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Life on the Battlefields – 94 years on 

Charlotte Descamps  

Those who visit the battlefields of the Great War may not always realize the extent to which that conflict, 

to this day, still affects the lives of the people living and working in those fields, once the scene of such 

fierce and terrible fighting. 

Varlet Farm is one of the many farms dotting the rural countryside northeast of the city of Ypres. Today, 

apart from the memorials that a visitor stumbles across along the little lanes, it is hard to imagine what it 

must have been like at the time of the conflict. Having worked on those fields for many years, even I 

struggle to understand how the peaceful landscape of today was once the bloody soil where soldiers 

fought, lived and died for the freedom of our country. 

The Ypres Salient is a small, narrow strip of land that was bitterly contested during the four years of the 

Great War. It is situated in the southwest of the country and runs down from the Belgian coast to the 

French border. It is no wider than 10 km at any point. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Varlet farm has an area of 18 hectares (44.5 acres), which is average for this part of the country. The only 

way to survive on such a small property is to grow labour-intensive vegetables such as leeks, Brussels 

sprouts, strawberries and cauliflower. West Flanders is now considered the vegetable garden of Europe, 

with approximately 80% of the local produce exported, mainly in frozen form. 

The history of Varlet Farm has been traced back to 1745. The property was in the hands of a noble family 

for several centuries, including the period through the Great War. 

 

 
Varlet Farm (VF )  

See Appendix A for maps showing the farm’s location in relation to the front after the four Battles of Ypres 
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War-time Destruction 

When the German army advanced to Roeselare, a city 10 km east of Varlet Farm, French soldiers 

defended the city. The Germans reacted brutally and on October 19, 1914, they executed a number of the 

male inhabitants of Roeselare.  

Many of the farmers’ daughters worked as washerwomen for the wealthy Roeselare families. When they 

returned to their own homes, telling stories of the atrocities, the local population became very worried. 

As the news spread that the German army was pushing farther through the country, the local population 

packed all that the valuables they could manage and left for the safety of France. It must be borne in mind 

that at that time, everyone was still convinced the war would be over by Christmas. Only after the first 

Battle of Ypres did it become clear that this was going to be a longer conflict than initially anticipated. 

In the spring of 1915, the Belgian refugees, who were packed tightly into the northern part of France, 

were forced to spread into other parts of France. Many of the Flemish farmers ended up settling in either 

Normandy or Brittany. Belgians are renowned for their very strong ties to their place of birth so it might 

be expected that they would return en masse to their native land when the war ended. This was not the 

case, however. Research has shown that there was a constant immigration to France as late as 1927. Why? 

Belgians who returned to their ravaged country faced a changed landscape. To have to start from scratch 

on a farm that was not originally their own was a huge and daunting challenge. Not only did farmers lose 

their homes but also, perhaps even worse, the drainage systems that are so vital and necessary for the 

efficient running of a farm in Flanders had been destroyed. This is why so many Belgian farmers made 

the decision to remain in France. 

Post-war Changes 

In 1920, a fund was established called the Albert Fund after the Belgian king of the time, Albert I. Money 

came from Germany in reparation for the damage inflicted on the area during the war. Farmers who took 

up the challenge to level the fields could claim financial compensation. The money proved to be very 

convincing to my husband’s great-grandmother, who made the decision to move from Maldegem (some 

45 km to the northeast) to Poelkapelle.  

In Maldegem, the family, with their five young children, was living on a small property barely big 

enough to provide a sustainable income. They had been tenant farmers in Maldegem, so nothing changed 

from that point of view, as they remained tenant farmers in Poelkapelle. The main difference was that 

they ended up on a farm twice the size of the one they had previously.  

The proposal was that, as tenants, they would be financially compensated, and for the first five years, 

there would be no rent to pay since it was estimated that it was going to take that long to make the area 

viable once again. Although, such terms must have sounded like music to their ears, the tune must have 

soured when they arrived in the area to find nothing. The family had to live in a barracks for two years 

before they could finally start building the farm you see today. 

When comparing old maps from before the Great War with modern maps, you will notice that most 

farms have been rebuilt, although not always on the same spot. Any old foundations still remaining did 

not meet the needs of modern buildings in the 1920s and most farm buildings were rebuilt closer to the 
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roads. It is interesting to note that because of the destruction from the war, there are no buildings older 

than 1922 between Ypres to Passchendaele. 

