


 

HORROR OF WAR - LETTERS
FEB 1915 TO MAY 1915 

Edited and Published by
Paul Middleton

Copyright © 2013 Paul Middleton

All rights reserved. No part of  this book, text, photographs or illustrations 
may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means by print, 

photoprint, microfilm, microfiche, photocopier, internet or in any way known 
or as yet unknown, or stored in a retrieval system, without written permission 

obtained beforehand from the publisher.

All images in this book are Copyright © Philippa Middleton 
and are part of  the Lindsay Family Archive.

FAcTS ABOuT THiS BOOk
This copy of  Horror of  War - Letters Feb 1915 to May 1915 

contains 70 letters 

1



 

.

FOREWORd

John Seymour Lindsay dcM (JSL) left a fine record for us to read. He 
wrote hundreds of  letters to Mildred his fiancée then wife, and Frank his 
brother, describing his experiences and feelings, sometimes candidly but more 
often hiding the reality. I have shown every letter with a full transcription.

This Second Volume of  Letters takes us from his mid February journey 
to the trenches and up to The Barricade, injury and recuperation, life on The 
Front at Ploegsteert, the horrors of  gas and the Battle of  St Julien in the 
Second Battle of  Ypres, and his visit to hospital in Rouen. The horrors of  
war come fully to the front in these letters. 

The letters passed through the military Censor so it takes us some time 
to decipher where he actually was, but in hindsight and with some important 
clues it is possible to trace his career. He experienced devastating losses of  
his friends, he showed great bravery and privation, but above all what shines 
through is his enduring love of  art. Maybe this saved his sanity. Among the 
platitudes of  comments on the weather and his physical state, his letters 
continually refer to his sketching of  colleagues, the trenches and the nearby 
villages. He obviously was well respected by all ranks in his Battalion – 
probably because of  his age (in August 1914 he was 32) and his eccentricity.

Read his entry in the Oxford Dictionary of  National Biography, which can 
be found at the end of  this book. Here you will be convinced that he was a 
true hero and polymath.

Paul Middleton 2013
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chronology

FiRST WORLd WAR
Sept 1914 Private No.1006 5th London Rifle Brigade 2nd Battalion

16 dec 1914 Served in France Theatre of  War
Jan 1915 to Jul 16 1915 1st Battalion

12 Mar 1915 No.3 General Hospital, Le Treport.
12 Mar 1915 Transferred to Convalescent Depot

May 1915 Second Battle of  Ypres
26 May 1915 Transferred to Base Depot Rouen

16 Jun 1915 Licence granted and married 
Mildred Ethel Williams (died 1948)
at Holy Cross, St Pancras, London

Aug to Nov 1915 Cassel, Caestre and Poperinghe
11 Mar 1916 DCM (Distinguished Conduct Medal) 

awarded to L/Cpl John Seymour Lindsay 
for action on 3 May 1915

July 1916 Battle of  Gommecourt
19 Jul 1916 Sgt gazetted with direct commission as 

2nd Lieut at Bienvillers
Sept 1916 wounded and invalided home and then served 

with 3rd Battalion LRB
8 Oct 1916 2nd Lieut wounded

23 Apr 1917 1st London Reserve Brigade, including LRB, 
moved to Aisne Barracks at Blackdown

19 Jan 1918 Lieutenant
9 May 1919 Received Great War Invalided Certificate
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chapter 1
Letters 16 Fenruary 1915 - 21 March 1915
The Barricade and Base camp Rouen

16 to 28 February - up to The Barricade on the Front Line

They left for the trenches at 7.0pm on a very dark night in a fine rain, 
but dawn broke and the weather changed dramatically into a beautiful, bright 
and warm day. The Barricade was constructed of  sandbags that blocked the 
Le Gheer road, part of  the Front Line.
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16 February 1915
Private Lindsay 1006 
Barricade
The Trenches
Expd Force

My Billa
Beautiful day, bright and warm sun. A lot of  shelling going on. “Squib” 

(you have a sketch of  him) is making pan-cakes. I am with Hollis and Squib 
in a different “Bivvey” this time, it is not quite so nice being somewhat 
antiquated it is in the Barricade. I had a card from the “Picks” yesterday 
and a letter from Ada (William Lindsay’s wife) the day before asking me if  I 
required anything. Jasper is coming out shortly she thinks. I do hope you are 
getting my sketches, I will try to do one of  this “Bivvie”. I had a jolly letter 
from Ashford so if  you have time you might run in to the Adelphi and show 
him the drawings. I have just had a grand pan-cake served hot with lemon 
and sugar, in my “bivvie”.
17 February 1915

