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Portfolio Part B: For many British soldiers life in the trenches proved a positive experience. Discuss.
Introduction
The Great War (1914-1918), is often regarded as a very dark time for Great Britain. It is estimated by Niall Ferguson, in his book, The Pity of War, that Great Britain, and the British Empire combined suffered a total of more than three million casualties.[footnoteRef:1] Whilst this number varies from historian to historian, one thing is always apparent, Great Britain suffered very heavy casualties throughout the Great War; many of these casualties would be suffered during the front line trenches of the war. Many of these men serving in these trenches would die from a number of factors, be it disease, toxic gas and being shot, or otherwise, both on No-Man’s Land or inside the trench itself. However, for some living in the trenches, life may not have actually been quite so unpleasant as we come to understand it today. This essay will look into some primary and secondary sources from the Great War, such as, Happy odyssey: the memoirs of Lieutenant-General Sir Adrian Carton De Wiart, who served throughout the war.[footnoteRef:2] Along with some other primary sources from soldiers who served on the front which have been documented in Andy Simpson’s book, Hot Blood and Cold Steel: life and death in the trenches of the First World War,[footnoteRef:3] and in Fred D. Crawford’s book; British poets of the Great War.[footnoteRef:4] This essay will also look into some of these individual cases in more depth. Using these sources, one can begin to consider life in the trenches; and observe not only the negative aspects, but the positives of living in a trench during the Great War. Therefore, ultimately concluding whether life for many British soldiers in the trenches could, in any capacity, be considered a truly positive experience. [1:  Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War, (London: Penguin, 1999) p.295.]  [2:  Adrian Carton De Wiart, Happy odyssey: the memoirs of Lieutenant-General Sir Adrian Carton De Wiart, Barnsley, South Yorkshire: Pen & Sword Military 2007).]  [3:  Andy Simpson, Hot Blood and Cold Steel: life and death in the trenches of the First World War (Staplehurst : Spellmount, 2002).]  [4:  Fred D. Crawford, British Poets of the Great War (London: Associated University Press, 1988).] 
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Firstly, it would be incorrect to speculate that every soldier on the frontlines would have the same perception of life in the trenches. For one individual, a pleasant experience may have been far from ideal in the mind of another. Whilst one may look back on their life in the trenches as negative, they may forget the positive experiences of this time, for example Wilfred Owen.[footnoteRef:5] Owen’s perspective over the course of the war from being rather patriotic at the start of the war,[footnoteRef:6] to later becoming much more pessimistic later, until his death in 1918.[footnoteRef:7] The same can be applied for one who, after the war would deem it all in all positive, they may gloss over the more negative times of their life in the trenches. One such example of this would be Robert Graves, who in his Autobiography, gives very mixed opinions about the war, he says when contemplating his time in hospital away from the front ‘I both liked and disliked the idea. I disliked being away from the regiment in France, though I liked to believe I might be alive when the war ended.’[footnoteRef:8] This, perhaps gives the most realistic perspective on trench life, many of these men, including Graves believed that the war was needless, and men’s lives were being sacrificed for ‘political errors and insincerities’.[footnoteRef:9] However, it cannot be denied that even for those with a negative outlook on the war, a sense of camaraderie was most definitely present, at least for many such as Graves, which in a way made their experiences somewhat more bearable. Though this is not to say that the experience as a whole was positive, but instead the loyalties, and circumstances shared by the soldiers gave them a sense of comfort in what they would often otherwise describe as a hellish scenario.  [5:  Ibid, p. 72.]  [6:  Ibid, p.173.]  [7:  Ibid, p.178.]  [8:  Robert Graves, Goodbye to all that, (London: Cassel & Company LTD. 1957). p.217.]  [9:  Ibid, p. 231.] 
Fig 1: Robert Graves, in his military uniform. Photographed in 1914.