What’s in a Name? 

The trench map shows the original position of Varlet 

Farm to be slightly northeast of the present position. The 

original farm was a moated, which is not unusual in 

Flanders. The original name of the farm was 

Wallemolenhof or “moated farm near a mill” (“wal” 

means moat, “molen” means mill and “hof” refers to a 

farm). There used to be a mill in the hamlet of 

Wallemolen, just south of the farm. Like many other 

buildings, that mill was destroyed, never to be rebuilt. 

The name Varlet Farm appears on British trench maps 

(German trench maps refer to it as “huts”). To my 

surprise, many of my British guests often ask the 

meaning of Varlet Farm. I always answer with a smile 

that in my mother tongue (Dutch), it does not mean 

anything. It is an English word that has its origin in the 

French word “valet,” meaning a servant of a knight. In 

more recent times, it was often used to describe someone 

who had committed a minor crime and later, a naughty 

child. Today however, the word has effectively 

disappeared from the English language. 

Why the name Varlet Farm? Looking at trench maps it becomes clear that small groups of farms were 

given a name starting with the same letter. To the east of we have: Vapour Farm, Vanity Farm, Veal Farm, 

Vox Farm and Vat Houses. To the north there are Bray Farm, Banff House and Berks Farm. To the south 

and southwest we have Wolf Farm, Waterfields Farm and Waterloo Farm. (This pattern did not hold 

everywhere, as the closest farm to the west is Inch Houses, and there is no other farm beginning with an 

“I” in the whole area. 

It is probable that the presence of the moat surrounding the farm was the reason the German army turned 

Varlet Farm into a strongpoint—being surrounded by water would have been a great asset in the defence. 

On British trench maps, the old farm buildings are indicated with a “C” indicating the buildings had been 

fortified with concrete. 

 

Silent Witnesses Emerge 

Ninety-four years after the battle of Passchendaele, the silent witnesses of that terrible battle are still 

being plowed up and brought to the surface. Human remains (rare after such a long time), munitions, 

artifacts and the general detritus of war are revealing a fascinating part of the history of the area. 

 

Varlet Farm   
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Although there is no doubt that there must still be human remains in the fields, the chances of actually 

finding them are very small. As a farmer’s equipment works the soil, it is very difficult, if not impossible, 

to see what is being brought to the surface. In the majority of cases, it is contractors working with huge 

digging machines who come across human and other remains. 

There is a procedure to follow when human remains are discovered. The police must be informed and it 

is their task to ascertain that the person was not a victim of crime. In most cases it proves to be relatively 

easy to identify if the remains as those of a soldier of the Great War: a piece of equipment, a button, a part 

of the uniform gives that away. Narrowing it down to a nationality can in fact be done fairly quickly and, 

with a little luck, even to a particular regiment. Once identified as the remains of a soldier, the remains 

are handed over to an officer of the Belgian army who will hand them over to the Commonwealth War 

Graves Commission (CWGC), the Deutsche Volksgraben Bund or the French equivalent. It then becomes 

the responsibility of the organization concerned to arrange an official reburial. 

What the Plows Turn Up 

While human remains are seldom found in the region (some 30 cases per year), finding ammunition is a 

part of daily life during the plowing and harvesting season. On Varlet Farm alone, between 20 and 30 live 

shells are unearthed each year. Until 2008, the Belgian bomb disposal team collected over 200 tons of live 

ammunition each year. In 2009, that figure dropped to 196 tons and last year, 2010, it dropped even 

further to 174 tons. Does this mean that the figure is going to drop each successive year? I would certainly 

not bet on that happening! A discovery of a previously unknown ammunition dump could easily increase 

the annual collection figure. 

While plowing the fields, a farmer will often hear the plow hitting something. He does not stop to inspect 

each item as this would be far too time-consuming. He will only come to halt when there is something big 

stopping the tractor. He must then reverse the tractor and dig to determine what is blocking the tractor’s 

progress. Something big could easily be a roll of barbed wire, a large shell or even part of a pillbox. 

