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1/1 Herts Operational Order 



 



 



 



 

1/1 Herts Battalion War Diary 

 

31-7-17 [The Battles of Ypres 1917 - the Battle of Pilkem]. About 3.50am the Bn moved 

forward in 4 lines behind the 116th & 117th Inf. Bdes. east of the river STEENBEEK. Up till 

this time the casualties had been very slight indeed but as the Bn advanced from the 

STEENBEEK toward the LANGEMARCK line (the Bn objective) casualties grew heavier from 

sniper and machine gun fire. However the Bn continued advancing. About half way to the 

objective some of No.3 Coy came upon a German strong point which they gallantly charged, 

capturing or killing most of the garrison and sending the remainder back as prisoners. On 

reaching the enemy wire this was found to be practically undamaged (exect in one place) & 

very thick.2/Lieut Marchington [Eric William MARCHINGTON, MC] & a handful of men of 

No.3 Coy got through the only gap and got into the enemy trench & killed a lot of Germans.  

The remainder of the Bn, being unable to get through the wire and suffering severe 

casualties from enfilade MG fire & the Germans making a strong counter attack from our 

left flank about this time, had to fall back having suffered exceptionally heavy casualties. 

The remnants of the battalion subsequently dug themselves in in line with the 1st Cambs 

Regt. on the west side of the STEENBEEK. 

Casualties to Officers were: Lt. Col. F. Page D.S.O. [Frank PAGE. DSO & Bar],Captain S.H. 

Lowry M.C. [Sidney Henry LOWRY, MC], Captain A.R. Milne[Alexandra Richard MILNE], 2/Lts 

Gallo [Antonio Marie GALLO], Secretan[Reginald Herbert SECRETAN], Scott [Cecil SCOTT] 

& Macintosh [Eric MACINTOSH] killed. Lt Lake [Frank Gilbert LAKE], 2/Lts 

Walthew [Frederick Selby WALTHEW], Thompson [Wilfred John THOMPSON] & King [Sydney 

or Simmonds KING] missing. Lt Head [Basil William HEAD] & 2/Lts Hardy[Robert L. HARDY] 

& Francis [Wilfred Frederick FRANCIS, MC] wounded & missing. Captain Fisher [Lionel 

Robert D'Arcy FISHER, MC], Captain C. Charles [John James Percival CHARLES, MC] RAMC, & 

2/Lts Marchington[Eric William MARCHINGTON, MC], Edwards [Ronald Irving EDWARDS, 

MC], Gilbey [George Harold Yates GILBEY, MC] & Ritchie [Kenneth James RITCHIE] wounded. 

Estimated casualties to the other ranks were 29 killed, 5 missing believed killed, 132 missing, 

68 wounded & missing, 223 wounded & 2 died of wounds, making a total of 459 casualties 

to other ranks. Died of wounds; Officers 2, OR's 6. Missing; Officers 9, OR's 120. Wounded; 

Officers 8, OR's 180. 
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Private F V Burch account 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Private Harold Martin account 

 

My most vivid memory of the First World War was the way I spent my 20th Birthday, the 31st July 

1917, the opening day of the 3rd battle of Ypres. After over 46 years the details of that day are still 

clear in my memory. 

I was no. 9223 private H. Martin, 1st Battalion Herts Regt. We were in the 39th Division and our 

Brigade consisted of the 1st Cambs, 1st Cheshire, 4th Black watch and the 1st Herts. 

On the opening day of this battle the Division’s target was a ridge, some distance beyond St. Julien. 

The two other brigades were to attack first, one passing through the other + we were to advance last 

+ capture the objectives. 

However, we started about 10pm from C Camp near Brandhoek, between Poperinge + Ypres. We 

were fully loaded, field pack except for overcoat and personal belongings, rifle, 170 rounds of ammo, 

2 Very lights in one trouser pocket + two Mills grenades in the other pocket, 3 days rations and 1 

shovel pushed down my back (which the sergeant said would save the back of my head). Also I was 

only about 5’3” tall and far from physically strong, it was quite a job carrying this lot.  

The journey to our support lines was eventually accomplished. The German shelling was very heavy 

+ at certain points we had to make a mad rush (6 at a time) in between two salvos. 

The attack started at 3.50 am. The noise was terrific. We in due course began to move forward 

behind the other two brigades. The ground was in a terrible state owing to the shelling. However, we 

struggled on and just before we reached the River Steenbeek, which was our starting point, the 

sergeant said, 

 “Have you had your rum ration, Martin?” 

