

[image: cover]




[image: images]




Dedication


[image: images]


This history is dedicated to 41790 Private Samuel Slinger 70 Company Labour Corps, killed in action 11 September 1917, and all the other personnel of the British, Dominion and Foreign Labour units.
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FOREWORD BY RICHARD HOLMES


Seldom has that insufficiently-acknowledged phrase ‘no labour, no battle’ been more true than in the First World War. There is widespread agreement that it was a gunner’s war, but the shells that shaped the conflict (and have left such an enduring mark on the landscape), had to be taken to ports, embarked, shipped to France and other theatres of war and then unloaded, transported to depots close to the front, and finally hauled forward onto the gun positions from which they would be fired. Trench warfare – combat in that obdurate framework of fighting and communication trenches, barbed wire entanglements, command post and reserve positions – depended upon backbreaking work. Roads and railways had to be built and repaired, timber for everything from huts to duckboards had to be felled, sawed and fashioned, and salvage – from discarded rifles to redundant boots – had to be recovered and wherever possible, refurbished for re-use.


The British Army was bigger than it had ever been before, or would be since. It put nearly six million men through its ranks, and in the summer of 1917, when numbers on the Western Front peaked, it had some 1.7 million in that theatre alone. This mighty leviathan gulped down resources: ammunition for its artillery, mortars, machine-guns and rifles; food, fodder and water for its men and animals; fuel for its motor vehicles and aircraft; and what were gently described as ‘trench stores’ – the wearisome litany of duckboards, sandbags, wire pickets, water pumps, corrugated metal, timber for stakes and revetments, and the half-round ‘elephant iron’ that made roofed-over sections of trench – for its field defences.


There is no shortage of scholarly work on the acceleration in munitions production, and on the political, social and economic consequences of wholly unprecedented changes in the organisation of British industry and agriculture. Similarly, almost every aspect of the fighting army’s life has been explored, from its command structure, to its weapons and tactics and the everyday life of its officers and men. Yet there has been no comprehensive survey of the organisation and use of military labour, even though its numbers were prodigious (at the time of the Armistice the Agricultural Companies alone contained 75,000 men, three-quarters the size of the entire British Army in 2009) and its impact was scarcely less than war-winning.


Of course we can see why. Not only does the topic lack the drama of battle or the controversial decision-making of high command, but, even in an army as inherently decentralised as the British, its organisation was fluid, often eccentric, and its wartime structures soon withered in the pale sunlight of peace: it was scarcely the stuff for aspiring regimental historians. Nor was labour likely to appeal to those who found the war’s most definitive expression in the everyday life of its infantry, who sought the vicarious excitement in the achievements of its heroes, or who believed that the whole shocking business could best be understood in terms of ‘lions led by donkeys’.


This is the first proper history of military labour in the First World War. It charts the fortunes of the many types of unit involved, from Home Service Labour Companies through Docks Battalions, Pioneer Battalions to companies charged with the exhumation and reburial of the dead, using War Office files in the National Archives to explain the administrative details which illuminate the complex twists and turns of units’ organisational lives. It also examines the controversial issue of overseas labour units like the Cape Coloured Labour Battalion, the Fijian Labour Corps and the Chinese Labour Companies. Headstones of the latter’s members are a not infrequent sight in Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemeteries on the Western Front, and I can never see one without musing on the vagaries of fate that whisked a man from Shantung to die in Flanders.


Although theirs is evidently a labour of love, the authors do not flinch from difficult issues. When Private Freddie Alberts of the Cape Coloured Labour Battalion was shot for murder, the firing party botched its task though the range was very short and the victim had a white envelope pinned over his heart. The Medical Officer was narrowly missed by the sergeant who administered the coup de grâce with his revolver. Ratu Joseva Sukuna, a Fijian high chief, was commissioned into the Fiji Defence Force but the governor decreed that Europeans need not salute him. He resigned his commission and served as a quartermaster sergeant in the labour corps, eventually returning home to become Speaker of the Legislative Council and later to receive a knighthood. Exhumation squads went about their ghastly work by first looking for grass that was a vivid bluish green, or water that was greenish black or grey, the tell-tale signs of a body near the surface, and groped for identity discs in rotting humanity. A wise company commander emphasised that men behaved much better if reminded that their job was really important because so many men were missing, and ‘the greater the stress laid upon the need for identification, the greater the interest the men take in their work’.


