
 

fourteeneighteen|research: Page 1 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The military service history of 

Bernard Frederick Paul Bernard 
 

A report from 

fourteeneighteen|research 
12 March 2012 

 



 

fourteeneighteen|research: Page 2 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Report prepared for 

 
Franklin Mamo 
Avenue des Villas 55A/15 
1060 Bruxelles 
Belgium 
 

Our thanks 

 
We are very pleased that you selected fourteeneighteen|research for the 
project. It has been a great pleasure to undertake the work and we sincerely 
hope that you enjoy reading this report. Please do not hesitate to contact us if 
there are outstanding questions or points you would like to clarify. 
 

Starting point 

 
You were kindly able to tell us that Second Lieutenant Bernard Frederick Paul 
Bernard of the 2nd Battalion of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment was the first 
Maltese serviceman to die in the Great War. 
 

The contents of the report 

 
Our report contains the following sections: 
 

1. The results of searching the archives 
2. Interpretation of the information found 
3. Background information 
4. Some next steps you might wish to take. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chris Baker  
Our project reference M794C 
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The results of searching the archives 

 
Records of those who lost their lives 

 
The records of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission 
 
The registers of the cemeteries and memorials under the care of the 
Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) were compiled during and 
after the war, originally by the army’s own Graves Registration Units and later 
by the then Imperial War Graves Commission (IWGC).  
 

The register states that Second Lieutenant Bernard Frederick Paul 
Bernard of the 2nd Battalion of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment died on 
21 December 1914. Aged 20 he was the son of Colonel E. E. Bernard CMG. 
 

The inclusion of personal details (such as Bernard’s age) in this statement is 
proof that his next of kin (presumably his father) completed and returned the 
“Final Verification Form” which was sent by the IWGC to the soldier’s family. 
This form required the next of kin to complete the soldier’s age, relatives and 
address details.  The information was used by the IWGC to compile the 
registers, in association with regimental records. 
 

The register also tells us that Bernard has no known grave today. He is 
commemorated on the regimental panel at the Ploegsteert Memorial, 
near Ploegsteert, Hainaut, Belgium. 
 

 
“Soldiers Died in the Great War, 1914-1919” 
 
This work was compiled by His Majesty’s Stationery Office from regimental 
records and published in a large number of volumes in 1921. 
 

The entry for Bernard Frederick Paul Bernard repeats the CWGC 
information and adds that Bernard was killed in action (rather than 
dying of wounds, accident or illness). 
 

 
Death registration and certificate 
 
Bernard appears in the index of registered deaths for 1914. The full reference, 
from which a copy of his death certificate can be purchased online from the 
General Register Office (http://www.gro.gov.uk) is Overseas Military Deaths 
1914, volume O.1, page 17. The information regarding the cause of death is 
only likely to be “killed in action” or even “presumed killed in action”. 
 
 



 

fourteeneighteen|research: Page 4 
 

Published casualty lists 
 
The “Times” and “The Scotsman” both carried copies of the full official War 
Office casualty lists until they were forced to reduce coverage only to the dead, 
mainly due to paper shortage, from 1916. In the cases of officers, particularly 
early in the war, they also occasionally carried obituaries. Both have been 
digitised and can be searched.  
 

We have attached a number of short obituaries carried by the “Times” in 
late 1914 and early 1914; one of them is on the same page as the final 
appearance of Bernard in a casualty list. 

 

Army service records 

 
The primary and most comprehensive source of information concerning a 
soldier’s military career is his service record. The various forms and other 
documents making up the record covered the entire process between 
enlistment and discharge. If they can be found they often provide personal, 
family and medical details, in addition to the facts of his training, postings to 
units, disciplinary record and so on.  
 
Unlike those of men of ordinary rank, the records of officers have by and large 
survived. They are held at the National Archives in collections WO339 (for 
regular army) and WO374 (for Territorials).  
 

We are pleased to report that Bernard’s service record was found in the 
WO3339collection. As with all such records it has been thinned out 
(known as being “weeded”). The key documents that charted the officer’s 
career were destroyed and only a part of the original file known as 
“miscellaneous correspondence” now remains. A complete copy is 
attached. 

