A new play by Jesse Briton for ages 13 +

The Muddy Choir - Historical Facts
The Muddy Choir is set within the Third Battle of Ypres, also known as the Battle of
Passchendaele in 1917. The characters of Will, Jumbo and Robbie fought in the Durham Light
Infantry regiment, a regiment that was founded in the North East of England in 1881 and
remained in active service until 1968, fighting in major wars and battles across the globe.
In order for students to develop a rounded understanding of the historical context of the play and
gain insight into the situation of the characters, it is useful for them to be equipped with facts that
can develop their knowledge of specific aspects of this period. More information about the
background and triggers of the First World War, in addition to soldier biographies, local history
information and archive material can be found in the “Additional First World War Resources”.
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1. Timeline: First World War and The Muddy Choir
Warning: Timeline contains plot spoilers- do not allow students to access until they have seen the
performance.

Historical Facts
th

June 29 : Archduke Franz
assassinated in Sarajevo

Ferdinand

Year

The Muddy Choir

1914

Will, Rob and Jumbo would have been
around 16 at the outbreak of War. At this
stage, conscription – the compulsory
recruitment of men to the army - had not
been introduced. Young men volunteered to
enter military service.

th

July 5 : Kaiser Wilhelm II promised German
Support for Austria against Serbia.
th

July 28 : Austria declared war on Serbia

Propaganda focused on the virtues of men
going off to fight in the war. Women were
encouraged to support their men to join the
army.

st

August 1 : Germany declared war on
Russia
rd

August 3 : Germany declared war on
France and invaded Belgium. Germany had
to implement the Schlieffen Plan.

Boys of their age would have seen troops of
men leaving their city, often accompanied
by celebratory bunting and musical
processions. The reality of the war on the
Western Front would have felt very distant.
Instead, the war promised adventure and
excitement.

th

August 4 : Britain declared war on Germany
rd

August 23 : Germany invaded France
th

October 18 : First Battle of Ypres.
th

January 19 : The First Zeppelin raid on
Britain

1915

th

February 19 : Britain bombarded Turkish
forts in the Dardanelles
th

April 25 : Allied troops landed in Gallipoli

Their fathers and elder brothers may have
gone off to fight, so the boys would have
lived with their mums, sisters and younger
brothers. The families in their community
with men in active service would have lived
in fear of receiving the dreaded telegram,
notifying them of their loved ones’ death.

rd

May 23 : Italy declared war on Germany
and Austria

The propaganda drive would have
continued, enticing men between 18 and 38
to join the army.

th

August 5 : The Germans captured Warsaw
from the Russians

Otherwise, a semblance of normal life
would have continued. The boys would
have continued to go to school, played
football and attended their church choir.

th

September 25 : Start of the Battle of Loos
th

December 19 : The Allies started the
evacuation of Gallipoli
th

January 27 : Conscription introduced in
Britain

1916

st

February 21 : Start of the Battle of Verdun
th

April 29 : British forces surrendered to
Turkish forces at Kut in Mesopotamia
st

May 31 : Battle of Jutland
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The Government introduced the Military
th
Service Act on 27 January 1916. It was
made compulsory for British males
between 18 and 41 to join the army. On
th
25 May, the lower age dropped to 18.
Childhood friends Will, Robbie and Jumbo,
now 18, were conscripted into the DLI
regiment and sent to fight on the Western
Front.

st

th

July 1 : Start of the Battle of the Somme
th

September 15 : First use en masse
of tanks at the Somme

1916
(cont.)

th

December 7 : Lloyd George becomes British
Prime Minister
st

February 1 : Germany’s unrestricted
submarine warfare campaign started

1917

th

April 6 : USA declared war on Germany
th

April 16 : France launched an unsuccessful
offensive on the Western Front
st

July 31 : Start of the Third Battle at Ypres
(also known as the Battle of Passchendaele)
th