Labour units were not immune from the indiscipline that accompanied the slow process of demobilisation: in June 1919, 360 soldiers were tried for disobeying a lawful order when men of the Eastern Command Labour Centre refused to go on parade, though proceedings were eventually halted. The introduction of conscription in early 1916 raised the question of conscientious objection to military service, and the authors are right to emphasise that many local tribunals asked questions, intended to prove whether a man was a genuine Conscientious Objector or not, that doomed him whatever his answer. Many objectors were enlisted into the Non Combatant Corps, whose strength peaked at 3,319, it members serving as part of the Army although they could not be trained to use weapons of any description. Some objectors simply refused to obey orders, and were court-martialled: ten died in custody (one hunger striker died when the tube used to force-feed him sent fluid into his lungs) or shortly after release. There was an undercurrent of what we might term today ‘institutional racism’. For instance, black chaplains in South African Native Labour Corps were granted neither rank nor status, and one complained of an attitude by which: ‘Black was black, and a boy was a boy, however dressed, educated or entitled.’


There is also much resilience, determination and courage in the story. In 1917 a sergeant earned the Distinguished Conduct Medal (one of the many decorations awarded to members of the Labour Corps) for keeping a vital stretch of road in the Ypres salient repaired ‘although driven back by shell fire and gas several times’. When the great German offensive of March 1918 rolled the British right back towards Amiens, 876 Labour Company shifted 2,000 wounded to safety just before the Germans arrived, and 141 Labour Company stuck to its duties at an ammunition dump until it was actually being machine-gunned. Often officers and men of the Labour Corps ran a soldier’s risks: in May 1918 three officers and 286 men of 101 Labour Company were gassed. All the officers and 134 of the men died, but the company was hard at work five days later.


Foreign labourers were not afraid to risk their lives: in May 1919 1st Class Ganger Yen Teng Feng was awarded the Meritorious Service Medal for spending four hours in a burning ammunition dump, dragging tarpaulins off stacks of ammunition to drench them with water. Although the men of the Bermuda Royal Garrison Artillery, working as a labour unit on the Western Front, suffered terribly from weather which could scarcely have been less like that to which they were accustomed, in October 1918 a Bermuda RGA detachment near Ypres, offloading ammunition and sending it on to nearby batteries, stuck to their task under shellfire: their lieutenant was awarded the Military Cross.


Many readers will be attracted to the subject because they will have had a relative serving in the Labour Corps. With a strength that peaked at just under 400,000 in early 1918, during the last two years of the war the corps was about the same size as the Royal Engineers and around eight times that of the Foot Guards, although – because its casualties were necessarily fewer – its throughput of personnel was smaller than was in the combat arms. But many members of the corps began their careers as infantrymen, and then re-badged as their battalions became part of the corps, or when they themselves were medically downgraded. At this time in the Army’s history all non-commissioned personnel had a regimental number which was exactly that – an identification number issued to them by virtue of their service in a specified regiment or corps. The notion of an ‘Army number’ issued to a man on joining the Army and remaining with him for the whole of his career (thus providing a good indication of the year of his enlistment) did not arise till later. Thus a relative’s First World War service medals, their rim engraved with his name, rank, number and corps, may simply indicate that he was in the Labour Corps, and this will provide little clue as to what he actually did during the war.


This book has an invaluable appendix relating the numbers of British Labour Corps personnel to the battalions or Infantry Labour Companies that were re-badged to form Labour Companies. For instance, a man with a number between 55201 and 55800 will have been a member of 13th Battalion The Queen’s Royal Regiment (West Surrey) which formed 93 and 94 Labour Companies. A similar table relates the numbers of men serving in Home Service Labour Companies to their company number and its location: a number between 173141 and 173440 links a man to 315 Company, a works company based at Fovant in Wiltshire.


This painstakingly-researched book will appeal to far more readers than those who are tracing the war record of a great-uncle, for you cannot really understand the way the British Army went about its business during the war without understanding how it used the labour upon which so much depended. The next time you see a Labour Corps headstone in a CWGC cemetery, pause to remember that they also served who plied pick and shovel, often in conditions that we can scarcely guess at, providing service upon which so very much depended.





