
War Diary of Captain Noel Chavasse 

18th August 1914  

If ever I get sent to the Front with a regiment I shall almost shed tears of joy. … I do envy Chris going off 
so soon, but I think this dog is going to have his day soon too. 

 

7th November 1914 

We expect to be moved to the Front at any moment…. The men (apparently) will be in the trenches 

alternate 24 hours, changing with a fresh lot of men during the night. I am behind HQ, probably a dug-out 

where I sit and wait for the wounded to be brought to me. I believe that doctors are not allowed in the 

trenches, so really I shall run very little risk at all unnecessarily, my blood is not heroic, and my form 

neither proud nor, alas, childlike. In fact, I am getting fatter then ever on active service diet. I am told the 

feeding at the Front is absolutely splendid and in the trenches there is a Daily Mail for every 10 men. 

 

17th November 1914  

We hear from time to time the far-away boom of the guns. They must be deafening close to. The aviation 

depot is here. Aeroplanes circle round our heads nearly all day, coming and going to the Front, 

reconnoitring and also patrolling the air, because a German aeroplane dropped a bomb near HQ not so 

long ago. These aeroplanes remind me for all the world of pigeons circling round the cote before going in. 

5th December 1914  

In a field we met the Regiment we had come to relieve [Glasgow Highlanders]. They had been 48 hours in 

the trenches without casualty. It came later, because an officer who went a little apart to drink, was hit by 

a stray bullet in the lung. He was hurried off in a motor looking as if he bled inside, very faint and white 

but terribly alive… I suddenly heard a horrid hum and whiz close to my ear. I am sorry to say I ducked, 

and felt considerably startled. As I went on there were more hums, from bullets possibly overhead. I 

ducked every time. … My stretcher-bearers were more shaken than I was, even, and did not sleep a bit, 

but sat round a room in silence hating the whole thing. We are all new to it, and I felt very sorry for 

them…. At first the zip, zip of bullets hitting the sandbags close to one's head was rather disconcerting, 

then it became just part of the general environment. At one point we had to get past a gate where a 

sniper lay in wait. I went by doing the 100 well within 10 sec…. We had to rest 5 times while crossing a 

ploughed field as the Captain was very heavy on the improvised stretcher (2 poles and a greatcoat). On 

the way I saw a group of 10 dead Frenchmen. Next evening, the men came out of the trenches. The 

young men were haggard, white, and stooped like old men, but they had done gallantly…. 2 men have lost 

their nerve…. Two days ago the King inspected us from a motor car, and now we are to go back to the 
trenches, tomorrow night. We all hate the war worse than we thought we could. 

 

11th December 1914 

Our men have had a terrible experience of 72 hours in trenches, drenched through and in some places 

knee-deep in mud and water. To see them come out, and line up, and march off is almost terrible . They 

don't look like strong young men. They are muddied to the eyes. Their coats are plastered with mud and 

weigh an awful weight with the water which has soaked in. Their backs are bent, and they stagger and 

totter along with the weight of their packs. Their faces are white and haggard and their eyes glare out 

from mud which with short, bristly beards give them an almost beastlike look. They look like wounded or 

sick wild things. I have seen nothing like it. The collapse after rowing or running is nothing like it. Many, 

too many, who are quite beat, have to be told they must walk it. Then comes a nightmare of a march for 
about 2 to 4 miles, when the men walk in a trance… and in about 3 days, they are as fit as ever again. 

2nd May 1915  



Every now and then there passes overhead a thunderous shriek, like an express train tearing through a 

small station. This is followed by a dull roar, these are the real Jack Johnsons on their way to level an 

ancient city to the ground. I don't know what thunderbolts of wrath were hurled on the cities of the plains, 

but they could not have been more terrible than those forged by the Hun. We hear them pass all day and 

we hear them crash and looking over tangled and shell-pocked fields we can see great pillars of smoke 
and dust rising from the tortured city. 

 

20th June 1915  

I have not been able to write for some time, but I have much to tell you now. All leave was cancelled, and 

we were told confidentially that in a few days the Battalion would take part in a charge on the German 
trenches. 

So we prepared for it. The men charged 'dummy' trenches, and practised bomb-throwing. The machine 

gun officer went through all his guns, and I took all extra precautions. The men were in excellent spirits, 

and sharpened their bayonets and cleaned their rifles most industriously. Sick men tried to get well for it, 
and a sick Officer who heard of it came out of hospital; but they all realised its gravity. 

We went up to the trenches from which we were to jump up on the night of the 14th. It was an eight-mile 

walk, and the pipers played us for four miles. There was a tremendous stream of men along the road, as a 

whole brigade was to attack. The men were in the best of spirits, and sang all the way. My stretcher-

bearers who had had their number increased to 24 making as usual a joyful noise, and had finally to be 

silenced by the Adjutant. We halted at last, for we had to go up to the trenches by a by-path, and I said 

Goodbye to as many Officers as I could. I had been ordered to stay back on a main road half a mile 
behind the trenches, and felt very sore about it, but I went up to see what the ground was like. 