 

Officer’s promotions and appointments 

 
The promotions and appointments of commissioned officers were announced 
in the London Gazette, and often then in the “Times”. In addition, he 
appeared in the monthly Army List, a publication which listed all officers on 
the active list, by regiment and seniority. 
 

We have attached a copy of the only entry in the London Gazette. 

 
Campaign medals records 

 
The medal entitlement documents are a limited source of information, as they 
only give bare military details from the moment the man’s qualification began 
– which is when he first landed overseas. However, they are intact and the 
details of virtually all soldiers who qualified can be found. The records consist 
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of an entry for the individual in a “roll”, which is essentially a list of men who 
qualified for the particular medal, plus an index card which provides a 
reference to the rolls in which the soldier is recorded. The medals documents 
rarely carry any personal information. 
 

We have attached Bernard’s entries in the index and the rolls of the 1914-
15 Star and the British War and Victory Medals. This is his complete 
entitlement to campaign medals for the Great War. 

 

Gallantry and other special awards 

 
Gallantry and other unusual awards were invariably announced in the London 
Gazette, the official newspaper of British Parliament. This was usually 
followed a day or two later by a reprint in the “Times”. 
 

We could find no evidence of such an award being made to Bernard 
Frederick Paul Bernard. 

 
 
National Roll of Honour and de Ruvigny’s Roll of Honour 
 
Both of these contemporary works were compiled on a subscription basis (in 
other words, the soldier or his family paid for an entry), which means that 
they are far from comprehensive although they do list many tens of thousands 
of men. 
 

We have attached a biography of Bernard which appeared in De 
Ruvigny’s Roll of Honour. 

 

Operational records 

 
We have attached a copy of the diary of Bernard’s battalion and the brigade to 
which it reported, covering all of his service in France. 
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Interpretation of the records 
 

Commission as an officer  

 
Bernard Frederick Paul Bernard completed an application for admission to 
the Royal Military College at Sandhurst on 28 November 1913. The form that 
he completed, together with an attached copy of his birth certificate, gives us 
some excellent personal details. Bernard was born on 4 November 1894 at 
Southampton Street in Farnborough. Reference is made to his father, Brevet 
Colonel Edwin Bernard, who was in 1913 attached to the Egyptian Army and 
seconded as Financial Secretary to the Government of the Sudan but who had 
presumably been at the main army base at Aldershot at the time of Bernard’s 
birth and at the time was a Captain of the Army Service Corps. Bernard had 
attended Beaumont College between 1907 and August 1911, during which time 
he had been a Private in the college’s Officer Training Corps.1 After that he 
moved to Combe Florey rectory near Taunton in Somerset and by the time of 
his application had a private address at 24 Hogarth’s Road, Earl’s Court, 
London. 
 
Details of his acceptance and admittance to Sandhurst are now missing from 
his file but whilst there on 9 September 1914 Bernard stated a preference to be 
commissioned into the Royal Fusiliers, Northumberland Fusiliers or his 
father’s Devonshire Regiment.2 His private address had now changed to 70 
Victoria Street in London. 
 
For no clear reason, when he was commissioned on 1 October 1914 Bernard 
was not placed into any of the regiments he had specified but instead was 
made a Second Lieutenant of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment. His 
immediate movements are not given but it is likely that he went either to the 
regimental depot at Warwick or to the 3rd (Reserve) Battalion at Portsmouth. 
 
According to the medal rolls Bernard landed in France on 27 November 1914, 
having been posted to the regiment’s 2nd Battalion. This is not correct, for his 
arrival at the head of a draft of 98 men is recorded by the battalion war diary 
as having taken place on 20 November. Bernard’s new unit had recently 
sustained heavy casualties in fighting the First Battle of Ypres and was in the 
process of receiving several large drafts to bring it back up to strength. It was 
under command of the 22nd Infantry Brigade, which was under the 7th 
Division. 
 

                                                   
1 Beaumont College was a Jesuit public school in Old Windsor, Berkshire. It closed in 1967. The 

census of 1911 lists Bernard among the boys resident at the school. It also gives his birthplace as 

Farnborough, which is immediately next to (and these days continuously joined to) Aldershot. 
2 He uses a “traditional” form of title, calling the Royal Fusiliers the “7

th
” and the Devons the “11

th
”. 

