
LETTER BY (THEN CAPTAIN) JEAN DE DROOG  

FROM THE TRENCHES OF WORLD WAR I 

(Translated by his grandson Quentin Wodon) 

 

 

 
December 11, 1915, 2:00 am 

 

I am standing at the forefront of the 5th division, 

in the south of Dixmude.  The Yser river 

separates me from the defenders of the dam.  For 

close to two hours, I have been subjected to 

extremely violent bombing.  Shrapnel and bombs 

explode on the left, on the right, in front and 

behind my shelter, a black hole in the ground 

where water seeps in and reaches a half foot. I 

light the space with a candle whose flame 

vacillates and threatens to blow with each bomb.   

 

The phone rings all the time. My company 

occupies trenches 100 meters in front of my 

shelter; the listening posts are flooded with 

water up to the knee. 

 

A few men are building a small dam in the 

narrow path.  For four hours they have been 

working in the dark night, filling bags of sand, or 

rather bags of sticky and slippery mud that they 

detach from the shovels with their hand.  At 

times, surrounded by the explosions of nasty 

gunfire, their shadows bend or throw themselves 

on the ground in a frightening immobility, then 

slowly and painfully, they get up again and 

continue their exhausting work like convicts. 

 

I am calm, very calm, so calm that I am 

surprised of it. The minute that separates the 

arrival of two whistling bombs seems to me to be 

an eternity; I live with intensity. 

My aid [Valcke] is standing beside me gravely, 

in silence, with a wave of fatality in his eyes, 

looking away without actually seeing towards an 

undefined point that cannot be far, given the 

exiguity of our shelter, but that must be far 

beyond the horizon in fire.    

 

I just came back from the fourth trench; to do so 

I walked through 100 meters in rubber boots 

with mud and water up to my thighs.  

 

 
Major General Jean De Droog (in 1941) 

 

As I entered my cave made of wood and earth, I 

found my slippers warmed up.  Why did Valcke 

think about my desire for comfort?  How was he 

even able to think about it at a time when his 

reason and the chaos surrounding him should 

have led him to yell out loud with all his senses 

that these moments were supreme, perhaps his 

last! Even I am futile as I am drawing, reading, 

writing […..] 

 

  



And the bombings do not stop; the air keeps the 

same resonance which persists with the 

persistent sound of tearing, rattling, and strident 

explosions that hurt. 

 

We hear them coming, these weapons of murder 

with their loud but short whistle followed by a 

fire work of light and fracas.  Some are close by, 

others are further away.  They surround my 

retreat.  A fragment has blasted a hole in the 

bottom part of what serves as a door to my cave 

and is now buried in the ground; I tried in vain 

to uncover and excavate it.   

 

Why does the wind moan? Is this for us? Is it 

powerful enough to repel death from all of those 

she is threatening?   

 

Our artillery responds; the sound of its prayers, 

while similar to theirs, feels to us like a song.   

 

I feel like it is I that death is seeking, but it is not 

to be.  The night is black and my shelter is deep 

under the ground, invisible, espousing the plain 

that is being torn apart by gunfire.   

 

A sentinel passes by, shivering and covered in 

mud stains.  A small bridge has collapsed, and 

the man almost drowned.  He is begging for 

heat.  I tell him to lie in front of my fire.  He does 

not say anything.  What is happening to him is so 

common, even banal, the story of us all in 

discomfiture.  It could perhaps even make me 

laugh.  He understands it and does not say 

anything.   

 

It is 3 am.  The concert does not cease.  Would it 

start to unnerve me?  

 

The sergeant commanding my trench has just 

announced to me that we have two injured 

soldiers, the first ones. It is possible that so much 

lead would injure (only) two soldiers?  Could I 

say that I rejoice in the news? Certainly not, but 

it keeps me busy, it is a distraction, in 

comparison with the last three hours that feel 

like a century. 

 

It is nothing serious - just a bomb fragment in 

the thigh and a hole in a shoulder.  The two 

injured soldiers look as if they were beaming, 

they will survive and escape this hell. After their 

first bandage they will leave to go to the hospital 

post, and later to other locations further away, 

towards a glorious convalescence.  

 

What are they now dreaming of?  They are 

dreaming of towns, healthcare, sweet things, 

even perhaps admiration, but certainly of lands 

that they haven’t seen for now 17 months, where 

they will be certain to live, where the tense 

complaint of death will not anymore resonate in 

their ears, where they will be able to make 

projects for tomorrow. 

 

The sentinel who escaped drowning is now 

snoring; he must not be dreaming of anything, 

his face has no other expression than that of the 

beast that the torpor stuns.   

 

May I write that the bombing is slowing down? 

Or is this an illusion?  Bodies […] are 

exhausted.  As the storm has passed, nerves are 

relaxing.  We become ourselves again, we live. 

This is a life won over the enemy.   

 

3:45 am, December 11, 1915. 

 

Captain Jean De Droog. 