At 2 a.m. a terrific bombardment began, and went on till 4 a.m., but I was so tired that I dozed through 

it. But at 5 a.m., I was woken up by the first batch of wounded coming down. They came along a long 

communication trench in a steady stream. Meanwhile the Huns began to put crumps and shrapnel down 

the road. Our C.O. arrived with an artery bleeding in his head, which was troublesome to stop, and we 

had to lie him down at the back, as a crump landed too near the dressing-station for safety. Then news 

came that a Captain Cunningham was lying exhausted at the top end of the communication trench. So he 

had to be fetched down. I then found the trench blocked with men who had dropped exhausted trying to 

drag themselves along. The Huns were putting big shells into the trench, and making direct hits, so that in 

places the trench was blown in, yet not a single wounded man was hit all day. It was a weary job helping 

poor Cunningham down the trench. He was hit in the leg and arm, and was very brave. We got some 

more men back at the same time, but when we arrived at our place we found that another crump had 
burst just outside our dressing station, and wrecked it, and had killed four men next door. 

When I got out of the trench it was getting dusk, so I went off with a trusty man, and searched for the 

wounded. I knew where the charge had taken place. We found most of them in a little coppice. They lay 

behind trees, in 'dug-outs', and in the bottom of trenches. They were so weak that they could not call out. 

Their joy and relief on being found was pitiful, and fairly spurred me on to look for more. It was awful 

work getting some of them out of their trenches and 'dug-outs'. It was hard to find men enough to carry 

them away. I had to appeal for volunteers for the men were dead beat. Finally, at dawn, we got our last 

wounded away from a very advanced point, at 4 in the morning. Altogether, we had collected 18 men 
behind the trenches, and were pretty well certain that none were left. 

 

5th June 1915  

In that photo you have of Scottish officers before we left for Belgium, I am the only one left now. All the 
rest are either killed or wounded or have gone home sick. But some of them I hope will come out again. 

 

26th December 1915 



Christmas Day was very quiet, hostilities seemed to stop by mutual consent, nobody seemed to have the 

heart to try to kill or main each other on that day, but as far as I know, there was no fraternizing, that 

had to be put down. I think it is a great tribute to the very firm though hidden hold Christianity has on 
every heart, that war has to cease on Christmas Day. 

 

1st and 17th March 1915 

In our room this evening there was a wild scene. A Captain and 2 subs. from the regiment billeted in the 

brickfields came in and we had a musical evening. The officers then tuned in with 12 miners and they all 

drank cocoa and very dilute brandy in the inner room… Outside the door, there lay muffled up in their oil 

sheets, rigid and still, two poor men who had laid down their lives that morning - we are, I think, 

mercifully numbed, or who would ever smile here? They say that after three months an officer loses his 

nerve, from sheer nervous drain, but so far I have, please God, a good hold on myself, and am doing my 

best to cheer up the poor officers as they come back wearied from the strain of trench work…. I have won 
several good and affectionate friends up here, and am perfectly happy and in good health. 

 

5th June 1915  

When we got to our dug-outs we found we had a hot spot because they are played upon by a machine 

gun. We found this out to our cost two days ago because as one of my poor stretcher bearers was 

chopping up some wood to boil some tea the Maxim gun suddenly let off and a little shower of bullets 

kicked up the earth all round him. One bullet pierced his head and he dropped unconscious. He lived still 

when we put him in the ambulance, but we hear he died on the way to the hospital. I have now had 4 

stretcher bearers killed and one wounded, and one has had to go home with a strained heart and another 

because his nerves gave way after a very bad shelling. That is 7 out of 16 already. 

Last night I had a bad but necessary job. I had to crawl out behind part of the trench and bury three poor 

Englishmen who had been killed by a shell. I am going out after another tonight. This is the seamy side of 

war, but all is repaired in the feeling of comradeship and friendship made out here. It is a fine life and a 

man's job, but I think we shall all be glad to get home again. 

23rd April 1915 

I shall be glad of a holiday. Do you know I have been in the line with a regiment for 15 months now and I 

seem to get tired more easily and don't seem to be so keen. It is only the faces of the men that keep me 
anxious to help them at all times. I do believe my work is going on better than ever. 

 

31st May 1915 

 

The striking of munitions workers for a half penny extra a day, while poor jaded and terrified boys of 18 

years of age are shot for shirking the cruel hardships of winter trenches - fills us with dismay and rage. 

Why should trench exhausted men be driven to collapse while boozy and cushy slackers at home are 

cajoled only? At the same time, we have a feeling that Germany is very hard pushed and that with proper 

ammunition we shall soon win. 

 

14th March 1917  

It must be a military necessity, but our Higher Commanders are so aloof that I doubt if they and their 

staff are really in touch with and understand the battalions, and I get the impression myself of a want of 

organisation and full mastery of details. Anyway a Doctor's job is rotten - for any attempts on our part to 

keep them well is so piffling against this constant overstrain (right or wrong). We do all sorts of things to 

defeat the disease germs and we whitewash cellars and spray dug-outs… but against orders we are 
powerless. 


