  

The list of men 

is not yet quite 

complete.   

 

I saw Col. 

Thackeray of 

the 3rd Rgt.  He 

was ordered to 

attack and hold 

part of Delville Wood at all costs.  This he did and held his part for a week.  At the end of this 

time he had lost all his officers and had only 110 men left of his whole battalion.  He himself 

was hit 6 times by spent fragments of shell which did not cause wounds.   

 

He said the German snipers were most courageous and clever in the wood.  Our troops were 

never able to get rid of them.  One sniper that was spotted and shot by one of his men was 

dressed in a dirty torn pair of trousers, a brown sweater on which he had fastened leaves at 

odd intervals.  His face and hands had leaves painted on them.  Disguised in this way these 

fellows stood or lay perfectly motionless, with their rifles aimed down an opening in the 

wood and as soon as anyone crossed their path they fired.  There were two snipers who 

continued like this for the whole time without being discovered, and who accounted for 

nearly 100 men.  The woods were honey-combed with cleverly hidden dugouts in which were 

concealed maxims and in some cases even guns.   
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‘This is not fighting, it is cold blooded murder’ 

 

The men who were wounded in these advanced positions were in a very precarious way, 

because first of all it meant conveying them through the area of sniping for perhaps a mile or 

more.  Then through a zone of nearly 5 miles of shell fire before safety could be reached.  

When the shelling became intense, the removal of wounded became a matter of impossibility.  

During this time more wounded accumulated, so that when a lull did come, there were far 

more that the Stretcher Bearers could cope with, or than the fighting men could spare men to 

deal with.  The result is that wounded had had to be left wholesale to die where they fell.  The 

great range of the guns and the fearful power of modern explosives are making the question 

of dealing with the wounded more and more difficult, so that warfare is becoming more and 

more cruel as time goes on.  One wonders that whole regiments do not panic when they are 

asked to go into an inferno, the full meaning of which they know.  The knowledge that the 

wounds inflicted by bursting shells if not immediately fatal are too fearful to contemplate, 

while only about 1 man in ten can expect to return unscathed.  As I have heard many a soldier 

say "This is not fighting, it is cold blooded murder" - a man's strength or skill is going to 

profit him nothing or practically nothing in the face of a deluge of high explosive shells of 

immense size.... 

 

Note on the rescue and evacuation of wounded at the Somme: To understand that the 

difficulties of collecting wounded in such a battle as that in which we have recently taken 

part, it is necessary in the first place to realise some of the conditions.  The range of modern 

guns is so great and their control so accurate, that the depth of area occupied is very 

extensive.  The objects of the fire are to check the advance of the enemy, to pound him to 

pieces when he halts, to put up screens or barrages of fire behind to prevent reinforcements 

and supplies coming up to shell all paths of approach for many miles to the rear.  In addition 

to this the shelling of special points very far in rear which have been marked down by 

aeroplanes, is done when the conditions are favourable.  The Germans shelled one of our 

depots almost 16 miles behind the line in this way.  At the Somme during the battle the 

shelling was more or less intense all over the ground for about 4 to 5 miles behind the front 

line.  Beyond this it was confined mostly to roads up to 5 - 7 miles back.  From this it follows 

that a wounded man is not entirely out of danger until he has been brought back about 8 miles 

or more....   

 

12 July 1916.  Corbie.  Cambridge Copse proved by no means an enviable abode.  The men 

had to burrow holes for themselves to sleep in, in the sides of the trenches.  As ours and the 

French guns moved forward the dug-outs were soon surrounded by batteries of guns, the 

incessant fire from which renders sleep well nigh impossible.  The presence of these batteries 

very soon drew the enemy's fire and as they made free use of tear shells every one suffered 

intense discomfort from this source.  The lack of sleep and heavy strain of stretcher bearing 

and the nerve racking conditions under which they lived, began to tell severely on all ranks 

and it is not surprising that one or two of the men broke down temporarily under the strain....   

 

The fight for Bernafay and Trones Woods raged furiously for several days.  Our men would 

clear the woods during the day while the Germans would get in again at night.  On Sunday 

July 9th Capt. Welsh had been clearing wounded all day in spite of the heavy fire.  On 

returning towards evening he found a message from R.M.O. 2nd Reg. to say he had had word 

that there were several dumps of wounded from previous units still lying in the wood.  Capt. 

Welsh had now been 16 hours at work and most of the men were dog tired, with continuous 

stretcher bearing.  He then called for volunteers and with 20 men returned once more to the 
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wood.  They arrived there about midnight, but such was the intensity of the fire and so great 

the con-fusion caused by this and the darkness that he wandered through the shell swept 

wood, stumbling through shell holes and over fallen trees in clouds of "tear gas" for over 3 

hours before he and his party could discover and take away the wounded.  On another 

occasion some 2 days later Capt. Welsh and S.S.
8
 Walsh while attempting to get into Trones 

Wood were caught in a barrage of shell fire.  For more than an hour they lay in shell holes 

with shrapnel bursting over them.  When at last they managed to get back they found that 

Trones Wood was still in German hands!!  The whole of this period, and in fact from then to 

the end of our time in the battle, was fraught with adventures of this kind.   

 

 

What shell fire does 

 

17 July 1916.  Dive's Copse....  SS Walsh said: "The stretcher bearing had been difficult 

enough in Montauban Road, but the road from Longueval to Bernafay Wood was in an 

indescribable condition.  It was impossible to carry from the front of the RAP owing to the 

sniping which was at times very severe and accurate.  At the rear was a mass of ruins, wire 

entanglements, garden fences, fallen and falling trees, together with every description of 

debris from shattered building material.  It is one thing to clear a path up which 

reinforcements may be brought, but quite another to make a track along which 4 men may 

carry a stretcher with even a modicum of comfort to the patient.  In some places huge shell 

craters in the roadway left only a narrow path along which men could pass in single file, and 

when it rained, as it did later, it was only by proceeding with the utmost care that a 

sufficiently firm footing could be obtained to pass these spots in safety.  Besides this road 

there was a narrow sunken lane, which at first afforded some safety, but later became so 

pitted with shell holes that the bearers were compelled to take their chance in the open.  