These are references to the old 7
th

 and 11
th

 Foot, names which formally disappeared in the 1881 reform 

of the army but which remained in informal use in the regular army. 
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Service in France 

 
The battalion, despite being under strength, was still having to take its turn in 
holding the front line in the vicinity of Fleurbaix. With the onset of winter, 
conditions were dreadful in this low-lying and rather boggy ground. When 
Bernard arrived the 2nd Battalion was just coming out of this line for a short 
period in billets in the Rue de Bataille, Fleurbaix, and it is probable this his 
own first experience of the trenches came when the battalion once again went 
back “up the line” on 23 November. His periods in the trenches at this time 
were relatively quiet, although on 6 December six men were killed or wounded 
by a single German shell or mortar. 
 
This quiet period was not destined to last, for orders came that committed the 
battalion to an attack against the enemy front. This commenced at 4.30pm: 
the story is quickly told, for heavy German rifle and machine gun fire cut down 
the attacking lines, causing some 320 casualties within a matter of minutes. It 
achieved nothing. Among the dead was the battalion’s commanding officer, 
later found some 40 yards from the enemy’s line; another party had closed to 
within 5 yards of a German machine gun. 
 
The battalion war diary does not give details of the location of the attack, but it 
is stated in the brigade diary to have been (for the 2nd Warwicks) “from a point 
100 yards west of Well Farm along a front of 500 yards)”. 
 

 
Figure 1: sketch map from the divisional history shows Well Farm bottom right. 
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Figure 2: accurate trench mapping was in its infancy in December 1914. 
Fortunately for this study the trenches hardly moved in this area for some years. 
This map dates to late in 1915. Well Farm is at the sharp bend shown at N.6.3. 
“100 yards west of Well Farm” is halfway between the farm and N.6.2. The 
Warwicks front was some 200 yards wide west of that point. 
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Figure 3: we have precisely marked the Warwick's front (blue) and their 
objective, the German front trench (red) and overlaid them onto a modern day 
map. Bernard is buried with his comrades somewhere between the two. 
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Figure 4: using "Google Streetview" we are standing at the eastern end of the 
Warwicks front line as marked in blue above, looking south west. It is 
somewhere in this gentle view that Bernard died and is buried. The direction of 
the Warwicks’ advance on 18 December 1914 was right to left in this photograph. 

 
Despite the official date of death that is now given, it is fairly clear that 
Bernard was among the officers hit in this attack. On 22 December 1914 the 
War Office sent a telegram to a D. Ross Johnson (who appears to have been 
acting as a local contact on behalf of Bernard’s father) reporting that Bernard 
had been wounded between 18 and 19 December 1914. Enquiries were also 
made shortly afterwards by Bernard’s cousin Alfred Mattei of 14 Adelaide 
Crescent, Hove, Sussex, who was clearly under the impression that Bernard 
was only wounded. 
 
On 25 December the War Office sent a further telegram to D. Ross Johnson 
reporting that Bernard was now considered to be missing. This is presumably 
after he had not been among the officers who had reported back to his unit 
and after local enquiries with medical units had proved negative. Yet it was on 
this day that his body was found and buried – and in what is today a famous 
set of circumstances. After the terrible carnage in front of their line, the 
Germans gallantly suggested a local armistice next day for collection of 
wounded and burial of the dead. Attempts to do this were disrupted by British 
artillery fire and it was only during an unofficial and widespread armistice on 
Christmas Day that Bernard’s body was found. This is reported in the brigade 
war diary. 
 
The service record file contains some witness statements, which are sadly 
undated. Private 2525 Saxby reported that a comrade, Lance Corporal 
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Harborne, had seen Bernard killed on 18 December 1914. He died “in the same 
charge in which Lieutenant Campbell fell”. Campbell was one of the men who 
had almost reached the German machine gun. Corporal Fish of the Wiltshire 
Regiment and Private Whittall of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment (both of 
whom were in 11th Stationary Hospital at the time) reported that Bernard was 
buried along with some 80 others in a pit dug in no man’s land on Christmas 
Day 1914. “There was no time to remove the bodies to our lines and it was 
useless to put up any mark as the place was exposed to fire, but the spot will 
be recognised later by many”. The location was said to be “100 yards in front 
of our trenches”. 
 