[image: Soldiers of 'A' Company, 11th Battalion, the Cheshire Regiment, occupy a captured German trench at Ovillers-la-Boisselle on the Somme. In this photograph one man keeps sentry duty, looking over the parados and using an improvised fire step cut into the back slope of the trench, while his comrades rest.]This does, however, raise another unfortunate reality of trench life on the front, being on the front line meant that at any given moment an individual, or one of their friends could meet an unfortunate death. As one would expect, this would have a huge impact of how a soldier could perceive the war, when they have comrades with whom they can share their experiences with, events in the war may not seem so bad. Though, without that support, the war would have likely seemed much more negative for many. Furthermore, when a friend died, a soldier could suffer in their absence, this form of grief could reveal itself in many ways. A common one, as described by Joanna Bourke in her book, An intimate history of killing: face-to-face killing in twentieth-century warfare, is rage.[footnoteRef:10] Whilst it is important to acknowledge that the context which is given is primarily in relation to the Vietnam war, this can likely just as easily be attributed to the context of the Great War. This, certainly would not be the only way in which a soldier would grieve. Robert Graves speaks of how a Special Reserve Major, James Cuthbert, ‘felt the strain badly’ after a group of men were shot for cowardice and desertion and he turned to the whisky as a result.[footnoteRef:11] Here, it is apparent that for some people, the guilt of the front line was sometimes too much. With this in mind, it can be argued that trench life for British soldiers was not a positive experience, though the aspects of camaraderie could make it more bearable, though there was always the unfortunate reality that it could become much harder wherein friends would die. [10:  Joanna Bourke, An intimate history of killing : face-to-face killing in twentieth-century warfare (New York: Basic Books, 1999) p.216.]  [11:  Graves, Goodbye to all that, p. 213.] 
Fig 3: Soldiers of the Cheshire Regiment in a captured German Trench on the Somme, 1916. All except one man try to catch a small amount of rest.

The Oddities
Of course, whilst there were always those who developed pessimistic outlooks on the war as it went on, there were others who thrived throughout their life on the front lines, and even say as a whole, they enjoyed their time in the war. Adrian Carton De Wiart, is one such individual, described as ‘the Unkillable Soldier’.[footnoteRef:12] De Wiart served throughout the Boer War, through the Great War, wherein he would be severely wounded eight times, and continued his service throughout Second World War. During his time in the Great War, he was shot in the hip,[footnoteRef:13] ear,[footnoteRef:14] ankle, and skull which caused [image: Carton de Wiart]his left eye to be permanently damaged.[footnoteRef:15] He also lost his left arm during the war.[footnoteRef:16] Despite this, when recounting his experiences of the Great War in his memoirs, De Wiart, states; ‘Frankly, I enjoyed the war’.[footnoteRef:17] Though he acknowledges that there were definitely many bad moments, he experienced plenty of good moments, and even excitement throughout his time on the front.[footnoteRef:18] Whilst he doesn’t specifically talk about the quiet periods of trench life in his memoirs, he does touch upon his time in the trenches in Passchendaele. Here, he talks of some gruelling instances, from men literally drowning in mud, to a particularly unfortunate General who had a fall and broke his neck.[footnoteRef:19] Though the General survived, he would never return to service. De Wiart also recalls one time where he had unknowingly been sat on a dead body in a trench.[footnoteRef:20] The examples he provides reveal a small, but significant understanding of life in the trenches for De Wiart; since he would remember these negative experiences of the war with a more impartial perspective, he conveys no contempt for these instances. Instead, he seemingly attributes the events as mere circumstances of being on the front, and regardless of events such as these, he still claims to have enjoyed the war, this is supported by his later continued military service long after the Great War. Furthermore, he speaks of how much more ‘comfortably the Hun lived in his deep dug outs’ after capturing a German trench.[footnoteRef:21] This tells us that De Wiart acknowledges the hardships of British trench life in comparison to that which he perceived of the German forces at the time. Though, in a later account, it becomes clear that he understood trench life for the opposition certainly still had its hardships.[footnoteRef:22] Surely, if anyone has a reason to say that life on the front lines was a negative experience, it would be a man who suffered throughout the war as much as De Wiart. Though, he doesn’t consider the war to be a negative experience. It is important to consider that for some people, they thrive in these circumstances. Otherwise, could it be that De Wiart began to romanticize the experience of serving in the Great War as time went on? Perhaps, most likely, De Wiart was just one of the few who was truly meant to serve on the front lines of the Great War. [12:  Peter Crutchley, ‘Adrian Carton de Wiart: The unkillable soldier’, BBC News, 6th January 2015, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-30685433> [Accessed 07/04/2024].]  [13:  De Wiart, Happy odyssey, p.86.]  [14:  Ibid, p.52.]  [15:  Ibid, p. 52.]  [16:  Ibid p.88.]  [17:  Ibid, p.89.]  [18:  Ibid, p.89.]  [19:  Ibid, p.84.]  [20:  Ibid, p.72.]  [21:  Ibid, p.72.]  [22:  Ibid, p.85.] 
Fig 2: Lieutenant-General Sir Adrian Carton De Wiart, painted by Sir William Orpen in 1919.