However eventually a squad was made up with infantry and a path was cleared through the 

village, difficult places being bridged with duckboards, beams and anything that came handy 

for the purpose.   

 

In addition to these difficulties it must be remembered that these roads were shelled heavily 

day and night.  At times the enemy would put up a complete barrage with heavy shells, which 

meant that no stretcher bearing could be done until the fire was over.  Patients who were 

unfortunate enough to be caught in one of these spent moments of nerve-racking suspense 

crouching in shell craters, under banks or whatever cover was best available.   

 

One of the worst experiences of this kind was when it had been decided to shell Longueval 

once more.  Very short notice was given to clear all RAP's.  It was about 9 pm. Bearer squads 

were rushed up under Sgts. Callis and Brink together with another from 28th FA and details 

from other units.  Only 2 men per stretcher could be spared.  Padres, doctors and odd men 

were pressed into service to enable all patients to be got clear.  As the party left the 

bombardment began from both sides.  Scrambling, pushing, slipping and sliding amidst a 

tornado of shell fire the party headed for Bernafay Wood.  It was impossible to keep together 

and in the darkness squads easily became detached and lost touch.  The noise of bursting 

shells was incessant and deafening, while the continuous sing of the rifle and machine bullets 

overhead would have tried the nerves of the hardiest veteran.  To crown all it was raining and 

the roads were almost impassable for stretcher work.  In fact, had it not been for the light of 

the German star shells which at first fell comparatively near, it is improbable that all the 

bearers would have returned without accident.  As the night wore on squad after squad of 

tired, soaked and mud covered men trudged in to Bernafay Wood.  Here came an M.O. 
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Trench scene at Bataglan ‘Four de Paris’ on the Western Front 

covered with grime and mud from tip to toe carrying a stretcher with a kilted Scot.  Then a 

tall parson unrecognisable under a coating of mud with a stretcher bearer for a partner, whose 

orders he obeyed implicitly.  Thus they struggled in until when word was passed round in the 

morning that all had returned alive, some were so incredulous that they started an enquiry on 

their own." 

 

 

The battlefield 

 

12 October 1916.  Dernancourt....  There is no definite news of what has happened.  The 

attack seems to have succeeded so far, but whether the ground is being held or not, I don't 

know.  This afternoon I rode over to Fricourt.  It is a wonderful sight.  All the way from here 

- about 5 miles - the hills are entirely covered with camps and stacks of war material of every 

description.  Thousands and thousands of troops are marching up, and a certain number 

returning.  From where the German lines were originally and onwards the country is in a state 

of wildest turmoil.  The villages are so utterly destroyed as to be quite difficult to trace.  

Everything is blasted to pieces.  Fields are seamed and furrowed with trenches and pitted with 

huge holes, while the woods are blasted and wrecked, all the trees being either blown over or 

so riddled and torn that they are now dead and leafless.  The scene is one which can only be 

seen to be realised.  Absolute and utter desolation....   

 

23 October 1916.  Dernancourt.  The rain fortunately did not last very long and the last few 

days have been much brighter but bitterly cold....  As it was nice and fine I walked over to 

Contalmaison and most interesting it was.  It was a clear bright day and one got a more 
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extended view than usual.  As far as one could see in every direction on this huge battlefield, 

the place swarms with life and the business of war.  The country is a series of great gentle 

hollows, whose sides are seamed and scarred with trenches and fortifications of all kinds.  

The trenches have all been battered out of shape by shell fire, which has also pitted the whole 

surface of the land.  Dotted all over the hills were tents and rough shelters of all sorts, huge 

stacks of ammunition and food, and the litter of battle.  Batteries were planted in every 

convenient and inconvenient spot firing away regardless of everyone else.  The range is so 

great that they appear to be firing almost straight into the air, so that it is no uncommon sight 

to see huge guns firing apparently straight across a road packed with traffic, from no more 

than 50 yards away.   

 

All that is left of the woods where ever they occur is just a scattering of stumps, looking like 

the charred skeleton of their former selves.  The village of Contalmaison, like all the others, 

was just a mass of debris, now trodden under foot, by the ceaseless throngs of wagons 

passing forward, to feed the battle with the material of war.   

 

On the return journey we walked across country and everywhere was just the same.  Every 

now and then one came on a little mound in the bottom of a shell hole marked by a rough 

cross, made of any odd sticks that came to hand and marking no doubt the grave of some 

poor battered and unrecognisable fragment of humanity.  Frequently too one saw the bottom 

of the shell hole marked by a little pool of blood, indicating the refuge of a wounded man.  

We often get cases in where men have lain like that for as much as 8 days without food or 

water until the tide of battle passed and they were still alive to be rescued.   

 

At Fricourt I examined the site of one of the German "strong points".  Here on the crest of a 

buttress they had made a maze of trenches and dug-outs 20 or 30 feet beneath the ground, 

with steep staircases leading down into them.  Here our guns had poured a veritable 

"waterspout" of shells forcing the defenders into their dug-outs.  In the meantime our miners 

had burrowed beneath the hill and laid huge mines and when the bombardment was at its 

climax the mines were fired and practically the whole hillcrest, deep dug-outs and all blown 

sky high....   

 

6 December 1916.  Arras.  On December 2nd I was sent on here with an advance party to 

take over the ADS in Arras from the 107th FA.  The weather has been bitterly cold and the 

fields were white with frost and the trees heavily laden with rime.  On arrival we were put up 

by the 107th. and during the next two days the rest of our ambulance came up and replaced 

the 107th.  The German front line is only about 1500 yards from the centre of the town and so 

most of it is under observation.  We had therefore to do most of the moving in and out after 

dark.  During the early part of this war the Germans swept through Arras and were afterwards 

driven out by the French, a good deal of heavy fighting taking place actually in the town.  