 
Figure 5: this extraordinary photograph shows men of the 7th Division burying 
the dead in no man's land on Christmas Day 1914. Although very close by – this is 
apparently near le Bridoux - it is east of the sector across which the 2nd Royal 
Warwickshire had attempted to advance three days before, although the 
conditions and landscape were very similar. 

 
On 28 December 1914 the War Office sent a further telegram to D. Ross 
Johnson reporting that Bernard was now considered to have been killed. 
 
Behind the scenes, an enquiry made via the German Red Cross came back 
with the confirmation that Bernard was not listed as a prisoner of war. 
 
It is clear that no less a personage than the Secretary of State for War, Lord 
Kitchener, had expressed sympathy to Bernard’s father for the latter sent a 
telegram of thanks on 29 December. This may be more than him having 
received a standard expression of regret, for Kitchener maintained close links 
with Egypt and the British officers working there. 
 
Bernard’s file contains much correspondence relating to his effects and the 
settlement of his financial affairs, with the dates of 21 and even 26 December 
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appearing as his date of death. It is not clear how or why Bernard’s death was 
eventually stated to be 21 December. In cases where men were declared 
missing it was usually the last date on which he had been seen alive, but this 
seems most improbable. 
 
In correspondence dating from 15 August 1917, his father states clearly the 
date of Bernard’s death as being 18 December 1914. 
 
Bernard’s body has never been found. He is listed on the Ploegsteert 
Memorial, which “commemorates more than 11,000 servicemen of the United 
Kingdom and South African forces who died in this sector during the First 
World War and have no known grave. The memorial serves the area from 
the line Caestre-Dranoutre-Warneton to the north, to Haverskerque-
Estaires-Fournes to the south, including the towns of Hazebrouck, Merville, 
Bailleul and Armentieres, the Forest of Nieppe, and Ploegsteert Wood. The 
original intention had been to erect the memorial in Lille” (CWGC). 
 

 
Figure 6: the location of the two trenches (seen in blue and red) in a slightly 
wider context. 
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Context 
 
Extracted from pages 118 to 126, Chapter V, “The Seventh Division 1914 – 
1918” by C.T. Atkinson 
 
"December, at any rate its first fortnight, presented no new features. If the 
ground was getting more water-logged, much had been done to drain and 
improve the trenches. Steel loop-hole plates, issued before the end of 
November and found satisfactory, a limited supply of Hales grenades and Very 
lights, the arrival of the 55th Battery R.F.A., which provided the Division with 
the field-howitzers it had so long needed, all helped to improve matters. White 
smocks, first issued on November 19th, proved very useful for patrolling over 
snow covered ground; with the help of periscopes and of stalkers' field-glasses, 
provided by the National Service League, more could be done to keep down 
the sniper; and by strict economy a small reserve of shells was built up for 
emergencies. The strength of the Division rose gradually, not only through the 
arrival of drafts, but from the addition of new units. During December 156 
officers and 5,111 men joined the Division; battle casualties came to 36 officers 
and 1,079 men and the total wastage to 77 officers and 2,775 men, a net gain of 
nearly 2,500 of all ranks. Of the weaker battalions the Borders had had a draft 
of 570 on December 2nd, the Wiltshires one of 300 on the 17th; the South 
Staffords, who had rejoined the Division on the 13th, being then 470 strong, 
were more than doubled by a draft of 500 on the 21st; but the Scots Fusiliers 
and Gordons continued much under their establishment. On December 5th 
the 6th Gordons had been added to the 20th Brigade, "T" Battery reinforced 
the R.H.A. Brigade on December 20th, while the Heavy Batteries were 
increased from four 4.7-inch guns each to six, though these ancient pieces 
were none too reliable in their shooting and were almost as likely to hit our 
own trenches as the enemy's. It was cruel to the gunners that they should be 
provided with such unsatisfactory weapons. 
 