 “Not yet Sergeant.” 

 “Well, take a swig at this.” And he gave me the jar. I had a good drink of this, no doubt just what I 

wanted. 

We got to the Steenbeek, just to the left of St. Julien and about 2 sections of our platoon got into a 

tremendous shell hole for cover. While we were waiting in this shell hole, the Colonel and Adjutant 

paid us a visit. Shortly after this both these gentlemen were killed, in fact I was told later that every 

officer in th Battalion was lost early on and two days later the Padre led out the remains of that fine 

Battalion, 60 men. 

But back to my memory. Our turn came to advance. We were being fired on from a pillbox directly in 

front of us. I was next to the Sergeant and just before we got to it, 2 Germans ran towards us and I 

ran away. The sergeant shot one and he fell almost at my feet. I fired at the one running away. The 

other one, the Sergeant took prisoner. 

We continued to move forward. My section’s job was to clear the Germans from a house on a road 

running diagonally across our front. We were approaching this house when a terrific explosion 

almost destroyed it. Someone had done the job for us.  

We crossed the road but after about 200 yards we came to rows and rows of barbed wire. I 

got into a shell hole not very far from the ridge (our objective) + was joined by a pal from my 

home town (Bishops Stortford). We waited some time. Everything seemed so quiet. He said, 



“We must get out of this or we will be captured. Me, being stupid, said, 

“No! I have got so far, I’m not going back again.” He stayed some time + then, as I was still 

stubborn, he went. How long I hung on I don’t know, but at last, not seeing anyone, I 

decided to retrace my steps. 

Back I went over the road again and up two fields. I was fired on but luck was with me, and I 

found the Cambridgeshires digging in. I joined them, pulled my shovel out and laid it (ready 

for digging) on the ground, turned round to look at something + lo and behold my shovel 

had gone.   

With my entrenching tool a scooped a hole out, sat in it for cover + a shell must have 

exploded very near, it so stunned me I started running towards the Germans. A Captain in 

the Cambridgeshires called me back. 

+ told me to get to a dressing station just behind. I said, 

“No, I’m allright Sir.” And he said, 

“Do as you are told, look at yourself.” I looked down and was covered in blood. 

I went to the Dressing station + they put a dressing on my face. (Luckily it was a very small 

wound) then the Corporal said, 

“Can you walk?” I said, 

“Yes!” 

“Then get down that road as quick as you can, the news has just come through that a 

counter attack is expected any minute.” 

I gave my rifle to a man who had lost his and down that road I went. It seemed a very long 

way. Just before I got to the canal bank my leg started hurting very badly. I looked down + 

saw a hole through my left trouser leg. A few steps and I was in the Casualty Clearing 

station. A piece of shrapnel had lodged under my knee cap. Loaded onto a lorry + taken to 

Poperinge where I was operated on two days later. 

So ended my twentieth birthday. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Charles Fair Logistics and Timings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



Lieutenant Gripper Battlefield Sketch Map: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lieutenant Thompson Post-War Account 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 

 



Unknown Eyewitness account (possibly Marchington) 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lieutenant Francis Account: 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Rev Edgar Popham 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Colonel Gripper – Compiled account (Post-War): 

 

The Battle of St Julien -31st July 1917: 

Before the attack on the St Julien position, which has been given the name of the Battle of Pilkem, the 

1st Herts with other units of the 39th Division ad to undergo a special course of Training. 

On the 21st of June the Battalion was billeted in the Moulle-Moulle-Serques Area, about 7 kilometres out 

of St Omer on the Calais road. 

In this district a full scale model of the section of the line to be attacked had been prepared, woods being 

shown by branches of trees, and dummy trenches indicating the German positions. 

In in and day out the troops were put through the part to be played by them in the attack, advancing 

first in Artillery formation, then extending at a given point, which represented the crest of a ridge at the 

Southern edge of Kitchener Wood, on which was situated the famous Falkenhayn Redoubt, and 

continuing in extended order to the line of the second objective, where in due course the barrage would 

be picked up. 

The plan of attack for the 39th Division was as follows:- 

The Section to be attacked was divided into three separate objectives, roughly the first, second, and 

third German Defence systems, called in Operation Orders the Blue, Black and Green lines respectively.  

