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Clarence’s involvement in the band meant he was sidelined from the
Trenches, but was allocated fatigue duties, this time he was required to
deliver wire to the trenches, which was still hazardous as still in the firing
line.
How he was “wounded” :- In crossing over a patch of barbed wire I
tripped over a short barbed wire stay and the top which is pointed
caught in my boot laces breaking them and then went through the
tongue of my boot into my foot midway between the ankles.
Conveyed by Red Cross Train from Bailleul to Etaples to Rouen. Even
though not “wounded” his lacerated foot was bad enough to require hospital
attention.
4 Aug is the last entry in Clarence’s diary. The remaining 20 pages
were not used, so it looks like his wounds took a turn for the worse. He
died on 6th of Oct 1917 while at Buchy Convalescence Depot and was
buried at Boisguillaume Communal Cemetery in Rouen France. Rouen
is where his last entry in his diary was made.
Jessica Bretherton’s article, “Life in the Rear”
Pages 88 -98
“Estaminets, billets, and the AIF on the Western Front, 1916-1918”

https://www.google.com.au/?gws_rd=ssl#q=jessica+bretherton+life+in+the+rear
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Chapter 1. Farewells and transport ship to Perth, then Cape Town
Commencing from the day I left camp to go on my long leave.
Friday 7 July 1916. Rose very early to catch train. Had to race for a car (train carriage)
and put my "puttees" (leggings wrapped spirally around lower leg) on in the car. When I
reached home went out with Maud(e) and Lily in the sulky with Clem and Rob’s dinner.
Gave all a surprise at home.
Saturday 8 July 1916
Given a reception at Hanson in the evening. Presented with a silver watch from Hanson
friends and a gold medal from F.F.R.C.(Farrell Flat Rifle Club) Had a good time.
Went to Hanson church in the afternoon. Minister failed to keep appointment Sunday 9
July 1916 so Mr Motherall took it. After service went to bid farewell to Mrs James who had
very recently lost husband by heart failure. In evening went to F.F (Farrell Flat) church.
Received a pleasant surprise. Willie preached (William Humphrys b1844 is Jesse’s brother and
was a Minister/farmer in Hamley Bridge) and when the service was over Mr Samson the baker
got up and spoke of my leaving for the front. He said that hearing that I was going to be
present in the evening, they the congregation, had taken the opportunity to present a
bible.
Monday 10 July 1916
Busy packing in the morning part packing my kit. In the afternoon rode motor round to
Aunt Sarah’s (Aunt Sarah Teddy? or Sarah Anne Duke Humphrys?)
to say goodbye and from there rode with Clem and Maud(e) in hooded trap to Hanson.
Lily Bishop gave me a parcel containing a fine balaclava cap and a purse and silver cross
from her mother. A fair number were there to bid me farewell. Several pairs of socks were
also given me. When train passed our homestead I had one long look and fixed it well in
my memory. Rob was waving busily and the cows were lying in the paddock by the
house. I said goodbye to C(lem) at Farrell Flat (R.S.). Nothing of importance occurred
until we reached Adelaide. Went to Mrs Atkinson's. Nellie sowed tapes on my socks,
stayed there that night.
Thursday 13 July 1916
Returned to camp, my troops were already on the march for Mitcham station. I joined
them and Lieutenant Kay gave me my embarkation card. Boarded train, the whole of
route was filled with enthusiastic people who cheered us as we sped along. The carriages
were very crowded, I got in a compartment with Mr Goode who was in charge of some
standbys. One of them expressed the hope that some of the troops would not turn up as
he wanted to go badly. When we passed through Port Adelaide there was a vast crowd
to give us a good send off. Sammy Lunn was there with messages and a cheer for the
soldiers. We passed through and then on to Outer Harbour. Nell, May and Linda were
already there and gave me purple and blue ribbons to throw to them from the
transport (Seang Bee). We all went below and put away kit bags and then rushed for top
deck. I scrambled on an out house as I couldn’t see anything from below. Nell & Linda
soon spotted me and I threw them my ribbons. Mrs Smart appeared a short time after
having caught a later train. Sammy Lunn was busily calling for cheers from the crowd and
from the soldiers for those left behind. He had no difficulty in getting it from either. Mrs
Smart had given me a red, white and blue ribbon to hold. At length the ship started and
we slowly drew away from the shore. I kept the ribbons as a token of the friendship of the
Adelaide friends.