Richard Holmes




INTRODUCTION


Warfare has always been manpower intensive. Apart from the large number of combatant troops many more personnel, both military and civilian, are engaged to keep the military force operating. These personnel are involved in the manufacture of materials, movement of supplies such as ammunition and food/forage, building and maintenance of camps, mending and cleaning equipment, manning headquarters and training establishments, recovery of the dead and wounded and many other tasks.


This work is undertaken by soldiers not involved in the fighting, either ‘resting’ or actually withdrawn from the line, specialist military units such as logistic or medical servicemen, ‘Camp Followers’ such as wives, personnel recruited as soldiers or by civilian contractors to undertake specific tasks, locally recruited civilians, prisoners and Prisoners of War. Apart from the military specialists these labourers tended to be recruited for a specific campaign and were not under unified command.


In 1817 a Corps of Military Labourers was formed for duties in the West Indies, the men being raised from supernumerary rank and file of the West Indian Regiment. Eventually fifteen companies of 100 men, under three sergeants and five corporals (European), were raised and administered by officers of the Quartermaster General’s Department. It was disbanded in 1888 and never served outside the West Indies.1


During the Crimean War (1853–56) a Military Works Corps was formed in the summer of 1855. It consisted of 1,000 Navvies supervised by officers who were recruited from major Public Works organizations in Britain. Units started to arrive in the Crimea on 11 August 1855. This Corps did not enjoy a good reputation:





The Commander of the Forces has frequently noticed the misconduct and idleness of the parties of the Army Works Corps attached to this Army. He has just received a report that a party of 100 men, employed on Saturday last in loading Railway Stores at Balaclava grossly neglected their duty, and performed about one-fifth of a proper day’s work.


Unless a marked improvement takes place in the conduct and exertions of this Corps the Commander of the Forces will lay before the Secretary of State a strong report of its inefficiency, with a request that any gratuity which it may be intended to give the men on arrival in England may be forfeited.2





Despite representations from the Superintendent-General of the Corps the unit was disbanded.


The first formal establishment for military labour was raised during the Indian Mutiny, 1857. Independent Pioneer Companies, which were first formed in India in 1770 to support the Sappers and Miners, were increased to battalion size to provide labour for all military units.3 These units were retained after the Mutiny, due to the need to build and maintain roads and outposts in underdeveloped regions. Being infantry they were also capable of defending themselves. When not on operations they were encouraged to take up civilian contracts, an example of which was the construction of the 13-mile Matheran Light Railway in 1904 by the 121 Pioneers.4 Pioneer Battalions proved so successful they increased from two in 1864 to twelve in 1904. The Pioneers Battalions encountered problems during the First World War when emphasis changed from ‘infantry with construction skills’ to ‘construction troops with some infantry skills’, which resulted in a clash with the role of the Sappers and Miners. The Pioneer Battalions were disbanded on 10 February 1933.5


Civilian contractors were widely used to support military operations. In 1884 Thomas Cook were contracted to move and support the Gordon Relief Column in Sudan. The requirement was to move 18,000 men and some 80,000 tons of supplies to the Forward Base at Wadi Halfa, 793 miles south of Cairo on the Nile. The contractor made use of 27 steamers, some 650 sailing boats and some 5,000 local labourers.6 A failure in supervision of the contract and a misunderstanding of military requirements resulted in a lack of coal for the steamers and a delay of thirteen days, although the task was completed by November 1884.7


The main source of labour for any campaign was the recruitment of local civilians. In mobile operations some civilians moved with the Army, although in most cases this form of labour was static. The Boer War (1899–1902) involved the importation of civilian labour from other nations including India and China. Probably the most famous civilian stretcher-bearer, Mohandas Gandhi, was from Natal’s Indian community.8


The story of military labour during the First World War does not follow a neat chronological pattern. Decisions regarding the organisation of labour were often made in response to a particular problem. Within a few weeks or months major alterations often negated the original decision. A good example of this was the decision, announced on 13 April 1917, to create Labour Battalions from the Infantry Works Battalions. Over 41,000 soldiers were posted to seven Labour Battalions in order to provide military labour in Britain. Less than two months later, on 5 June 1917, it was announced that men in the Labour Battalions were to be transferred to two newly created units, Labour Centres and Home Service Labour Companies. The Labour Battalions would then cease to exist.


In view of the complex way military labour developed in the different theatres of war this history has been separated into six sections. The first three sections examine the role played by military labour in Britain, France and the other Theatres of War. Within each section the reader will find references to various Dominion and Foreign Labour units, such as the Cape Coloured Labour Battalion and the Egyptian Labour Corps.


