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Transcript
Dear Mr Hunt,
Thanks very much for your letter which I received a week or two ago, also for the magazine.
We are in the trenches just now. In fact we seem to spend about three times as much time in as we do out. Also we are in a pretty warm spot, it was about here, towards the end of last summer that the French and German had some of the fiercest fighting of the war. The country around about is a veritable maze of trenches. The fighting at one time was so fierce that there was only time just to bury the dead in the sides of the trenches, and now that the trenches have crumpled one is constantly seeing the bones of men’s legs or their boots, or skulls sticking out from the sides of the trenches, pleasant, eh? There will be a pleasant smell here in the summer. I only hope we are not here then. In places we are only about twenty yards away from Fritz and company. Consequently all times the air is pretty thick with bombs, grenades and trench mortars. These last are pretty hellish sort of toys. They have an explosion like about ten earthquakes rolled into one. But even these are not the worst we have to put up with. The trenches being so close together there is of course any amount of mining going on. So one never knows when the particular lump of earth one is standing on is going to take a trip through the solar regions. When a mine does go up, there is some excitement knocking about I can tell you. Suppose for instance we were going to explode one, all the artillery in the neighbourhood is ranged on the spot and directly the mine is exploded, there is hell let loose on the crater. Of course as soon as he gets the range the enemy replies, so that the air is fairly full of everything that kills quickly. One can on these occasions always rely on a good many casualties. Since we have been in this spasm there have been five exploded in this neighbourhood, while others are expected to go up at any time. So much for conditions here.
How is everything in town? Pretty quiet I suppose. I see you’ve had the zepps (Zeppelins) over again? Is it a fact that one dropped in the Thames? (Lines censored.) That is about all the news, so will close, kindest regards to everybody. Yours very sincerely,
Gilbert Williams.

The Source is a letter from the trenches written by Private Gilbert Williams on 6 April 1916. Williams served with the 6th Morayshire Battalion, Seaforth Highlanders, and his regiment number was 2175.[footnoteRef:2] He writes to Mr Hunt describing his experiences in a trench on the front line, details include how the dead are buried in the side of the trenches, the distance between the Allies and the Germans, artillery fire, mine warfare and the casualties it causes. Williams briefly speaks of home and queries the Zeppelin attacks.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Gilbert Williams, ‘Trenches: “A Veritable Maze”’, 6 April 1916 <https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/letters-first-world-war-1916-18/trenches-veritable-maze/> [accessed 12 November 2019].]  [3:  Williams, ‘A Veritable Maze’, 6 April 1916.] 

Williams’ letter is dated the 6 April 1916 when on-going battles such as the Battle of Verdun (21 February 1916 - 15 December 1916) were taking place.[footnoteRef:4] The 6th Seaforth Highlanders were involved in heavy fighting a year prior to this letter at the Battle of Festubert (15 - 27 May 1915).[footnoteRef:5]   [4:  Alan Wakefield, ‘What Was The Battle Of Verdun?’, Imperial War Museums, 2018 <http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/what-was-the-battle-of-verdun> [accessed 12 November 2019].]  [5:  The University of Edinburgh, ‘Memorial Cross | Scotland's War’, Scotland’s War, 2019 <https://www.scotlandswar.ed.ac.uk/Moray/Fighting-Front-6th-Seaforth-Highlanders/Memorial-Cross> [accessed 12 November 2019].] 

Williams was not a professional soldier but, like many who enlisted, was one of several members of staff from the Great Western Railway Audit Office at Paddington. Several letters from other enlisted employees are held in the National Archives including several more from Gilbert Williams. Williams writes to ‘Mr Hunt’ and the use of a more formal form of address rather than first name suggests that Mr Hunt may well be a boss or an older colleague from the audit office with whom the men kept in touch. In fact, some of the other letters written to Mr Hunt refer to ‘friends at the office’ and give thanks for news and gifts.[footnoteRef:6] While Williams was serving with the 6th Seaforth Highlanders other men from the same audit office who enlisted were posted to other regiments including, the 8th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, and also the Royal Engineers, Railway Troop.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  R.C.S Frost, ‘Trenches: “A Noisy Business”’, 15 July 1915 <https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/letters-first-world-war-1915/trenches-noisy-business/> [accessed 12 November 2019].]  [7:  Montague Percy Pond, ‘Railhead: “Empty Petrol Cans for a Bed”’, 31 July 1915 <https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/letters-first-world-war-1915/railhead-empty-petrol-cans-for-a-bed/> [accessed 12 November 2019].] 

