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MEDICAL NARRATIVE OF THE ARRANGEMENTS OF 
THE FIRST DIVISION AT THE BATTLE OF THE 
AISNE. 

By COLONEL G. CREE, C.M.G. 

PRELIMINARY REMARKS. 

BEFORE starting on the actual medical narrative of the arrange
ments of the 1st Division at the Battle of the Aisne, I should like 
to give you an idea of the routine method we employed in the use 
of the medical units. The Division on the march was always 
arranged into three brigade groups and a headquarters group. The 
brigade groups consisted of the infantry brigade, an artillery 
brigade and the ammunition column, and sometimes also the 
brigade company of the train; the headquarters group, of the 
Divisional Headquarters, the divisional mounted troops and 
cyclists, the signal company, and the heavy battery-sometimes 
also the howitzer brigade. To meet this arrangement, and carry 
on the idea, each field ambulance marched with a brigade group, 
and billeted and drew rations with it. This was a convenience 
from the point of view of billeting and feeding, and had the addi
tional advantage of always indicating where each .. of the field 
a~bulances was, and preventing them from getting mislaid. 
When in touch with the enemy the arrangements were modified, 
and the bearer divisions alone, with a proportion of their ambu
lance wagons, marched with their brigade groups, the tent 
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202 Medical Arrangements at the Battle of the Aisne 

divisions marching and billeting with the baggage sections of the 
train. After experience with varying coIiditions we came to the 
conclusion that this was on the whole a very good routine arrange
ment-it saved a good deal of order writing, and enabled us to put 
our fingers at once on any portion of the field medical units. 

TOPOGRAPHY OF THE AISNE. 

The portion of the Aisne Valley over which we operated is 
about two miles wide and contains the river as well as the canal 
of the same name, which run side by side and nearly west and 
east in direction, and is protected on each side by high, steep 
ranges of hills, throwing out numerous spurs with deep re-entrant 
valleys running up to the scarp of the main ranges. There are 
good main roads running parallel to the river and canal on each 
side, with branch roads at right angles to the north and south. 
The river and canal were crossed by numerous bridges, the majority 
of which, however, have naturally been de,stroyed. The valleys 
and spurs were well wooded, and cultivated land formed the rest 
of the ground. 

On the morning of September 13, the 1st Division marched 
from its billets at Bazocbes and Vauxcere' about daybreak. The 
bearer divisions accompanied their brigade groups. The tent 
divisions remained with the divisional train. About midday we 
reached the Aisne itself, without practically any opposition whilst 
crossing the range of hills south of the river, and found the bridge 
at Bourg had:not been destroyed by the Germans for some occult 
reason or another. The Division crossed by this bridge with 
practically no opposition, except shell fire, and billeted in the 
village of Bourg that night. Nothing of importance had happened 
during the day from a medical point of view, and th.e bearer 
divisions billeted in their brigade areas. 

On the following morning, the 14th, the Division marched at 
daybreak, the 2nd Brigade acting as advance guard, along the main 
road running at right angles to the river to Laan over the crest of 
the hills. About one and a half miles along this road they came in 
touch with the enemy about 6 a.m., and a general action started. 
The brigade pushed along the road to north of Vendresse and 
Troyon and took up a position on the crest of the hill south of 
the famous Chemin-des-Dames which runs practically east and 
west. ~he bearer division of No. 2 Field Ambulance, which was 
accompanying the 2nd Brigade, opened a dressing station on the 
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G. Oree 203 

right-hand side of the cross roads V endress-Moulins in a small farm_ 
The ist Brigade moved up on the left of the 2n<1 Brigade, and the 
3rd Brigade-less the Queen's Regiment-on the left of the 1st~ the 
Queen's moving to the right of the 2nd Brigade into Paissy. The 
bearer divisions of Nos. 1 and 3 Field Ambulances conformed to the 
movement of their brigades and also opened dressing stations, 
No. 3 in Vendresse at the Marie and other buildings, and No. 1 
at Moulins in a farql. The Division was now extended along 
a front of about three miles, from Chivy on the left to Paissy 
on the right. The artillery were spread out behind this line, some 
batteries in the Chivy Valley, some below Moulins, and some 
at Paissy. The villages of Chivy, Beaulne, Troyon and Paissy, 
were all utilized by the Regimental Medical Officers as first-aid 
posts, and owing to the nature of the ground these officers were able 
to work in close touch with those of the bearer divisions. The 
headquarters of the Division remained just off the main road about 
a mile south of the cross road to Moulins. . 

About 12 noon we visited all the dressing stations and found 
them working well. Tha casualties were coming in very rapidly as 
the fighting was very sev.ere and the dressing stations, and the roads 
leading to them, were all under shell fire. During the forenoon all 
three tent divisions reported their whereabouts by means of either 
a mounted officer or cycle orderly, near Vauxcere, in the following 
order on the road, Nos. 1, 3 and No. 2, and they were given orders 
to move on to Bourg and report their arrival. At 3 p.m. we 
got a message from 1st Corps to say that an ambulance tra~n 
would be at Bazoches that evening. The problem that now 
confronted us was what was best to do with the tent divisions 
of the field ambulances. We anticipated a large number of wounded 
and the bearer divisions would not be able to cope with them 
without getting unduly congested and overstrained. Owing to the 
condition of the roads, under constant shell fire with both shrapnel 
and high explosives, the communic.ations to the rear in daytime 
would be hazardous. So it was decided to push the tent divisions 
of Nos. 1 and 3 up to their bearer divisions and let them work 
together, and messages to this effect were sent to the tent divisions 
concerned, and the bearer divisions were also informed. The tent 
division of No. 2 was ordered to remain on the south side of the 
river and open a divisional collecting station for the whole of 
the wounded pending their removal back to a chateau in the 
village of Villers. Nos. 1 and 3 arrived between midnight and 
1 a.m. and moved up to their positions; No. 1 to Moulins and 
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204 Medical Arrangements at the Battle of the Aisne 