The following two sections provide a more detailed history about each of the Dominion and Foreign units.


The section entitled ‘Research’ has been included to assist family historians researching an ancestor who served in the Labour Corps. There is also a list of the honours and awards made to members of the Corps.


In writing this history we are conscious that there are several references, especially about foreign labourers, that the reader may find offensive. These references come from contemporary records and reflect the views held at the time, not the views of the authors.


Few records were kept at the time and the Official Histories rarely have more than the briefest mention of Labour units. Some original records no longer exist; for example, German bombing in 1940 destroyed the Labour Corps nominal rolls.


In this history, we set out to give the reader a clearer picture of military labour during the First World War. Despite our extensive research, new information on the Labour Corps often emerges. We are always interested in any information that helps build an even better picture of the work of Labour units and welcome contact through www.labourcorps.co.uk.


Labour units during the war were the poor relative of the Army, made up of the old, unfit and foreigners. A majority of the men were non-combatant. At the time, and since, they have not been given the recognition they deserved. Their work may not have been glamorous but can be summed up in four words: No Labour, No Battle.





1    Elliott, E., Royal Pioneers 1945–1993, p.10


2    General Order 14 April 1856.


3    MacMunn, The History of the Sikh Pioneers, p.3


4    Tugwell, W., History of the Bombay Pioneers, p.3


5    ibid p.9


6    See www.thomascook.com/about-us/thomas-cook-history/


7    Barthorp, M., War on the Nile, p.99


8    Pakenham, T., The Boer War, p.225




SECTION ONE: HOME SERVICE


GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION AND CONTROL


Outbreak of War


During the First World War soldiers stationed in Britain played a major part in ensuring the economy satisfied the needs of both the civilian and military population. In order to understand why and how soldiers played this role it is necessary to consider Government policy and its intervention in both army recruitment and running of the economy during the war.


In 1914 the Liberal Government had been in office for some nine years and pursued policies based upon free trade, social reform, maintaining peace, non-intervention in foreign affairs and preserving the liberty of the individual. The war was to force a change in direction despite attempts to maintain Liberal principles.


Even before war was declared the King issued a proclamation which commanded the people to obey any instructions or regulations issued in the Defence of the Realm. This was followed on 8 August by the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) conferring on the King in Council power to make regulations during the war. DORA passed through Parliament in one day and was ‘in many ways one of the most extraordinary legislative measures ever passed by the British Parliament’.1 The Act gave the Authorities and its agencies unprecedented rights to control the lives of the nation. It specified a number of acts for which a civilian could be tried by court martial including spreading false reports or communicating with the enemy. In addition it enabled the military authorities to demand all or part of a factory’s output and to take possession of any land or building they needed.


The original Act was supplemented on 28 August and 27 November. The 1914 Acts prohibited such things as owning a homing pigeon, trespassing on a railway line or publishing information that would be of benefit to the enemy. As the war went on further Acts introduced a wide range of controls including food-rationing, licensing laws that included determining the times when public houses could be open, employers in key industries being told what to produce and what wages to pay, employees being forbidden to strike or demand higher wages and the introduction of passports and identity cards. Although the original Act gave the authorities the power to direct the lives of the people of Britain, the initial reaction to controlling industry and commerce suggests that the Liberal Government hoped to continue to operate according to their pre-war principles.


It is doubtful whether anyone could have envisaged the tremendous effect the outbreak of war in August 1914 was to have on commerce, industry and agriculture in Britain. On 4 August, David Lloyd George, speaking to businessmen, promised that the Government would ‘enable the traders of this country to carry on business as usual’.2 Whether this was meant merely to calm fears of unemployment, inflation and trade collapse or, as has been suggested, also to reflect the wider view that the Navy blockading German ports would bring the war to an early end, is not certain.3 What is certain is that the Government wanted to ensure trade was kept as close as possible to pre-war levels. The following day Lord Kitchener was appointed Secretary of State for War. Two days later he informed the Cabinet that Britain had to be prepared for a war lasting several years with an army of millions. Taking millions from the labour force and a long war meant that the concept of business as usual would not work; but as will be seen, this does not appear to have been accepted by the Government until the spring of 1915 at the earliest.