There was to be a very thorough artillery preparation from some days previous to the offensive, to be 

followed by the Infantry advancing in ‘Leapfrog’ formation behind an impenetrable barrage.  The 116th 

and 117th Inf. Bde composed of the 4/5th Black Watch, the 5th Cheshire Regt, the 1st Cambridgeshire Regt 

and the 1st Herts, the Green Line. 

This latter objective was rightly considered the most difficult as it was not possible to give it the same 

amount of artillery preparation as the others, on account of lack of direct observation and the distance 

it was situated from the Guns.  In fact the Brigadier in his address to the Regiment on the day before the 

offensive was launched, stated this, and added that ‘Pride of Place’ in the centre of the line had been 

allotted to the 1st Herts.[PAGE GAP?? – SEE FILE GOES FROM 555 TO 562] 

[??] intrepid German Machine gunner might remain under cover and in action, in spite of the barrage, 

and might possibly hold up the advance, on a limited front, until they could be dealt with by Tanks or 

other means, and as anyhow the action would be very local, it was not considered advisable to delay 

the general advance, especially as the success of an attack of this nature primarily depended up on the 

close proximity of the Infantry to their creeping barrage. 

To fully appreciate the work performed by the 1st Herts on the 31st July, it must be remembered that all 

ranks had had it impressed on them, day after day for some time that their part practically speaking, of 

the actual advance, was to consist of merely walking behind a creeping barrage with slung rifles, and 

that no opposition would be met with, other than an improbable M. Gun nest, which if necessary, would 

be dealt with by Tanks.  

In due course the Battalion reached almost as high a state of perfection, as was possible to expect, in 

their training, and on the 22nd July, with the remainder of the 118th Inf. Bde it was moved by motor ‘buss 

to the Camps near S. Jean Ter Biazin, preparatory to taking up their assembly positions for the battle. 

Routes to the line were arranged and one officer from each company went forward on the 27th and 28th 

to arrange for the assembly positions, which consisted for the most part of Shell holes behind Hill Top 

Farm. 



On the night of the 30/31st the 1st Herts left the bivouacs near Vlamertinghe, which they had occupied 

on the previous day, and after a rather trying march across country through desultory shell fire and gas, 

in the pitch dark, finally reached their assembly position just after midnight, suffering only a few [????] 

The following are extracts from Operation Orders issued by Lt. Col. Page, dated the 29th July 1917. 

1. (a) The 5th Army is to capture the hostile trench system East and North East of Ypres on Z day. 

(b) The XVIII Corps will capture the hostile trench system on its present front. 

Right Division, 39th   Left Division, 51st. 

Reserve Division 48th Right, and 11th Left. 

(c) The 39th Division will attack at Zero hour on Z. day and will capture the German trenches on the 

frontage shown on the attached may as far as the Green Line, which will be known as Cuthbert Trench 

when consolidated. 

(d) The 23rd Division (Prussian) is holding the area to be attacked by the 39th Division.  It’s probable 

dispositions are 1 Battalion 448th Inf. Regt and ½ Battalion 449th Inf. Regt in the front line system; the 

same in the Kitchener system, and the same in the Langmark Line. 

The 450th Regt is said to be in the neighbourhood of Peolcappel. 

(e) The objective of the 118th Inf. Brigade is the green Line.  The attack on the Green Line will be carried 

out with: - 

6th Cheshires on the Right. 1st Herts in the Centre.  

4/5th Black watch on the Left.  1st Cambs in reserve near Border House. 

The division lines between Battalion are shown on the map. 

(f) Three Machine Guns of the 118th M.G. Company and two Stokes Mortars are allotted to the 1st Herts. 

 

2. Assembly.  The Brigade will move into the assembly position on Y/Z night. 

The 1st Herts will leave Camp at 8.45pm and march via Queen’s Road – Bridge 2 – and overland track, 

to the assembly positions.  Nos 1 and 3 Companies near Irish Farm, Nos 2 and 4 Companies and Battalion 

Headquarters to La Belle Alliance and Coney Street. 

 

3. Advance.  

    (a) At Zero plus 1 hour 40 minutes the 118th Inf. Brigade will advance from their assembly position. 

Herts and Cheshires from the X. line and Black Watch and Cambs from the Canal Bank. 

(b) The 1st Herts will arrive just West of the Blue Line at Zero plus 2 hours 10 minutes.  The further 

advance will made so that the three attacking Battalions are on the East bank of the Steenbeck by Zero 

plus 6 hours 10 minutes. 