Last night we had our first real bit of  excitement, blazeing away for 
some few minutes but nothing came of  it, it only served to show that our 
chaps are quite all right. It has been raining most of  the day, but we have 
made our “Bivvie” waterproof  and keep dry. (Ed: On 17 February 1915, 98 
men landed, and arrived at 1st Battalion on 20 February).
18 February 1915

Last night the rain kept off, thank goodness and nothing much 
happened. This morning the Germans have been shelling a convent on our 
left. It has been a ruin for weeks but they like to hammer it about. Stewart 
sent me Sardines and Bloterpaste (Ed: bloater fish paste) and then two books. 
I had your letter in the trench this morning also letters from Escaré, young 
Ashford and one from Edmondson of  Preston asking about my book and 
about the photos he lent me. John have borrowed the photographs and said 
he would return them. I will write Edmondson the get out of  the trenches 
tonight and go to making billets for 3 days. I saw one of  No.4 last evening 
when I was out on Ration Party and asked after Sedley. He is quite all right.

AYL (Always Your Loving) Johnnie 
Using a periscope in the Barricade
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He continued sketching, drawing the town hall, church, a shell hole 
and the awful roads of  Belgium, sending them on in batches to Mildred. He 
mentioned publishing them in the Evening News of  London. He pleaded that 
Mildred also tried to place his work with the Sketch, ILN and the Graphic. He 
also talked of  a bath and fresh gear, meeting Sedley ‘(he was looking fine)’, going 
to the cinema and the ‘Follies’ in town, and receiving Choc, Swiss Milk, Bovril 
and tins of  sardines.

He made a few references to the state of  his surroundings. On 20 
February ‘The roads in Belgium are awful, I am sending you a sketch of  what they 
appear to be after marching a few miles.’ Then ironically ‘This is a most uninteresting 
letter but there is no news except we are all jolly good pals over here.’ Later that day he 
writes yet again to Mildred ‘I have not had a chance to make any drawings for 4 days 
but I shall try today. Hollis and I had a big feed of  Flake and Chip last evening.’ He 
obviously spent a lot of  time sketching his surroundings and was quite keen 
that these should be published in England.
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20 February 1915
Private Lindsay 1006 

My Billa
I have just had your letter. I am glad you have more of  my sketches, I 

have drawn you two more today. They are of  the town hall and Church in the 
town in which we are billeted when we have our bath, the river in the Church 
drawing is mentioned in the daily paper almost every day. Yes you can send 
the sketches in to the paper but I think it might be as well to tell them not 
to “muck’em” up. I had letters from Eva Jennie (Jenevorah) and Gilbert by 
this last post just awfully jolly letters, Gilbert’s was fine, I must send them a 
line. The roads in Belgium are awful, I am sending you a sketch of  what they 
appear to be after marching a few miles. We go into support tomorrow and 
if  fine I will do some more drawings. This is a most uninteresting letter but 
there is no news except we are all jolly good pals over here. Much love to EP.

AYL Johnnie
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20 February 1915
Private Lindsay 1006 
Washing Billet

Mine Billa
Many thanks for your long letter, glad you had a good time with Trixie. 

I was pretty “bucked” with your letter and T’s forecast. Had a bath and fresh 
gear yesterday and met Sedley there, he was looking fine. Our crowd went 
to the “Cinema” yesterday afternoon and today we go to the “Follies”. I 
have not had a chance to make any drawings for 4 days but I shall try today. 
Hollis and I had a big feed of  Flake and Chip last evening. Yes I had your 
Registered letter quite safely and very many thanks and I wrote and thanked 
you and said ‘don’t let it happen again’. I had a parcel of  sweets from Mab 
and one from Chumps also one from Frank Choc, Swiss Milk and Bovril and 
some cash. I will try and write again tonight.

AYL Johnnie
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21 February 1915
Support Farm 
Private Lindsay 1006

Mine Billa
I have just had your parcel with all the good things. All the things 

pleased me greatly and are most useful but I was most pleased with the card-
board for packing my sketches for it was just like you to remember such 
things. By the same post came 6 tins of  sardines from Francis Stewart. I am 
going to send you some drawings of  the smashed up places around these 
parts which you can have published. It is a beautiful moonlight night thank 
Evelyn for her note and Cape and give her my love

AYL Johnnie
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22 February 1915
Private Lindsay 1006 
Support Farm evening

Mine Billa
I had yours this evening I am very pleased about the EN (Evening News) 

but you must not send the “cuff ” on 2 me I would very much rather you 
kept it. Cherry Casement is near here but I have not met him yet. I will try 
and make some drawings tomorrow I have been unable to do so today as I 
have been on guard. I am just off  on a fatigue. Yes you are right about the 
Kindred Spirit and the EN.

AYL Johnnie
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23 February 1915
I quite enjoyed the fatigue last night – building up a sort of  little fort – 

slept like a log.
AYL Johnnie
Just made a sketch of  a shell hole, I am sending it on.
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