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Arriving at the front line
The trenches which were all breastworks like this [Figure 1] were in 
very good repair but there was always something to be done and 
generally we managed about 4 hours ‘ work a day on them. At first 
some of the men slept at night whilst others did sentry duty and 
patrols along the duckboards but later on sleeping at night was entirely 
given up. It also soon became a point of honour that the trench 
officer should only enter his dugout to write reports when on duty 
— otherwise he stayed with the men or patrolled the sector with his 
trench NCO and his batman as messenger.

This is the first of a new series looking at the 
strengths and weaknesses of different types of 
historical evidence. Here, Paul Short and Dan 
Silverman look at some extracts from the diaries 
of George Green, a second lieutenant in the British 
Army, from August 1916 to November 1917, when 
he was wounded. The diaries of his time in the 
trenches on the French/Belgian border were written 
up in autumn 1918, from notes and mess reports. 
They are reproduced by permission of his  
great-granddaughter, Sally Green

Guarding a command post
As the men had had very few vegetables since they came out 
beyond the dried vegetables which were put in their stew we 
arranged with Cassidy — our cook — to try and get roasting 
meat for Sunday and I made each man collect his mess tin 
full of young nettles. The meat — legs of mutton — came up 
to the dump all right but some other company got there first 
and collared the lot leaving us only the ordinary stewing stuff. 
The nettles however were a great success and later on when 
we were again at Command Post we repeated the programme — 
this time successfully. I rarely heard any complaints about the 
food except when the bread was badly knocked about but the 
monotony of it was very trying and it was difficult to provide 
any change as we were never long enough in any one place to 
build ovens and arrange supplies to fit a change of menu.

Gas attacks in the trenches
It was whilst in this sector that we had our first experience 
of gas. For several days running we were warned that if 
the wind was favourable gas would be sent over by us in 
projectors at a certain time. At last it happened about 1 1 p.m. 
The noise of the discharge was curiously unlike anything 
else in the gun line and resembled a number of heavy weights 
falling down wooden stairs. Unfortunately the wind was not 
too good and a lot of gas drifted down our front line so that 
we had to wear respirators for half an hour. A good many 
dead rats were floating about in the ditch that ran immediately 
behind the front line the next day. We heard afterwards that 
the enemy had many casualties, as many as two thousand 
being mentioned but that must have been a great exaggeration. 
It might have been 200–300. The following morning he 
retaliated by shelling us fiercely with gas shells at about 
5a.m. Haslam the runner was gassed as he came along the CT 
but after being sick he managed to carry on.

Strengths of using diaries as evidence Drawbacks of using diaries as evidence

 ■  They provide first-hand testimony and 
personal reflections on historical events.

 ■  They can be private accounts, not written 
for public reading, offering honest 
insights.

 ■  They are often reliable and accurate 
personal reflections on events — usually 
written close to the events they describe.

 ■  They may only offer a limited viewpoint 
and may not always be representative of 
other people’s views during this time.

 ■  Their purpose is not always clear, e.g. 
sometimes they are written by politicians 
to be published later.
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Source A
Soldiers fixing scaling ladders in 
their trench on the day before a 
battle, 1917