Enlistment and industry


The declaration of war saw huge numbers of men clamouring to enlist. On 7 August 1914 Kitchener called for the first 100,000 volunteers to join the Army. In mid-August stories of German atrocities in Belgium started to appear in the press and at the end of the month news was received of the British retreat from Mons. By the end of August nearly 300,000 men had enlisted in the Army, a month later that number had expanded to over 750,000, a third of the total number of men who enlisted within the first year of the war. Numbers alone do not present a full picture of what was a complex situation. The majority of these men enlisted in the period between 25 August and 15 September 1914, with more men enlisting in the first four days of September than the 130,000 who enlisted in October. This was not only a drain on the civilian labour force but also created major logistical problems. At the time there were only enough barrack places for about 175,000 men and the munitions industry was equipped to supply an Army of 100,000 men, not one of a million or more. The Army of 1914 was based on their previous experiences of numerous small colonial wars, in today’s jargon ‘low intensity operations’.


Industry, terrified by the possible loss of overseas markets, reacted by cutting nearly 500,000 jobs by the end of August so that despite military recruitment, unemployment rose sharply in August and September 1914. The situation was considered so grave that the Prince of Wales and the King made two national appeals for money to prevent distress caused by unemployment. The Engineering Employers and Trades Unions met on 19 August to discuss ways of overcoming rising unemployment. However, in the words of the Chancellor of the Exchequer: ‘By September, 1914, these fears were dispelled, for the dislocation of work in certain directions brought about an actual dearth of labour.’4


Although unemployment grew during the first two months of the war large-scale unemployment soon became a thing of the past, to be replaced by a shortage of labour in industry. One of the primary areas of concern in 1914 was the loss of skilled workmen in the engineering industry since they were required in both ordnance factories and armament works and no measures were taken to restrict the recruitment of these men. Whilst the Government may have been concerned about the loss of skilled engineers, a study of recruitment in 1914–1915 showed that the situation affected all areas of industry and commerce.


Despite the high levels of unemployment in Britain before the war, recruits came from all occupations and backgrounds. It has been suggested that the popular concept of a ‘rush to the colours’ is inaccurate and that the initial recruits tended to be the young, those without commitments, the unskilled, the unemployed and the desperate.5 This was not the view expressed in 1923 by Wolfe, who stated that the difficulty was not to find the first 100,000 men but to choose the most suitable: ‘The first rush was universal. All classes, and … all types of industry gave equally.’6 In reality there were differences in enlistment rates between the different sectors and also in different industries within the same sector. It has been suggested that in August 1914 it was the commercial sector that was affected more than agriculture, manufacturing or transport.7 Unfortunately, at the time the government did not keep ongoing statistics of the loss of labour from each industry, although from October 1914 onwards it did carry out a number of sample surveys. In July 1915 it estimated that some 20 per cent of labour in manufacturing industries had enlisted, varying from 16 per cent of the textile sector compared to 24 per cent of the paper and printing sector. What is true is that all sectors of industry and commerce were to be affected by the major loss of workers.


The Board of Trade survey found that during the first twelve months of the war almost 1,250,000 men enlisted from manufacturing industries, 20 per cent of the total male labour force for the sector. Although the comparable figure for agriculture was only 120,000 men, this represented 15 per cent of the male labour force and, of course, had a major impact on what was a manual labour dominated industry. Figures do not exist for enlistment from the transport, commerce or public services sectors for the period up to July 1915. However, Board of Trade statistics for July 1916, 1917 and 1918 show that the highest proportion of enlistment came from the commercial sector, followed by manufacturing, public services, transport and agriculture.8


By April 1915, around 36 per cent of the male population of London of military age had joined up, a similar figure to the agricultural county of Westmoreland (35 per cent), and the industrialised county of Lancashire (34 per cent).9 An ad hoc approach to enlistment meant that by July 1915 the electrical engineering and chemical and explosive industries had lost almost a quarter of male employees. The coal mines, iron, steel and engineering industries lost about one-fifth of their labour.


