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On 22 November 1917, the 1/4th Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light 

Infantry received orders to leave the Western Front for northern Italy. Their 

re-deployment came after German and Austro-Hungarian forces routed the 

Italian army at the Battle of Caporetto, leading to Allied fears that the 

Italians may pull out of the war. Since May 1915, Italy had been fighting 

Austria-Hungary in a mountain war in the Alps.  But they suffered heavy 

casualties, including 600,000 at Caporetto, while food shortages gripped 

the home front. 

Captain Graham Greenwell was one of the troops taking the 700-mile rail 

journey to Italy with the 1/4 Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light     

Infantry. 

‘We knew there was the Italian front up in the mountains. We knew they 

were up there in the snow. The Austrians had a shot at the Italians...and in 

five minutes they disrupted the whole front. The Italians started running 

and there was nothing to stop them as far as anybody could see until they 

got to Rome.’ Captain Graham Greenwell 

The six-day route to Italy took Capt Greenwell and the 1/4 Battalion 

through France to northern Italy.  Although the front had stabilised on the 

River Piave, British units were kept to the rear in case of another        

collapse. 

In villages behind the line, the men were well-received by the Italians. For 

Captain Greenwell, life in Italy was, for some of the time, a world away 

from the horrors of the Western Front. 

 

Panorama of the Asiago Plateau, Italy. From the Soldiers of Oxfordshire Museum Archive 

An indication of the ferocity of the fighting in Italy during 1917-18.  From the Soldiers of 

Oxfordshire Museum Archive  

Captain Graham Greenwell of the 1/4 

Oxfordshire  and  Buckinghamshire 

Light Infantry, who served with 

the battalion throughout     

1914-18. He wrote a 

memoir of his time 

with the unit called 

‘An Infant in 

Arms. From the 

Soldiers of 

Oxfordshire 

Museum 

Archive  

‘Short of English drink like beer we had plenty of wine with 

disastrous effects on the troops. We were delighted to be in 

Italy, like bursting into a new world. There we spent an 

extremely happy winter compared to France.’ 

Captain Graham Greenwell photographed with his company. He holds the stick upright in the middle front. From the Soldiers of Oxfordshire Museum Archive  

‘We were lectured and told that nobody knew quite what action we might find ourselves in, but we might find ourselves in a Mons situation at once and immediately involved in a retreat.’ 


