EXTRACTS FROM THE LETTERS OF CAPTAIN NOEL CHAVASSE:
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A GRAPHIC ACCOUNT OF HIS LIFE AS A SOLDIER AND DOCTOR ON THE FRONT 
Noel Chavasse was born in 1884, and gained a First Class degree in Philosophy from Trinity College Cambridge. He qualified as a doctor in 1912 and when the First World War started, he joined the Royal Army Medical Corps and was attached to the 10th Liverpool Scottish. 
He was with them when he won the Military Cross in June 1915, going out into No Mans Land for 48 hours to bring in the wounded. Just two months later he won his first VC when on the Somme the battalion sustained casualties amounting to nearly a third of their strength. Chavasse again brought in the wounded, and under heavy shellfire bought a badly wounded man in. He was wounded himself, but continued to search for the wounded, along with 20 volunteers. It was estimated that in two days he probably saved the lives of some 20 men. 
His second VC was won in Flanders, when on the first day of Third Ypres (the 31st of July 1917) his battalion attacked north-east of Ypres. Chavasse sustained a head wound but refused to leave, and in the appalling weather that was a feature of the battle he went out again and again to rescue the wounded, once more saving many lives. 
Early in the morning of the 2nd of August 1917 he was taking a short rest when his position was struck by a shell, and although wounded in six places, Chavasse crawled half a mile to seek help for the others that had been wounded. He was evacuated, but, badly injured, died on the 4th of August 1917 - but only after dictating a letter to his fiancee Gladys saying that 'duty called and duty must be obeyed'. 
18/08/1914

If ever I get sent to the Front with a regiment I shall almost shed tears of joy. … I do envy Chris going off so soon, but I think this dog is going to have his day soon too.

17/11/1914

We expect to be moved to the Front at any moment…. The men (apparently) will be in the trenches alternate 24 hours, changing with a fresh lot of men during the night. I am behind HQ, probably a dug-out where I sit and wait for the wounded to be brought to me. I believe that doctors are not allowed in the trenches, so really I shall run very little risk at all unnecessarily, my blood is not heroic, and my form neither proud nor, alas, childlike. In fact, I am getting fatter then ever on active service diet. I am told the feeding at the Front is absolutely splendid and in the trenches there is a Daily Mail for every 10 men.

We hear from time to time the far-away boom of the guns. They must be deafening close to. Aeroplanes circle round our heads nearly all day, coming and going to the Front, reconnoitre and also patrolling the air, because a German aeroplane dropped a bomb near HQ not so long ago. 
05/12/1914

In a field we met the Regiment we had come to relieve [Glasgow Highlanders]. They had been 48 hours in the trenches without casualty. It came later, because an officer who went a little apart to drink, was hit by a stray bullet in the lung. He was hurried off in a motor looking as if he bled inside, very faint and white but terribly alive… I suddenly heard a horrid hum and whiz close to my ear. I am sorry to say I ducked, and felt considerably startled. As I went on there were more hums, from bullets possibly overhead. I ducked every time. … My stretcher-bearers were more shaken than I was, even, and did not sleep a bit, but sat round a room in silence hating the whole thing. We are all new to it, and I felt very sorry for them…. At first the zip, zip of bullets hitting the sandbags close to one's head was rather alarming then it became just part of the general environment. At one point we had to get past a gate where a sniper lay in wait. I went by doing the 100 well within 10 seconds…. We had to rest 5 times while crossing a ploughed field as the Captain was very heavy on the improvised stretcher (2 poles and a greatcoat). On the way I saw a group of 10 dead Frenchmen. Next evening, the men came out of the trenches. The young men were haggard, white, and stooped like old men, but they had done gallantly…. 2 men have lost their nerve…. Two days ago the King inspected us from a motor car, and now we are to go back to the trenches, tomorrow night. We all hate the war worse than we thought we could.
11/12/1914

Our men have had a terrible experience of 72 hours in trenches, drenched through and in some places knee-deep in mud and water. To see them come out, and line up, and march off is almost terrible. They don't look like strong young men. They are muddied to the eyes. Their coats are plastered with mud and weigh an awful weight with the water which has soaked in. Their backs are bent, and they stagger and totter along with the weight of their packs. Their faces are white and haggard and their eyes glare out from mud which with short, bristly beards give them an almost beastlike look. They look like wounded or sick wild things. I have seen nothing like it. The collapse after rowing or running is nothing like it. Many, too many, who are quite beat, have to be told they must walk it. Then comes a nightmare of a march for about 2 to 4 miles, when the men walk in a trance….

01/03/1915

In our room this evening there was a wild scene. A Captain and 2 of his men from the regiment billeted in the brickfields came in and we had a musical evening. The officers then tuned in with 12 miners and they all drank cocoa and very dilute brandy in the inner room… Outside the door, there lay muffled up in their oil sheets, rigid and still, two poor men who had laid down their lives that morning - we are, I think, mercifully numbed, or who would ever smile here? They say that after three months an officer loses his nerve, from sheer nervous drain, but so far I have, please God, a good hold on myself, and am doing my best to cheer up the poor officers as they come back wearied from the strain of trench work…. I have won several good and affectionate friends up here, and am perfectly happy and in good health.

14/03/1917

It must be a military necessity, but our Higher Commanders are so aloof that I doubt if they and their staff are really in touch with and understand the battalions, and I get the impression myself of a lack of organisation and full mastery of details. Anyway a Doctor's job is rotten…We do all sorts of things to defeat the disease germs and we whitewash cellars and spray dug-outs… but against orders we are powerless.

02/05/1915

Every now and then there passes overhead a thunderous shriek, like an express train tearing through a small station. This is followed by a dull roar. We hear them pass all day and we hear them crash and looking over tangled and shell-pocked fields we can see great pillars of smoke and dust rising from the tortured city.

05/06/1915
When we got to our dug-outs we found we were in a hot spot and were being played upon by an enemy machine gun. We found this out to our cost two days ago because as one of my poor stretcher bearers was chopping up some wood to boil some tea the Maxim gun suddenly let off and a little shower of bullets kicked up the earth all round him. One bullet pierced his head and he dropped unconscious. He lived still when we put him in the ambulance, but we hear he died on the way to the hospital. I have now had 4 stretcher bearers killed and one wounded, and one has had to go home with a strained heart and another because his nerves gave way after a very bad shelling. That is 7 out of 16 already.

Last night I had a bad but necessary job. I had to crawl out behind part of the trench and bury three poor Englishmen who had been killed by a shell. I am going out after another tonight. This is the seamy side of war, but all is repaired in the feeling of comradeship and friendship made out here. It is a fine life and a man's job, but I think we shall all be glad to get home again.

In that photo you have of Scottish officers before we left for Belgium, I am the only one left now. All the rest are either killed or wounded or have gone home sick. But some of them I hope will come out again.
26/12/1915

Christmas Day was very quiet, hostilities seemed to stop by mutual consent, nobody seemed to have the heart to try to kill or main each other on that day, but as far as I know, there was no fraternizing, that had to be put down. I think it is a great tribute to the hold Christianity has on every heart, that war has to cease on Christmas Day.

23/04/1916

I shall be glad of a holiday. Do you know I have been in the line with a regiment for 15 months now and I seem to get tired more easily and don't seem to be so keen. It is only the faces of the men that keep me anxious to help them at all times. I do believe my work is going on better than ever.