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who is a sweetheart of a lady of my acquaintance. The head of the Y.M.C.A. has a half
hour every evening to have a hymn or two and prayer, Returned to tent and slept well.

Pictures by T.L.Fuller of Amesbury 1914-1918
(1) Figheldean Smithy (2) Route march past Stonehenge (3) Tidworth Barracks
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Tuesday 12 September 1916
Went on sick parade and got some medicine from orderly. Officer who is our C.C. for Mr
Lackman has been transferred to B Company. While were are in D Company said that we
would have no drill today on account of having injections. Received a letter from Mother,
Minette and Tom Ashton. We are situation in the 13th Training Base, Rolleston, which is
about 6 miles from Amesbury. Today we had a lecture from Dr Goode and while the
lecture was on general French, who was expected, appeared with his staff and the
commandant of the camp. We were all stood to attention and then the General told the
doctor to carry on. He did so but appeared to be a trifle nervous. In the evening I had a
look at the Salvation Army Barracks and had a yarn with 2 members of the Royal Flying
Corps.
Wednesday 13 September 1916
Had breakfast which included margarine, being the first I have eaten to my knowledge. It
is very similar to butter. After breakfast we had a march for about 2 miles through very
pretty country. There is a fine lot of mushrooms to be found about the fields. We were
then marched back to dinner. After which the Lieutenant took us to see Stonehenge
which is of historic interest having been built or erected hundreds of years before the
coming of Christ. A lot of huge slabs have fallen. There is a fence around the place and a
caretaker who keeps enterprising tourists from getting bits off the big stones. There are
some holes sunk in the rocks which appear to be as hard as granite. The rocks which rest
on the uprights have a round hole cut in them in which a jutting piece fits. Thrupence is
charged for entry to this old spot. We were afterwards marched back by a different
route. The roads are very good in these parts. They are as well kept as streets.
Wildflowers also grown in plenty. The farmers are haymaking at present. I saw a two
horse binder at work in a paddock. In the evening I took a stroll to a little village called
Shrewton which is about 2 miles from our camp. There are a number of thatched houses
to be found there. On this night the members of one of Australian Battalion were giving a
concert in aid of some hospitals. Had a look at the Church of England tent which had
been put up for soldiers to read and write in etc. I got a few postcards in there. After which
I started off for camp. I jumped on the back step of a motor transport which stopped near
the tent and got a ride nearly to the camp. When it turned a corner it slowed down a trifle
so I made a careful calculation of the speed and hung on and set my feet going. I put up a
record for 5 yards when I got off, but kept on my feet.
Thursday 14 September 1916
In the morning before breakfast, we had physical exercises under a Russian Sergeant
Major. He is a finely built man and a splendid wrestler. He makes the men do the think
properly with the correct click as everything is done in military. After breakfast we were
lined up to be paid but had to do a short route march. Had the sighting test which I
passed. In the evening borrowed a bicycle from the Captain of the Salvation Army who is
stationed here and went for a ride to Lark Hill which is the name of the camp about 2
miles east of us. The place looks like a town here with its huts all over the place. There is
about 30,000 Australians alone in this plain. The camps on this plain are dotted over an
area of 10x5 miles which gives me and idea of the number of troops that are here.
Friday 15 September 1916
Air is getting a bit chilly and we Australians notice it, but the Tommy does not very much.
Our physical exercises are of the type that warms a man up, for they are pretty strenuous.
