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Diary of a doughboy

COMMENTARY AND SIDEBAR NOTES BY L. MAREN WOOD

Diary of Willard Newton, July 24—28, 1918, published in the Charlotte Observer,
September 19, 1920.

As you read...

This diary was written by a soldier named Willard Newton, who served in the U.S. Army during World War .
After the war ended, his diary was published by the Charlotte Observer in a series entitled “Over There For
Uncle Sam.”

TRENCH WARFARE

At the beginning of the war, German troops advanced quickly through Belgium into France, where they were
stopped by French and British armies. Unable to advance further, both sides settled in for a long, brutal, and
bloody war. Both armies dug a long series of trenches that stretched for a thousand miles across western
Europe. Some trenches were deep enough for men to stand up in, but some were smaller, and men had to
duck and crawl all day through the trenches.

Most troops were stationed away from the front line in camps, but there were always troops stationed
inside the trenches. The men in the trenches stayed in position for a few days to a few weeks before they
were relieved. While on the front lines, the men had to sleep and eat in the trenches. The trenches were
filthy; they were full of standing water, mud, garbage, rats, and human waste. As a consequence, thousands
of men died from disease.

If an army decided to advance and fight, they first had to cross “No Man'’s Land” — the land between
the opposing armies’ trenches. Each side’s trenches were protected by thick lines of barbed wire. Soldiers
trying to advance across No Man’s Land were easy targets for machine guns and artillery, and there was no
cover. With both sides constantly firing on each other, trees or grass were shredded, and No Man’s Land
was a wasteland of muddy craters made by bombs and artillery shells. To avoid having to cross No Man'’s
Land, each side used artillery to shell the other’s troops.

During battle, men charged across No Man’s Land to take the enemy’s trenches. Most raids were
conducted at night under the cover of darkness, and were proceeded by heavy firing from the guns lodged in
the trenches.

Unlike previous wars, which had involved complex battle tactics and the movement of troops, most of
World War | in western Europe was a stalemate — a “war of attrition” in which each side tried to weaken its
enemy enough to force a surrender.
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

1. How did Newton describe the living quarters for soldiers along the front?

2. How did Newton describe the trenches? What were they like?

3. What different tasks was Newton assigned during the days covered by the diary?

4. How many times was Newton in the line of fire? How many times did he mention being shot at,
shelled, or bombed?

5. Why do you think Newton mentioned that he had seen “No Man’s Land?”

Figure 1. This photograph, taken by German soldiers, shows an abandoned
British trench that had been captured by the Germans. In the background,

German soldiers on horseback view the scene.

July 24, 1918

I am glad when day breaks for Fritz' quits shelling. We are on guard all the morning, being
relieved in the afternoon by men from the first battalion, who are moving in and taking our
billets. We leave these billets late in the afternoon and move a few kilometers nearer the
lines (where friend and foe face each other all the time) and are billeted in small dug-outs,
12 men being assigned to each. The dug-outs having iron frames covered with sheet iron,
the sheet iron being covered with dirt and camouflaged with dead bushes.

To kill or to wound any one [sic] a shell must hit directly on one of these dug-outs as
they are under the level of the ground. Batteries of artillery, heavy and light, are stationed
all around us, some of them firing all the time. Like the dug-outs they are concealed to
keep them hid from view of enemy ‘planes that come over any chance they get. The third
and second platoons are stationed a few hundred yards from us, the third being assigned to
billets, while the second platoon has to “dig in” (each man had to dig a hole in the ground
large and deep enough to lay his body in) and put up their “pup” tents. The first platoon
returns to Proven and camps in an old pasture.
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July 25, 1918

A section of the fourth platoon goes up to within a few hundred yards of the front line
trenches and spends the morning putting up barbed wire entanglements. The rest of the
platoon goes up at night and works in the trenches where the infantry is, repairing damage
recently done by German shells. I do not go on either one of these details, but remain in all
day. I go over to where there are some Scotch soldiers, known as the Highlanders and talk
awhile with them. They are stationed only a short distance from us in tin billets. The
Highlander always wears a kilt, whether in battle or on leave. I receive two letters in the
afternoon from the States. The guns continue their regular firing on the German lines.

July 26, 1918

The platoon sergeant puts me on the kitchen police for the day. The section work at their
same jobs in and near the trenches. The sergeant in charge of our dug-out receives a roll of
Charlotte papers from the States and they are eagerly ready by all, especially the Charlotte
boys. About 11 p. m., Fritz begins shelling the light railway that is only a few hundred yards
to our rear. Some of the shells burst pretty close to our dug-outs, but Fritz hasn’t got our
numbers yet. After he ceases firing the British artillery opens up and fires the rest of the
night.

