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Scaffold for History Essay by Roydon – Essay Title: Life in the Trenches during World War 1 

Introduction 

Thesis There is no phrase as potent as ‘trench’ in the Great War for it signifies with the best in 

men but the lowest of lows for humanity. 

Statement/Introductory 

sentence of each of the 

5 paragraphs 

Trenches not only provided shelter but also experiences unmatched in world conflict. It 

brought with it the concept of the underground. The divide between life and death was 

felt both in and above the trench lines with real success being farfetched. The struggle in 

the trenches affirmed the grim realities of war where metal resilience was frequently 

stunned to a degree of no return. Underlying fears were transformed into acts of valour 

and stealthiest both of the living and dead ultimately plagued the war. 

Body 

Paragraph 1 

Topic Sentence Being six feet under was sometimes the best a man could receive whilst in the trenches. 

Evidence (Source) 

WHAT 

A soldier’s social background and position in the army reflected into the conditions in 

which they resided. From initial observations of the picture (source 1) which is a primary 

source, the helmet indicates that it was created between 1916 and 1918. The occupants 

of such dugout would suggest that it was most likely located in a reserve or support 

trench behind the front line. Several items of personal belongings can also be seen on the 

back wall of the dugout, this may point to the fact that the dugout is semi-permanent or 

that British soldiers are locked in a fierce stalemate in that particular area. Candles were 

often used by the British in trenches as electric lighting was not possible. The food bag 

suspended from the top of the dugout reflects the persistence of rats and vermin which 

was commonplace in all of the trenches. 

Explanation 

(Usefulness/Reliability) 

WHY 

Officers were more privileged than the ordinary soldier. The source also provides a 

snapshot of the nature of trench warfare where life was did not always involve combat 

but also encompassed moments of relaxation and reflection, evident from the availability 

of bedding. In analysing the reliability of this source, historians should note the potential 

bias arising from the possible staging of the picture when it was created. The picture may 

have been taken during a period of minimal combat, perhaps during Winter as the 

helmet and overcoat is idle in the corner. 

Link to Intro Trench warfare encompassed a life in the confines below ground and often without the 

luxuries of civilian normalities. However, over time, the ‘trench’ shifted from its original 

use in World War 1 is now used rather as a representation of the less than ideal 

conditions survival in combat. 

Paragraph 2 

Topic Sentence The last resting place for many in the war was the trench but yet it offered the most 

protection against enemy fire. The assault on Loos in 1915 was a bloody offensive 

resulting in the deaths of over British 60, 000 soldiers.  

Evidence (Source) 

WHAT 

British trenches were generally shallow as their commanders wanted to foster an 

offensive attitude to the war. In contrast, German soldiers wanting to hold their recent 

gains, dug deep into the ground highlighting the amount of unearthed soil around the 

trenches. Communications was crucial in trench combat with both sides relying heavily 

on support trenches. A well informed military planned could use such intelligence to 

foresee and make observations into the levels of supplies the enemy possessed and 

other troop movements. 

Explanation 

(Usefulness/Reliability) 

WHY 

Being in the trenches meant that life followed ordered patterns whether it is in combat 

or in location. Both sides understood of the need for protection against machine guns 

and thus produced trenches on a zigzag pattern. Trench warfare was more than just an 

attack through no-man’s land; it required cautious calculations and structuring before 

during and after an attack. Trench layouts are a representation of the tactics and 

precautions of skill accumulated throughout the course of the war. Aerial photographs 
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such as from reconnaissance missions often aided officers and commanders and in the 

case of Loos could have been more effectively used to predict the German defences. As 

the aerial photograph of the Loos-Hulluch trench system was captured in the late 

evening, the British and allied forces would be able to learn the movements of German 

forces for the coming days and whether a mass attack was imminent. 

Link to Intro Trenches were the defining lines not just life and death but also the success of war. 

Intelligent decisions resulted in high quality trenches which could be withstood enemy 

advances and assaults. 

Paragraph 3 

Topic Sentence The war was not won just on pure weaponry but rather a battle of wit as the ultimate 

decider. 

Evidence (Source) 

WHAT 

New and improved weaponry such as heavy artillery proved chaotic outside the field of 

battle. It tampered with the emotions and mentality of the ones lucky enough to survive. 

Seeing the half remains of their fallen comrades entrenched on front line walls was often 

enough to bring out jitters and spur the soldiers in attack. Soldiers’ recalled the enormity 

of the shelling that more than surrounded but became part of their usual grind through 

the trenches. The sense of “unearthly solemnity” droned through the campaigns as 

soldiers succumb to the physiological strain with many sensing no hope ahead but 

“supreme and superhuman” indifference. 