Almost every house has been hit at one time or another and all the fine conspicuous buildings 

have been practically demolished and are gradually being more and more demolished as time 

goes on.  There are only a few civilian inhabitants left now, and the rest of the town is quite 

deserted except for soldiers.  For our ADS we have a huge red brick building, the Ecole 

Normale.  In common with all the other buildings in the town it has no more glass left in any 

of the windows or skylights.  Such rooms as are required for our purposes have been made 

habitable by replacing shattered window panes by calico and blankets which can be let down 

at night as of course no lights can be shown....   
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Under bombardment again – Arras 

 

28 December 1916.  Arras.  We have just been through somewhat of a nightmare.  All 

yesterday afternoon our guns bombarded the German lines.  Power and I had quite a nice 

walk out among the batteries and watched some of them at work.  The night set in cold and 

frosty with mist lying about the hollows.  As we were turning in, the German commenced 

sending over large numbers of shells.  However I fell asleep only to be raised at 12.15 by two 

of our men coming in with their gas-masks on and saying "gas".  I lost no time in getting into 

mine and then we all collected together, feeling rather stupid as one feels rather like a rat in a 

hole.  I noticed on waking a peculiar pungent stuffy smell.  After about an hour or perhaps 

less the gas seemed to pass away and we were able to discard our masks.  The shells were 

still coming over thick and fast and were evidently the carriers of the gas.  We turned in 

again, but about 3.45 am another wave of gas came over and again we had to don our masks 

for half an hour or so.  This time the smell was very strong and pungent, making the eyes 

water somewhat.  The patients all had to wear their masks for a couple of hours.  At length 

the shelling died down and we were able to turn out to breakfast with most of the gas gone.  

During the morning we have had a good many gas cases come in and several deaths have 

been reported.  Altogether it was a weird and most unpleasant experience one could well wish 

to have. 

 

11 February 1917.  Arras....    What has been very nice has been that George’s battery is 

quite close, and we have seen quite a lot of one another.
9
  He has now moved even closer that 

he was before, so that their mess is only about 10 minutes walk. 

 

22 February 1917.  St. Nicholas.  Today we got our marching orders and had to vacate our 

pleasant abode....                             

 

7 April 1917.  Savy Berlette.  Since my last entry we have had a busy month mostly spent in 

endeavouring to construct a camp on a very soft site, in the face of really the worst weather 

we have had; and with a general scarcity of material to baffle one at every turn.  The weather 

had been the worst thing to battle against.  We have had a regular sort of rotation of gales, 

rain, frost, snow, sleet, hail and chilling winds.  Sometimes the weather has confined itself to 

one or other variety, but on many days we have had a dose of each variety all in the space of 

24 hours.  However I have now got a camp of sorts with 32 Nissen Huts and 30 Marquees, 

which will give accommodation for about 1000 men and more at a pinch....   

 

 

Another gigantic assault on the German lines 

 

We have now come near the time when the next great battle will be fought on this front and 

everyone is waiting for the word to go.  The preparations are on a stupendous scale.  Though 

one cannot get absolutely accurate figures there are probably about 4000 field guns and 

several hundred heavies to every mile, so that once they get going, a previous bombardment 

in this war will be quite a mild affair by comparison....   
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A trench scene on the Western Front, summer 1917 

10 April 1917.  Savy Berlette.  Yesterday our Corps (XVII) in conjunction with a Corps on 

either flank, attacked.  The men went over
10

 at 5.30 a.m. under cover of a barrage from the 

mass of our artillery.  The whole thing seems to have gone off like clockwork and all 

objectives were taken at the exact hour laid down for its capture.  The official report states 

this morning that our Corps has taken up to date 3000 prisoners including 77 officers, among 

which are several battalion commanders. There were very few casualties on either side in as 

much as our barrage was so effective that the enemy had to take to earth and on regaining the 

surface they found our men in possession.  The officers captured state that the attack was a 

complete surprise as they had anticipated a much heavier bombardment, before we actually 

came over.  They were therefore unable to offer any opposition....   

 

17 April 1917.  Savy Berlette.  Today another horrible day.  A storm of wind, cold rain and 

frozen snow at intervals.  A number of our marquees have been blown down, in spite of 

constant fatigue parties struggling to keep them up....  In spite of all the difficulties of the 

weather our troops continue to press the Germans back all along the line, and apparently 

without the same great sacrifice that occurred on the Somme last year.  However - though 

relatively less - the cost in casualties is enormous, as seems inevitable in this kind of warfare.  

The Germans too are losing heavily in all their counter-attacks.  This is a really awful country 

for climate.  There has never been more than a few hours respite from the most intolerable 

weather and one wonders that sufficient men can survive it to carry on the fighting.  Here we 

keep fairly busy, and at times had nearly 1000 men in camp. 

 

21 April 1917.  Savy Berlette.  The weather continued vile on the 18th and 19th, but took a 

turn for the better yesterday and seems to be improving.  Since then there has been a good 

deal of bombarding in places, but a lull in the advance.  Tonight however there is a 

tremendous and very extended bombardment going on all along the line as far as we can see, 

and rumour has it that a very extended assault is to be made along the whole of our front and 
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a great part of the French.  Certainly it looks very extended from here and huge flashes are 

showing up right along the horizon. 

 

 

‘One continuous and might roar’ 

 

23 April 1917.  Savy Berlette.  All yesterday and last night a heavy bombardment has gone 

on, but at about 5.25 a.m. there was a sudden access [increase] where thousands of field guns 

chimed in prior to the attack. For about 35 minutes there was rapid fire, and I don't suppose 

anything like it has been done before.  There was just one continuous and mighty roar which 

set up a rhythmic quiver in the earth, felt and almost seen even at this distance behind the line 

(about 12 miles now).  The roar was so continuous that for a time I began to think it was a 

convoy of lorries with their engines all going just outside my hut and I got up to make sure.  

Over and above this roar of the field guns was the deeper and also very rapid booming of the 

heavies surmounted in turn by the less frequent crashes of the monstrous "Hows"
11

 and 

"Naval Guns" of 12 inches and over.  So far there is no accurate news of how the attack has 

gone beyond that on the whole we are doing well.... 

 

1 May 1917.  Savy Berlette....  Our Division and especially our Bde. are considerably 

depleted.  Our Brigade has gone in only one Battn. strong, the remnants of the other Battns. 

being formed with fatigue parties of stretcher bearers, ammunition bearers etc.  They are 

attacking some very strong positions that have held out against frequent assaults up to the 

present.... 