Of the battle-casualties of the month two-thirds occurred in a not very happily 
conceived enterprise undertaken on the night of December 18th/19th by 
orders from G.H.Q. With an optimism which did not indicate any very close 
acquaintance either with the state of the ground or with the general conditions 
in the front line, or any very accurate appreciation of the difficulties of 
attacking entrenched positions defended by modern rifles and machine-guns 
and protected by belts of barbed wire, the higher authorities of both the 
British and the French forces had decided upon resuming offensive 
operations, partly with the idea of profiting by the withdrawal, which had now 
become known, of several German divisions to the Russian front. The first 
stage in these operations was aimed at recovering the Messines Ridge. The 
Third Division attacked there in concert with the French on its left, but neither 
French nor British could make any serious progress, and General Joffre soon 
found himself compelled to abandon his offensive in Flanders, but decided to 
continue it North of Arras and begged Sir John French to do all he could to 
assist. Orders were therefore issued for local activities at various points in the 
British line to distract the attention of the Germans and, if possible, make 
small local gains. A year later these diversions would have taken the form of 
raids, but in December 1914 the raid had not yet been developed into a 
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definite form of offensive, and in selecting objectives for his attacks General 
Capper had to think of retaining anything he reached. 
Orders for greater activity on the part of the infantry in the trenches were 
issued by the Corps on December 13th, and at the same time the Divisional 
artillery indulged in such bombardments as its scanty ration of ammunition 
would allow. Thanks to the better organization for co-operation with the 
R.F.C. and to the practice which gunners and airmen were obtaining in 
combined work, it was possible to get quite effective results from these 
bombardments, considering how little ammunition could be used. At the same 
time the Division's patrols developed considerable activity, bringing in plenty 
of information about the enemy's trenches and identifying their garrisons by 
capturing prisoners. A typical example of the patrol encounters which made 
such demands on the resource, daring, and initiative of officers and men 
occurred on the night of December 14th, when a party of the Queen's, 23 
strong, under 2nd Lieut. Ramsay, left the British lines about 700 yards S.E. of 
La Boutillerie cross-roads to try to rush a German picquet which had 
previously been located. While a lance-corporal and six men moved straight 
forward towards the picquet with orders to divert its attention and draw its 
fire, the main body worked round to the right so as to get into position on the 
left rear of the picquet, intending to rush it from the flank as soon as it opened 
fire. On reaching the position he was aiming at 2nd Lieut. Ramsay noticed a 
small group of men between him and the picquet, and thinking it might be the 
rest of his party who had lost their way, sent an orderly to reconnoitre. Private 
Knowles, the orderly, crept forward and got right in among this party, when 
finding them to be Germans he shouted out, "Here they are! Open fire." He 
was promptly bayoneted, but 2nd Lieut. Ramsay's party fired and followed up 
their volley with a charge, killing two Germans and wounding two others, one 
of whom was at once sent back to the British lines. A heavy fire was now 
opened from the main German trench, and as a prisoner had been taken and 
one of the objects of the enterprise thereby achieved, 2nd Lieut. Ramsay 
withdrew his party, covered by Corporal Lamond, who lay down and opened 
fire and then drew off in a different direction from the rest, thereby distracting 
the German attention. A messenger, Private Viney, was sent to warn the other 
party to withdraw, but approaching it from the direction of the German 
trenches he was mistaken for a German and shot: though mortally wounded 
he managed to de-liver his message of recall before he died, thereby enabling 
the party to withdraw successfully. The battalion was warmly complimented 
on the success of the enterprise, and the information obtained from the 
prisoner proved most valuable, confirming an identification of the 55th 
Infantry Regiment of the 7th Corps as the immediate opponents of the 
Division. 
 
The points finally selected for the Seventh Division's attacks were near La 
Boutillerie and Rouges Bancs. At the first the Warwickshires, supported by the 
Queen's, were to attack at 4.30 p.m. on December 18th; their attack being 
preceded by a quarter of an hour's artillery bombardment—all the 
ammunition supply would permit (4.6-inch howitzers were limited to 20 
rounds per gun, 4.7-inch guns and 18-pounders to 40 rounds, only the 13-
pounderse having an unrestricted supply). It was to be followed at 6 p.m. by 
the 20th Brigade's attack, which was to dispense with a previous 
bombardment and to trust to surprise. In this both the Scots Guards and the 
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Borders were to take part, and in case both attacks succeeded a third was to be 
made by the 2Ist Brigade with the Yorkshires leading. 
 