Lice, Vermin and Disease
As one may expect, hygiene was not typically very good in the Trenches of the Great War. Andy Simpson’s book, Hot Blood and Cold Steel, acknowledges that ‘hygiene was extremely rudimentary in the trenches’[footnoteRef:23] he states that men would only really get opportunities to change clothes and wash during periods away from the front.[footnoteRef:24] This, combined with the refuse, excrement, and unburied corpses left about the trench, would leave the trench an optimal place for many rodents to manifest, most notably rats, and lice.[footnoteRef:25] Simpson provides the story of Henry Gregory, of the 119th Machine Gun Company who provides some insight into the particular issues posed by lice in the trenches, saying that the lice were everywhere in the trench and that the itching ‘was well-nigh torture’.[footnoteRef:26] Despite the apparent problems caused by the lice, Gregory’s story mentions an interesting silver-lining; the lice would affect all men in the trench. This could help to break down barriers between officers and men, as all would suffer the same struggles presented by the creatures.[footnoteRef:27] This once more emphasises the point that camaraderie and the shared experiences of men in the trenches, made the struggles that little bit more bearable, as ultimately they were all just men stuck in the same unpleasant circumstances. [23:  Simpson, Hot Blood and Cold Steel, p.38.]  [24:  Ibid, p.38]  [25:  Ibid, p.38]  [26:  Ibid, p.38.]  [27:  Ibid, p.40.] 

[image: Pet dog of the Middlesex Regiment with his catch of rats in the trenches on the Western Front during the First World War.]Lice, however, were not the only nightmarish vermin in the trenches of the Great War. Rats were often seen feeding on the dead. This, caused some men to ‘wage ceaseless war’ on the rodents.[footnoteRef:28] This would lead to the men setting traps, wasting some of the limited food resources they had, just to make an attempt to slightly quell the rodent infestation.[footnoteRef:29] Of course this would, for the most part, be futile due to the distinct lack of hygiene around the trench, meaning the rodents would just keep coming back. However, this would keep the men entertained, albeit in a rather morbid sense. Though, one thing to note on this subject is that, not all vermin around the trench were despised quite in the same manner as rats and lice. Simpson acknowledges that some men, such as an unnamed officer on the front line at Fricourt in the Summer of 1915, would befriend a mouse, who would ‘come to dinner’ on his table every evening.[footnoteRef:30] This shows that some vermin, would actually become like pets to some men in the trenches, in many cases perhaps giving some men a much desired sense of companionship. [28:  Ibid, p.40.]  [29:  Ibid, p.40.]  [30:  Ibid, p.40.] 
Fig 4: The Middlesex Regiment’s pet dog, photographed with the rats it had caught and killed on the Western Front.

Of course, where there is a lack of hygiene and an abundance of vermin, disease is sure to follow. Richard Van Emden’s book, The Soldier’s War, gives some insight into the many diseases which manifested in the trenches, stating that specifically trench-foot and hypothermia were especially common during the winter months of 1915.[footnoteRef:31] Trench foot is the result of feet remaining wet in shoes for prolonged periods of time, this would cause damage to the tissue of one’s foot.[footnoteRef:32] The effects of this would be that the foot, or even the entire leg could become swollen and blistered.[footnoteRef:33] In more severe cases, this could lead to gangrene, and potentially even meaning the foot, or otherwise affected body-part could have to be amputated.[footnoteRef:34] In these especially severe cases of trench foot, the affected soldier would not only be unfit for active duty, but could possibly never recover; a point which Van Emden states that only did the British Military learn that it was unprepared for the winter at the ‘expense of large numbers of men.’[footnoteRef:35] Andy Simpson states that some soldiers would steal socks off of the dead to ensure they had enough dry socks to limit cases of trench foot.[footnoteRef:36] Though this was unauthorised, ‘the Colonel himself took the lead’.[footnoteRef:37] This, once more shows that barriers were broken between officers and their men as this was what had to be done to ensure survival. Furthermore, showing that despite the hardships, the need to adapt and survive was likely much easier for men when their own commanding officers were also going against military protocol to survive. Thus, the men could make the best out of a bad situation. Though this does not necessarily make the experience positive, it once more likely made trench life easier knowing that at least some commanding officers would do what was needed to ensure the survival and good health of their men. [31:  Richard Van Emden, The Soldier’s War, (Leicester: Charnwood, 2010) p.106.]  [32:  Robert L. Atenstaedt, ‘Trench Foot: The Medical Response in the First World War 1914–18’, Wilderness and Environmental Medicine, Vol. 17, (2006), 282-289, (p.282). <https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epub/10.1580/06-WEME-LH-027R.1> [Accessed 08/04/2024].]  [33:  Ibid, p.282.]  [34:  Ibid, p.287.]  [35:  Van Emden, The Soldier’s War, p.106.]  [36:  Simpson, Hot Blood and Cold Steel, p.106.]  [37:  Ibid, p.107.] 