 

13 May 1917.  Savy Berlette.  Interrupted.                                                                                

 

19 May 1917.  Savy Berlette.  Since I wrote last a lot of desperate fighting has gone on for 

special positions.  Attacks and counter-attacks have followed in rapid succession so that it has 

been difficult to know what is really the position.  The Corps communique itself has 

generally been content with saying that "the position remains obscure in the centre" or 

wherever else there has been special activity....  We claim to have caused the Germans 

immense losses in these operations and they do the same.  I can't imagine there can be much 

difference in this respect....  I heard from George yesterday and 2 days previously.  He seems 

well but has been through a very stiff time.  His battery Commander and another were killed 

and the Adjutant wounded, so that he is now Adjutant.  I am hoping he may be able to come 

away and rest for a few days with me.  

 

 

Kenah flies over the front line 

 

25 May 1917.  Savy Berlette....  Last evening I met a nice young fellow called Buckton.  He 

told me he had twice been shot down by the Huns in the recent fighting....  After showing all 

about his machine he took me for a fly - the first one I have had.  Though somewhat breezy it 

was a glorious evening.  When mounted in the machine I sat in the observer's "cockpit", quite 

a roomy circular well in the tail, just behind the pilot.  The first thing is to get the engine 

going properly, which is done by placing a couple of blocks in front of the wheels whilst a 

couple of men steady the wings.  The pilot then gets the engine running up to nearly its full 

speed, and when satisfied that all is right, waves to the men who whip the blocks away.  The 

machine is now free and as the engine gathers speed it begins to run along the ground with its 

tail scraping on a small skid.  For a short distance, as the speed increases the tail rises, and the 
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machine now runs along on its two wheels, until it has gathered up its flying speed.  Up to 

this time the speed seemed tremendous and then we left the ground, and now the machine 

rode quite smoothly and the higher we got the slower we seemed to go.  The seats in this 

machine were so close that by dint of shouting one could carry on a disjointed conversation, 

in spite of the rush of the air.   

 

It was a beautiful clear sunny evening, and the country below us looked lovely, in its new 

coat of fresh green that has burst forth in the last fortnight.  We rose quickly to 2000 feet and 

then flew towards the line.  From that height one got a splendid view.  We passed over 

Aubigny Frevin-Capelle, until we were nearly over the tower at Mont St. Eloy.  From this 

point we could see all the network of trenches of ours and the German old positions and on 

beyond the bare, brown, shell-riddled and trampled area where the fighting is still going on.  

Here the pilot did a fairly steep bank followed by a dive just to let me see what it was like, 

and then he began to climb again and in a very short time we were 5000 feet up.  The earth 

looked like one of those model estates, with rows of neat little trees along the white line of 

roads, and the villages dotted about made like small neat models in cardboard.   

 

At this elevation we reached the aerodrome away down below us, looking very small, though 

it is really a very large one indeed.  My friend then pointed it out and said "I am going down 

now".  The machine dipped down in a great sweep reaching a speed of 110 miles per hour 

until we must have been about 1500 feet off the ground.  Then he banked over and swept 

round and down in a graceful sweep into the aerodrome and on to the ground with such 

gentle-ness that it was only the bumping of the machine over the surface that let me know we 

were really on terra firma again.  We were only away about 20 minutes or so but as the 

machine was never going less than about 75 m.p.h. we had covered quite a fine stretch of 

country....   

 

28 June 1917.  Savy Berlette....  From there we made for Bucquoy which was a village of 

about equal importance and corresponding position behind the old German front line.  We 

had to go very slowly through the lines and walk a good part of the way as the road was very 

much cut up and knocked about.  Passing through our old lines there was the usual maze of 

trenches with its litter of war material scattered all over the place and finally the tangle of 

wire in front fringing no-man’s land.  Then the German wire came in sight.  Far thicker and 

more regularly placed than ours.  All the buildings in the villages behind their lines were very 

much more battered than those behind ours, as one would naturally anticipate, for we shell 

them very much more than they do us. In fact very few of the villages within range of our 

guns, could have been of much use to the Germans as billets and certainly could not have 

been used in the same way as we do.   

 

 

The German High Command takes much better care of its men 

 

The German trenches on the other hand were very much better made and preserved than ours, 

and their roads were far more methodically cared for.  For one thing every road that was 

intended for constant use was staked at close intervals on either side with either wood or iron 

stakes.  This prevents the traffic from swinging off the crown of the road and prevents the 

accumulation of mud, which once it has been swept outside the line of stakes, can no longer 

encumber the road.  On each side of the road were "pockets" of spare road material, placed at 

regular intervals.  This system prevailed along all the principal roads, and the result was a 

very much better preserved road surface and a far cleaner appearance than we ever have.  Of 
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course when you are fighting in the enemy country and can lop down the nearest tree for your 

purpose, it is easy to do these things.  Throughout the whole area they have felled all the trees 

along the roads, only a few around the remains of the villages being left standing....   

 

5 July 1917.  Savy Berlette.  Yesterday I managed to get over to Doullens at No. 3 Canadian 

Stationary Hospital to see George, who has been there for some days.  He is feeling much 

better and certainly seemed to be improving on what he has been.
12

  He expects to get away 

on leave soon....   

 

 

Our Belgian Allies collapse militarily 

 

The Belgian army, rumour has it, has now been taken out of the line altogether, and is being 

relieved by the French and ourselves.  It seems that it had got into a chaotic state and that 

scores of the men were deserting and going over to the Huns.  A good many of the men seem 

to be being sent back as labourers in France.  The French are much delighted by the arrival of 

American troops.
13

  We hear that they are quite sufficiently trained and in fact better trained 

than most of the Allied troops were at the beginning of the war - which by the way is not 

saying much - and that they will very soon be taking their place in the line....   

 

10 July 1917.  Savy Berlette.  Yesterday I was astonished to see Ernest ride into the camp.  

His unit has been down near Peronne for some time past holding trenches.  He is looking very 

well, though during the recent fighting and especially on April 9th they went through some 

horrible hardships in the shape of moving about in that awful weather and having to sleep out 

in the snow and rain....   

 

14 July 1917.  Savy Berlette.  Yesterday I went over again to lunch with Ernest, and for 

another lovely ride....  Our road then took us right through the Bois de Bouvigny, bringing us 

out on the very top of Notre Dame de Lorette.  This ridge like Vimy has been the scene of 

some of the fiercest fighting of the war.  There were huge cemeteries packed with regiments 

of wooden crosses, where the French soldiers were buried....   