The observation balloon was sent up and it was allowed to ascent to a great height as it
was a very clear day. Am feeling rather stiff in the muscles of the legs owing to the
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unusual work, after such a long spell on board the Seang Bee. Had some platoon drills
today and sausages for breakfast.

Pictures by T.L.Fuller of Amesbury 1914-1918
(1) Civilians in Amesbury (2) WW1 Biplanes (3) Troops marching thru Amesbury

Saturday 16 September 1916
In the morning we had to take out the board flooring in our tents and scrub them. After
allowing them to dry they were put back again. At 11 o’clock we were taken on a route
march for about 3 miles. When we returned we had dinner. After which we were allowed
to go where we pleased within a 5 mile area. I went to Shrewton and had a look around
the little place. I secured some postcards and found that a portion of the Baptist Church is
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open for the use of troops to do writing etc I saw a row of buildings which was erected by
subscription, the rent from which was to be given to the poor from the date of erection
1842. It appears that there was a great flood at that time (1841) which washed a lot of
property away from the residents of a number of villages. I had afternoon tea in one of the
rooms of this row which I enjoyed. It being the first table cloth I have sat at for 9 weeks. In
the evening I walked home with Jack Edward and retired to my canvas castle.
Sunday 17 September 1916
Went on sick parade before breakfast and did not get back until breakfast was just about
on. Too much to do, so I missed church parade. Helped
straighten up the tent and then shaved and wrote a few postcards. After dinner I
accompanied Arthur Riley to the hospital to give letters to Jack Palmer and Tolhurst. They
were both as well as could be expected. Returned to C of E Hut and did some writing until
late in the evening and then attended Salvation Army meeting, I was late but got a seat.
Had intended going to Shrewton where there was a H.T.G. service to be held in the
Wesleyan Church. Had a light lunch at Salvation Army Barracks before returning.
Monday 18 September 1916
We were given a short march before breakfast instead of the physical exercises. After
breakfast we were given platoon drill with and without rifles. I received a letter from my
Uncle Jesse John of Bristol acknowledging the receipt of my letter. His letter was nicely
worded and was accompanied by a newspaper cutting of himself. He said that he hoped
to see his colonial nephew in Bristol and gave me the address of his son Harry who at
present is stationed in London in the Army Services Corps. A number of the members of
the Royal Flying Corps are working very near us and I had a yarn with some of them.
They appear to think that we are to be commended for coming to fight England's
adversary. Put in the evening writing letters.
Tuesday 19 September 1916
Had a march before breakfast, after which we were given platoon with and without rifles.
In the afternoon the wind blew over 2 of our mess tents. We were paraded for our fourth
inoculation since enlisting, this being the 2nd Para Typhoid inoculation. It is a sensation
not unlike a wasp sting, it is not liked very much by the lads, some get very ill after it. One
young fellow in our tent got ill and vomited. We had no duties to perform after inoculation
so wrote a letter to Harry Humphrys who is in the Army Services Corps in London. Had
a look at a Y.M.C.A. in the evening and weighed myself. I was 12 stone 11 pounds (81kg)
with my uniform on. Stayed until after prayers, there were 2 Captain Chaplains present.
Wednesday 20 September 1916
Had no early parade as we have 48 hours leave after inoculation during which time we
are not supposed to leave our lines or tents to go anywhere outside the camp. After
breakfast had a bit of a rest and wrote a letter of reply to Uncle Jesse in Bristol.
Received a letter from Harry Humphrys who is in the Army Services Corps in London.