The ‘Good Times’ and Coping in the Trenches
Of course, it was not all bad in the trenches for some men on the front lines. For some, life in the trenches could be a positive experience, despite all the struggles that come along with living in a trench. One such example was the first Christmas of the war in 1914. Private A.S. Dolden, a cook for the First London Scottish Company notes that despite the distinct lack of food and the freezing cold, he recalls being ‘quite happy considering the circumstances’.[footnoteRef:38] Though, there was a moment that day wherein a hostile shell hit the trench and wounded one man, interrupting this mostly pleasant experience.[footnoteRef:39] Other men on this day were reported as being ‘incurably cheerful’ after drinking rum in the trench.[footnoteRef:40] Here we can begin to see that life in the trench certainly wasn’t always terrible, there were times where men enjoyed certain aspects of life in the trench, though these moments could quite easily be interrupted by an unpleasant reminder of the war. Though it seems some men were able to adapt and actually get quite used to living in the trenches. Second Lieutenant T.B. Stowell, of the St Pancras Rifles, acknowledges that at first, he hated life in the trenches, and that he would initially only see the negatives of trench life, though he became ‘used to it all’.[footnoteRef:41] He furthers this to say ‘since I have been made a Sergeant I have enjoyed life very much.’[footnoteRef:42] From his perspective, it becomes clear that what is key to surviving in the trenches, is to cut out all of the negative thoughts of living in the trench. He also makes it clear that his time away from the trenches feels almost luxurious in comparison, which also likely helps him to cope.[footnoteRef:43] Others state that a sense of humour was the key to surviving in the trenches. Lieutenant Harold Parry, of the 17th King’s Royal Rifle Corps, states, in stark contrast to Stowell’s perspective, that pessimism is the ‘balm to salve all their ills and misfortunes’.[footnoteRef:44] Though he says that these soldiers ‘do not lack cheeriness or humour.’[footnoteRef:45] Instead, this is just how these men would cope with their life in the trenches. With this in mind, it is clear that whilst the experiences of life in the trenches was not always positive, men would find ways to cope, and to attempt to make their lives in the trench as bearable as possible. [38:  Ibid, p.23.]  [39:  Ibid, p.23.]  [40:  Ibid, p.25.]  [41:  Ibid, p.37.]  [42:  Ibid, p.37.]  [43:  Ibid, p.37.]  [44:  Ibid, p.33.]  [45:  Ibid, p.33.] 

Conclusion
In conclusion, whilst it is apparent that life in the trenches certainly was not easy, it was not necessarily a completely negative experience for most British soldiers. There are certainly those who made the best out of an otherwise bad situation, and even those who outright seemed to have enjoyed their time on the front. The fact of the matter is that perspectives of life in the trenches certainly would differ from soldier to soldier, and each would have their own ways of coping throughout the war; though to say that life in the trenches proved to be a positive experience for most men would be incorrect. One thing which is certain is that the bonds and companionship which men formed throughout the war most definitely helped, and for many would prove to make the experience of the war more bearable, even for those who struggled to adapt to life in the trenches. Thus, one must conclude that life in the trenches for many men had its positive moments, though for some, life in the trenches proved to be more positive than it was for others. However, this essay has mostly focused on life in the front line trenches; it is highly possible that in the backline trenches, life was a more positive experience.
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