October 24 : Battle of Caporetto – the Italian
Army was heavily defeated
th

November 6 : Britain launched a major
offensive on the Western Front
th

November 20 : British tanks won a victory
at Cambrai
th

December 5 : Armistice between Germany
and Russia signed

In 1916, the 20 Battalion of the DLI – the
Sunderland-based Battalion that the
characters belonged to – fought in the
final months of the Battle of the Somme.
More than 1,000,000 men were killed in
this battle and the boys would have been
extremely fortunate to survive.
Will, Robbie and Jumbo would have
th
travelled with the 20 Battalion through
Flanders around June/July 1917 to fight in
the Battle of Passchendaele. Prior to the
Battle commencing, the allies launched a
10-day heavy artillery raid on the
Germans. At this time, the boys were
posted on the front line. Will would have
begun to take on “extra duties”, such as
taking part in firing squads. The soldiers
had all previously been “privates” in the
army, but these duties earned Will a
promotion to Lance Corporal. This
promotion meant that the three boys were
moved to an “observation post”, which
would have been far more comfortable
than being in the front line trenches.
During this battle, Jumbo took his own life
and it is presumed that Will and Robbie
were killed in an attack. Their families
would have been notified by telegram.
and

rd

March 3 : The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was
signed between Russia and Germany.

1918

st

March 21 : Germany broke through on the
Somme

The families and surviving friends of the
three boys would have mourned their
losses and been forced to accept a future
without their sons, their siblings and
friends.

th

July 15 : Second Battle of the Marne started.
The start of the collapse of the German army

Across the world, there were over 16
million deaths and 20 million wounded. In
the UK alone, around 750,000 military
personnel were killed.

th

August 8 : The advance of the Allies was
successful
th

Many families in Sunderland and in regions
across the UK would have entered
peacetime without their fathers, sons and
brothers. These families would have been
forced to adjust to a drastically altered
reality and way of living.

October 4 : Germany asked the Allies for an
armistice
th

October 29 : Germany’s navy mutinied
th

October 30 : Turkey made peace
rd

November 3 : Austria made peace
th

November 9 : Kaiser William II abdicated
th

November 11 : Germany signed an armistice
with the Allies – the official date of the end
of World War One.
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2. The Durham Light Infantry Regiment: Local Military History
The British Army's Infantry is made up of 51 battalions of infantry, from 19 regiments.
The Durham Light Infantry (DLI) was an infantry regiment of the British Army from 1881 to
1968 and the regiment's lineage is continued today by The Rifles. During the First World
War, the DLI was made up of 43 “battalions” – a military unit, consisting of 300-1,200
soldiers.
A number of these battalions recruited soldiers from specific regions. For example, the 20th
Battalion of the DLI was populated by soldiers recruited from Sunderland. The characters of
Will, Robbie and Jumbo could have belonged to this battalion. This battalion arrived in
France on 5 May 1916 and fought on the Somme in September. In 1917 it fought at the Third
Battle of Ypres in September and October, when it was transferred to Italy. It returned to
France in February 1918 to plug the line against the Spring Offensive and took part in the
One Hundred Days’ offensive, advancing in Flanders.
Trench warfare and new weapons led to huge numbers of casualties for the DLI in the First
World War. In September 1914, the 2nd Battalion of the DLI lost as many men in one day as
the entire regiment had lost in the Boer War (fought in South Africa in 1899-1902). In spring
1915, the Territorials, fighting at Ypres, lost a third of their strength in just a few weeks. The
Battle of the Somme in 1916 was, for the new battalion of volunteers, a baptism of fire. On
1st July, the “Durham Pals” (18th Battalion DLI) lost over half their strength - killed or
wounded.
The Durham Light Infantry fought in every major battle of the Great War – at Ypres, Arras,
Messines, Cambrai, on the Somme and in the mud of Passchendaele. The Regiment was
awarded six Victoria Crosses but the cost to the regiment and county was horrific with nearly
13,000 men dead and thousands more gassed, wounded or taken prisoner.
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3. Battle of Passchendaele