 

The Orders for the attack of the 1st Herts were, No 1 Company on the Right and No 2 Company on the Left, 

each in two waves, in the Front Line. 

In support No 3 on the Right and No 4 on the Left, also in two waves. 

The Company Officers were:- 

No 1. Company Lieut. Hardy. Commanding Lieuts. Walthew, Thompson and Scott. 

No 2. Company Captain Lowry.  Commanding Lieuts. Ritchie, Head and Secretan. 

No 3. Company Lieut. Gallo.  Commanding Lieuts. Marchington, Francis and Edwards. 

No 4. Company Capt. D’Arcy Fisher. Commanding Lieuts Lake, Macintosh and S. King. 

At 3.45 am on the 31st July, just as dawn was breaking, the barrage opened with a burst of flame along 

the whole line of the Divisional Front, the most intense barrage that had been put up, to that period of 

the War.  

The 1st Herts were not due to move off some time so, as no reason for secrecy existed, fires were lighted 

and the men had breakfast. 

The weather, which had been fine practically through-out July, had broken on the 28th and during the 

whole of the 31st, low lying clouds and drizzle rendered cooperation with the Royal Flying Corps almost 

impossible. 



The state of the ground was such, from the rain, that progress of any sort could only be made with great 

difficulty, and it was this fact, more than anything else, which led to the comparative failure of the 

operations. 

The Germans were well aware of the impending offensive and it transpired subsequently that they were 

also in possession of most of the details of it. 

They had accordingly withdrawn most of their guns in the forward area, and had apparently resigned any 

idea of holding their first system seriously; which was not surprising in view of the pounding it had received 

from our guns. 

Hardly a shred of wire was to be seen, and what remained of the trenches was lightly held by inferior 

troops. 

The Blue Line gave little trouble, nor did the Black Line, although the Falkenhayn Redoubt, on the Southern 

edge of Kitchen Wood needed attentions of a Tank before it succumbed. 

The 1st Herts left their assembly positions about 5am and advanced in Artillery formation over the 

captured ground to the first German line of defence, the Blue Line, where they took cover on account of 

desultory shelling and a certain amount of Machine Gun fire. 

The latter was silenced shortly afterwards, by which time the 116th Inf. Brigade had reached the Black 

Line. 

So far the attack had gone exactly to plan. 

While the 1st Herts were on the Black Line bearings were taken in order to confirm that the Battalion was 

keeping direction, and to ascertain the position of St. Julien, which lay over the crest of the ridge. 

 

The 1st Herts resumed their advance according to schedule.  Nos 1 and 2 Companies leading in Artillery 

formation, followed by Nos 3 and 4, being wished ‘Good Luck’ by the 116th Brigade as they went through 

them. 

 

On gaining the crest of the first ridge leading Platoons came under M. Gun fire; the signal to extend was 

immediately given, and the promptitude with which Platoon Commanders and N.C.Os got their men out 

of Artillery formation, saved any casualties. 

 

The ‘Dead ground’ West of the Steenbeck was reached and the Battalion had to cross the Stream by a 

plank bridge owing to its swollen state. 

 

It was here that the 1st Herts had their first disappointment, as the two Tanks detailed to accompany them 

were both out of action.  One stuck irretrievably in a shell hole, and the other fell into the Steenbeck, and 

although its crew made gallant efforts to get it under way again, they would not do so. 

The 1st Herts after crossing the Steenbeck, having plenty of time to do so, re-organised in the ‘Dead 

ground’ on the far side of the stream. 

 

The Colonel was full of optimism and the example he set kept everyone cool and collected. 

The Padre wandered from Company to Company, although shelling was pretty continuous, cheering the 

men up and giving them cigarettes, showing absolutely no fear, and as calm as if such a thing as war 

never existed. 

 

The moment for the advance came, and although the intense Barrage promised did not exist, as it 

appeared that only two 18 pounders and two 4.5’’ Howitzers were in action on this part of the line, the 

Herts Guards swept up the hill. 

Reconnoitring Patrols from No 1 Company under Lieuts Walthew and Thompson, pushed on and cleared 

St Julien, which was only lightly held. 

 

Two Platoons of No 1 Coy were then extended along the St. Julien-Poelcappelle Road, but one of them, No 

4, was shortly afterwards compelled to withdraw a little owing to ‘Shorts’ from the two Howitzers. 

