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Enfield rifle. You should have seen some of the lads
looking at it, those who had never held a gun in their
life. We went through eight months of training until we
were 5o itchy to get to France we
couldn’t stand it. All we were thinking was, “We must
get to France before the war’s over

The men training us were old soldiers of the South
African war who were old enough to be my father,
None of them had experienced a war where you're in

|

trenches facing each other, with shells coming atyou
every minute. So we had no idea what it would be like
when we got there. We crossed over to France after we
finished our training, and we walked fifteen miles to
our bage camp. When it was our turn to go up into the
trenches, the regiment coming out had been there
almost since the start, and they looked at us as if to say,
“Heh, you're smiling now but you won'’t be later” We
passed seven days and nights in there and, after a rest
of six or seven days, we went back in again. Then came
the day when someone said to us excitedly, “Jack
Smith!™ I said, “What about him?» [ knew Jack S,
“He’s dead. He’s been shot.” The first one of the bat-
talion to be shot, I said, “What®” And the man replied,
“Yes, he's dead. Been shot. He put his head too far over
and a sniper got him.” And that caused a bit of 2 sensa-
tion amongst the lads. They thought, “Well, this is not
exactly what we came for” And from that day onwards
when we went to the trenchies, it was three killed, four
killed, five killed, twenty killed, a hundred killed, By
thén, we were veterans.
We learned all about the trenches and their risks
and what we Lad to do to fight the Germans. And of
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course the morning came when we had to “go over the
¥ had been a Boy Scoutand I used to love marchingup  top”— which meant you’d leap over the trench and
and down with the tin drum in front of me. So when
young men started enlisting for the war, I thought, lines. So when the officers blew their whistle, we were to
“Well, perhaps it would be a good holiday” I stoodina  dash out of the trenches and make our way toward the
queue at the Birmingham Town Hall and joined up and ~ German trenches. And it was then that we looked at
when I got home my mother said to me, “Have you each other'and wondered if we'd ever get through it.
enlisted as a soldier? I said, “Yes? She said, “You little ~ Some were visibly shaking. Some were crying,. Some

fool. Only thieves and vagabonds join the army.” And were almost shell-shocked before they started, But of

cover three, four, five hundred yards toward the enemy

. she said, “You go back and tell them you've changed course when the whistle went, we had to scramble over.
! your mind.” But of course I couldn’t. There was always an officer a few yards behind you with
~ The mood among all of us young men was that we ,aloaded revolver in his hand. And anyone who was a bit
couldn’t get to be a soldier quick enough. In Birming-  slow to go would recsive a shot in the foot just to remind
ham, where I enlisted, they expected to make one battal- him that he was there.
ion, which would be made up of about 1,000 men. But ‘We would only learn later what happened, If we

within the first few days of war they had 4,500. We had a took the trench we went over to capture, then we'd have
wonderful time training, I was in a section of about four-  time to rest and talk. And one would say to the other,
teen men, all from the same area, all speaking the same ~ “Where’s Bill So-and-s0?” And someone clse would say,
language with the same twang, more or less. We were “Oh, he’s got it. He’s killed.” And then you see that

like one big family. And then came the great day for us friends of yours or pedple you know are missing — some
young ones when they issued us a rifle — the newest Lee are wounded, some are killed. And you could be talkine:
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to a man in the trench, and while you're tatking he acci-
dentally looks over the top ofit, and in that few seconds
he migh ge: n the head. The German snipers, who
were the best in the world, they had the finest rifles with
telescopic sights, so just to show your forehead for a few
seconds might mean you were dead.

We spent-a lot of time walking from one trench to
the next, and when the weather changed to rain and
mud, well, it’s almost impossible to describe what that

was like. If you‘vé seen pictures of the surface of the
moon, it was something like that, ouly worse — all dug
up and wet through with mud. Impossibie to walk. To
get two miles would take seven or eight hours. Some-
times you were in water up-to your waist, and had to
walk in it for a week to get to the firing line. And under
those conditions, they couldn’t bring food or water up
to us — all the people bringing it were shot down or
shelled. So we were hungry and thirsty most of the time.
When we'd been there about six or eight months, cov-
ered in mud, wet through practically all day, absolutely
chewed up by lice — we used to say, “and to think, we
wanted to come to this hole.”

In our first month there, we could smell the dead
bodies. But after a while we took no notice of it. Fora

person just arriving there, it would stink. But, to us, who
were used to it every day, we didn’t think a lot of it. The
noise was always on. And, when you'd been 35 ongin
the trenches as I was, you could almost say for sure ifa

shell was going to drop by you by the sound it made. If

you thought it was going to get you, you'd flatten your-
selfin the mud, however deep it was,

Everywhere you looked for miles were great holes
full of water and mud. This was dangerous for those
who got a small wound, because if they were near a big

shell hole they couldn’t get up and they would feel
themselves slipping into the hole. Once the water —
which was poisoned with gas and God knows what —
got into the wounds, it was certain death. Al the shout-
ing in the world did no good because we couldn’t even
give them a hand. That would seern the usual thing to
do whén 2 man you'd joined up with as a friend and a
comrade was shrieking for help, but we had orders not
to help a wounded man. Once on the way out from the
front lines we were walking out in the pitch dark and X
heard a chap crying for help in a big shell hole. His
hands were scraping the edge, and he was crying to
everybody passing for help. Well, I couldn’t stand that.
So 1 got my rifle, and we pulled and pulled and pulled,
and he was saved from drowning. But this was forbid-
den.

Practically everyone had shell shock, but there
were two kinds: one for the privates, and one for the
officers. With an officer, at the slightest trembling of the

*lips, they would be sent to the hospital for a week, and
then to England to recover. But privates would get a
dose of medicine and be sent back onto the line. That
was the difference. You could easily see when a man
had shell shock. He was crying, shaking, his face was
absolutely a different color. It was all we could do in
the trenches to hold him back. Sometimes we’d even sit
on him, Because, once he got out of the trenches, he
was 2 dead man. Some couldn’t stand it and walked

out. And inevitably they got shot for deserting.

In the later years of the war, we got used to the
dead bodies and treated them as nothing, like pieces of
wood. Everything had a use..-We’d even put the bodies
in the bottom of the trench and stand on them to keep
dry. Of course, these bodies were recovered later, but i
they were left too long, they became skeletons, because
the rats chewed them., To see a body with no face but a
skeleton would shock most men. We also searched the
dead bodies in the hopes of finding some food on them,
or perhaps a flask of water. Some of them had food
which had been sent by relatives from England, and
that was a godsend, because other than that we could
not have stood up fo the conditions.we were forced
to fight in.