A new play by Jesse Briton for ages 13 +

The Muddy Choir is set in the Battle of Passchendaele, fought in July 1917. The battle is
also sometimes called the Third Battle of Ypres, yet for the soldiers who fought at
Passchendaele, it was known as the 'Battle of Mud'.
The attack at Passchendaele was Sir Douglas Haig's attempt to break through Flanders.
Haig had thought about a similar attack in 1916, but the Battle of the Somme occupied his
time in that year. However, one year later, Haig felt able to launch such an attack. His main
aim was a breakthrough to the coast of Belgium so that German submarine pens could be
destroyed. Admiral Jellicoe had already advised both Haig and the British government that
the loss of shipping (primarily merchant) could not be sustained and that Britain would face
severe problems in 1918, if such losses continued. Haig's plan, to sweep through Flanders
to the coast, did not receive support from Britain's Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, but
as the Allies had no other credible plan, he gave his agreement for Haig to carry out his plan.
Haig also had another reason for going ahead with his plan. He believed, incorrectly as it
turned out, that the morale of the German army was very low - especially after the success
of the Allies at the Battle of Messines. He believed that the Allies could tap into this lack of
morale and roll through Flanders without too much trouble.
On July 18th 1917, a heavy artillery barrage was launched at the German lines. This lasted
for ten days. Three thousand artillery guns fired over four million shells. Therefore, the
German army in the area fully expected a major Allied attack - so any vague hope of
surprise was lost, as was true in any attack that started with a major artillery bombardment.
The infantry attack started on July 31st. The main assault was led by Sir Hubert Gough's
Fifth Army. To their left were units from the French First Army led by Anthoine and to
Gough's right was the Second Army led by the victor of Messines, Sir Herbert Plumer.
The Germans, as happened at the Somme, were fully prepared and the Allied attack,
launched across an eleven mile front, made only small gains. Then in the early days of
August, the area was saturated with the heaviest rain the region had seen in thirty years.
The area in Flanders became effectively a swamp. Tanks, sent forward to help the infantry,
simply got stuck. Infantry soldiers found movement very difficult. The impact of the artillery
bombardment had destroyed the drainage systems of the region which greatly added to the
problem. The shell craters made by the Allied shelling filled with water and did not allow
advancing men the opportunity to hide in them. The fields through which men should have
gone became impassable.
Haig blamed the lack of progress not on the abnormal weather and the conditions it caused,
but on Gough. Haig moved Gough and his men to a front further north and put Plumer in
charge of the battle. Plumer used different tactics to Gough. He wanted small gains that
could be permanently held as opposed to Gough's apparent desire for one major sweeping
movement that would bring success. As a result, Plumer fought a series of small battles
within Flanders - the Battle of Menin Road Bridge, the Battle of Polygon Wood and the Battle
of Broodseinde. These were fought between September and October 1917. These gave
British forces the advantage in the territory to the east of Ypres. Haig became convinced that
German morale was on the verge of collapsing and ordered that the offensive be continued
to Passchendaele Ridge.
Between October 9th and October 12th, two battles were fought - Poelcappelle and the First
Battle of Passchendaele. By now, those German soldiers who had been fighting on the
Eastern Front had been moved to the Western Front - and they had been specifically moved
to Passchendaele Ridge to bolster the German forces there. The Germans used mustard
gas to assist them and the attempted Allied breakthrough to Passchendaele Ridge failed to
materialise. However, Haig would not concede that the attack had not succeeded. In late
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October three further Allied attacks were made on Passchendaele Ridge. On November 6th,
1917, Passchendaele village was taken and Haig used this success as the reason for calling
off the attack.
However, the Third Battle of Ypres or Passchendaele had been a very costly battle. For the
sake of a few kilometres, the British had lost 310,000 men and the Germans 260,000. Haig
was heavily criticised for the attack and for failing to modify his plans as the attack clearly
was not going to be a success. There were some who rallied to Haig's defence. They argued
that:





Haig could not have known that the weather would have played such a major part in
the battle.
The input of the newly arrived German troops from the Eastern Front was not part of
Haig's planning and nor could it have been.
The dangers of German submarine activity had to be eliminated whatever the risk.
A British success would have gone someway to improving the morale of the French
army that had mutinied in that year - an ally supporting an ally.