 

 

In the wake of battle 

 

6 August 1917.  Bus.  This morning I went on a foraging expedition which took me over 

some very interesting ground.  The first important point was Sailly Saillisel where the French 

had such fierce fighting to drive the Germans out.  And the ground showed!  Every tree was 

regularly worn down to the ground by repeated shell fire.  The villages were quite obliterated 

and only distinguished by bricks being mingled with the soil.  Everything is now grown over 

with thistles, poppies and long grass.  The troops have moved forward and none but parties of 

salvage men are to be seen about.   

 

As you go along you can picture the happenings by the litter that everywhere strews the 

ground.  Ammunition of every kind from rifle cartridges to huge shells.  Rifles, machine gun 

carriages, shattered wagons, picks, shovels and masses of barbed wire.  Everywhere are little 

crosses, made in all sorts of ways, and out of whatever came handy, with "German Soldier", 

"Unknown British Soldier" or "French Soldier".  Here and there again little groups with the 

names in full evidently buried by their pals, with a steel helmet or a rifle to mark the spot.  In 

these parts it is only possible to distinguish the most recent shell holes, but the whole face of 
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Kenah Murray ( photo taken probably towards the 
end of the First World War) 

the earth is torn up into the wildest confusion.  Everywhere are the mouths of dugouts, some 

closed up by shell bursts and others still gaping open, and all looking gruesome....   

 

 

Fighting in Belgium – new difficulties 

 

27 August 1917.  Bus....  Here we arrived in time for a stroll along the sea front.  There 

seemed to be quite a large number of inhabitants there and a great number of French soldiers.  

The sea front consists of a low sandy beach, backed by dunes, where it is not built over. As 

there has been no labour to keep the sand clear it is gradually heaping up on the Esplanade 

and almost burying some of the houses.  Although 14 miles from the front line, Dunkerque 

[Dunkirk] has been shelled by big guns from time to time.  It was recently shelled by a big 

gun at a range of 40,000 yards (about 23 miles) and every shell fell well into the docks and 

busy part of town.  

 

Of course, air bombing is 

almost a nightly 

occurrence.
14

 While I was 

there I saw a huge aeroplane 

belonging to the French.  It 

was sailing majestically over 

the town.  I was told it could 

carry the equipment of 23 

men, and is used as a bomb 

dropper, being escorted by 

fast scouts while on its raids.  

The air fighting up there has 

been very strenuous indeed 

and as far as I could gather 

the Germans still have much 

better machines than we do, 

but they are not so numerous 

nor are they such reckless 

fighters as our men....  

 

It appears that this point is at 

present the key (or at any 

rate so regarded by our HQ) 

of the position, and until the 

5th Army has driven the 

Germans back, the other 

Armies cannot go forward.  

The difficulties of fighting 

in Belgium are enormous 

and depend almost entirely 

on the weather.  The least bit 

of rain on a surface, beneath 

which the water level is only 

2 or 3 feet, means reducing it 

to an impassable morass.  
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The roads are causeways off which heavy traffic cannot venture.  Our losses were spoken of 

as being very heavy indeed, and from the accounts I heard it is small wonder.  There seem no 

doubt that the failure of the 5th Army has meant such a rebuff to the whole offensive, that 

unless they can do something before the break-up of the summer, the whole offensive up 

there will end in failure....  

 

16 September 1917.  Vlammertinghe....  After about 25 minutes walk or perhaps less we 

struck a semblance of a building which we found was our first objective Bavaria House.  This 

place is one of what the Tommies have called the Pill Boxes.  They were another of the 

German surprises for us.  They consist of small block-houses made of reinforced concrete of 

about 4 feet thick.  They were usually built in some farmhouse or other and now the house 

has been shelled away there remains the small square unbreakable kernel.  These are so 

strong that ordinary shells make no impression and besides this they are small enough to be a 

difficult mark upon which to score a direct hit.  The way in was on all fours by a hole such as 

is depicted in Eskimos’ igloos....   

 

By the time we had finished a chat and a look round it was beginning to get light so we struck 

off for our next objective.  We followed a path across the wildest turmoil of shell holes I have 

ever yet seen.  The ground has been so churned up and blasted by repeated shelling that there 

is not a sign of growth left on it.  The remains of the combatants both men and animals have 

been added to this mixture and so as each shell hole was full of foul fluid, there was a 

horrible stench.  It is across a flat of this kind that our men have to advance to attack a ridge 

in front.  It is quite impossible to dig any trenches and so here there are none.  Our way took 

us over a very slight rise and from there we were in full view of the German position only 

about 800 yeards away.  So we kept moving on.  The scene in the slowly lightening dawn 

was one I shall never forget.  Here and there could be seen a man hurrying from one shelter to 

another.  Everything has been swept away by the shell storms and only here and there do 

slight projections in the surface show what remains of attempts to make trenches or 

shelters....  The whole thing looks terrible and so devoid of shelter is the area that one feels 

the only thing to do will be to carry on in the hope that a shell won't find you.  There will be 

no dodging into dugouts or trenches to be worried about and those who come through will be 

lucky indeed. 

 

17 September 1917.  Vlammertinghe.  To continue....  The Boche ... carries out bombing 

raids with huge "Gothas" escorted by smaller ones, against which our aircraft and guns seem 

powerless, as they journey solemnly about at quite a low altitude and drop huge bombs on 

likely looking spots.  The Boche seems still well ahead of us in aircraft as regards the quality, 

or perhaps he only comes across when he wants to and does not worry otherwise....  

 

What with the various forms of excitement in the form of air raids, big shells, casualties 

coming in and making of plans and thinking of supplies and equipment, time goes fast.  This 

afternoon two American officers came to look round – Majors Osgood and Murphy.  The 

former is concerned in the examination of splints in order to cut down the number of types 

used to a minimum.  He was much pleased with the arm splint suggested by me and said it 

was just what he wanted and that he would certainly adopt it as the standard type for their 

army.  It has taken nearly a year to get it even noticed in ours.  With the usual American 

acumen they are going about among the ambulances and those who do the work instead of 

applying to HQs. 
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The Battle of Ypres 
 

20 September 1917.  I left the Prison at Ypres at 4.40 a.m. with 8 bearers of our ambulance 

and Lt. Spyker and 36 bearers from the SAI.  I took up my post at Mill Cottage and sent Lt. 