No. 3 to Vendresse, where they took over a comfortable chateau. 
The next morning, the 15th, at 6.45 a.m., an early visit was paid to 
all the dressing stations. The tent divisions which had safely 
arrived during the night were opening up. All were more or 
less under shell fire and so' were the roads communicating with 
them. The casualties were accumulating rapidly and we estimated 
them to be already between 900 and 1,000, so it was obvious that 
evacuation must be begun as soon as possible or there would be 
clogging. Having heard from the General Staff that the position 
was likely to remain stationary for a time, orders (verbal) were 
given to all to begin evacuating by starting convoys of ambulance 
wagons containing sitting cases, accompanied by walking ones. 
No. 2 Bearer Division, which still remained in its original 
position, began at 8.30 a.m. to carry this out, but had an un
fortunate experience, for while doing so a high explosive shell 
fell outside the building, killing two Royal Army Medical Corps 
men as well as the wounded man they were carrying. The horses 
stampeded, as did also the walking wounded, but we were able 
a few hundred yards down the road to reorganize them all again . 
and put them under a wounded officer with directions to proceed to 
No. 2 Tent Division at Villers. This convoy consisted of four 
wagons and a hundred cases walking, and was indeed unfortunate as 
the enemy followed it down the road, till it got out of range, with 
shell fire, fortunately doing no further damage, but the feelings of 
that convoy must have been very unenviable for the first part 
of their journey. At 10 a.m. we visited all the dressing stations 
again and found Nos. 1 and 3 in process of getting their convoys 
ready. These various convoys were despatched as opportunity 
occurred, and all of them reached their destination without any 
further mishap. Fortunately we had found that two temporary 
bridges over the river and canal built by the Germans at Villers had 
not been destroyed by them, which gave us a second and more 
secure road. At 12.30 p.m. we visited the divisional collecting 
station at Villers andf oq.nd cases coming in in great numbers, 
so that there was a risk of clogging there also. Orders were sent 
to Nos. 1 and 3 Field Ambulances to each send two medical officers 
to help out the work. We were dependent at that time entirely on 
the lorries of the divisional supply column to evacuate our wounded, 
and it was obvious that these vehicles on the following day would 
not be sufficient to deal with the numbers we should have accumu
lated. About three hundred cases could be cleared that afternoon 
by the column, which was done to the ambulance train at Bazoches. 
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G. Oree 205 

For the following day's arrangements the A.A. and Q.M.G. was 
seen and it was suggested that the French should be asked to 
help as it was known they had a large number of motor buses 
available and some motor ambulance wagons. This was left for 
our liaison officer to see through. 

During the afternoon a mes&age was received that there were 
many wounded lying between the two lines of fire. The General 
St!1ff were consulted as to the collection of these, and we were told 
that no attempt should be made to collect farther forward than 
our outpost line, as it would only result in further loss of life. A 
message from the 3rd Brigade was also received saying that many 
wounded had accumulated at Beaulne and Chivy. The message 
was repeated to Officer Commanding No 3 Field Ambulance with 
directions that these should be cleared at night direct to Villers. 

The dressing-station of No. 2 Bearer Division was now being so 
heavily shelled that it was untenable and most dangerous, so 
orders were sent to them to move up into Vendresse, where they 
would be more under the protection of the high ground. 

On the following morning, the 16th, all the dressing stations 
were visited and found to contain many wounded, although between 
500 and 600 had already been evacuated to Villers, but it was 
evident that every effort would have to be made to keep the out
flowing stream equal at least to the constant flow inwards. The 
difficulty was the shell fire, and it was only at night that wagons 
coul(l proceed along these roads without risk of severe casualties. 
So it was decided to utilize all the thirty ambulance wagons of the 
divisiolll in the form of a convoy to travel from dusk till dawn 
backwards and forwards between the dressing stations and the 
divisional collecting station-a distance of about four miles-and to 
keep the casualties at the latter place till the afternoon following, 
when they could be removed in the supply lorries; and I may 
say this arrangement held good for the whole of our stay in this 
neighbourhood. 

In the early afternoon we visited the divisional collecting 
station at Villers and found evacuation from thl3re was proceeding 
satisfactorily. In addition to the twenty-seven lorries of the 
divisional supply column, the French had sent us twenty motor 
buses and ten motor ambulances. The Royal Flying Corps had lent 
us six lorries, and the 1st Cavalry Division about ten. All, with the 

• exception of the motor ambulance wagons, were utilized to clear 
the divisional collecting station, and by this means the place was 
practically emptied tilat afternoon. The lorries were to go to 
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206 Medical Arrangements at the Battle of the Aisne 
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Fere-en-Tardenois, about sixteen miles, which was a rail-head, and 
the French buses to Braisne, about eleven miles, where a clearing 
hospital had now been opened. The ten French motor ambulance 
wagons were taken back to Chivy to try and empty that place. 
It was a poor spot, difficult of access and exposed to fire, but the 
only available place in the immediate neighbourhood. As we had 
been informed by the General Staff that a general bombardment 
of the German position would take place at 5 p.m., it was decided 
not to proceed with the clearing of Chivy till night, but the enemy 
did not reply, so the convoy started from there at 6 p.m. and 
arrived at Villers without· mishap. We now received notice that 
another ambulance train would be at Bazoches, six miles away, 
that evening, so the convoy was diverted there. 

