
What is Chatting?

During WWI, lice were one of many problems in the trenches.  An Allied soldier described the Western Front by saying:  


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...

Where possible the army arranged for the men to have baths in huge vats of hot water while their clothes were being put through delousing machines. 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 a man's body heat had hatched them out.

Henry Gregory, a member of the 119th Machine Gun Company, told the following story:

One night, as we lay in bed after doing our two hours' sentry - we did two hours on and two hours off - my friend said ... ‘I cannot stand it any longer!' He took off his tunic - we slept in these - then he took off his jersey, then his shirt. He put his shirt in the middle of the dug-out floor and put his jersey and 
tunic on again. As we sat up in bed watching the shirt he had taken off and put it on the floor it actually lifted; it was swarming with lice.

Soldiers sometimes picked lice out of clothes out of each other’s hair and clothes.  This process was called “chatting”.  The men talked about matters of little importance as they were doing this.  When they returned from the front, the term “chatting” was retained for small talk.