He is 19 years of age, he expressed a desire to see Australia and seemed to think
Australians were to be commended for coming to help England in her great struggle with
Germany. In the afternoon the men of our unit helped to shift one of our tents for the
officers to have a spread and evening as there was a number of them going to France. In
the evening I went with Jack Edwards to Lark Hill To a cinema variety show. It was a 2
mile walk and we enjoyed it as we were not pushed for time. Our physical instructor and
bayonet instructor who is a Russian and champion light weight wrestler of the world was
there to wrestle anyone who would accept the challenge. A member of the A.M.C. had a
go and was put on the mat in 10 ½ minutes, The champion guarantees to put his
opponent on the mat in 15 minutes. He does some very neat work with his feet. He gets
10

Pictures by T.L.Fuller of Amesbury 1914-1918
(1) Camp Bakers by the dozen (2) Bath Time (3) YMCA Camp entertainers
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No expense was spared to make this place up to the real top notch. They had the pearl
inlaid piano of a great German composer there. I ran my fingers over the keys and
found it a bit out of tune. It would take a long time to describe all that was seen. There
was a head of Marie Antoinette, the figure of the last King of France and his wife who
were guillotined and a model guillotine. One could spend a whole day in this place. We
returned to the A.I.F. Club in Horseferry Road and had supper before retiring. I had a bed
in a different room to my mates as mine was booked. I slept that soundly that I never
woke until 11.00 the next morning.

Wednesday 25 October 1916

When I awoke I was very surprised to see the time. My mates had gone so I
went for a walk to Regent St. Riding part way on the bus. I saw the Marble Arch
which is a pretty monument. On my ramble I saw a house in which one Duke
used to reside, but is now used as a hospital. Had tea at a beautiful restaurant
called the Corner House, with a string band in attendance. The food was a
change to camp fare and would rather tend to upset. I bought a leather waist
coat which I have no doubt will prove useful in the trenches. In the evening I
went to a cinema. When I came out I saw a young man who was just knocked
down by a motor bus. He was badly stunned and the police were soon on the
scene. I walked through Piccadilly and Leicester Square getting in a tube near
Trafalgar Square. Before retiring I called at a place where they have punching
machines, weight lifting etc. I made the punching machine register 450
Chapter 12 Leaving for France
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Saturday 25 November 1916
We bid farewell to Lark Hill and started for Amesbury station to board a troop train to
get a little nearer the firing line. We all felt tired by the time we got to the station with the
load up. The train was waiting and we boarded and were soon being carried to where we
had to wait about 2 hours while stuff was being loaded on the ship. We had some
coffee and when the troops were embarked I was put on guard to prevent any troops
leaving the ship. I was a bit tired and rested against the gangway. The Colonel was
nearby and asked me what I was there for. I said “to prevent the troops from leaving the
ship sir”. “Oh I through you was there to keep the gangway up”, I got off then. After I had
been on for about an hour, I was relieved by another guard. I was on board about 10
minutes when there was a cry of “man overboard”. I went to the side and found that the
guard had stepped over the wharf into the sea. The light was very deceiving and it was
hard to see that the boat was not lying close to the wharf. He had by some means
retained his hold on his rifle. Having his overcoat on he was no light weight. Fortunately
he had his life belt when he went over and he never struck anything during the descent.
He was hauled back on board by rope and was taken down to the engine room to dry. His
clothes were dried and he was given a warm drink. We soon made a start and I laid out
my blankets and Pasfield and I had a sleep until 11 o’clock. We were then awakened to
go on guard at the entrance to the engine room. When we got to our feet we were nearly
thrown down again by the roll of the boat. We were well out in the channel and we were
experiencing a rough passage. All was darkness on board as a light might be seen by a
German submarine. The boat was travelling at about 20 knots and she had a great roll
on. It proved too much for me and I became seasick. There was a good number of
tommies on board and they were nearly all ill also. One big wave struck the boat which
sent all and sundry spinning across the decks. I managed to grab a doorway while
Pasfield finished up in the corner of the deck. There was quite a clatter for a while. A
number made a rush for the upper deck as they thought the boat was going to sink. When
it was time for me to be relieved the next guard was too ill to do so, so I had to endure it
a little longer but was allowed to leave after a while. I got back to the rugs on the top deck
and was just about asleep when I discovered that the waves had reached the decks and
the rugs were starting to get wet. I took them to another part where the packs were
stacked and spread them out there. I found the guard who was to relieve me there
shivering as he had not unpacked his rugs. I got up a bit close and we shared the rugs.