On the morning of .the 17th, the usual early morning visit was 
paid to the dressing stations and it was found all was going well, 
except the clearing of Chivy and Troyon, in which latter place 
No. 1 Field Ambulance had now established a detached post, 
which was difficult of access, by narrow, hilly roads, very exposed, 
and subject to shell fire. 

At 9 a.m. we started off for Villers and on the way met the 
Sous-offici er of the French motor transport with the bad news that 
he was to take the whole of his transport to Reims by ~ p.m. 
However, on arrival at the divisional collecting station we found 
this transport all loaded and we were able to persuade the Sous
officier to make one journey to Braisne before leaving us altogether. 
That journey ended out connection with the French motor column, 
but we can never be thankful enough to them for their very timely 
help, fo)! with their aid we were able to clear from the Division no 
less than 1,500 wounded in two days. 

From now onwa,rds matters began td settle down into an orderly 
routine. The nightly convoy of horse wagons from VilIers to the 
dressing-stations, and the daily clearing of Villers to Braisne by 
means of the supply column, were the leading featu~s of our 
arrangements. The numbers of dai-Iy wounded gradually decreased, 
with, of course, occasional exacerbations due to our enellJy's bursts 
of activity, till on tke 18th we were able to take away the tent 
divisions of Nos. 1 and 3 Field Ambulanc'es from their forward 
positions and place them in reserve in Villers. On the 19th the 
bearer division of No. 2, which was still in Vendresse, was ordered 
back to its tent division at Villers, so now all that remained in 
front were the bearer divisions of Nos. 1 and 3, somewhat augmented 
as regards personnel. Chivy and Moulins had been given up and 
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Paissy was sending their few cases direct to Villers. On the 20th 
a suddeJil activity on the part of the Germans produced an influx 
of wounded into Troyon, where the caves in the hillside were now 
being used as a dressing-station, and into Paissy, and special efforts 
had to be made to clear them. As regards Troyon this was accom
plished, but the road to Paissy was so severely' shelled that we 
were unable to effect our object until the middle of the night. 
Troyon to the end always remained a thorn in our side: narrow, 
difficult roads, very exposed in the daytime, and most trying at 
night, made us determined, in spite of the comfort and security 
of the cases, to give it up on the first opportunity and maintain the 
Chateau at Vendresse as the sole dressing-station. On October 2, 
orders were given for the bearer division of No. 1 to clear out of 
Troyon and arrangements were made for a detachment from No. 3 
at Vendresse to take their place, with a view of giVIng the place up 
altogether. We were never able to do so, however, and till the end 
were obltged to keep our detachment there. As regards Paissy the 
1st Cavalry Division, which was assisting the 1st Division, and which 
had kept a detachment of one of its field ambulances there, had 
dealt with the casualties, which previously had been few. About 
the 19th this detachment had been withdrawn and we had now to 
arrange for that place. This was done by sending a small detach
ment from No.l, with an officer to stay there and evacuate direct to 
Villers. 

On September 19, the 18th Brigade joined the 1st Division, and 
by this means the other brigades were in turn taken out of the 
trenches, and we were able to effect some very necessary measures 
of cleaning and anti-typhoid inoculation which we had much 
wanted to do. Sanitary inspections were continuous, and I believe 
that to the day we left our trenches could he described as all that, 
could possibly be expected. There was one matter that troubled 
us very much, and that was the inability to render aid to our men 
who were badly wounded betwaen the two lines of fire. On many 
occasions we spoke about this to the General Staff, but it was 
always decided that it was impossible except at the cost of many 
lives, so it had to be given up. 

On November 1, orders were received for the Division to extend 
itlil area to the left to take in a portion of the area which had been 
covered by the 2nd Division. This necessitated opening another 
dressing-station, which was done at Verneuil by the bearer division 
of No. 2, which sent its wounded direct to Villers. 

From now till preparations commenced for the move of the 
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208 Medical Arrangements at the Battle of the Aisne 

Division to another sphere of action, our work became practically 
one of routine. I do not mean that there was nothing more. to be 
done, but the collecting and clearing of our casualties now went 
along without needing any re-arrangement. In this ~espect I should 
like to note the obligations we were under to the D.A.Q.M.G. and 
the Officer Commanding the divisional supply column. Their ever 
kindly help and consideration, in always placing the lorries of the 
column at our disposal a.nd in helping us in many other ways, were 
great factors in the smoothness of the medical arrangements. We 
were also now able to c-arry out further anti-typhoid inoculations, 
and before leaving the Aisne had managed to do the majority of the 
Division. The re-fitting and arranging of the field ambulances 
<lould now be done, and before we left these units were able to 
complete their establishment of horses, and fill up all their 
deficiencies of material. . In fact, far from being an easy time it 
was a very busy period for the A.D.M.S. and his deputy. Daily 
visits to Corps Headquarters, visits to Rail-head, the Clearing 
Hospitals, Advance Depots of Medical Stores, Ambulance Trains, 
and General Headquarters, in addition to one or more visits each 
day to the Dressing-stations and Divisional Collecting Station, kept 
us constantly on the move. Sanitary inspections of billets in the 
villages-which had at times been occupied by both' French and 
German troops-were all very necessary. 

We were much helped by the health of the Division, which was 
very good, and there was no epidemic of sickness, which we might 
bave expected frolliour long occupation of the same area. We had_ 
three cases ,of enteric, which caused us some mental' anxiety. 
Fortunately this did not spread. Diarrhooa and vomiting were 
rather prevalent at one time, and we ascribed this entirely to a want 
of cleanliness in the cooking arrangements. This also died down 
after more care in this respect was exercised, and at no time could 
it be said that sickness in any way halllpered the troops. On one 
day only did the sick exceed in number the wounded; that was 
October 1, when the sick were fifty-eight and the wounded forty
seven. A very different tale to our previous wars. And yet we 
had been on the same ground since September 14-ground that 
was intensely cultivated and higkly manured, full of organisms, 
as exemplified by the tetanus and spreading oodema that some of 
the wounded' suffered from. The men had had a very hard time 
·of it, too, a long exhausting retirement followed by severe fighting 
.and exposure in the trenches, and yet their health did not suffer. 