Spyker to Bavaria House with his party.  Capt. Laurie had in the mean time moved on to 

Square Farm.  The barrage covering the attack was put up at 5.40 a.m.  There had up to this 

time been an intense and steady bombardment of the Heavies.  Now there burst forth a roar of 

FA [Field Artillery], being the biggest concentration of artillery ever yet attempted.  Talking 

was almost impossible in the intense roar....   

 

At Mill Cottage the 28th FA had hastily put up an elephant shelter, in a trench alongside the 

Decauville track, where trains were to convey the walking wounded away.  Heavy shells soon 

began to fall around our station and in spite of the soft ground I paced one crater 30 yards 

from our little shack which was 5 yards across and about 8 feet deep.  The softness of the 

ground was the saving of the situation as the shells did little more than toss up huge columns 

of black mud.  At about 6.40 in the growing light we presently saw the first batch of prisoners 

come hurrying down with their hands in the air.  They were taken to Bde. HQ close by, 

searched and handed over to us as stretcher bearers, and all day we continued this process so 

that valuable help was given in this way....   

 

28 September 1917.  Arneke....  The Colonel arrived about midday and said that after I left 

the Mill there had been a fresh influx until about 4 a.m. bringing the total passed through in 

24 hours up to over 2400.  It seems that the 59th Division who took their objective early and 

quickly and in fact overshot the mark somewhat, were ordered to fall back to originally 

contemplated line.  Their retirement combined with enemy shelling set up a rot, and a sort of 

rout ensued, which was eventually checked by the aid of our 26 Bde. which had been left to 

act in reserve, and the line restored to its proper position....   

 

1 October 1917.  Arneke.  The weather is continuing to be warm and dry, with just that nip 

in early morning air to remind one of the approach of Autumn.  There is a full harvest moon, 

which means that aerial activity and much dropping of bombs by the Germans on the towns 

and railways and camps round about.  The night before last we heard them hard at it and now 

hear that they dropped a bomb successfully in the Square at Poperinghe which was packed 

with troops.  This one bomb caused nearly 200 casualties.  As the planes pass through the 

rays of the moon it is quite easy to see them.  The Germans seem well ahead of us in this 

form of work as usual.  Their great Gothas carry nearly a ton of bombs, whilst we seem to 

have nothing to employ similarly but out-of-date observing and battle machines, which only 

carry a couple of hundred weight at most.  This means of course sending a great many 

machines to do what one Gotha will do. 

 

 

Ypres – what happened 

 

At the time it was difficult to do more that make scanty notes and now I want to set down a 

few more impressions, in amplification of the notes already made....  All night our "heavies" 

boomed away and the German guns shelled us in return....  There then burst forth the most 

tremendous roar.  There were 432 Field guns on our Divisional front alone and I believe a 

like number on either side of us.  Our front was only about 900 yards.  In addition there were 

battery upon battery of heavies.  The whole extent of front involved in this battle was about 8 
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miles, and involved the greatest concentration of artillery yet employed in any one single part 

of the line....   

 

The SA Brigade did very well as not only did they take all the block-houses or "pill boxes" as 

the Tommies call them, on their own front, but they also captured one on either side which 

were giving trouble and had not been captured by the 55th Division in the one instance and 

the 27th Bde on the other.  These pill boxes were what had rendered the position so 

impregnable before.  They were made by building a concrete block house inside an ordinary 

house.  They therefore in the first attacks looked quite innocent, but afforded a secure place 

for machine guns from which the German were able to enfilade the whole position and make 

it untenable, and to take a blockhouse, which the artillery could not demolish, became the 

great difficulty to be overcome.   

 

And this is the plan by which we succeeded.  As soon as the attack started 3 heavy batteries 

were allotted to each pillbox and smothered them with smoke shells, poison gas and HE
15

.  

The creeping barrage for the attack crept steadily on until the infantry were abreast of the pill 

boxes.  As soon as this was done the 3 batteries [concentrated their fire] on each pillbox, 

"lifted" it, and before the blinded and half suffocated defenders could rally our men closed in 

and flung smoke and explosive bombs down the openings for the machine guns with the 

result that the occupants were either killed or surrendered at once.  I don't suppose there has 

ever been a better combination between artillery and infantry than this.   

 

Besides the difficulty of the pillboxes the terrain over which the battle was fought was really 

terrible....  The ground was flat and swampy and had been churned up by repeated shelling.  

The shell holes were filled with awful smelling and fearful looking slime and close together 

as to render it almost impassable....  It was across this and similar ground ahead, that our 

bearers had to work, and the marvel is that more were not killed in doing so.  Every time one 

went to Square Farm and along the road to Bavaria House, there would be shells pitching 

unpleasantly close.  On one occasion I walked back with a padre and a 5.9 pitched within 5 

yards of us, but fortunately we automatically dropped flat and were not hit.  The ground was 

soft which was the saving of the situation on many occasions.   

 

Owing to the water level being so near to the surface there were no trenches nor was it 

possible to make any, and the infantry had to get into position by night and lie in shell holes 

until the time came to attack.  I must say when I first viewed the condition of things I felt we 

were in for a very bad time, but somehow when once the attack began and we got to work a 

good deal of the sense of danger seemed to disappear....  During the afternoon a despatch 

arrived telling us to expect a counter attack by Huns.  So I reorganised the bearers, to be 

ready for a fresh influx.  The counter attack came just after my arrival at Square Farm and 

was on a fairly extended front, but it was not long before we heard that it had met with the 

same fate as the one on the evening of the 20th, when the intensity of the barrage broke up 

the attack almost as soon as it developed.  An infantry officer of one of our regiments told me 

that no sooner did the Germans appear out of their trenches than they were swallowed up in a 

cloud of dust, smoke and flame.  Some few who rushed wildly out of it were either shot down 

by the infantry or threw their rifles down and hands up, and were taken prisoners....   

