What was Trench Warfare like?


As soon as soldiers began to dig down they would invariably find water two or three feet below the surface. Water-logged trenches were a constant problem for soldiers on the Western Front.

Frontline trenches were usually about seven feet deep and six feet wide. The front of the trench was known as the parapet. The top two or three feet of the parapet and the parados (the rear side of the trench) would consist of a thick line of sandbags to absorb any bullets or shell fragments. In a trench of this depth it was impossible to see over the top, so a two or three-foot ledge known as a fire-step, was added. The sides of the trench were supported by revetments made from planks of wood.

Trenches were not dug in straight lines. Otherwise, if the enemy had a successful offensive, and got into your trenches, they could shoot straight along the line. Each trench was dug with alternate fire-bays and traverses. Duck-boards were also placed at the bottom of the trenches over the sump to protect soldiers from problems such as trench foot. Soldiers also made dugouts and bolt holes in the side of the trenches to give them some protection from the weather and enemy fire. The front-line trenches were also protected by barbed-wire entanglements and machine-gun posts. The sap-head, usually about 30 yards forward of the front-line, were used as listening posts. Behind the front-line trenches were support and reserve trenches. The three rows of trenches covered between 200 and 500 yards of ground. Communication trenches were dug at an angle to the frontline trench and were used to transport men, equipment and food supplies.

Some trenches were good, well built and deep; others were little more than shallow holes hurriedly dug in wet mud.

During the day, the soldiers rested uneasily. They remained fully dressed throughout the trench tour of three to four days, with rifles ready beside them. Rarely did a day pass, even in ‘quiet’ areas, without a casualty or an alarm. In winter, rain and cold were unspeakable miseries.

Meals were monotonous – ration biscuits, bread, tinned meat, plum and apple jam. There were cigarettes and a daily ration of thick, strong rum, and perhaps a hot meal at dusk. Trench life proved strangely healthy, except for ‘trench feet’, caused by constant damp that turned the feet green and swollen, and lice which infested all front line soldiers.

It was hard to keep the trenches dry or free of vermin. Philip Gibbs wrote:


“The water through which we waded was alive with a multitude of swimming frogs. Red slugs crawled up the sides of the trenches, and beetles with dangerous-looking horns wriggled along dry ledges and invaded the dugout in search of the vermin which infested them.”

Corpses of men became embedded into the ground they had defended.


“At some points in the trench, bones pierced through their shallow burial, and skulls appeared like mushrooms,” reported the poet Edmund Blunden.

George Coppard remembered: “Every square yard of ground seemed to be layered with corpses, producing a sickening stench. We would curtain off protruding parts with a sandbag, pinned to the side of the trench with cartridges. A swollen right arm, with a German eagle tattooed on it, used to stick out and brush us as we squeezed by, once a head appeared which wasn’t there an hour before…”
The trench smell was described by the poet Robert Graves as “compounded of stagnant mud, latrine buckets, chloride of lime, unburied and half-buried corpses, rotting sandbags, stale human sweat, fumes of cordite and lyddite. Sometimes it was sweetened by cigarette smoke and the scent of bacon frying over wood fires; sometimes made sinister by the lingering odour of poison gas.”

Sergeant Harry Roberts, who lived in a flooded trench for six days said:

“If you have never had trench feet described to you, I will explain. Your feet swell to two or three times their normal size and go completely dead. You could stick a bayonet into them and not feel a thing.

If you are lucky enough not to lose your feet, the swelling begins to go down, it is then that the indescribable agony beings. I have heard men cry and scream with the pain and many have had to have their feet and legs amputated.

I was one of the lucky ones, but one more day in that trench and it may have been too late.”

From an interview with driver R.L. Venables:

Whiles asleep during the night, we were frequently awakened by rats running over us. When this happened too often for my liking, I would lie on my back and wait for a rat to linger on my legs, then violently heave my legs upward, throwing the rat into the air. Occasionally, I would hear a grunt when the rat landed on a fellow victim.”