Williams begins by thanking Mr Hunt for the letter and magazine he received recently, the same Mr Hunt also sent items to other servicemen who worked in the same audit office. Letters and gifts from home were important for boosting morale of soldiers in the trenches.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Williams writes that they are currently in a trench where German and French had ‘some of the fiercest fighting of the war’ near the end of last summer.[footnoteRef:8] There had been several battles involving the French and the Germans in the summer of 1915 such as the Allied Offensive at Artois (9 May – 18 June 1915) and the Battle of Le Linge (20 July – 15 October 1915).[footnoteRef:9] With the 6th Seaforth Highlanders being involved in the defence Ypres until 19 May 1915 and then they were in action at the Battle of Festubert until 27 May 1915.[footnoteRef:10] Williams’ letter would have been written near the location of the Somme as the fiercest fighting he was referring to may well be the Offensive at Artois.[footnoteRef:11] The clue he leaves about his location can be matched up with heavy casualties from German and French losses at Artois in 1915 and the ‘veritable maze of trenches’ he refers to around the area.[footnoteRef:12] [8:  Williams, ‘A Veritable Maze’, 6 April 1916.]  [9:  David Legg, Joanna Legg, and Graham Parker, ‘Battles of the Western Front 1914-1918’, The Great War 1914-1918, 2016 <http://www.greatwar.co.uk/battles/#trenchwarfare> [accessed 13 November 2019].]  [10:  Imperial War Museum, ‘Community: Seaforth Highlanders - 6th (Morayshire) Battalion | Lives of the First World War’, Imperial War Museums, 2018 <https://livesofthefirstworldwar.iwm.org.uk/community/4010> [accessed 13 November 2019].]  [11:  Williams, ‘A Veritable Maze’, 6 April 1916.]  [12:  Jonathan Krause, ‘Western Front | International Encyclopedia of the First World War (WW1)’, 1914 - 1918 Online Internationl Encyclopedia of the First World War (Online, 2015) <https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/western_front> [accessed 13 November 2019].] 

Williams describes how fierce the fighting can get with his detailed description of how the dead are sometimes buried in the trenches.[footnoteRef:13] Many soldiers were buried on the battlefield where they fell, a plain cross may be put to mark the location of the fallen soldier, but this was not always the case. With the weapons used in World War One many soldiers were unidentifiable due to their injuries; it was not uncommon for soldiers to be buried in the way Williams describes. Soldiers from the Western Front are still being dug up today. Simon Verdegem, a battlefield archaeologist, set up The Hill 80 project which was responsible for discovering one hundred and twenty-five soldiers from Ypres in Flanders, Belgium in 2018.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Williams, ‘A Veritable Maze’, 6 April 1916.]  [14:  Tim Collins, ‘Skeletons of 125 Soldiers Found Where They Fell during the Great War’, Mail Online (Mail Online, 13 July 2018) <http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-5947277/Skeletons-125-WWI-soldiers-frozen-time-fell-Great-War.html> [accessed 15 November 2019].] 

The letter gives an insight to how close the Allies were to the Germans in some points along the trenches. Williams notes in some places the Allies are as close as ‘twenty yards away from Fritz and company’.[footnoteRef:15] Simkin points out that the distances of No Man’s Land vary along the Western Front, for example, Guillemont there was about 46 meters gap, where at Cambrai the distance was much larger at around 460 meters, with the shortest distance being found at Zonnebeke with a gap of just over 6 meters.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Williams, ‘A Veritable Maze’, 6 April 1916.]  [16:  John Simkin, ‘No Man’s Land’, Spartacus Educational, 2014 <https://spartacus-educational.com/FWWnoman.htm> [accessed 13 November 2019].] 