Sunday 26 November 1916
I went on guard again just before breakfast while we lay at the wharf at (left blank). The
drink of hot tea was greatly appreciated by all. We disembarked and I saw my first sight
of France. We marched through the streets with our 120 lbs load and the rain and hail
descended. We were wearing our overcoats with the leather coat over it which was
issued a few days before leaving England. We had 2 rests in about 4 mile march. A good
number of the lads fell out in an exhausted state. One lad fainted. We stopped at an
enclosure alongside a catholic church and had our meal of bully beer and biscuits. We
halted for about an hour and then we started again for the rest camp which we marched
at 3. We were shown to our tents where we had to stay overnight. We soon got rid of our
packs and set out to find a place to have some hot tea. Had a meal at the Y.M. and then
had a wash and went to bed. There was about 15 in a bell tent so we had very little
spare room. The rifles were all stacked around the tent poles.
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Monday 27 November 1916
We were awakened early next morning and had a few minutes to draw our rations before
starting on the march again. We had about 2 miles to go to the station and arrived in
plenty of time. We were put in big square covered (train) trucks used for carrying milk
etc in Australia. It was some time before we were all ready and then we started. There
was about 40 in each truck. There was very little spare room. We had shutters which we
could let down to have a look at the country that we were passing through. It started to
rain and some came through the truck. We had bully beef and biscuits for each meal.
When night came on we drew up at a station where we had a dixie of hot tea. There was
a receiving station for patients and 2 nurses in a little place nearby. They said that we
would be near a part of the firing line at about midnight. We boarded again and the
train steamed off again. We tried to settle down for a sleep and it was a very difficult task
as the truck seemed to have very strong springs and the joints of the rails were very bad.
They gave the back a jerk every time. I was packed so tight that I had to give a heave to
turn over.
Tuesday 28 November 1916
When morning dawned, the lads soon stirred and had a look through the sides of our
sumptuous car. We passed through several fairly large places. Bully beef for breakfast,
dinner and tea. In the evening at between 3 and 4 we drew up at (left blank) We were
marched from the station to the town where our equipments were put in motor
transports to be taken to our billets. I went with one lorry to help unload equipments.
The drivers had no orders of where to take the things but had to go to a road to await
orders. The night was extremely cold and we waited over an hour for the orders to come
through. Eventually the lorries returned to where they got the orders. Before reaching,
one of the lorries side slipped in a ditch. It is a standing rule that if anything occurs to
one or the other of the lorries, the others will stay and assist. I noticed the lorry behind
mine stop and yelled out to the driver and he stopped and went back. The lorry was
pulled out by one of the others. When we were on the way to the billets the same case
slipped in again. The tommy drivers hooked a lorry by means of wire ropes to front and
back and soon had it back on firm ground again. On reaching our billets the lads came
out to get their equipments and rugs. Talk about a mix up. The roads were like soup and
a lot of the kits whose owner was not about to claim them, were tossed down on the road.
There were men looking for their things until midnight. Captain Phillips was working hard
taking kits around to their owners. We were at last packed in the little rooms which were
built like square tents. We were packed like sardines.
Wednesday 29 November 1916
We felt extremely cold in the morning. As it is only a makeshift of a billet there was no
conveniences at all. We had to work in a ditch and break the ice first. Our toes felt as
though they belonged to someone else. We were taken for a march which warmed up
our toes very well. In the evening went (left blank) which is a typical French town with
its cobble streets and tile roofs. There are a good number of thatched houses about
also. There is a good assortment of silks and artistic postcards for sale in the shops. Real
lace can also be obtained. This lace is hand made by a slow process but which is very
pretty. What strikes one is the great number of estaminets (small cafes and bars which
sold beer) or beer shops to be found. Nearly every other house appears to sell beer. Tea
cannot be obtained. Coffee and beer are the two principal drinks. They will grind the
coffee while you wait. The people are friendly and the majority have picked up a bit of
English so shopping is not very difficult for the soldiers. We have had a lot of route
marching and bayonet fighting everyday. We stayed in these billets for about a week.