Haig argued that any German loss of men was of greater importance than British loss as the
Allies could sustain more losses as America had joined the war by the end of
Passchendaele.
Text taken from History Learning Site (http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/) 2011.
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4. Trench Warfare
Trench Warfare was one of the defining military characteristics of the First World War. The
front line was the most dangerous place to be, but behind the front line was a mass of supply
lines, training establishments, stores, workshops, headquarters and all the other elements of
the 1914-1918 system of war.
Trench Warfare began in September 1914 and ended when the Allies made a breakthrough
attack in August 1918. Before and after those dates were wars of movement: in between it
was a war of entrenchment. The massive armies of 1914 initially fought a war of movement,
and any trenches dug were only for temporary cover. But from the Battle of the Aisne
onwards, both sides dug in to take cover and hold their ground. The successive movements
to outflank (get around the outside of) the enemy trenches came to an end by November
1914. By then there was a continuous line of trenches covering some 400 miles from
Switzerland to the North Sea. There was no way round.
The type and nature of the trench positions varied, depending on the local conditions. For
example, in the area of the River Somme on the Western Front, the ground is chalky and is
easily dug. The trench sides will crumble easily after rain, so would be built up ('revetted')
with wood, sandbags or any other suitable material. At Ypres, the ground is naturally boggy
and the water table very high, so trenches were not really dug, more built up using sandbags
and wood (these were called 'breastworks'). In France the trenches ran through towns and
villages, through industrial works, coalmines, brickyards, across railway tracks, through
farms, fields and woods, across rivers, canals and streams.
Within the infrastructure of the trenches, there was a front line, facing the enemy.
Thousands of men became casualties in fighting for, or making small adjustments to their
lines, to give this cover or observation. It also was dug in sections rather than a straight line,
so if a shell explodes inside one of these 'bays' (also called 'traverses'), or an enemy got into
one, only that section was affected.
Behind it was another line, similarly made, called a support line. In this would be found
'dugouts' cut into the side of the trench wall, often very small but with room for perhaps three
or four men to squeeze in for shelter, or for a telephone position for a signaller, or for a
Platoon or Company HQ. Communication trenches linked the rear areas with both lines, and
it was along these that all men, equipment and supplies had to be fetched, by hand. Probing
out from the front line were trenches usually called 'saps', which often went beyond the
protective belts of barbed wire, terminating somewhere in 'no man's land' between the two
opposing front lines in a listening post, manned by one or two infantrymen.
Trench life was always one of considerable squalor, with so many men living in a very
constrained space. Scraps of discarded food, empty tins and other waste, the nearby
presence of the latrine, the general dirt of living half underground and being unable to wash
or change for days or weeks at a time created conditions of severe health risk.
Troops in the trenches were also subjected to the weather: the winter of 1916-1917 in
France and Flanders was the coldest in living memory; the trenches flooded in the wet,
sometimes to waist height, whenever it rained. Men suffered from exposure, frostbite, trench
foot (a wasting disease of the flesh caused by the foot being wet and cold, constrained into
boots and puttees, for days on end, that would cripple a man), and many diseases brought
on or made worse by living in such a way.
7

A general pattern for trench routine was 4 days in the front line, then 4 days in close reserve
and finally 4 at rest, although this varied enormously depending on conditions, the weather
and the availability of enough reserve troops to be able to rotate them in this way. In close
reserve, men had to be ready to reinforce the line at very short notice.
Other than when a major action was underway, trench life was usually very tedious and hard
physical work. Officers had to ensure that there was, if possible, a balance between the
need for work against the enemy, on building and repairing trench defences and for rest and
sleep.
(The Long, Long Trail - http://www.1914-1918.net/)

Diagram of Trenches (http://www.bbc.co.uk/guides/z3kgjxs)
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4. Hierarchy of Military Personnel
Rank