On the 14th, orders were received relative to our move to a new 
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area. On the night, 15th-16th, the Division was to be replaced in 
the trenches by French troops. All the bansport was to cross the 
river on the night of the 14th and proceed to concentration and 
entraining areas independently. The fighting units were to do 
the same during the next night as relieved. The medical problem 
was this, How to despatch the medical units so as to be in their 
entraining areas in proper time and without getting in the way 
of the other troops. This' must be done after dark to escape 

. observation, and yet we could not withdraw all our medical aid, 
having in view the possibility of the enemy getting to know of 
the move and making things uupleasant.' What was done was 
this. No. 2 Field Ambulance to remain where it was, at Villers, 
till the 17th, to collect all the casualties up to the end of the move 
and clear them to Braisne on the morning of the 17th and then 
pack up and march to Fismes to entrain there. They sent a small 
detachment in the afternoon, with two ambulance wagons to 
Vendresse, and two wagons to Verneuil, to relieve the bearer 
division of No. 3, and stay there till the last· of the troops had left 
the area, follow on and rejoin their headquarters. Orders were 
sent to Nos. 1 and 3 to march that night to Branges to arrive at 
their destination before daybreak, and remain there till they 
received their entraining orders. This appeared a satisfactory 
arrangement and in the end worked out all right. On the morning 
of the 15th we received a message from the 1st Brigade, saying 
that about forty men of the Black Watch, who had been inoculated 
against enteric two nights. previously, would be unable to march 
with their unit. This necessitated a visit to Vendresse to see how 
things really were, and we came to the conclusion that if their 
kits were carried tbey would be able to march as far as Villers, 
where they could stay the night, and rejoin tqeir unit at BIanzy 
the following morning. An extra ambulance wagon was sent to 
Vendresse for this purpose, and the matter ended satisfactorily. 
Entraining orders were then given us for Nos. 1 and 3 Field 
Ambulances. These we took ourselves to Branges and eventually 
found both these units. They had had a very bad time of it on the 
way. There had been considerable rain during the night, maki!lg 
the roads very slippery, and this combined with the dark-as no 
lamps were allowed-made the traversing of the very hilly country 
south of the Aisne most difficult. It ended in their not reaching 
their destination till 9 and 11.30 a.m., instead of before daylight. 
As there was nothing further to do with the Division till the next 
morning we proceeded to find the billets of Divisional Headquarters, 
which were to be at Paars. 
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On the following morning, the 16th, at daybreak, we found our 
headquarters had arrived during the night at Courcelles, the 
Division having accomplished its move without any misadventure. 
Later on a final visit was paid to Villers, where we found things 
going satisfactorily. They had sent the inoculated men to rejoin 
their unit and had got rid of all their other casualties, except 
thirty, to Braisne, who were to he fetched in motor ambulances 
that afternoon. On our way back to Courcelles we met these going 
there, so we concluded that the evacuation would be satisfactorily 
completed. The next day, the 17th, was a day of rest for us-the 
first day since we left Aldershot two months before--'-as Divisional 
Headquarters was not to entrain till the following evening. On the 
morning of the next day, the 18th, my deputy started off with a 
portion o~ the headquarters who were going by road in motor cars, 
and the remainder of us entrained that same evening at Fismes, 
and so ended our long and stormy stay in the Aisne Valley. 

LANGEMARK AND YPRES. 

Topography of Ypres Distl'ict.-There is very little to say about 
the topography of this part. A veJiY flat country, much cultivated 
and cut up with canals and dykes, long, straight, em banked roads, 
half pave and the remainder soft earth, numerous woods of willow, 
lime and birch, and scattered farms and windmills; the villages 
and small towns picturesque, and mostly arranged on each side of 
a 10llg street; a number of chatetmx or small country houses, 
especially on the outskirts of the larger towns. 

The 1st Division arrived at its billets round Hazebrouk and 
Cassel on the morning of October 19, and stayed the night -in these 
places. Orders were received at 12.15 a.m., the 20th, to malwh at 
6.30 a.m., the same day to Poperinghe, starting point Steen vorde, 
at 9 a.m. The bearer divmions accompanied their respective 
brigades, the tent divisions marched together in rear of the column. 
We arrived at Poperinghe about 11.30 a.m., and received orders to 
billet there at 2 p.m. The field ambulances billeted complete in 
their brigade areas, with the brigade sections of the tr:ain. All sick 
had been sent to a clearing hospital at Hazebrouk before leaving 
that place and Cassel. Orders were received at 12.45 a.m., the 21st, 
to march at 4.55 a.m., for Langemark and Poelcapelle, the 3rd 
Brigade as advance guard, followed by the 1st Brigade, the 2nd 
Brigade in corps reserve, each accompanied by its bearer division. 
About 8.30 a.m. the advance ~uard came into action east of Lange-
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mark, and the bearer division of No. 3 opened a dressing-station in 
that village, but on account of the heavy shell fire, directed on the vil
lage, shortly afterwards had to retire to a farm on the Langemark
Pilkem road, about midway between those two places, three quarters 
of a mile from the trenches. Orders were sent to the tent division 
of No. 2 to open a divisional collecting stiltion at Elverdinghe, 

-distant 5 miles, in a chateau and some surrounding buildings . 
. No. 1 bearer division stayed at the cross roads at Pilkem. No. 2 
in reserve with its brigade in Boesinghe. The tent divisions of 
Nos. 1 and 3 were parked just east of Elverdinghe, and their 
ambulance wn.gons were moved up later on in the day to Boesinghe, 
distant about 2t miles, to be handy if required. Motor ambulances 
now made their appearance practically for the first time, and were 
under the orders of D.D.M.S. 1st Corps, but they were n0t allowed 
to proceed further forward than Elverdinghe, so were utilized in 
conveying casualties from the divisional collecting station to a 
clearing hospital which was now opened in Poperinghe. 