We were paid in French money. We were paid 40 francs which is equal to 33/4d. The
heads value it at 28/8d which was a bit of a profit to us.
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We were shifted to another billet in a farm house barn where we were very warm but
crowded again. Went to (left blank) one night where I had a good bath for a franc. Then
by an old cathedral they built in the year 1700. The streets are all cobbled and is hard on
the ankles. In the new billets for 2 days and then in company with about 20 others had to
go on fatigue setting up horse sheds for the Division. I was put on brick laying for the
floor. It was very unsatisfactory job as the horses had trampled it up a lot.
Chapter 13 Labouring near Steenwerck France
Saturday 9 December 1916
Had to go to another job and doing the same work on Saturday 9th December which was
out in the open. It was rather cold but not much time was put in as it takes us about ¾
hour to get to the job from our billet. I forgot to mention that when were detailed for the
fatigue we were shifted to another billet in (left blank) where we were put in a room
behind a boucher or butchers shop. It was a fine place to be in. Reminded one of home
again with chairs and tables. The butcher is at the war and his wife still carries on the
business during his enforced absence.
Sunday 10 December 1916
Had to go to work again on Sunday morning putting bricks in. Had afternoon off and wrote
several letters. In evening went to a shop and had supper with a friendly old chap.
He was trying to understand and I was giving him a bit of history of self by signs, sounds
etc. During the evening the guns of both sides appeared to be very lively as flashes were
lighting up the sky, like lightening and the roar could be heard intermittently for about ½
hour.
Monday 11 December 1916
Had name taken for a new pair of boots as these were letting the water through. The
roads are very wet and sloppy so wet feet are the order of the day, unless good boots are
work. A number of the transports have rubber boots which appear to be very effective
in keeping out the wet. Then went to the job again. While working saw guns shelling a
German aeroplane. It looked a pretty sight to see the shells bursting all round it. It was
very hard to distinguish the plane as it was so far up. I heard later that it was brought
down. We can hear the machine guns all day and night. I am picking up a few French
words which may come in handy.
Tuesday 12 December 1916
Went with 5 others of the fatigue party to Battalion boot maker and had my boots
repaired. While there, there was a light fall of snow. I went to D Company’s billet and
got 8 letters for myself. There was a long one from father which was much appreciated
also from the Methodist Ladies Guild informing me of forwarding of a parcel to myself.
One from Lily Bishop (of Hanson) telling me of Clarrie’s death (16 Aug 1916 at Pozieres
France) of which I feel sad. Helped with bricks during the afternoon. A horse died in the
yard and one of the horses created a little diversion by getting his rugs around his legs
and kicking and bucking about for a while.
Wednesday 13 December 1916
Had an inspection of rifles by Lieutenant Martin who is in charge of the fatigue party.
Went out bricklaying again. Weather being very good all day. In evening several New
Zealanders asked the way to Steenwerck railway station.
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The other lad had one also. I had just got near my shell hole when our barrage opened.
Talk of an inferno. It sounded like the crack of doom. I was near the edge and fell in with
the shock of the sound. It went on without intermission for four minutes. Then the barrage
lifted off the front line and I knew the lads were charging in to Fritz trenches, We lay
there while the guns still played on the trenches on either side of where the lads enter and
on his supports. Our machine guns were cracking away like a thousand motor cycles
playing on Fritz positions of machine guns. Our heavy howitzers were smashing into his
gun positions and the lads some going on with the job and others helping back the
wounded seemed quite unconcerned by the pandemonium. The leading party got
into the trench and found them a succession of shell holes. No sign of duck boards could
be seen . Just as the demolition party were clambering through the borow? ditch which is
in front of the trench, a shell exploded right in front of them blowing one of the
party’s head off knocking ½ dozen of the others down by the concussion. The
leading party which consisted of bayonet men, bombers etc came to a Fritz dug out
which was intact having escaped the direct hit of a shell. Several rifles were about
including German steel helmets which were taken charge of by some of the party. The
lads waiting in anticipation of the demolition party coming along with the gun cotton to
blow in the steel door of the dug out. When the time arrived to leave the trenches they
reluctantly left the dug out without doing any injury to it. Not even a hole big enough to put
a Mills Hand grenade in could be found.