 



At this time the 1st Herts were in touch with the Cheshires on their Right, but there was no sign of the Black 

Watch, which had apparently got hung up in Kitchener’s wood. 

 

A Battery of 77 Guns had been discovered between the Steenbeck and St. Julien, which were duly 

appropriated.  

 

The unpleasant features on the left of the line at this time were (a) No sign of the Black Watch and (b) 

Persistent M. Gun fire from some Pill Boxes half left. 

 

At about 9.35 am a message received from the Officer Commanding the left Company of the Cheshire 

Regt intimating that the Germans were massing for a Counter attack on the Springfield-Winnipeg road, 

and at the same time a reconnoitring Patrol of the 1st Herts reported that the Germans were holding a 

line of old artillery dug outs about 400 yards East of the Peolcappelle-St Julien road.  

 

This information was sent to Battalion Hdqrs on the Steenbeck, and Colonel Page ordered the two leading 

Companies to move up and man the latter road, with a view to forestalling any counter attack that might 

be in contemplation by the enemy. 

 

The road was manned and the enemy were in sight of the 1st Herts for the first time, in any force, that 

day. 

 

On the Left the counter barrage was very heavy, the left of the 1st Herts was entirely in the air, and the 

ground was very sticky making the going very heavy. 

 

The casualties on this flank were getting heavy, and still the promised intense barrage was conspicuous 

by its absence.  During this advance Capt. Lowry, commanding No 2 Coy was killed.  

 

About this time two German aeroplanes, flying very low, passed over the 1st Herts, firing Very lights, and 

Machine Gunning the Battalion, and shortly afterwards the Germans launched a Counter attack. 

 

This was in some force, commencing with a line in extended order, which advanced up to the line of dug 

outs previously mentioned, where they joined up with about 100 others who were taking cover there, and 

who had opened heavy rifle fire to cover the advance. 

 

At this point the counter attack was stopped by rifle and Lewis Gun fire, mainly from No 1 Coy on the right. 

 

The heaviness of the enemy casualties at this point and also later in the day, is vouched for by those of 

the Regiment who were taken prisoners, Lieut. Walthew estimating that he passed upwards of 150 

German Dead alone, on the ground over which the 1st Herts had advanced. 

 

At 10.10 am the Intense Creeping barrage was due to re-commence in order to cover the advance to the 

third objective, the Green Line, but this completely failed to materialise on the 1st Herts’ front, owing, as 

it transpired later to the impossibility of moving the Guns up through the mud. 

 

Had this barrage been available there is little doubt but that the attack would have been entirely 

successful. 

 

The casualties up to this time, especially on the Right, had not been heavy, and the Men were in excellent 

spirits. 

 

The attack had to be proceeded with, and then men followed their officers without a moment’s hesitation, 

into a veritable hail of rifle and Machine Gun fire, proceeding from the shelters about 300 yards in front. 

 



In spite of all their special training, for this very attack, in advancing at a walk in comparative safety 

behind a barrage, the 1st Herts adopted the only possible course, namely, open warfare methods of short 

sectional and individual rushes, with the greatest promptitude and gallantry. 

 

The casualties were at once devastatingly high.  Lieut. Gallo, Commanding No 3 Coy and Lieut. Scott of 

No 1 were killed almost at once, and many officers including Lieut. Hardy, Commanding No 1 Coy were 

wounded, but the 1st Herts carried on, taking a heavy toll of the enemy, as was discovered when the 

position, - about 400 yards East of the Poelcappelle-St Julien road -, was taken at the point of the bayonet, 

together with some 70 or more prisoners. 

 

By this time practically the whole of the supporting companies were in the front line.  

 

On this position begin captured the Germans put down a very heavy barrage on a line about midway 

between it and St. Julien, thus entirely cutting off the 1st Herts from any reinforcements which might have 

been supplied by the 1st Cambs in reserve. 

 

Lieuts. Francis Thompson and Walthew on the right, with Lieuts. Ritchie and Head of the left, and Lieut. 

Secretan in the centre, went on with the remnants of the 1st Herts. 

 

On the Lieut. Ritchie and Head advanced on either side of a cross hedge with about 5 men each, Lieut. 

Head advanced on the left side and was never seen again, Lieut. Ritchie went on the right side of the 

hedge and found a row of Pill Boxes about 200 yards on, carrying his Lewis Gun himself, he tried to get 

round them, but was knocked out, so Private Atkins went on with the 3 remaining men. 