Divisional Headquarters were at a small collection of cottages 
on the north of the Pilkem-Langemark Road, about two hundred 
yards from the cross roads. 

No. 3 bearer division evacuated during the day, walking, and 
at night in wagons and walking, about two hundred casualties. 
The next morning, the 22nd, early visits were paid to the dressing
stations at No. 3, which had practically been cleared during the 
night, and to No. 1, which had not as yet opened up. The Divisional 
Hei1dquarters moved to a farm a quarter mile south of the cross road 
on the Pilkem-Ypres Road: A quiet morning and hut little fighting. 
On account of the long" night's work the ambulance wagons of 
No. 2 were ordered up in the afternoon to relieve the horses of 
Nos. 1 and 3, and th~ clearing of the dressing-stations of No. 3 
was proceeded with, as casualties continued to arrive there. The 
1st Brigade had now taken up a position on the left of the 3rd 
Brigade facing north, so the line of the Division llOW extended 
roughly from Bixschoote on the left, to just south of Langeruark 
on the right, a distance of 2t to 3 miles. First-aid posts were 
established in Langemark village, and in Stenstraat and Hetsaas, 
and farms along the front. 

In the afternoon the 1st Brigade became engaged and there 
was considerable shelling of the Boesiughe-Langemal'k road, which 
caused us anxiety about our ambulance wagons, which were still 
journeying to the dressing station of No. 3, and for the latter place 
itself. Cases now began to come in from the area of the 1st Brigade, 
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212 Medical Arrangements at the Battle of the Aisne 

so the bearer division of No. 1 opened a dressing station in a school 
at the cross roads at Pilkem, and sent out all officers and bearers to 
cover the country north of the Boesinghe-Langemark road not 
catered for by No. 3. At our evening visit at 6 p.ll., No. 3 had 
only three cases, having cleared all the others during the day. 
They later on had a sudden influx of one officer and twenty-seven 
men, which they cleared with their own wagons during the night. 
No. 1 had about thirty cases, but a constant stream continued all 
night, amounting to one hundred and sixteen cases. 

The next morning at 6 a.m., the 23rd, the dressing station of 
No. 3 was empty and at No. 1, one hundred and thirty-five cases 
had been sent down and thirty remained. The ambulance wagons 
continued to ply backw:ards and forwards during the day and night 
in convoys of five, and kept the numbers well within limits in the 
dressing stations. The divisional collecting station was now filling 
up fast, and a message was sent to D.D.M.S. 1st Corps, asking that 
motor ambulance wagons should be sent there. This was done and 
casualties were removed to a clearing hospital at Poperinghe. 

The dressing station of No. 3 was now practically doing nothing, 
so its personnel were utilized to help No. 1, by allotting them an 
area to clear from the east of Langemark to the cross road halfway 
between there and Pilkem. The bearers of No. 2 were also given 
an area just east of the canal, including Hetsaas and Stenstraat 
and roads from there to Pilkem. All cases were brought to No. 1 
at Pilkem. 

During the night, the 24th, No. 3 had collected casualties from 
the trenches in front of Langemark, and with its own, had accumu
latet3. twenty-one. No 1 had four hundred during the day and night 
and had cleared all except forty. There was still a constant flow, 
but not so many coming in. We got news, about 10.30 a.m., of 
the probable move of the Division to Ypres, so the following orders 
were given: No. 3 Bearer Division to cleu any cases it had at once 
and close down, ready to march with its brigade ; No. 2 to pack up 
ready to move; No. 1 to remain where it was amd take over all 
casualties, but to clear as much as possible; No. 2 Tent Division 
to remain at its present position and take over all casualties, and 
when clear, to rejoin the division at Ypres. To facilitate this, 
the D.D.M.S. 1st Corps was asked to send motor transport to clear 
the dressing stations, but before its arrival we had been able to 
clear with our horse wagons, and the motors were sent on to the 
divisional,collecting station to clear that. By 6 p.m., the dressing 
stations were all clear and ready to move. The move of the 
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division was postponed till dusk, but when it began there was a 
sharp attack by the French on our left, which had the effect of 
starting the Germans firing all along the line, with the result that 
other casualties began to occur,necessitating partial re-opening of 
No. 1 Bearer Division. Attack and counter-attack went on inter
mittently all night, resulting eventually in about sixty cases being 
brought in .. Orders were given for No. 1 to remain at Pilkem till 
the Division had gone, and all cases evacuated, and to inquire of 
all medical officers of units as they passed whether this was the 
case. 