At a local level the creation of ‘Pals’ Battalions often had a major effect on labour supply in the area. Lord Derby, the War Minister, is generally credited with the creation of the Pals battalions, units formed in one business or industry or from one locality. Although Derby announced the idea on 24 August 1914, it was originally discussed at the War Office almost two weeks before and the first Pals battalion, the 10th (Stockbrokers) Battalion, Royal Fusiliers began recruiting on 21 August.10 Over 140,000 men were to be enlisted in 144 Pals Battalions, each unit drawn from a specific area, industry or from men with a common interest.11 Often the creation of a Pals Battalion merely served to heighten the problem of the loss of labour. When, for example, the North Eastern Railway Company raised their own Pals Battalion, the 17th Northumberland Fusiliers, at the end of September 1914, the company was to lose a further 1,000 workers in addition to the 2,000 or so employees who had already enlisted. As a recruiting tool it was a brilliant idea but what was not realised was the effect that the removal of large numbers of the labour force from specific locations would have, or as was to be seen after the carnage on the Somme on 1 July 1916, on the lives of whole communities.


Popular sentiment fuelled by the media in response Lord Kitchener’s call to arms and Lord Derby’s Pals battalions saw large numbers of skilled workers swelling the ranks of the Army. Among the volunteers who joined prior to January 1915 were some 10,000 skilled engineers, 160,000 miners and 145,000 from the building trades.12 Although the Government realised that the men industry needed for the war effort were enlisting, solving the problem was not easy. Some skilled men were sent back to work in their industries but the Army did not want to give the impression that they did not need men. At the same time the concept of conscription was, in 1914, an anathema to the Liberal Government and politicians saw the levels of enlistment at the time as proof that compulsion was not necessary.


Government action during 1914 suggests that their primary concern was to ensure Kitchener obtained his army of 1,000,000 men. The planning and organisation of the war during its initial phase appears to have been carried out in a reactive rather than a proactive manner. The War Office, for example, altered the minimum height requirement for recruits four times between August and November 1914. It was raised from 5ft 3in to 5ft 6in on 11 September to try to cut down the number of recruits. As a result 10,000 men who had been enlisted were sent home on arrival at their Army establishment. However, a fear that Kitchener’s Army of 1,000,000 would not be achieved resulted in the height requirement being reduced to 5ft 4in on 23 October, and on 14 November, two days after Kitchener obtained the permission to increase the Army by a further 1,000,000 men, down again to 5ft 3in.


By the end of July 1915, 2,008,912 men had enlisted, creating a major drain on the labour market.13


Badging


By the end of 1914 the Army had grown by over 1,000,000, but there was almost no intervention to stop men in vital industries enlisting in the period up to the end of 1914.


There was some attempt to avoid the loss of vital workers by the Railway Executive Committee as early as 4 September 1914 when they announced that railway and canal workers could only enlist if their employer certified that they could be released. The War Office, in a notice sent to recruiting officers in September 1914, supported this decision. Evidence suggests that many men simply failed to name their employer on enlisting or that recruiting officers ‘overlooked’ the order.


In September 1914 the munitions company Vickers suggested the idea of issuing a badge to men employed on vital production work to protect them from the recruiting sergeant but this ‘was not favourably considered’ by the Government.14 It was not until the end of 1914 that this idea was taken up quite vigorously by the Admiralty in order to protect men involved on production for them. The War Office’s reaction to badging, however, was less enthusiastic and it was not until March 1915 that badges were issued to its own workers in the Royal Factories and to some employed by contractors. In May 1915 the War Office informed recruiting offices that certain skilled munitions workers should not be enlisted but the individual employer was to be the arbiter of whether the man was skilled or not.


Despite the Army expanding at a much greater rate than the Navy, between December 1914 and May 1915 the War Office only issued about 80,000 badges compared to some 400,000 issued by the Admiralty.


Voluntary enlistment or conscription


From almost the outbreak of war the Government considered the question of conscription versus voluntary enlistment. As early as 25 August 1914, Kitchener was suggesting to the House of Lords that unlike Germany and Austria, Britain would rely on a voluntary system of enlistment but with the proviso that it produced the soldiers needed. As a result of his speech Asquith informed the House of Commons that the Government was not considering conscription. By Christmas it was apparent that the war would be a long, drawn-out struggle, requiring huge resources of both men and munitions. However, the number of men enlisting dropped from an average of 220,000 a month between August 1914 and January 1915 to less than 88,000 in February 1915.15


The Government’s view was that there was no need for conscription, and in March Asquith denied the need for the issue to be investigated. A month later Lloyd George, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, told the House of Commons that the Government did not think that conscription would mean a more successful outcome of the war.