Command

Field Marshal
General
Lieutenant General
Major General
Brigadier General
Lieutenant Colonel
Captain
Lieutenant or Second
Lieutenant
Sergeant Major
Corporal or Lance Corporal
Private/Soldier

Army Group
Army
Corps
Division
Brigade
Battalion commanding officer
Company
Platoon
Platoon second in command
Section

9

Approximate number of
men under command
2,000,000
300,000
60,000
12,000
3,500
200
50

12
0

4. Additional First World War Resources
During the centenary commemorations of the First World War, numerous museums, archive
centres and public bodies have compiled resources to enrich and extend students’ learning.
Below are details of some of these resources and links to their websites.
Organisation
Imperial War
Museum

Imperial War
Museum

The Great War

The National
Archives

The National
Archives

BBC One

The British
Library

Title and areas of focus
Lives of the First World War: This resource
focuses on the lives of more than 8 million
individuals who were part of the global conflict
that shaped the world today. Students can browse
the stories and experiences of soldiers and are
encouraged to undertake genealogical research
and upload their own content.
First World War Learning Resources: These new
resources are free for teachers and students to
use in the classroom. There are three main areas
of focus:
1. Recruitment and conscription
2. The Empire called to arms
3. Life in the trenches
WWI Education Resources for Teachers: This
resource contains photographs, locations and
visitors' information for making visits to the
battlefields of the Western Front in Belgium and
France.
The Great War, 1914-1918: This site focus on six
main areas of exploration/questions:
1. The Great War: conflict and controversy
2. Why did Britain go to war in 1914?
3. The trench experience
4. Lions led by donkeys?
5. Why was it so hard to make peace?
6. How has the Great War been
remembered?
First World War: Teachers and students can
explore the collection of First World War records.
The site holds the official UK government records
of the First World War, including a vast collection
of letters, diaries, maps and photographs.
World War One: The site is a comprehensive
collection of media-based resources, containing a
rich set of bespoke “guides” looking at specific
aspects of the First World War, local archived
radio material, a picture gallery and details of
local BBC events.
World War One: Teachers and students can
explore over 500 historical sources from across
Europe, together with new insights by World War
One experts. This resource examines key
themes in the history of World War One. Explore
a wealth of original source material, over 50
newly-commissioned articles written by
historians, teachers' notes and more to discover
how war affected people on different sides of the
conflict.
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Links
www.livesofthefirstworldw
ar.org

http://www.iwm.org.uk/lear
ning/resources/first-worldwar

http://www.greatwar.co.uk/

http://www.nationalarchive
s.gov.uk/education/greatw
ar/

http://www.nationalarchive
s.gov.uk/first-world-war/

http://www.bbc.co.uk/ww1

http://www.bl.uk/worldwar-one

The British
Council and the
BBC

Commonwealth
War Graves
Commission

Durham County
Record Office

War Memorials
Trust

The First World War: This site contains a number
of lesson plans designed to improve students’ use
of English in addition to learning about the First
World War. Lesson plans include:
 Women in War – Propaganda and Reality
 Soldiers from the Caribbean in the First
World War
 Letters Home
 The Christmas truce
 Military exemption
The site commemorates the 1,700,000 men and
women of the Commonwealth forces who died in
the two world wars. Their cemeteries, burial plots
and memorials are a lasting tribute to those who
died in some 153 countries across the world. The
Register records details of Commonwealth war
dead so that graves or names on memorials can
be located.
Durham County Record Office offers an education
service to teachers and students including visits
to the Record Office, outreach visits to schools,
workshops and resource packs from Key Stage 1
to 5 and web units.
War Memorials Trust’s Learning: The
programme provides ideas and materials
for young people in schools and youth groups.
The site contains lesson plans for primary and
secondary groups and also youth groups.
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http://www.teachingenglish
.org.uk/world-war-1

http://www.cwgc.org/

www.durhamrecordoffice.o
rg.uk/Pages/learningzone.
aspx

http://www.learnaboutwar
memorials.org/