Explanation 

(Usefulness/Reliability) 

WHY 

One thing that was common amongst all soldiers was the extent of the challenges 

needed to be overcome in the course of trench warfare and the war. From the 

recollections of trench combat, it can be seen that the battle was cruel for both the 

physical and mental body. The torment on the soldiers was often fatal as the German 

soldier’s recollection from “Storm of Steel” indicates the brutality of the conditions. It 

provides to a reasonable level of sufficiency that hope was minute and darkness in 

outlook and on the ground plagued the soldier’s morale. 

Link to Intro Overcoming the trauma was a matter of life and death for soldiers in and around the 

front line as the only temporary relief from the sustained psychological onslaught was 

success through the daunting no-man’s land. 

Paragraph 4 

Topic Sentence Bravery became one of the standout factors that pressed the morale of the soldier’s 

forward. Such courageous acts, often unnoticed by higher ranking officials proved to be 

the difference between life and death for many soldiers. 

Evidence (Source) 

WHAT 

In the citation for the Military Cross, Lieutenant Charles Richard Tisdall is recorded as 

have prevented the enemy capture of an isolated post. The military cross was awarded to 

junior officers during wartime as recognition of conspicuous gallantry.  

Explanation 

(Usefulness/Reliability) 

WHY 

Such source which was published in the London Gazette, the British government’s official 

records available to the public. In midst of the difficult and dangerous conditions, 

exceptional performance such as Charles Tisdall’s actions was noted as part of an internal 

and/or domestic morale booster. The latter portion of the citation of “his promptness in 

all probability saved the post” is an accepted opinion of Tisdall’s superiors when the 

medal was awarded. 

Link to Intro From such actions which lifted the spirits of the soldier’s “drifting” between the trenches, 

it offered a glimpse of reprieve and optimism among the torments of battle. 

Paragraph 5 

Topic Sentence Nothing could adequately prepare the soldier’s from the barrage that they encountered 

in trench life. 

Evidence (Source) 

WHAT 

Identity and its value for forsaken as lives of many depended on the blackened faces. 

Although patrols from the companies surveyed their surrounds as a whole, it was more 

or less every man for themselves in the face of life and death. Patrols faced immense risk 

from the shock of enemy contact and being captured as prisoners, hit by snipers or even 



© www.roydonng.com  

Roydon 

 

3 

 

worse being shot in friendly fire in the sudden uproar of an assault. 

Explanation 

(Usefulness/Reliability) 

WHY & HOW 

The stealthiest workings of men were needed to overcome the tyranny of patrols and 

defence on the front line. Not only were the dangers of enemy arms fire but of 

equivalent risk was the infamous “box barrage” of shelling. The stalemate on the 

Western Front resulted in tit-for-tat assaults, which an advance quickly met by defending 

reinforcements. In John Ellis’ book “Eye Deep in Hell”, recounts of the patrol’s structure 

and operations allows us to understand the skill that went to surviving out in no-man’s 

land. Ellis as a renowned historian is able to correlate the different sources arising from 

the mystics of World War 1 to provide an overview of conditions from trench warfare. 

The picture that is painted by Ellis is similar in accordance to other sources giving suitable 

reason that it stands as valid and can be used as snapshot back into time. 

Link to Intro The soldier’s spurred their comrades on throughout the march through “hell” 

transforming themselves in a “fearsome array” of faceless men. 

Conclusion 

Summary of main 

points from paragraphs 

1 - 5 

Trench life was no walk in the park, rather being a definition of life and death. Crossing 

the line meant courageously risking everything, leaving behind the luxuries of the 

previous life to an unknown reality. Faced with repeated onslaughts from machine guns, 

artillery and even from their minds within, the daunting struggle bore huge tolls on the 

ordinary soldier. Although less noted down were the acts of gallantry that became 

standout actions and gave the anguished soldier’s brief instances of relief. 

Link (related argument) 

to thesis 

Identity proved absolute and not only the symbol of patriotism but also of human instinct 

that was carried throughout the battle for those who hung on to the end. Such act of 

warfare often even from six feet under was one of external physical and technological 

struggle but also a battle of the soul’s willpower to press against the shockwaves of war. 

Closing argumentative 

statement 

Through combat from the trenches saw mankind’s inner true self emerge from the 

depths of “hell”, and without such spirited dedication survival would have been a thing of 

the past. 

 


