Christmas 1914.
Christmas 1914 was the time both sides had expected to come home victorious with the war won. Instead, they were living in holes in the ground, bitterly cold, homesick and with no idea when victory would come. On Christmas Day an extraordinary thing happened in many places. An unofficial truce began and the shooting stopped. German soldiers sang carols, and from their trenches the British responded. They shouted greetings to each other, and in some places men from both sides actually climbed out of their trenches to celebrate Christmas together, exchanging cigarettes and chocolate and playing football. But two days later the shooting started again….

Source A:  

Private Clifford Lane.

….we were soaked right through. When we got back to the trench we tried to get around this little brazier fire, but of course only two or three men could get near it anyway. And then they brought us ‘Princess Mary’s gift box.’ And in this box was cigarettes, tobacco and a bar of chocolate, which was very much appreciated. And then we had what the English newspapers called Christmas Dinner. This consisted of cold bully beef and a cold lump of Christmas pudding, that was our Christmas dinner. The English newspapers said the British troops in the front line ‘enjoyed’ their Christmas dinner….

Questions:

1. What do you think it would be like, being in a trench on the western front, on Christmas Day?
2. When had people expected the war to be over?
3. How might this affect the way soldiers felt on that day? 
Source B:

Private Frank Sumpter.

...we heard the Germans singing ‘Silent night, Holy night’, and they put up a notice saying ‘Merry Christmas’, so we put up one too. When they were singing our boys said ‘Let’s join in,’ so we joined in and when we started singing they stopped. And when we stopped, they started again. Then one German took a chance and jumped up on top of the trench and shouted ‘Happy Christmas, Tommy!’ So of course our boys said ‘If he can do it so can we,’ and we all jumped up. A sergeant-major shouted, ‘Get down!’ But we said, ‘Shut up Sergeant, it is Christmas time!’ And we all went forward to the barbed wire.

One asked me if I knew the Essex Road? I told him my uncle had a shoe-repair shop there. He told me he had worked in the barber’s shop almost opposite where we lived. ...They could all speak very good English because before the war, Britain was invaded by Germans. Every pork butcher was German, every barber’s shop was German, and they were getting the low-down on the country. It’s ironic when you think about it but he must have shaved my uncle many times and yet my bullet might have found him and his bullet might have found me.

The officers gave the order ‘No fraternisation’ and then turned their backs on us. But they didn’t try to stop it because they knew they couldn’t….
Source C:

Sergeant George Ashurst

…...It was so pleasant to get out of that trench, from between those two clay walls, and just walk and run about. It was heaven. And to kick that sandbag about, but we did not play with the Germans. Well, we didn’t, but I believe quite a lot did up and down the trench. Eventually we got orders to get back into the trench.

Then we had newspapers coming here from England accusing us of fraternising with the Germans: parsons accusing us of fraternising with the Germans when there had been an armistice on Christmas Day. I wrote back and told my family off. I said we could do with that parson and the fellows that are writing in the newspapers here. We want them here in front of us instead of Jerry so we could shoot them down for passing remarks like that while nice and safe in England.
Source D:

Lieutenant John Wedderburn-Maxwell

…...there was a party, a couple of hundred yards away, of our troops and the Germans all fraternising. I went up and met a small party, and I gave them some English tobacco, and they gave me some German – I forget what it was – and we walked about for about half an hour in no man’s land. And then we shook hands, wished each other luck, and one fellow said, ‘Will you send this to my girlfriend in Manchester?’ So I took it and posted it when I next went on leave….

Source E:

Rifleman Henry Williamson

...that evening the Germans sent over a note saying that their Staff was visiting the trenches that night, so the truce must end and they would have to fire their machine guns. They would fire them high, but could we in any case stay under cover in case regrettable accidents occurred. At 11 o’clock precisely they opened up. We saw flashes of the machine guns going high, and that was the end of our truce. We did not fire, and they did not fire for a day or two, but then the Prussians came in and relieved the Saxons and we began to lose some men to sniping and we went out after that.
Questions:

1. Who started the truce?

2. Do these sources explain why there was a Christmas Truce in 1914?

3. Do the sources explain why the Generals were so anxious there would not be a truce?

4. Was the attitude of ordinary soldiers different to the attitude of officers? Use the evidence to explain any differences you can find.

5. Why did the truce end?

Now read Source F. It refers to Christmas 1916.

Source F:

George Coppard.

On Christmas Eve we were told not to meet the Germans. For my friends and myself we were in no mood for any joviality with Jerry. Since Loos we hated his bloody guts. Christmas Day: no parcels, no letters. Soggy rations – plus a few raisins covered in hairs from inside a sandbag. That night we saw some Jerries laying wire. Snowy and I took a machine gun, a hail of bullets and the ghost-like figures fell. Good will to all men meant nothing to us then.

Questions:
1. How have attitudes changed between 1914 and 1916?

2. Can you explain why attitudes have changed?

3. Does the change in attitudes tell us anything about the First World War? 