 

 

Superior German air power 

 



27 

 

1 October 1917.  Continued from [p 82 line 6]. For bombing important points which it would 

be difficult to see by night the Germans come over by day, the Gothas protected by fast 

fighting machines which seem able to successfully repel all attacks by our aircraft.  There is 

very little doubt that our airmen depend entirely for their success on their daring handling of 

machines which are on the whole far inferior to the Germans.  Many airmen have told me that 

there is no comparison between the workmanship of the Hun plane as opposed to ours.  The 

French still seem pretty well abreast of the Hun.  They also have big machines for carrying 

bombs and good fighters, and one hears the same of the Italians.  The general opinion now is 

that the order of merit is: 

 1.German   2. French   3.Italian   4.British  

and personally I think this is about right.  The bombing is so demoralising that there seems no 

doubt that all the combatants will make a point of developing it, and it will behove us to do 

something to mend matters. 

 

 

Enduring  – life on the front line 

 

10 October 1917.  St. Julien.  Orders came late last night whereby I was to come here with 

the bearers and the Colonel to Duhallow to run the Corps. ADS....  It was almost quite dark 

before we got it unloaded and our kit piled in a heap alongside the pill-box we were to 

occupy as one of our stations.  Then Forbes and some of the bearers had to push on to one of 

the further forward stations.  All this time the place was being heavily shelled and the people 

we were going to relieve were busy, until we took over.  After dark the shelling was worse, 

and the scene on the road just about 100 yards down was indescribable.  Crammed with 

transport, HE shells plunging round and every now and then a huge incendiary shell.  I saw 

one of these pitch right into a mass of wagons, guns and pack-mules, and for a moment the 

huge flare of the bursting shell lit up a scene of horrible confusion, flying fragments of 

timbers and struggling animals and men.  Up to 3 a.m. I was busy dressing until finally things 

quieted down, to some extent and I lay down for a while. 

 

11 October 1917.  St. Julien.  At 5.30 a.m. we were on the go again and were in hopes we 

should have a chance of straightening up things a bit before the battle on the morrow, but not 

a bit.  The shelling was too heavy and the casualties came in so steadily that we could only 

just keep abreast of the work, and it was not until the early hours of the morning that we got a 

short rest. 

 

12 October 1917.  St Julien.  At 5.25 a.m. our barrage went up, with the usual roaring of 

guns in every direction, and in return our area was heavily shelled, though it had been almost 

constant since our arrival.  My post was the nodal point from which two lines of evacuation 

radiated....  It rained heavily - cleared a bit and then set in steadily wet for the rest of the day 

and the bearing became truly terrible.  All reserves had to be put to it and eventually about 

450 bearers were at work on the two routes.  All day they toiled until nightfall when carrying 

became utterly out of the question.  My post was very small and only could shelter about 20 

cases in a very inadequate manner, but by about 1.30 I had got them all away.  This left no 

room for the worn and sodden bearers who had to huddle anywhere they could until it was 

light enough to go out again. 

 

13 October 1917.  St. Julien.  This morning came the task of clearing the forward part of the 

line which the rain made a truly stupendous task.  The bearers had been going all the previous 

day and owing to the very limited shelter in the few "pill boxes" available none of them could 
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lie down to rest, but only squat, packed together and sodden with wind and wet.  However 

there was nothing for it and the whole 450 had to go.  So laborious was the work that it was 

late before the cases reached us here and then owing to the line being blown up by shells and 

the road being a sea of mud and hidden holes, the horse ambulances and cars had an 

extremely difficult time getting along at all.  Soon my limited accommodation was quite 

swamped, and 20 or more wretched wounded men had to be simply laid in the mud outside in 

the pouring rain.  The road too was crammed with traffic.  The bearers became so exhausted 

that they simply dropped down asleep anywhere and everywhere around our dressing station 

and in the time I could spare from dressing I had to go round spurring them back to the work.  

If it had not been for the voluntary aid of Capt. Widowson N-Z MC, whose battery was 

nearby, and who worked steadily with me, we would not have done half what we did.  As the 

wagons came up we piled the wounded on board and also had squads struggling down the 

road carrying, until well after midnight all the cases were got away. 

 

14 October 1917.  St Julien....  A great many of our men are suffering from mustard gas 

poisoning. 

 

15 October 1917.  St. Julien.  Today I managed to make a tour of our bearer posts at Alberta 

and Mont de Hibou ....  They are all much jaded, but keeping up wonderfully under the strain, 

though I am sure the gas will tell its tale.  Already about 16 have gone in this way or 

wounded. 

 

 

 

 

 

Being shelled day after day 

 

17 October 1917.  St. Julien.  Today the Huns have given us a terrific shelling almost all 

day.  Many huge fellows burst close round and one hit just over the door, but by good fortune 

I had just been out and had one of my periodical clearances and only one man was hit, across 

the other side of the road.  These pill boxes are wonderfully strong, as this shell only knocked 

off a corner.  The concussion is of course tremendous.  The shelling has been a wonderful 

and awesome sight.  The shooting has been wonderfully accurate when one remembers that 

the guns are anything from 8 to 9 miles away.  Dumps of ammunition have been going up all 

over the place, all day long, the final touch as far as we are concerned being the landing of a 

shell just at the end of our pillbox, which set fire to a pile of German shells which had been 

thrown out of the place....   

 

18 October 1917.  St. Julien.  The shelling has gone on all night, and in the early hours of 

this morning we again had it all round and over our sturdy pillbox.  It is an extraordinary 

thing to hear the shell coming from afar, the rush through the air getting louder and louder, 

until it swoops on to you with an awful crash, fairly making the place rock.  This afternoon a 

big flock of huge Gotha's came sailing over, and as usual all our machines disappeared.  The 

Gotha's then circled majestically round, only a couple of thousand up and dropped their 

bombs on chosen spots.  The bombs cause the most tremendous explosions and do an 

immense deal of damage.... 

 

22 October 1917.  St. Julien.  The monotonous way in which the Huns are shelling, makes 

one day very much like another.  They are evidently making a most desperate effort to resist 
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our pressure, and are keeping up an incessant barrage of very heavy shells (5.9) over all 

routes of approach and smashing up the country as much as possible.... We hear we may be 

relieved tomorrow or the day after.  This had been a long strain for all as the Germans are 

putting up a desperate struggle to hang on to the last of the high ground, which is now almost 

within our grasp.  They have shelled us almost without cessation, ever since I have been here, 

using very big shells and huge numbers of them.  One lives in an atmosphere of constant 

vibration and appalling crashes. 