The 22nd Brigade was attacking just West of the pronounced salient in its 
lines at Well Farm near La Boutillerie. The Warwickshires were to form up in 
these lines on a front of 200 yards and to advance on the close of the 
bombardment, the Queen's and South Staffords, who held the trenches to 
right and left, opening covering fire as they went forward. Two companies, "C" 
and "D," of the Queen's were to occupy the trenches vacated by the attackers 
and hold themselves in readiness to support them and open up 
communications with the position to be captured. 
 
By 4.30 on a December evening it was practically dark, and for some time 
after the attack started it was impossible to make out what success had 
attended it. All that was known was that the Warwickshires had gone forward 
most resolutely in face of a very heavy fire from guns, rifles, and machine-guns 
and had been lost to sight in the dark. About 5 o'clock, however, a N.C.O. came 
back and reported that the battalion was held up just short of the German 
trenches, had lost heavily, and needed reinforcements, whereupon "C" 
Company of the Queen's and two platoons of "D" promptly went forward to 
their help. The bombardment had inflicted little damage on the German wire 
and had not prevented the Germans from manning their parapet in force and 
opening a heavy fire directly our troops got so near that our guns could not 
fire for fear of hitting their own men. Major Brewis was killed at the head of 
his Warwickshires within a few yards of the German wire, and several other 
officers were shot down close to him or in trying to work their way through the 
wire. One small party established itself in a small trench just outside the 
German parapet and held on there all night, only to have to surrender when 
the morning light revealed the hopelessness of their position. But the bulk of 
the attackers were either shot down on their way across No Man's Land or 
brought to a standstill outside the wire. The Queen's, though gallantly led by 
Captains Lee and Fearon, who continued to go forward although wounded, 
could do no more than reach the wire and reinforce the Warwickshires. 
Realizing that the attack had failed, the C.O. of the Queen's, Major Montague 
Bates of the East Surreys, decided not to use the Welch Fusiliers, of whom one 
company had just reached the front trench, to renew it, but issued orders for 
the survivors to get back as best they could. This they did, while stretcher-
bearers went out and brought in many of the wounded, unimpeded by the 
Germans. The losses had been heavy: besides Major Brewis the Royal 
Warwickshires had 8 officers and over 300 men killed, wounded, and missing; 
of the Queen's 8 officers and 90 men were casualties, more than half of them 
killed or missing. These casualties were the more felt because both battalions 
had barely been re-formed after their losses at Ypres, but both the Brigadier 
and Divisional Commander testified to their gallantry and devotion: it was no 
fault of theirs that they had failed—they had been asked to do what experience 
was to show to be impossible in the conditions then prevailing. 
 
The 20th Brigade also, if more successful at first, could make no lasting gain. 
It attacked on a front of 500 yards from the Sailly-Fromelles road Eastward 
with two companies of the Scots Guards on the right, two of the Borders on 
the left. Unluckily the Borders do not seem to have heard the signal for the 
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assault, which was given by whistle by the Scots Guards, and the two 
battalions did not go forward together. The Scots Guards, advancing with 
great dash and enjoying the advantage of surprise—the absence of the 
preliminary bombardment proved a real benefit, for that which had preceded 
the 22nd Brigade's attack had merely put the enemy on the alert—managed to 
effect a lodgment, though their right ran into thick and uncut wire and lost 
heavily from machine-guns. Elsewhere, however, the wire, which varied 
greatly in strength, being quite weak and thin in places, proved less of an 
obstacle, and Captain Loder, who led the attack, was able to effect a surprise, 
most of the defenders being bayoneted and others shot down as they bolted. 
He promptly set to work to consolidate his position in the German line, 
blocking the ends of the portion taken, though there were gaps between some 
of his parties where bits of stronger wire had held up the attackers, and not all 
these could be connected up. Unluckily, too, the great depth of the German 
trenches made it impossible for the men to see to shoot out of them, and they 
had to climb out and lie on the parapet to get a fire position. Attacks were not 
slow to begin, and the Scots Guards were soon hard beset to maintain their 
ground. Efforts were being made by Captain Paynter, their C.O., to get a 
communication trench dug across No Man's Land, and some reinforcements 
were sent across, but on the left flank the Borders had failed to get in and the 
Scots Guards were therefore quite isolated. 
 