Hitting a small shell is not that much of a problem as the plow will push it over. Pressure in the soil is 

slowly pushing everything to the surface. A shell that was pushed over by the plow this year will be 

pushed higher in the soil next year. So, farmers don’t dig for everything they hit as the day eventually 

comes when the plow cuts below the shell to bring the whole thing to the surface. 

Do accidents ever occur? Not as often as you might expect. To my personal knowledge, only one farmer 

has been killed while plowing his fields. It happened in 1983 when the farmer hit a high explosive shell 

that exploded on impact. The farmer died on his tractor when part of the shell was blown to the front and 

hit him in the neck. Several civilians (non-farmers) have been killed by exploding munitions. These 

incidents are usually accidents that happen mainly to private collectors who, foolishly, consider 

themselves to be competent enough to dismantle munitions. 
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Types of Munitions 

I was born on Canada Farm, 20 km to the west, 

which was behind the British lines. When I 

moved to Varlet Farm, I had never seen a shell 

and knew nothing about munitions. Working on 

the fields and finding all types of munitions, I 

became intrigued by what came to the surface. 

The most common types of shells found in our 

area are the German 77 mm (both the long and 

the short version), the French 75 mm and the 

British 18 pounder. Identifying the nationality of 

shells is fairly easy: a narrow driving band low 

to the base indicates a German shell. A narrow 

driving band higher on the shell is French and a 

broader driving band low to the base is British. 

According to British trench maps, there was a 

German trench cutting across our fields and 

behind that was a German heavy battery 

position. Many German shells related to those 

guns are found in that particular field. Many 

unfired shells simply disappeared in the mud of 

Flanders only to rise to the surface many years 

later. 

Although we can still identify shrapnel and high 

explosive shells, it is impossible to tell whether 

we are dealing with a gas shell. During the 

Great War, crosses were painted on the toxic 

shells to indicate to the artillerymen whether 

they were firing chlorine, phosgene, mustard, or  

arsenic gas. Unfortunately, the paint used at the  

time was not of the best quality and we have never found a gas shell with the paint still adhering to it. 

Handling Old Munitions 

When live munitions are found, Belgian law requires us to 

inform the police straight away. However, this is simply not 

practical during the plowing or harvesting season as it would 

mean calling them every single day. Like most farmers, we 

gather the munitions and inform the police two or three times a 

year.  

 

Shells are found in one of three conditions:  

Used, dud and unused. 

 

As Varlet Farm was behind the German lines from October 

20, 1914, until October 26, 1917, the vast majority of 

shells unearthed are British. 

 

 

 
Shells are found in one of three conditions: 

Used, dud or unused. 

 

 Belgium Army bomb recovery vehicle. (See Appendix B for pictures of the process) 
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The police inform the Belgium Army bomb disposal team who collect the munitions and remove them to 

a base at Houthulst, 6 km north of us. Twice a day (11:30 in the morning and 3:45 in the afternoon), five 

days a week, seven months a year, the bomb disposal team buries high explosive and shrapnel shells, 

adds a fuse and blow them up. You can actually set your watch by them! 

Gas Shells 

Of course, no risk can be taken when it comes to dealing with 

gas shells. Until 1970, it was the norm to seal gas shells inside 

large blocks of concrete that were then dumped into the sea. 

Because of the growing concern about protecting the 

environment, this method was discontinued and, as a result, 

large numbers of gas shells piled up at the bomb disposal depot. 

In 1998, a dismantling factory was built to deal with the, by now, 

huge pile: some 27,000 gas shells were waiting to be dealt with. 

Since it is impossible to identify gas shells from the outside 

casing, the bomb disposal team uses an X-ray machine. This  

allows them to see inside the shell. If it is a gas shell, the top is cut off, and a soldier then pours the gas 

into a container. Once the container is full, it is sealed and, along with other full and sealed containers, it 

is taken to be burned at extremely high temperatures to neutralize the gas. It is a slow but extremely 

efficient process. 

Shrapnel and Mills Bombs 

One of the most interesting jobs on the farm is harvesting 

potatoes. A harvesting machine lifts the whole topsoil layer and 

bounces it on large chains. Earth drops back through but 

potatoes do not — nor do the remains of any munitions! Our 

task is to stand on the top of the harvesting machine and remove 

all the shrapnel. The shrapnel is put into an iron basket and 

sorted when we get back at the farm buildings. We are allowed 

to keep shrapnel but we must report live ammunition. 

