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The Other War on the Western Front - Lice 

Any descriptive account of trench warfare on the Western Front will include the squalid conditions 

under which it was fought. The very nature of trench warfare made it virtually impossible for the men of 

all the armies to live in healthy or hygienic conditions. Living below ground in wet and damp or hot and 

dusty conditions meant that very quickly personal hygiene broke down, despite the army’s best 

attempts to maintain it. Daily washing and shaving were mandatory, but the limited water available 

meant only rudimentary cleanliness was possible. In the presence of decomposing bodies, sanitary pits, 

flies, rats and rationed water it’s no wonder that health and personal hygiene were affected.    

One affliction above all others, hated and cursed by all ranks, was body lice. Being ‘lousy’ was a source 

of great irritation and discomfort to the individual and must have had a profound psychological affect on 

men who in civilian life tried to maintain reasonable standards of personal hygiene. Henry Gregory of 

119th Machine Gun company was shocked by his first encounter with lice;  

“When we arrived in the trenches, we got a shock when the other soldiers in the hut took their 

shirts off after tea. They were catching lice. We had never seen a louse before, but they were 

here in droves. The men were killing them between their nails. When they saw us looking at this 

performance with astonishment, one of the men remarked, "You will soon be as lousy as we are 

chum!" They spent the better part of an hour in killing lice and scratching themselves. We soon 

found out that this took the better part of an hour daily. Each day brought a new batch; as fast 

as you killed them, others took their place.” 

There are two species of human lice, one which has two varieties and each of these three lice have their 

own specific lifestyle.  

Starting at the top of the body is the head louse, Pediculus humanus capitas. This lives mainly on the 

scalp, but also infests eyebrows, moustaches and beards. It attaches itself to the hair by pincers and 

descends to the skin at the base of the hair to feed on blood, usually about four or five times a day.  

Only mated females can produce fertile eggs and mating can occur at any time of the day or night. 

Males and females frequently attach themselves for more than an hour during mating. Mating can occur 

during the first 10 hours of a louse’s life and occurs frequently during the life-cycle, which is about 30 

days. Females lay about three or four eggs per day and the eggs are attached near the base of a hair. An 

adult louse is 2.5 – 3mm long. Head lice do not transmit disease and any scalp infections arise out of 

scratches and open sores. Infestation between men occurs from living in close proximity and the sharing 

of personal items, like combs.                                                                                                                                    

On the soldier's body lived the body louse - Pediculus humanis corporis, although it doesn’t actually live 

on the skin, but conceals itself in the seams of clothing. The body louse is indistinguishable from the 

head louse in size, shape and lifespan, but on the same body they will not meet or mate. Unlike the head 

louse, the body louse attaches its eggs to clothing and not body hair. The body louse also lives on the 

blood of the host and feeds 4 or 5 times a day. Louse bites often cause intense irritation and usually itch 

for several days but can last for a week or more. Although bites are extremely irritating exposure to 
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numerous bits over a long period often lead to desensitizing and soldiers would show little reaction to   

numerous bites over long periods.  

                                                                                                                                  
Pediculus humanus corporis (body-louse)                              Pediculus humanus capitas (Head louse).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

The body louse was also a disease carrier which could transmit Typhus although one of the most 

common conditions was Trench Fever. Soldiers frequently succumbed to Trench Fever during the Great 

War and it was responsible for several epidemics among troops. As a medical condition it caused a 

greater loss of man-hours during the Great War second only to the Flu epidemic. Symptoms occurred at 

about 15–25 days following the bite of an infected louse an had a sudden onset with a fever of up to 

104°C, severe headache and eye pain, dizziness, chills, plus bone pain that is especially prominent in the 

tibia, hence the nickname, shinbone fever. Soldiers also commonly presented with conjunctivitis, 

gastrointestinal distress and a rash on the trunk resembling rose spots of typhoid fever. Recovery can 

take several weeks, with some reports of up to 3 months or longer for young soldiers.   