July 27, 1918

I go up with the section of the platoon that is putting up barbed wire entanglements. We
start for the job at 5 a. m., riding nearly five kilometers® on a light railway train. We are
suppose to work until 11:45 a. m., but Fritz starts shelling a battery of guns stationed in and
near the field where we are working at 10 a.m., and we leave the field and take shelter in an
old shell-wrecked chateaux. We remain here until stopping time and then start back to our
billets. We are all wet and muddy from falling on the west ground and jumping in shell
holes when the shells fell close, to keep from being hit by pieces of shells. Reaching camp
we are excused for the remainder of the day.
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Figure 2. The hand-written

caption on this photograph says
thatitis “No Man’s Land —
once a a forest in ‘Flander’s
Fields.” “In Flanders Fields”
was a poem written in in 1915 by
a Canadian colonel about the
death of a friend. (Flanders is a
region of Belgium.)

July 28, 1918

We get up at 4 a. m. and get ready for our day’s work. After eating breakfast we march to
Toronto Junction, the place we get on the light railway train, and get our morning train for
the chateaux. We ride to within 200 yards of this building and get off but instead of going
to our old job we march past it and cut across a large field to another railroad track which
we follow for several hundred yards, finally going into a sunken bottom. I soon notice
fellows asleep in holes dug back into the bank, while others are on guard. We are hailed, at
a small bridge that crosses over the branch that runs through the sunken bottom by a
sentinel, who says that only one man must pass over at the time and that he must stoop
over as he crosses to keep from being seen by the Germans. Crossing we follow a trench
that leads into another trench that is filled with English and doughboys from our own
division, most of them laying under the ground in holes they have dug asleep. We come to
another low place in the trench and again we have to stoop when crossing. Continuing on
up the same trench we come to where the other section of the platoon is working and we
begin working with them, throwing mud out of the trenches and putting in duck-boards
for the doughboys to walk on. Anxious to say I have seen No Man’s Land, I step on a firing
base and take a look. Borrowing a pair of field glasses from an English sentinel I look over
at the German trenches. Not a human being can be seen though as the Fritzies do not dare
to peep over the top. Scores of British ‘planes fly about over No Man’s Land observing and
occasionally diving on the German trenches pouring hundreds of machine gun bullets into
them and rising again while the Germans use machine and anti-aircraft guns in an effort
to shoot them down. The lieutenant warns us against looking upward while the Germans
are shelling the British planes as there is danger of getting hit in the face and eyes by
pieces of falling shrapnel. But the fellows seem to pay no attention to his warning, for every
time a ‘plane would draw fire they would look up at it. We do not work from 1 to 4 p. m.,
but are instead given that time as a rest period. We stop work for the day at 8 p. m. and
start for camp. We stop at the ammunition dump where the train is supposed to meet us,
and here we wait for 75 minutes, but no train shows up. In the meantime Fritz has started
to shelling the roads and gradually begins shelling near this dump. Our lieutenant seeing
that pretty soon Fritz will be shelling the dump gets his platoon started down the road. He
was not any too soon in doing this for after we got a few hundred yards down the road
shells began falling by twos and fours around this dump. We hike to camp, following the
dirt road a while and then the rail track. We made a record hike, reaching camp at 1:30 p.
m., sooner than we had expected to. We were all tired and hungry from the day’s work and
the hike, but our cook was on the job and had a hot supper prepared for us. We did not
take time to wash or put our rifles in our dugouts, but threw our rifles on the ground and
lined up for “chow.” Each man received a mess kit full of mashed pototoes, beef steak and
gravy, and hot cup of real coffee. Every one received a plenty and the cook was the talk of
the platoon after supper.

On the web

Trench warfare in World War I

http://www.sog.unc.edu/programs/civiced/resources/docs/TrenchwarefareinWW1I.pdf
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Much of the fighting during World War I was done from the trenches, a grueling and horrific
experience for soldiers. In this lesson from the North Carolina Civic Education Consortium,
students will participate in an experiential activity based on trench warfare and have their
interest peaked regarding this period of history with the macabre yet realistic details of war life.
Students will further learn about World War I though examination of the poem "The Rear-
Guard" by Siegfried Sassoon.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, World War I, history, military, and soldiers.

Notes

1. Fritz was a common German name, and was used by Americans to refer to German troops.

2. 5 kilometres is about 3 miles.
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More information about these images and higher-resolution files are linked from the original web
version of this document.
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Figure 2 (page 4)
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