 

In the centre Lieut. Secretan was killed, and the final act of 1st Herts in their gallant fight can best be given 

in Lieut. Francis’ own words, who which Lieut. Thompson was taken prisoner on the Green Line. 

 

“Our line was woefully thin by this time, consisting mainly of No 1 Coy some of my Coy no 3 and No 4. 

The remainder of No 3 could be seen forming a second line some 300 yards in rear. 

 

It was here I met Lieut. Thompson of No 1 Coy the only other officer that could be seen. 

 

We had a hurried consultation: Our left flank was bare, obviously non-existent: Our right flank was in 

touch with a Coy of the Cheshires, but beyond them in our rear it could be seen that the Cemetery was 

still untaken. 

 

Heaving fighting could be heard going on and the Germans showed their presence by the number of 

Rockets begin sent up.  In front we had a small creeping barrage, nothing to what we had seen early in 

the morning – we heard afterwards most of the Guns had been unable to move owing to the mud -. 

Everywhere around us was the cry “Stretcher Bearer wanted”. 

 

We remembered our strict orders “Never mind your flanks, carry on with your job”, and decided to push 

on, taking advantage of the barrage and not waiting for our second line. 

 

The time now, if I remember right, was somewhere round 12 noon.  It was rather like “Leading lambs to 

the slaughter”, as we had a pretty fair idea of what the Landmark line was going to be like though as yet 

we couldn’t see it owing to the hedge lining the road in front of us, and we also knew that beyond those 

few men in our second line there was no further help. 

 

It cannot therefore be wondered at that our Men, who had behaved up to now so magnificently, began 

to lose heart. 

 



it was just at this time that a Private of the Cheshires came up to us, saluted as if on parade, and said 

“Connecting File Cheshires Sir”; the way this man behaved was wonderful, he stuck to us the whole time 

and was eventually captured with us; he kept in front with Thompson and myself shouting “There are 

Cheshires, come on the Herts”.  I believe Thompson has his name, as he certainly deserved a Medal. 

 

We carried on at a walking pace keeping a good line, and having comparatively few casualties, until we 

reached the road. 

 

Ongoing through the hedge lining the road we had our first view of the Green Line: A great big trench on 

top of a rise, and what was worse two lines of uncut wire in front, but it was our objective and the Germans 

in the trench in front of us could be seen running away. 

 

It was at this point that Sergt. Hammond came up to me with a broad grin on his face and said something 

about at last getting at the Bosche, and would he tell the men to get ready to go absolutely all out.  

Immediately afterwards a Private came up and reported Sergt. Hammond badly wounded in the leg; he 

died immediately I believe. 

 

I won’t say much about Sergt. Hammond as anyone who was out in France with the Herts knew him, but 

I should like it to be known that he died just as he had always carried on, absolutely fearless and looking 

as if there was no finer fun on earth than going over the top.  

 

We were now faced with this terrible uncut wire, and the German fire was beginning to be particularly 

heavy again.  Thompson and I managed to scramble through it with a few men the remainder following. 

 

The Germans, unfortunately, who were leaving the trench looked round, saw how few we were, and from 

both flanks and from the front the most murderous Machine Gun fire was poured into us.  Those who had 

not yet reached the wire went back a bit, and the few who had got through went on a little way and finally 

took cover in a shell hole.  Our little party was now reduced at about 6, including the two officers and the 

Cheshire Orderly. 

 

The Cheshire Company on our right had been more successful and reached the trench and entered it: Our 

hopes were now centred on them. 

 

Our barrage was now knocking the Langmarck line about in front of us; it seemed deserted now 

immediately in front though on the flanks it was obviously occupied. 

 

It was bitter to sit there and think that with a few more men and more ammunition, -our S.A.A. had mostly 

been used in St. Julien- the trench was ours for the asking. 

 

For a little while nothing happened, we lit Flares for our aeroplanes, but they quickly went away, and a 

German one appeared flying low and firing on us. 

 

It may be mentioned that although our aeroplanes were obviously doing good work, we were hampered 

and worried ever since leaving St. Julien by low flying German machines. 

 

Germans could be seen well in our rear, both to the right and left of us, though our immediate rear was 

clear, and soon our Men could be seen advancing again: They reached the wire and we tried to re-join 

them: It was hopeless, the fire was too heavy.  Three of the men with us were shot at once, so we sheltered 

again in a shell hole, and the men who had come up had to fall back.  I gather that they were all wiped 

out as they were practically surrounded on all sides. 