The party on the other side found a dug out which had been blown right in by one of our
shells, no doubt burying a number of Huns at the same time. They bayoneted one
German in the trench who tried to halt them. One lad was killed in the trenches and a
few received wounds from shrapnel. During this period I and the 3 others of the party of
Lewis gunners were lying on our stomachs, keeping a wary eye on our right flank to ward
16
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Life in the rear:
Estaminets, billets, and the AIF on the Western Front, 1916–18
Jessica Bretherton
The First World War is invariably characterised by the mindless slaughter of troops, the
images of men running over the parapet, the mud, and the trench warfare. The major
battles are celebrated and commemorated; places such as Fromelles, Pozières, Bullecourt
and Passchendaele. However, in the daily lives of the soldiers of the Australian Imperial
Force (AIF) these were the exception. More common was the drudgery of war. Soldiers
were in the front line for only part of the war, while much time was spent behind the lines
resting in French and Belgian villages, in billets, and on bivouac. There soldiers had baths,
repaired equipment, wrote letters, got drunk, and visited brothels.
This paper examines the lives of soldiers during rest on the Western Front, and will
use unit diaries, soldiers’ personal diaries, letters from soldiers to their loved ones at home,
and published histories of battalions to shed light on this neglected aspect of the First
World War. Letter and diary writing was a way for soldiers to stay in touch with their family
and loved ones and to record their adventures in case they did not make it home, but it was
also a common way for soldiers to pass the time. The content of these and diaries varied
from everyday discussions about the social lives of a soldier’s friends and family back
home to harrowing accounts of trench warfare and humorous anecdotes of what soldiers
got up to whilst on rest and leave.
Here the focus is on rest, although the very idea seems to have been a fairly contentious
one among Australian soldiers. Despite the connotations, it was not free leisure time but
simply a respite from the trenches and the hazards of the front line. There was still much
work to be done behind the lines; sometimes soldiers were busier behind the lines than
they were in the trenches. Manual labour featured heavily, and so did tedious tasks such as
drill, parades, and repetitive training.
Rest was a factor the British Army had formally recognised to ensure all troops were
running at their peak performance. When an infantry division occupied the trenches of the
Western Front at any time, two infantry brigades were in the front line positions and one
was resting. An infantry brigade of four battalions usually had two in the trenches and two
behind the front lines billeted in farms, barns, and villages. The two battalions in the front
line had two companies in the front and support trenches, with two in the reserve positions.
The two forward companies had two platoons in the fire and command trenches and two in
the support trench. About every eight days the two battalions in the front line changed
places with the two battalions billeted behind.
Robert Stevenson’s analysis of the 1st Australian Division details the number of days
Australian troops spent in the trenches and at “rest”. From a total of 1,683 days, the 1st
Division spent just over half of those in operations which included support, and offensive
and defensive operations against the German Army. The remaining days were equally
divided between training and administration. The 374 days spent training included
individual, collective, and combined training, while the other 423 were spent doing
administration, moving between camps, and logistics.3 Of the 1,683 days spent on active
service in the First World War, troops spent just 153 actually resting, relaxing, and enjoying
the freedom of their own downtime.
While this is an analysis of just one of the five Australian divisions serving during the First
World War, it gives an indication of how misleading the term “rest” truly was. It also
Interactions with civilians:
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