The Borders' failure to effect a lodgment was due mainly to the impossibility 
of hearing the signal for the starting of the assault. They went forward directly 
the sound of cheering on their right told them the Guards had started, but the 
delay, though short, was long enough to give the Germans the warning they 
needed and to let them man their trenches. The Borders went forward in face 
of a murderous fire which mowed most of them down within a very short time. 
Captain Askew, the commander of the attacking force, reached the German 
trenches and was killed there, using his revolver effectively. Some men seem 
to have got in with him and shared his fate, but a counter-attack drove most of 
the attackers back, not without a sharp fight, however, for when, during the 
armistice of December 25th-26th, many of the dead were buried, German 
bodies were found outside their wire and mixed up with the Borders' dead. A 
second advance which Major Warren organized proved ineffectual, and now 
that the Germans were fully on the alert it was recognized to be hopeless to 
continue the attempt. The survivors of the Borders were therefore withdrawn 
to the British lines (Privates Acton and Smith of the Border Regiment were 
awarded the V.C. for their gallantry in going out under heavy fire on December 
21st and bringing in wounded men who had been lying out ever since this 
attack. Private Mackenzie of the Scots Guards received the same honour for a 
similar act of gallantry on December 10th). 
 
The effort of the Scots Guards to maintain themselves in the German line 
looked for a time like meeting with more success. Though strongly counter-
attacked they held on stoutly, and though driven out from some points 
maintained a hold until long after midnight on the centre of the line taken. But 
it was evident that No Man's Land was too wide—nearly 200 yards—for a 
trench to be opened up across it in time, and shortly before daylight the last 
section held was successfully evacuated, a wounded officer being got safely 
away (The Scots Guards had 3 officers and 112 men killed and missing, 3 



 

fourteeneighteen|research: Page 17 
 

officers and 76 men wounded; the Borders 2 officers and 71 men killed and 
missing, 2 officers and 40 men wounded). 
 
Apart from this unsuccessful venture the Division's activities were mainly 
confined to experimenting with improvised trench-mortars and hand 
grenades, a Grenade Company being formed in each brigade, and to the 
elimination wherever possible of salients and re-entrants by digging new 
trenches. The existing salients were not to be abandoned, but were to be used 
as advanced posts, while in the same way re-entrants were to serve as support 
trenches. In places saps were run out from the front line and ultimately joined 
up so as to make a new front trench. But this work was greatly impeded by 
trouble with water, which was threatening to make some parts of the line 
untenable, and the main interest of the closing days of the month was the 
effort to keep the trenches dry. An informal armistice, started by mutual 
consent on the morning of December 25th and continued till the next 
afternoon, did not meet with approval in higher quarters and its repetition 
was peremptorily forbidden, but it afforded an opportunity for burying and 
identifying many of those killed in the attack of December 18th, for learning 
some-thing about those still " missing," and for identifying the German units 
opposite the Division." 
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The British infantry battalion in 1914-1918 

 
The battalion was the basic tactical unit of the infantry of the British Army in 
the Great War of 1914-1918. At full establishment, it consisted of 1,007 men, of 
whom 30 were officers. It comprised a Battalion Headquarters and four 
Companies. 
  
Battalion Headquarters 
The Battalion was usually commanded by an officer with the rank of 
Lieutenant Colonel. A Major was Second-in-Command. Battalion HQ also had 
three other officers: a Captain or Lieutenant filled the role of Adjutant (in 
charge of Battalion administration); similarly a Captain or Lieutenant was the 
Quartermaster (responsible for stores and transport); an officer of the Royal 
Army Medical Corps was also attached. 
 
Battalion HQ also included the Regimental Sergeant-Major (RSM, the most 
senior Non-Commissioned Officer) plus a number of specialist roles filled by 
NCO's with the rank of Sergeant: Quartermaster, Drummer, Cook, Pioneer, 
Shoemaker, Transport, Signaller, Armourer (often attached from the Army 
Ordnance Corps), and Orderly Room Clerk. 
 