 



We were still mystified as to what had happened to the Cheshire Company but we quickly knew, as 

Thompson pointed out some Germans with some English coming out of the trench on our right, and to 

our horror the English were the Prisoners and were picking up the wounded and searching the ground. 

 

The Germans were now everywhere, the time being about 1.30pm.  We were finally taken about 4 pm 

and it seemed to us we were the only two survivors of that awful day. 

 

Corporal Oliver, of No 1 Company I believe, had been badly wounded getting through the wire and died 

very shortly afterwards, he had shown very fine spirit. 

 

I know little of what happened on our left: The Black Watch obviously failed early.  No 2 Company got held 

up at the Pill Boxes where Head was killed, No 4 Company I do not remember seeing at all. 

 

After being captured we crossed the Langmarck line and were taken to Passchendaele.  The Germans 

evidently had a bad fight, as every arrangement for a hurried leave was obvious; Guns left lying untended 

in the fields and everything very much in confusion.  There were however many Battalions massed at 

Passchendaele ready to move up, and obviously very reluctant to do so.  

 

What happened with Battalion Headquarters is given from notes by The Rev. E. Popham, M.C. Chaplain 

to the Battalion, and Regt. Sergt. Major Tite, D.C.M. 

 

The Padre writes; I was while we were at the Steenbeck that the Doctor, Captain Charles did such 

magnificent work, going from shell hole to shell hole dressing wounds. 

 

After the Battalion had advanced from the stream a message came asking for reinforcements, and I lost 

sight of Colonel Page, hearing a few minutes later that he had been killed instantly by a piece of shell. 

 

The Sergt. Major writes: About 12.130pm the Adjutant, Captain Milne, told me the Germans were 

advancing on us, having as we learnt later cut off or main body.  While speaking to me Captain Milne was 

hit and died almost at once. 

 

I got together all available men, about 25, mainly Signaller and Officers’ Servants, and formed a line in 

shell holes. 

 

We then opened fire and the enemy who were advancing over undulating ground at about 500 yards 

distance, were compelled to halt. 

 

We continued to hold them with the aid of a few stragglers who found their way back, and s Sergeant and 

about 20 Other Ranks of the 14th Hants, but running short of ammunition we had to retire to a partly dug 

trench on the opposite side of the river. 

 

Just before this stopped a bullet in my left arm which put that limb out of action, and a few minutes later 

Capt. Charles, the M.O. was hit in the thigh.  The Chaplain at once went to him, but I yelled to him to lie 

down. 

 

I was later reinforced by Sergt. Ashwell who turned up with a Lewis Gun and one man carrying magazines. 

This was a great help and I placed him on our Left flank where there was a gap of about 1000 yards 

between us and the Black watch. 

 

During the whole of this time the Chaplain, with total disregard for personal safety, did all possible to aid 

the wounded, and when we retired, he was the last to leave and brought with him, almost carrying him, 

a man who was wounded in the leg. 

 



About 6pm Lieut. Walker of the 1st Cambs arrived with half a Company and took over command, ordering 

me to go back and get my arm seen to.  This I did and after walking until nearly midnight, found our 

Transport near Elverdinghe, where I reported to Major Phillips, afterwards receiving treatment at the 

Corps Dressing Station nearby. 

 

The Padre also writes: We had a few badly wounded men in a Pill Box; while I was with them I heard that 

Captain Charles had been hit, and crawling to him we found that his thigh had been shattered by a bullet.  

After making him as comfortable as we could, four of our splendid Stretcher Bearers crawled down the 

hill side with him and eventually got him back, one of the bravest bit of Stretcher work ever done by the 

Herts.  I wish I could remember their names. 

 

By this time we were numb with sorrow and also a bit anxious as we did not know where the British Army 

was, but after a time R.S.M. Tile managed to get in touch, and found that a Company of the Cambs were 

digging in our rear, and we felt easier. 

 

On arriving at the Cambs trench I found an officer in charge and our boys fighting happily, and as it was 

not the place for a badly wounded man, I decided to try and take him back, and we managed to get to a 

Dressing Station about 7pm. 

 

The next morning I found Brigade Hdqrs. and the Brigadier asked me to take charge of the remainder of 

the Battalion until Major Phillips could come up, which I did until relieved on the evening of September 

the 1st.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