Spring 1915 was a difficult time for the Liberal Government; the shell crisis in March, disagreements within the War Cabinet and growing concerns within the Conservative opposition at the lack of progress in the war. At the same time wives of soldiers serving in France, supported by the Northcliffe Press, began to voice their anger that they had to survive on minimal allowances whilst single men stayed at home earning relatively good money working in safe jobs. The Northcliffe newspapers were also critical of Kitchener and War Office incompetence. All these factors led to the downfall of the Liberal Government and the establishment of Asquith’s Coalition Government on 19 May 1915.


As soon as Asquith had resumed his seat after informing the Commons of the Government reorganisation, General Sir Ivor Herbert rose and urged the Government to undertake a census and registration of the male population as preclusion to conscription. His speech was followed by one after another of the Conservative backbenchers expressing their party’s policy, and supporting his suggestion.


The Conservative members of the Cabinet took up Herbert’s proposal for a national registration scheme, a view actively supported by Northcliffe’s newspapers. On 29 June the Government introduced the National Registration Bill, stating that its purpose was to secure knowledge of the forces the country possessed; ‘Opposition to it, based mainly on the presumption that it was a preliminary to conscription, came from a small group of Liberal and Labour Members.’16 When the results of the register were collated it was found that there were some 5,000,000 men of military age not serving with the forces, of whom about 1,800,000 were not in vital occupations or medically unfit. The Government, however, still resisted any move towards conscription.


The War Cabinet pressed Asquith for a committee to investigate both the manpower situation and the financing of the war. Reluctantly Asquith agreed to the establishment of this committee in August 1915. Kitchener was to tell the committee that his minimum requirement was for 70 full-strength divisions and that he felt this would require some form of compulsion. Lloyd George, now Minister for Munitions, in a complete about turn from the view he had expressed as Chancellor of the Exchequer in April 1915, now supported conscription. He told the committee:





You will not get through without some measure of military compulsion or compulsion for military service. The longer you delay the nearer you will be to disaster. I am certain you cannot get through without it.17





On 2 September the committee issued its report to the Cabinet in which it called for 100 rather than 70 divisions and said that, whilst the men were available, the drop in recruiting demonstrated they could not be obtained through a voluntary system. Although the committee’s report was not published it was an open secret that the Cabinet was divided in its view on conscription.


By 28 September Asquith pleaded with the House of Commons for an end to the conscription controversy on the grounds that the Cabinet had given it careful consideration. However, the next day a secret meeting took place between the Labour MPs, Asquith and Kitchener. At this meeting Kitchener put forward his views for conscription through ballot, whilst Asquith left many feeling that he would resign if the Cabinet insisted on conscription.


On 8 October Lord Kitchener laid before the Cabinet a memorandum that stated: ‘The voluntary system, as at present administered, fails to produce the number of recruits required to maintain the armies in the field.’18 Despite this there were still members of the Cabinet who opposed compulsory recruitment, some arguing that it was impracticable because the volunteers already enlisted would be unwilling to serve alongside pressed men.19


The Cabinet devised a final test of the voluntary system. On 5 October Lord Derby was appointed Director of Recruitment and asked to plan a new recruitment drive using the returns of the National Register.20 Under the ‘Derby Scheme’ Recruiting Officers carried out a personal canvas of every man on the register who was asked to attest – to pledge himself to join up when called for service. The men were classified by marital status and age. The Derby Scheme also introduced local tribunals to hear applications for exemption or requests to be moved from one group to another. As part of the scheme married men were given the undertaking that they would not be called up until all the single men had been enlisted. A point emphasised on 2 November 1915 when Asquith told the House of Commons:





I am told by Lord Derby that there is some doubt among the married men who are now being asked to enlist as to whether they may not be called upon to serve, having enlisted, while younger unmarried men are holding back and not doing their duty. Let them disabuse themselves of that notion at once. So far as I am concerned, I would certainly say that the obligation of the married men to enlist is an obligation which ought not to be enforced, and ought not to be held binding on them unless and until we can obtain, I hope by voluntary effort, and as a last resort by other means, as I have stated, the unmarried men.21





Lord Derby handed his report to Asquith on 20 December. It showed that 60 per cent of married men had attested, secure in the knowledge that they would not be asked to fulfil their promise until all the single men had been called up. For single men, however, the number who had put themselves forward was only half the 2,179,231 eligible. It was estimated that when the men who were in ‘starred’ occupations or medically unfit were taken into account, the Army would only get some 340, 000 through the Derby scheme. As Lloyd George said:





In face of these figures, it was obviously impossible to pretend that Mr Asquith’s pledge to the married men had been fulfilled. Over a million single men had refused to attest, and the policy of recruiting them compulsorily was the inevitable sequel.22





On 21 December Asquith asked Parliament to approve increasing the Army by another 1,000,000 men. He did not reveal Lord Derby’s findings, saying that he had only had time to glance at the report the previous evening. Within a few days casualty figures were released that showed almost 530,000 British soldiers had been killed, wounded or were missing.