The Headquarters of the Division left Pilkem the 25th at 6 a.m. 
and moved into new billets in Ypres, the Division being in Oorps 
reserve. Later on, about 11, we returned to Pilkem to see how the 
dressing station was getting along, and found a few cases still 
coming in, but they hoped to be able to leave at 12.30 p.m. Then 
on to the divisional collecting station at Elverdinghe, which we 
found nearly empty and being rapidly evacuated by motors. Just 
as No. 1 Bearer Division were closing down again they received 
a message from the French to say that there were a few of our 
wounded left in the convent at Langemark.· An officer with bearers 
and horse wagons was sent to fetch these, and had a very perilous 
journey from both rifle and shell fire. It ended in their having to 
leave the wagons some little way outside the village under some 
sort of cover, and taking the stretchers along the ditches and 
behind broken walls; they managed to reach the ruined convent 
and to collect the wounded-seven in number. Just as this was 
accomplished, a Lance-Corporal of a regiment rode in to say there 
were a party of seriously wounded just outside Langemark. A 
high explosive shell had fallen into the last platoon leaving the 
trenches, and had killed and wounded about thirty men. The 
Corporal himself had been rendered unconscious, and on recovering 
had found a horse wandering about, and got on it and rode in. 
This necessitated another party from No. 1 being sent, and, in 
spite of the incessant shell and rifle fire, managed to bring in 
eleven wounded. The remainder were all dead, but the fire was 
so severe that the party could not remain to bury them. The 0.0. 
No. 2 Field Ambulance, Lieutenant-Colonel Mitchell, having cleared 
all his wounded from the divisional collecting station, took three 
motor ambulances and searched all the outlying places for wounded, 
found a few, and then helped to clear No. 1, and by this means the 
latter were able to close down and rejoin their Brigade. In the 
meantime we had gone to Poperinghe and visited a hospital train 

by copyright.
 on M

ay 22, 2023 by guest. P
rotected

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-24-03-01 on 1 M
arch 1915. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


214 Medical Arrangements at the Battle of the Aisne 

and advance depot of medical stores, and laid hands on a considerable 
supply of dressings, etc., tor the field ambulances. No. 2 Tent 
Division was now ordered to close down and proceed to Ypres, 
which it reached the following morning. 

The next morning (the 26th) the Division moved from its billets 
eastwards along the Ypres-Menin road in Corps reserve, 1st Brigade 
leading. This Brigade got into action fairly early in the day, and 
No. 1 Bearer Division opened a dressing station in a chateau in a 
wood on the right-hand side of the road, a few hundred yards west 
of Geluvelt. No. 2 Tent Division arrived and went into billets 
near Ypres, on the main road to Menin, and No. 3 opened a 
divisional collecting station in l'Ecole de' Bienfaisance (Industrial 
School), half a mile east of Ypres on the south side of the Ypres
Menin road, and No. 1 Tent Division in billets at Zillebeke. The 
Division now extended from south of Zonnebeke to just south of 
Geluvelt, about two miles, and 2nd Brigade being- in reserve on 
the right. There was a Clearing Hospital in the town of Ypres 
itself, and ambulance 'trains were running to Ypres station. The 
clearing convoy of motors' under the orders of the D.D.M.S. 1st 
Corps, was plying between the Field Ambulances and the Clearing 
Hospital and ambulance train. 

There was not much fighting during the day, except in front of 
the 1st Brigade. The bearer division of No. 2 was placed at the 
disposal qfNo.1, but the C.O. found he did not require them, so they 
were sen~ back to their tent division. Owing to the nature of the 
road we were on, and the fact that three divisions were practically 
using it, there was a great difficulty in finding positions for dressing 
stations, but our policy of having only one was meeting local con
ditions well. We were able to utilize all the horse ambulance 
wagons to clear this place to the collecting station, and they 
worked both day and night. The choice of our divisional collecting 
station was a very happy one. A fine building, capable if necessary 
of accommodating up to 2,000, with electric light, hot water, baths 
and kitchens, and the directors were able to furnish us with a 
quantity of mattresses and blankets. This buitding eventually 
developed into a collecting station for all the divisions along this 
front. We now utilized the bearer division of No. 2 to relieve that 
of No. 1 each night, going there at ausk and leaving at daybreak, 
a very necessary means of rest. This dressing station was very far 

. advanced, in fact some oi the reserve trenches were in the garden, 
but our difficulty was to find another place. There was always a 
possibility of our line having to fall back, in which case this house 
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would be in a very perilous position. Still we held on, and though 
the place was gradually falling to pieces from the concussion of 
adjacent big guns, and occasional German shells hitting it, it was 
not till the 30th that we seriollsly considered evacuating it. On 
that morning the shells fell incessantly in the wood round the 
chateau, scoring a hit on the building itself, so orders were given 
to evacuate it as soon as possible and try and find a more suitable 
building farther back. However, by retiripg to the cellar we were 
able to. hold on with three officers and two Bearer Sub-divisions, 
and a new place was considered in the village of Hooge. That after
noon two battalions of the 2nd Brigade were detached to operate on 
the extreme right, south-east of Zillebeke, and later on two Bearer 
Sub-divisions of No. 3 were sent to collect their wounded. The 
military situation was now considered very serious, and remained 
so for some time, and. it behoved us to make every effort to keep 
our dressing station well cleared, so in the evening· extra wagons 
were sent up for this purpose. Evacuation from the collecting 
station had not been good during the day, as we had been diasap
pointed of two ambulance trains. Later on these. made their 
appearance, and we were able to do all that was necessary. 