When harvesting in muddy conditions, we can only tell the 

difference between a Mills Bomb (No. 5 Grenade) and a potato 

by the weight! It is however all part of daily life.  

Many of my guests have mentioned the fact that, where they 

come from, the whole area would be evacuated if live 

ammunition were found. We simply cannot have that rule: in  

harvesting season it would mean that everyone would have to move away from the area since the finding 

of live ammunition is a daily fact of life. That said, we always remain alert to the fact that these things can 

explode. Once we remove munitions from the fields, we don’t mess around with them. 

 

Gas Shell X-ray Chamber 

 

No. 5 Mills Grenade (Original Paint) 

Approx. 75 million Mills “bombs” were 

manufactured during the First World War 

Photo courtesy of: www.millsgrenades.co.uk 
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Other Interesting Finds 

Shells and hand grenades are not the only things we find while plowing. We sometimes find a rifle— 

always bent—hanging from the plow when it is lifted at the end of the field. Some of my guests actually 

ask whether these have been used to shoot around corners! Although the chances of finding a helmet are 

extremely rare, we have found two over the years. Helmets are usually very corroded and tend to 

disintegrate as soon as you touch them. Other finds include belt buckles, entrenching tools, bullets in 

clips, cartridges and potsherds from broken rum jars—everything buried eventually come back to the 

surface. 

Our most interesting discovery was a German Maxim machine gun. The front end of the machine gun—

the jacket that had to be filled with water to cool the barrel—was spotted while putting in new drainage 

pipes. At first, it appeared to be just another shell, but the cooling system was soon found.  A closer 

search of the immediate area located the eyepiece viewer, which was reunited with the machine gun.  

So what else is there to find? The discovery of that machine gun so impressed me, I am now hoping for 

something bigger and better to come along … a tank perhaps. After all, they found a tank buried in the 

French village of Flesquières and tanks were used in Flanders … so I’m keeping my fingers crossed! 

The Author  

Born in Poperinge, Belgium in 1958, Charlotte Descamps has lived 

her entire life (to date) on the battlefields of the Ypres Salient. In 

1998, Descamps started the Varlet Farm Bed & Breakfast 

operation specializing in hosting guest with an interest in the 

Great War. Varlet Farm B&B has been listed by tripadvisor.com as 

one of the Top 10 B&B and Inns in Europe in 2011.  

Descamps became a qualified battlefield guide in 2004. She is a 

founding member of the Passchendaele Society 1917, a charity 

organisation that organizes commemoration events in the Ypres 

Salient. This society was a driving force behind the events 

commemorating the 90th anniversary of the Battle of 

Passchendaele. Descamps’ role included carrying out research for 

the Passchendaele Memorial Museum 1917 at the British National 

Archives in Kew.  

Descamps has also: 

 guided battlefield tours for the NZ embassy on Anzac Day from 2004 till 2009  

 lectured to groups visiting Varlet Farm from all over the world including students, army cadets, army 

officers, bomb disposal squads and amateur and professional historians  

 established contact between the Memorial Museum Passchendaele 1917 and the 48th Highlander 

Regimental Museum in Toronto 

 represented the community of Zonnebeke at the inauguration of a new WWI memorial in Essex on 

November 4th, 2011 

 

Charlotte Descamps speaking at the 2012 

Seminar of the WFA – Pacific Coast Branch 

Photo: John Azar 
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In March 2011, Descamps began her international speaking career at the annual seminar of the Western Front 

Association—Pacific Coast Branch in Victoria, British Columbia, Canada. Between March and December 2012, 

Descamps will speak in the USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand.  

For more information on her tour schedule, Charlotte Descamps can be reached via e-mail at: 

charlotteatthefarm@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Charlotte Descamps speaking at the 2011 WFA-Pacific Coast Branch Seminar – Mess Dinner  

in the Currie Dining Room, Officers’ Mess, Canadian Scottish Regiment (Princess Mary’s), Victoria, BC, Canada. 

Seen with (l. to r.): Jack Patten (Founder), Sidney Allinson (Past-chair) and Peter Broznitsky (Chair)  

Photo: John Azar 
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Life on the Battlefields: 94 Years On  

Appendix A:  
Varlet Farm and the Changing Front 
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