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Foreword

It would be a foolhardy Englishman who commented on Irish history without the deepest
preliminary study. But this book describes just one small element of a war that I have stud-
ied intermittently for more than thirty years, so perhaps I can comment usefully on it.

The 1st Battalion, The Royal Irish Rifles, was just one of some 600 infantry battalions
which formed the British Expeditionary Force on the blood-soaked Western Front in
France and Belgium in the First World War. The battalion strength rarely reached the
1,024 officers and other ranks of its war establishment. It arrived at the front from its
peacetime garrison location in Aden on 14 November 1914. It had only missed the first
ten weeks of fighting. It would serve continuously for almost exactly four years.

The battalion casualties would number nearly 4,000 men. Of these, 1,275 were fatal,
a horrific total by modern standards but no more than average for a Regular battalion of
infantry serving on the Western Front. Roughly two thirds of those dead soldiers were
citizens of the then undivided country of Ireland. Ireland gave approximately 30,000 of
her young men in this way to a cause that they thought worth fighting for at the time.
Their country would soon find it convenient to forget that sacrifice.

Britain wallowed in war books between the two World Wars, but Irish history was pre-
occupied with its War of Independence, the Civil War, and then the political problems of
setting up a new state in a sorrowfully partitioned country and maintaining its neutrality
in the 1939 war. In the 1960s, Britain saw a new wave of books about the First World War
and a new wave of pilgrimages and study tours of those battlefields just across the
English Channel. The thousands of British veterans still alive and active were treated
with honour and their reminiscences assiduously recorded before they left us.

But in Ireland it was only in the North that this resurgence of interest was pursued.
In the Republic there were few new books and the thousands of surviving veterans had
found it prudent to say little of their experiences through their working lives and into
their retirement. The National War Memorial in Dublin was allowed to go into disrepair.
New generations grew up unaware of the experiences of their fathers and uncles and of
their grandfathers and great uncles or the cause of their deaths as young men.

Recent years, however, have seen a welcome change. There came a more liberal, a
more charitable, a more understanding view. History fell into its proper perspective. The
Irish soldiers who fought in the British Army were no longer seen to have served in an
unworthy cause. The National War Memorial was restored. A Peace Tower commemo-
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rating soldiers from all of Ireland was erected at a place in Belgium where troops from
both North and South had carried out a successful attack in 1917.

But, what of literature? A great gap had to be filled. Parts of the gap would never be
filled. The few veterans left were in insufficient numbers to provide adequate coverage of
the experiences of the ordinary soldiers from which those British writers like myself had
benefited so hugely thirty years earlier.

I agreed to write this recommendation for James Taylor’s book although it has not
been my custom to accede to such requests. But, not only is the author a good friend, I
have become very interested myself in the Irish part in the First World War, viewing it as
a subject much neglected. I feel that the academics in Ireland have not adequately filled
that gap in their history I mentioned earlier. Mr Taylor, a family man with a full-time
occupation, has devoted inordinate amounts of effort to produce a very worthy account
of the history of the unit in which his great uncle was killed on the opening day of the
Battle of the Somme. He worked to such good effect that he secured a contract for pub-
lication. Having once been in the same situation, I felt he should be given all the help I
can provide. ey

Unit histories can be dry reading. This one is not. The official War Diary was kept
conscientiously and intelligently and forms a sound and interesting basis for the first part
of the book. Extracts from contemporary personal accounts and diaries put flesh on bare
bones. But the author has delved deeper than these obvious sources and has discovered
much original material that forms the Appendices. The best of these is the ‘Biographical
Details of the Officers’ which takes up half of the space in the book. Sad that similar
details for the ordinary soldiers have not survived, but their presence is always there
behind the scenes. The reader will gain a good insight into the experiences of all the men
in that typical Irish Regular battalion through four years of war. Remember, reader, that
there were seventeen other Irish Regular battalions and no less than forty wartime-raised
battalions of volunteers who had shorter but no less harrowing experiences in that war.

I know that all students of the First World War will find this book a useful addition to
their collections. I hope, in particular, that the people of Ireland will support one of their
own who has worked so hard to fill that gap to which I keep referring and has jumped
across the periods of dissension and sadness in the history of their island.

Martin Middlebrook
Boston, England
4 October 2001