The next day, the 31st, things remained much the same j con
siderable casualties were ha,pperring, and the dressing and collecting 
stations were hard at work. The military situation still remained 
critical, and demanded rapid evacuation of casualties. About 
1 p.m. the enemy succeeded in dropping four large shells into 
the chateau at Hooge where the Headquarters of the 1st and 
2nd Divisions were, which killed six Staff Officers. and woup.ded 
seriously the General Officer Commanding 1st Division. During 
the day No. 3 Clearing Hospital, which was in Ypres, was removed 
in view of the military situation, and No. 1 Field Ambulance Tent 
Division ordered to open in the town in the buildings evacuated 
by it as an additional collecting station. It was considered that 
No. 3 was somewhat too far forward, necessitating the motor ambu
lance passing along a dangerous road. We decided that at .present 
No. 1 should serve the area to the south-east of Ypres, covered by 
the bearers of No. 3. It opened about 9 p.m., and began to receive 
cases at once. For the next three days matters remained in much 
the same position. The bearer division of No. 1 withdrew to 
Hooge and worked over the main road to Menin, those of No. 2 
over the area south of this road; No. 3, in reserve, relieving the 
others alternately. On November 4, owing to the town of Ypres 
itself being severely shelled, orders were given to try and evacuate 
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Nos. 1 and a Tent Divisions as soon as possible. In the afternoon 
No. 1 Tent Division was ordered to Vlamertinghe, and No. 2 
to near the same place and to billet there. No. 3, which had 
80 far escaped the shells, remained in the Industrial School. 

Before concluding, I should like to explain our reasons for 
employing the field ambulances as we did, instead of the way 
foreshadowed in our Training Manual. 

The three field ambulances in a division are divisional units. 
On the line of march they are supposed to march in rear of 
the brigade ammunition columns; it being granted that it might 
be necessary in special military circumstances to detach portions 
of them to be placed nearer the head of the main body. When 
you consider the length of a division on the march, extending as 
it does a distance of about fifteen miles, the field ambulances, if 
marching in rear of the brigade ammunition column, might be at 
least ten miles behind the head of the column, and to get one of 
these units up to the front past this long line in front of them 
would take a considerable time and cause great inconvenience to 
the remainder of the troops. It also meant that in case of an. 
encounter battle, which seemed to be the most usual form of 
fighting, orders had a long way to be sent, and again, whatever 
units or portions of units were required, would have to travel along 
roads already congested with traffic, and great delay would be the 
result. A good deal of this was foreseen in the 1st Division before 
the War, the outcome of various staff tours, and on arrival in 
France we decided at, once to attach each field ambulance to a 
brig!Lde group, though in no way relinquishing the power of 
handling them as divisional units. ,After a short trial of this 
method a further opinion was arrived at, and that was, that it was 
unnecessary for the tent divisions to be so far up, so they were 
then relegated to march with the baggage section of the divisional 
train, in front of it, and behind the divisional ammunition column, 
but to billet with the former; the bearer divisions, with a certain 
number of ambulance wagons, remaining with each brigade, with 
orders to conform to the movements of their brigade. What did 
we gain by this arrangement? First, we had all the medical units 
at all times in known places. That is, that at any time, whether 
marching or fighting, we were able to find any portion of them. 
The bearer divisions were always in the place of greatest usefulness, 
and the tent divisions near enough to be got up when required. 
This remained the routine order whilst we were with the division, 
and saved much worry about the position of field ambulances as 
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well as constant order writing and delay. Carrying further. this 
idea of conserving the medical units we decided to follow as far as 
possible the notion· of concentrating the casualties, both in the 
forward and rearward positions. That is, by having one dressing 
station as near the fighting line as. possible, which should deal with 
all the casualties there, and one collecting station, which we called 
the divisional collecting station, in the rear, to which all from the 
dressing stations should be sent for further treatment and clearing 
to railhead. By this means we were able to have up our sleeves 
a reserve of medical aid that could be utilized on emergency, and 
to help and relieve that already at work. This on the Aisne we 
eventually carried out, but at first became committed to positions 
which took some little while to straighten out. In subsequent 
battles we fully carried out our ideas, and were much pleased with 
the result. This, of course, was very much assisted by the narrow 
frontage generally allotted to the Division. On wider fronts it 
would be necessary to have more dressing stations, but I do not 
think more than one collecting station for the Division will ever 
be needed, and for the further removal of casualties, the advantages 
of one central position for the clearing vehicles to call at outweigh 
almost any disadvantage. 

Now as regards the selection of dressing stations. It is con
templated that the A.D.M.S. should do this, but we preferred to 
leave it entirely in the hands of the officer commanding .the bearer 
division, who reported what he had done in that respect to us. He 
was in a much better position to judge of his requirements and the 
local conditions. The position of the divisional collecting station 
we always selected ourselves. - As regards selecting positions for 
dressing stations, it appears that with modern shell fire it is 
impossible to find places sufficiently advanced to be really useful 
that are protected from it. Indeed so far we were unable to even 
find places for the divisional collecting station that were out of 
range of the heavy guns, and the Chateau at Villers, the last day 
we were there, and the Industrial School at Ypres both had high 
explosive shells through them, fortunately without much damage: 
So I may say that if it is supposed that dressing and collecting 
stations are to be selected so far back as to be safe from shell fire 
they would be so far away as to be useless for their purpose. 

The partition of the field ambulances into their bearer and tent 
divisions necessitated re-arrangement of the personnel and vehicles 
to a certain extent, and this is what we did. The bearer division, 
was increased in personnel by the addition of three officers, and 
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the vehicles were four ambulance wagons, one G.S. wagon for 
baggage and stores, one forage cart for stores, and one water cart. 
Then the question of the supply wagon arose. There is only one 
of these in each field ambulance, consequently there would be con
siderable difficulty in taking food to one or other portion of it. 
This was overcome by unloading two out of the three forage carts 
and putting their loads on the G.S. wagon detailed for supplies, 
and using the forage carts as supply vehicle~, one for the tent and 
one for the bearer division. 