A Corporal and 4 Privates of the Royal Army Medical Corps were attached for 
sanitary and water duties; a Corporal and 15 Privates were employed as 
Signallers; 10 Privates were employed as Pioneers (on construction, repair and 
general engineering duties); 11 Privates acted as Drivers for the horse-drawn 
transport; 16 acted as Stretcher-bearers (these often being the musicians of 
the Battalion Band); 6 Privates acted as Officers Batmen (personal servants), 
and 2 as Orderlies for the Medical Officer.  
  
Companies 
Usually lettered A to D, each of the four Companies numbered 227 heads 
when at full establishment. Each was commanded by a Major or Captain, with 
a Captain as Second-in-Command. Company HQ included a Company 
Sergeant-Major (CSM), a Company Quartermaster Sergeant (CQMS), 2 
Privates acting as Batmen, and 3 as Drivers. The body of the Company was 
divided into 4 Platoons, each of which was commanded by a subaltern (a 
Lieutenant or Second Lieutenant). In total, the 4 Platoons consisted of 8 
Sergeants, 10 Corporals, 4 Drummers, 4 Batmen and 188 Privates. Each 
Platoon was subdivided into 4 Sections, each of 12 men under an NCO. 
  
If asked, after his name, rank and number, a man might refer to himself as 
being in Number 2 Section, 1 Platoon, A Company, the 2nd Royal Warwicks. A 
Private soldier would also know the brigade his battalion was in, and certainly 
the division the brigade was attached to. It seems that most men identified 
first with their regiment, then with their division. 
  
Also in the Battalion 
Each battalion had, in 1914, a Machine-gun Section consisting of a Lieutenant, 
a Sergeant, a Corporal, 2 Drivers, a Batman and 12 Privates trained in the 
maintenance, transport, loading and firing of the Vickers heavy machine gun. 
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These men made up two six-man gun teams. Also on the battalion strength 
were 8 Lance-Sergeants and 49 Lance Corporals (these being included in the 
figures already given above). 
 
Each battalion had a detachment at its Base Depot, which did not take the 
field when the battalion was on active service. The Base Detachment consisted 
- in theory - of a subaltern, 2 Sergeants and 91 Privates to form a first 
reinforcement (to make good Battalion casualties or other losses); 4 Storemen, 
the Band Sergeant and the Sergeant Master Tailor. When the Battalion went 
on active service, it left behind the Bandmaster and the Sergeant-Instructor of 
Musketry, for service with the Reserve Battalion. 
  
Equipment 
Battalion transport consisted of 13 riding, and 43 draught and packhorses. 
The provided the power for drawing the six ammunition carts, two water carts, 
three General Service Wagons (for tools and machine guns), and the MO's 
Maltese Cart. The Signallers had 9 bicycles. (Note: the Divisional Train also 
provided four more two-horsed GS Wagons for each battalion. 
 
All ranks carried a rifle - which for the regular battalions (and after the early 
days when all sorts of older equipment was supplied to the Territorial and 
Service battalions, all of these were eventually similarly equipped) was the 
Short Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE). The only exceptions were officers, 
Pipers, Drummers, Buglers and the five men in each Battalion who carried 
range-finding instruments. All those carrying a rifle, except the RSM and 
other Staff Sergeants, were also armed with the sword-bayonet. 
 
Other battalion equipment, over and above that carried by the man, included 
120 shovels, 73 pickaxes, 20 felling axes, 8 hand axes, 46 billhooks, 20 reaping 
hooks, a hand saw, 32 folding saws and 8 crowbars. There was also a plethora 
of minor stores and spares. 
 
The battalion also carried a certain amount of ammunition, although this was 
backed up by the echelons of Transport at Brigade, Divisional and Lines of 
Communication levels. When added together, the supply per rifle came to 550 
rounds per man. The Battalion Transport carried 32 boxes of 1,000 rounds, 
and each man could carry up to 120 rounds. The machine guns were each 
supplied with a total of 41,500 rounds of which 3,500 was carried with the 
gun, and 8,000 in regimental reserve. 
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Next steps 
 

Regimental archives 

 
While they will not have personnel or service records, the regimental archive 
may have lists, photographs, correspondence or reports that may be useful. 
The archives often hold personal diaries and letters, memoirs, scrap and press 
cutting albums: 
 
The Royal Regiment of Fusiliers Museum 
St John’s House 
St John’s 
Warwick 
CV34 4NF 
United Kingdom 
Tel: +44 1926 491653 
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