J R R Tolkien served as a signals officer with the Lancashire Fusiliers during World War 1. He contracted 

Trench Fever on 27 October 1916 and was evacuated to the UK on 8 November 1916. Tolkien was never 

fit for active service again and spent the rest of the war either convalescing or on garrison duties. He 

recounted his experiences; 

“We no sooner lay down than hordes of lice got up. So, we went round to the Medical Officer, 

who was also in the dugout with his medical equipment, and he gave us some ointment which 

he assured us would keep the little brutes away. We anointed ourselves all over with the stuff ... 

instead of discouraging them it seemed to act as a sort of hors d'oeuvre and the little beggars 

went at their feast with renewed vigour.”        

The favourable circumstances for infestations are living in crowded environments, having just one set of 

clothes and no access to hot water for regular bathing and laundering of clothes, in fact all the 

conditions of trench life. Once infestations occurred it was extremely difficult to eradicate, even out of 

the trenches. Sanitary units in the British army organised baths in huge vats of hot water for soldiers 

while their clothes were deloused. Unfortunately, this rarely worked. A fair proportion of the eggs 

remained in the clothes and within two or three hours of the clothes being put on again body heat 



3 
 

hatched them out. Despite the sanitary measures taken, infestations remained an eternal problem. 

Soldiers took it upon themselves to rid themselves of lice and it became a social event as groups of 

soldiers sat together talking as they used their fingernails, or a candle, to kill the lice, or ‘Chats; as they 

were commonly known, with ‘chatting’ now permanently fixed in the English vocabulary.  

In his autobiography, Harry Patch detailed how he dealt with his lice; 

"The lice were the size of grains of rice, each with its own bite, each with its own itch. When we 

could, we would run hot wax from a candle down the seams of our trousers, our vests - 

whatever you had - to burn the buggers out. It was the only thing to do. Eventually, when we 

got to Rouen, coming back, they took every stitch off us and gave us a suit of sterilised blue 

material. And the uniforms they took off, they burned them - to get rid of the lice." 

George Coppard of the Machine Gun Corps described his experiences of chatting;  

"The things lay in the seams of trousers, in the deep furrows of long thick woolly pants, and 

seemed impregnable in their deep entrenchments. A lighted candle applied where they were 

thickest made them pop like Chinese crackers. After a session of this, my face would be covered 

with small blood spots from extra big fellows which had popped too vigorously." 

           
British and German soldiers fighting the common enemy. 

The last of the three human lice found on soldiers was the Pthirus pubis or Crab louse and is usually 

found in the person's pubic hair, although it can also live in other areas of the body that are covered 

with coarse hair, such as the eyelashes, moustaches and perianal region. Like the head louse the crab 

louse does not transmit disease, but does cause irritation and itching.   

An adult crab louse is smaller than the head or body louse at about 1.3 – 2 mm long and can be 

distinguished from those other species by its almost round body. Another distinguishing feature is that 

the rearmost two pairs of legs of a crab louse are much thicker than the front legs and have large claws.  
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The female lays about three eggs a day, which take 6–8 days to hatch. Like the other human lice, they 

feed on blood about 4 – 5 times daily. Deprived of blood they will die within 24 – 48 hours. The adult 

life-cycle is up to 30 days. 

The crab louse is generally transferred from person to person during sexual contact, but it can be spread 

through close contact and shared clothing.  

                                                                                                            
Pthirus pubis (Crab louse) 

In our general thoughts and studies of soldiers serving in the Great War, with the constant threat of 

death or wounding and the multitude of other hardships they faced in and out of the trenches it can be 

easy to overlook some of the less dramatic (or heroic) aspects of the conflict, such as lice-ridden bodies. 

This may be particularly true of personal body infestations when we live in a modern society where 

personal hygiene is promoted daily. The thought of body lice is hideous and something that must be 

hard to imagine for all of us. Yet, for frontline soldiers, body lice were a perpetual problem that only 

added to the hardships and misery they endured.  

 

Jeff Clare              
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