Other questions arose, that of feeding the wounded in the 
collecting station being a most pressing one. As you know, the 
rations of the wounded men are supposed to be drawn from their 
units, which proved impossible in practice, or they are to be fed 
on their iron ration carried in their haversacks, but these had 
always been given or taken away. So what we did was to draw 
direct from the supply column at refilling point a percentage of 
rations from each brigade group for the collecting station. This 
inflicted no hardship on anyone and answered the purpose well. 

Another point is the disposal of the arms and ammunition of 
the wounded. At first all the arms and equipment were handed 
over to the ordnance officer, and the ammunition to any passing 
unit, or to ~he ammunition column, but this had to be modified. 
The slightly wounded took their arms and equipment with them to 

. the clearing hospital, and only that of the seriously wounded was 
handed over to the ordnance. 'I'his was found necessary, otherwise 
the lightly wounded who returned in a few days to their units were, 
if their arms, etc., had been handed over to the ordnance, without 
the necessary means of fighting, and the units kept no surplus 
stock. It soon became known, too, that ammunition and arms 
could be found at the collecting station, and units used to apply 
there for them. 

The question of stretchers, blankets and clothing for wounded 
was also an important one. We found at first that our stretchers 
and blankets went down to rail-head and none came back, but by 
making arrangements with the Officer Commanding supply column 
and Officer Commanding clearing hospital and ambulance trains, 
we were able to keep a constant supply circulating up and down. 
Many of the seriously wounded arrive with their clothing very torn 
and dirty, and sometimes with scarcely any clothing at !;tU. The 
supply of twenty suits of hospital clothing to a field ambulance 
does not go far, but again we were able to meet this by gifts from 
the Red Cross Society. These are points that appear trivial, but 
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when confronted with them in the field they demand some thought. 
With the new motor ambulance convoys the blanket and stretcher 
question is met by each blanket and stretcher sent down being 

'replaced by one from those carried by each car. Remember, too, 
that stretchers get broken and wear out. 

The replenishment of medical and surgical material is now 
much simplified by the same motor convoys, as they are able to 
bring up as much as is required whenever wanted. The replenish-\ 
ment of horses was undertaken by the Assistant Director of 
Veterinary Services with the Division direct with the Officer 
Commanding field ambulance. We found that, with the constant 
work day and nigh't, and in spite of ample food, the horses wore 

-. out very quickly, but it should be insisted that the greatest care 
should~qe taken of them, as the Officer Commanding field ambulance 
is personally responsible for them. 

Inter-communication between the A.D.M.S. and the Officers 
Commanding field ambulances was another point that we had 
expected to give us trouble, but contrary to all expectations we had 
no difficulty in the matter at all. Messages from Divisional Head
quarters to the various bearer divisions went via Brigade Head
quarters, or else direct, as they were always easily found, and the 
same with the tent divisions, the whole secret being to be able 
to say exactly where each was. The A.D.M.S:s messages were 
lettered" M," and were handed into the Signal Office, signed in 
the usual way. 

The field ambulances communicating with the A.D.M.S. sent 
messages either by their cycle orderly, or through Brigade Head
quarters. 

There are one or two more points about the selection of 
dressing stations and collection of wounded I should like to bring 
to your notice. 

As you know, the bearer divisions acting with the brigade 
groups had orders to select their dressing station without any 
reference to headquarters except reporting what they had done, 
and the point to remember is to select a building large enough 
for your purposes, that is, large enough to accommodate a good 
number of wounded. One large building, or a group of build
ings, like a farm, is better than a series of small houses from 
every point of view, better controlled, more comfortable, more 
noticeable, and that is a great point, and more easily cleared: 
Also one with a cellar for safety from shells. As I said before, 
safety from fire is difficult to obtain, but the ordinary house wall 
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will keep out the rifle bullet, and most of a shrapnel, and it is only 
the high explosive you need worry about. In managing a dressing 
station there is one thing of immense importance, and that is the 
immediate comfort of the wounded. I mean their mental and 
bodily comfort more than the comfort to their wounds. A comfort· 
able place to lie, a basin of hot soup or tea, and a cigarette really 
do more for a man than surgical interference in most cases. I do 
not mean to imply that the surgeon is of minor importance, but 
that in the professional care of the wounded patient, you must 
never lose sight of the fact that he is a tired, cold, hungry and· 
uncomfortable man. The divisional collecting station practically 
becomes a hospital where a great deal of surgical work can be, 
and is, done, and where the wounded can be well looked after, but 
it may be some hours before the wounded can be got there . 

. The collection of the wounded in the front is a difficult SUbject, 
and it is impossible to lay down any hard and fast rules. We 
found that the lightly wounded found their own way in, almost 
as soon as they were hit, the more seriously were brought in by 
the regimental stretcher bearers as soon as possible, and that the 
main idea was to get the wounded man away quickly from the 
scene of his injury. On the Aisna, where regimental aid posts were 
possible, and at Langemark, where they existed in a more modified 
form, the Regimental Medical Officer could control the wounded; 
but outside Ypres, where the flat, exposed ground made any move
ment outside the trenches very risky, the medical officer had to 
take up his position in one of them and trust to luck in being 
able to see the majority of the wounded. 

The constant night and day fighting added to the difficulties; 
on a clear night the slightest signs of concerted movement led to 
an outbreak of firing. On dark nights, the absence of lamps, for 
the same reason, hampered the work, and even the use of electric 
torches would draw fire; but in spite of all these difficulties 
individual initiative succeeded, and aid was rendered. That piece 
of debatable land between the opposing trenches was always a 
bugbear, and it was often impossible to do much' to help those 
fallen there, though single men used to go out and render aid 
and often manage to drag the wounded man in. But the real work 
of the regimental medical officer must be left to him to devise 
in actual fighting conditions, and once the difficulties are realized 
and thought over, that important factor, initiative, will do the rest. 

• 
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