Williams gives his experience of being on the receiving end of explosives and artillery fire. His description that there is a constant showering of explosions can be echoed in other letters from the front such as Private Edward Stewart’s letter, noting that ‘shells were falling like summer rain’.[footnoteRef:17] The constant bombardment from artillery fire was not well received with Williams referring to them as ‘hellish sort of toys’.[footnoteRef:18] Dieter Storz writes that ‘the German Field Artillery is said to have fired 222 million rounds’ it can be understood why Stewart and Williams comment on such heavy bombardment.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Edward Henry Cecil Stewart, ‘The National Archives - Homepage’, 1 July 1916 <https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/letters-first-world-war-1915/trenches-swept-continually-shells/> [accessed 14 November 2019].]  [18:  Williams, ‘A Veritable Maze’ 6 April 1916.]  [19:  Dieter Storz, ‘Artillery | International Encyclopedia of the First World War (WW1)’, 1914 - 1918 Online Internationl Encyclopedia of the First World War (Online, 2014) <https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/artillery> [accessed 14 November 2019].] 

Williams’ attitude appears light-hearted with his use of the term ‘Fritz’ and a sort of understated trench humour, however, this could reflect a number of things including putting on a brave face, showing a British strength of character under adversity and also the important need to protect and reassure those at home from the true horrors. Williams speaks of the excitement a mine explosion brings to the battlefield.[footnoteRef:20] The date of this letter has to be taken into consideration with his stoic attitude as he could not have foreseen the devastation of mine explosions from the first day of the Battle of the Somme for instance (1 July 1916) or from Messines Ridge (7 June 1917).[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Williams, ‘A Veritable Maze’, 6 April 1916.]  [21:  Nicholas Murray, ‘Mine Warfare | International Encyclopedia of the First World War (WW1)’, 1914 - 1918 Online Internationl Encyclopedia of the First World War (Online, 2016) <https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/mine_warfare> [accessed 31 October 2019]. 2016) <https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/mine_warfare> [accessed 31 October 2019].] 

German Zeppelins had been bombing parts of Great Britain and Williams queries the fact of one dropping into the Thames.[footnoteRef:22] There had been successful German Zeppelin raids throughout the early years of the Great War, for which Britain was ill prepared.[footnoteRef:23] Williams’ query raises the idea that information from back home might not be totally reliable and the complete picture. This could well be the case with letters that were sent home from the front just like Williams’ as lines were censored out.[footnoteRef:24] There were many reasons for this, as Demm points out, the main reasons for censorship were, that if letters had got into enemy hands they could give away vital intelligence or allied positions or movements.[footnoteRef:25] Censorship played a crucial role as a propaganda tool in World War One, where any talk of such matters like low morale or criticising the government were censored in order to try and keep British population’s morale sustainable throughout the war.[footnoteRef:26] A letter from Jonathan Symons was sent and received uncensored from Belgium in 19 October 1915, he explains how he made this possible ‘I must tell you that one of our Sergeants who is on leave, posted this in London for me, that’s why I am able to give you a few details.’.[footnoteRef:27] Although censorship played an influential role in the Great War it also had its flaws which made hearsay possible on the Western Front and back home. [22:  Williams, ‘A Veritable Maze’, 6 April 1916.]  [23:  Maeve Underwood, ‘The Air Raids That Shook Britain In The First World War’, Imperial War Museums, 2018 <http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/the-air-raids-that-shook-britain-in-the-first-world-war> [accessed 13 November 2019].]  [24:  Williams, ‘A Veritable Maze’, 6 April 1916.]  [25:  Eberhard Demm, ‘Censorship | International Encyclopedia of the First World War (WW1)’, 1914 - 1918 Online Internationl Encyclopedia of the First World War (Online, 2017) <https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/censorship> [accessed 13 November 2019].]  [26:  Demm, ‘Censorship’, 2017.]  [27:  Jonathan George Symons, ‘The National Archives - Homepage’, 19 October 1915 <https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/letters-first-world-war-1915/weapons-biggest-gruelling/> [accessed 14 November 2019].] 

Gilbert Williams’ letter to Mr Hunt reveals many of the different elements that contribute to the war effort. The idea of many units putting their shift in for the war effort can be seen, such as artillery units, miners, men on the frontline and people on the home front defending against German air forces. Mr Hunt is not fighting on the front with other members from his office at Paddington but can be seen sending gifts and letters to other soldiers as well as Williams to keep up morale. The letter is a personal testimony and presents an insider view of a very personal war, like many it reveals the strength and character of the men who sacrificed their lives. Letters like Williams’ give us an insight to personal and microhistories which give a real sense of empathy and when archived together give a greater understanding from the people of the time. 
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