 

24 October 1917.  St. Julien....  The remainder of the new ambulance is due during the day 

and as soon as they arrive, we move out. 

 

30 October 1917.  St. Idesbalde.  Pringle went on 3 months leave to SA on November 12 

and the command of the unit now devolves upon me. 

                                                                                

22 November 1917.  Returned yesterday from leave extending from November 7 to the 

21st.... 

 

 

Cavalry deployed – stupidity of the Higher Command 

 

25 December 1917.  Xmas Day....  The men have all been working well and done a 

prodigious amount of carpentering, road making and building.  The weather had been all 

against us too as it has been freezing hard and snowing and blowing ever since we came here.  

When we arrived in this area we found everything in the greatest confusion.  The great attack 

by the "tanks" had been a success so far as it went,
16

 but then the fatal mistake was made in 

trying once again to employ cavalry.  They did just exactly what they have done on every 

occasion in which they have been used.  They simply threw everything into confusion and 

accomplished nothing entirely ruining the success gained on the first day by the tanks.  In this 

way a whole day was wasted if not two, which gave the Germans time to bring up guns and 

reinforcements, so that when the infantry had to take up what the cavalry had failed to do, 

they had to do so in the face of organised fire and positions.  To all but the Higher Command 

the use of cavalry in this war has been obviously stupid, and in spite of every occasion 

proving the truth of this, they fall headlong into the same old errors time after time....    

 

 

More stupid errors; more divisions flee 

 

The next great error in this affair was that no provision had been made to hold the flanks 

which represented the base of the salient, with sufficiently strong divisions.  The Germans did 

the obvious thing, against which the most primitive rules of warfare would have made 

provision, namely to try and pinch the salient by attacking on both flanks.  A heavy attack 

was made on the Northern Flank and was held at great cost by good divisions.  A feint was 

made on the Southern Flank and here to their utmost surprise the Germans met with little or 

no resistance.  A thing that fortunately has seldom happened in this or any other war 

occurred.  The divisions holding our flank fled without putting up any resistance.   

 

They were all divisions that have done badly before, but this was the climax.  An artillery 

man told me that the first intimation his battery had of an attack was seeing our men bolting 

back followed by the Germans.  The Guards Division that had been fighting hard in Bourlon 

Wood and had just been relieved and were coming into Havrincourt Wood were turned out 
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helter-skelter to stop the rout.  Their APM posted himself near a prisoner cage on the main 

road of retreat and simply turned our men and officers into it and then into a trench to defend 

it.  In this and other ways and by the pluck of a few individuals the rout was stopped and the 

Germans driven back for a bit but the net result was that they not only drove us back from the 

ground gained in the original attack but from what we had held before, besides capturing as 

many, if not more of our guns that we had taken of theirs.   

 

The result of all this was that the rest of the salient became untenable and had to be 

abandoned, so that on the whole we are just about where we were.  It was five days after this 

small disaster that we arrived, and as I said found everything in the greatest confusion....   

 

However things have gradually settled down, though the Germans did an attack again a few 

days ago and succeeded in driving us further back, so that now very little of the originally 

gained ground remains. 

 

 

Endnotes 
                                                           
1
 The number of Moltenos, Murrays and Andersons serving is an indication of how the First World War caught 

up so many families in its near universal embrace. Members of our family were involved in the fighting in 

almost every theatre of the war – the Western Front in France, the Dardanelles Campaign against Turkey, the 

Middle East, East Africa, and (earlier on) Southern Africa – not to speak of service in the Royal Navy.  It is 

interesting to note, however, that what made the First World War very different from the Second World War, in 

which many members of the family also volunteered, was that civilians in most parts of the world were 

relatively unaffected, whereas in the 1939-45 War occupation of so much of Europe and Asia by the German 

and Japanese forces, and aerial bombing by both sides, took a terrible toll of civilians as well. Kenah is referring 

here to his first cousin, Dr Ernest Anderson, who was a surgeon in one of the cavalry regiments of the Guards, 

and George Murray, his younger brother, in the Royal Artillery, both of whom were serving on the Western 

Front. See elsewhere on this website for accounts of their experiences during the War.  
2
 This is, of course, Kenah’s first experience of the Western Front. Although both sides have already been 

bogged down in this stalemated trench warfare since almost the outbreak of war in August 1914, he still 

assumes that the Allies must be about to make a breakthrough across the German lines. As we see, his attitude 

changed by a couple of years later. 
3
 Kenah means the South African Division in which he is serving. 

4
 Stretcher Bearers. 

5
 This is, I think, the first and almost the only time Kenah refers to troops suffering nervous breakdowns. The 

horror of enduring these prolonged bombardments, as well as lengthy spells in the trenches, took a terrible toll 

not just in physical injury and death, but on the mental condition of so many men.  
6
 Dressing Station, an interim post used by doctors and paramedics to treat injured soldiers before they are 

evacuated, if necessary, out of the front line. 
7
 The French term for a machine-gun. 

8
 Staff Sergeant. 

9
 George Murray, Kenah’s youngest brother, had left Cambridge University and volunteered. He was serving in 

a British Army artillery unit. 
10

 This was the term used for when troops in the trenches, who were going on the offensive, had to clamber out 

directly into the fire of the enemy and try and advance and capture the positions ahead of them.  
11

 Howitzers. 
12

 George Murray, Kenah’s younger brother, had presumably been wounded. 
13

 The United States only came into the War some three years after it had started. It supported the Allies, 

although always refusing to classify itself as one of them. Its involvement was the result of a German decision 

no longer to respect the rights of neutrals in its submarine campaign against Allied shipping in the North 

Atlantic. This led to a growing number of American casualties on passenger and other ships that were sunk, 

which in turn prompted the outburst of public outrage which pushed the USA into the war. 
14

 The First World War was the first war in which the new technology of air power, at first for reconnaissance 

and then for bombing purposes, was available.  Largescale bombing of civilians only began with the Second 

World War a quarter of a century later. 
15

 High Explosives. 
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16

 This is the first reference Kenah makes to tanks. This new military hardware was another ‘first’ for the First 

World War. 


