
Trench Warfare 

The trench was introduced into modern warfare when the French army, assisted by the British 

Expeditionary force, stopped the rapid advance of the Kaiser’s men in 1914 and pushed them 

back a little thus establishing the Western front which stretched from the English Channel in 

Belgium to the Swiss frontier. The British sector was partly in Belgium with the extension in 

northern France. This was the beginning of three years of trench warfare consisting of: 

1. Patrols in no man’s land to investigate enemy strength and activity, 

2. Raids on enemy trenches involving close fighting and the taking of prisoners for 

interrogation, 

3. Using the trenches as the launching point for major battles from time to time, such as 

the Somme or Passchendale. 

These battles achieved little and were extremely costly in terms of lives lost and men 

wounded, often seriously. If territory was taken it was quite small in area and certainly not 

worth the lives and wounds of so many men. The first day of the Battle of the Somme 

resulted in 57,000 casualties with 20,000 of these killed. This compares most unfavourably 

with D-Day when the British Second Army’s killed and wounded was in the region of 4,000. 

One would have thought that the latter was potentially more dangerous, wading in water with 

the enemy firing from an advantageous position. When Settrington men returned home on 

leave they would have a lot of explaining to do if they met old soldiers from earlier years, for 

whom the trench would be a strange innovation. It would have to be deep enough to totally 

conceal a soldier from the ever-watchful eye of the German sniper. To return fire they would 

have to stand on the firestep and possibly use a periscope to focus on the target. A clever 

device enabled the trigger and the periscope to combine. 

The men of course often forgot about the need to be out of the view of the snipers and so 

there were quite a number of head injuries. This caused the French to introduce the steel 

helmet: they were quickly followed by the British. A trench system usually consisted of three 

parallel trenches. The front line trench was protected by rolls of barbed wire. The two to the 

rear of the front line trench were support trenches with all three connected by communication 

trenches which were dug at right angles in order to connect all three. The trenches were 

constructed in a zig-zag fashion which was useful for the defensive capability it provided if 

the enemy managed to gain access. It also provided strength against the persistent artillery 

fire which transformed the countryside round about to a sea of mud and/or desolate waste 

land with not a tree undamaged. 

The men lived in dug outs. The sparse comfort offered was not helped by the large number of 

rats who shared the “accommodation” with them. The lice on men and uniform alike added to 

their discomfort which was rendered almost unbearable when rain flooded the whole system. 

It left many of them with a condition known as “trench foot” which persisted long after the 

war had ended. 

It is clear that some training would be necessary before a unit began duty in a Flanders 

trench. Recently (that is in the years 2013/14) a large practice battlefield, the size of 



seventeen football pitches, has been discovered on heathland in Hampshire. There is evidence 

of the existence of two opposing trench systems with the requisite area of no man’s land in 

between. Apparently this is part of the start of a venture called “Home Front Legacy”. 

English Heritage and the Council for British Archaeology are working together to discover 

and preserve remains of the 1914-18 which were built on home soil. 

A significant number of Settrington men must have occupied the trenches but just how many 

will be difficult to discover. It will also be difficult to estimate how many men from the 

ecclesiastical parish (Settrington and Scagglethorpe) did serve in France. There are nine 

names for 1914-18 on the parish war memorial and so if one in twelve men who served were 

killed this would suggest about one hundred men from the ecclesiastical parish were involved 

actively in the war. The population of the ecclesiastical parish was just 700.  

The village Wednesday group has expressed an interest in local history. Could an attempt to 

research the previous lives of these men be attempted so that they can mean much more to us 

than a name on a plaque? Would the first place to start be the census returns? 