It was now obvious that voluntary enlistment could not produce the number of recruits required. Following heated discussions in the Cabinet on 27 and 28 December – which resulted in Sir John Simon, the Home Secretary, resigning in opposition to compulsory conscription – a Military Service Bill was laid before Parliament on 5 January 1916.


Under this Bill, unmarried men and widowers without children or dependants between the ages of 18 and 41 faced compulsory enlistment. The Bill completed its path through Parliament by 27 January during which exemption on the grounds of conscience was added to the Bill although the wording of the clause did leave the way open for a man to be called up for non-combatant service.23


During February, single men who had attested under the Derby Scheme were called up and on 1 March single men who had not already joined up were automatically considered as having enlisted for the duration of the war. In Lloyd George’s words:





So ended the first round. But the issue could not rest there. Forces were at work which, with a march as inevitable as destiny, pressed the nation forward into a complete system of compulsory service.24





On 21 March Sir William Robertson, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, declared that the infantry serving abroad were 78,000 men and the Territorial Divisions in Britain, 50,000 below establishment and that of the 193,891 men who had been called up under the Military Service Act, 57,416 had failed to appear. On 15 April the Army Council informed the Cabinet that by the end of June it was estimated that there would be a deficit of some 179,000 men. Parliament met in secret sessions on 25 and 26 April when it was suggested that if, within five weeks, 65,000 married men had not been encouraged to enlist then compulsion would be sought. An attempt by the Government to introduce limited extensions to the Military Service Act on 27 April was withdrawn in view of the opposition, to what was seen as a half-hearted measure.


Lloyd George introduced the Military Service (General Compulsion) Bill to Parliament on 3 May 1916.25 Only 36 MPs opposed the Bill at its second reading and on 25 May it received the Royal Assent. Compulsory conscription now applied to all men aged 18 to 41 and men who had been rejected as physically unfit could now be re-examined.


Three further Military Service Acts were to be passed as the war progressed. The third Act (April 1917) called for the examination of Home Service Territorials and those who had previously been rejected for service. It also introduced a new schedule of protected occupations. The fourth Act (January 1918) enabled the re-examination of men who had been exempted on occupational grounds. The final Act (April 1918) was to be the most drastic – lowering the minimum age to 17 and raising the maximum to 55. It also extended conscription to Ireland, the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man.


Munitions Supply


In one area of military supply, munitions, it was poor quality work and a failure to produce the quantity required that led to a national scandal in the spring of 1915. Between 25 August and 29 September 1914, the War Office ordered as many artillery pieces as it had in the previous ten years. The armament factories were asked to produce quantities far in excess of their possible output and had no alternative but to sub-contract the work. The change on the Western Front from a mobile war, which relied on mobile guns firing shrapnel shells, to a static, trench based war, with reliance on heavy guns firing high explosive shells was to exacerbate the problem. High explosive shells were more dangerous to manufacture than shrapnel shells and required a skilled workforce. Armaments were being produced without the usual quality controls and in factories that had little or no experience of producing munitions, resulting in poor quality shells that failed to explode or exploded in the barrels of the guns.


Quality was not the only problem; the manufacturers could not produce shells in the quantities required by the Army because so many skilled workers had enlisted. During the first five months of the war, the Board of Trade Labour Exchanges arranged for some 18,000 workers to be supplied to the munitions industry, however, by January 1915 this number was still some 6,000 short.


On 20 April 1915, Asquith, on advice from Kitchener, stated that there was no shell shortage. However, as early as 11 February 1915 Field Marshal French’s Chief of Staff advised the First Army Commander, General Haig, against the copious use of shells in his planning for the forthcoming battle of Neuve Chappelle. After the battle the shortage of munitions continued and the artillery was limited to using seven shells a day rather than the thirty or so considered necessary. Following the failure of the British attack at Festubert, a report by Colonel Reppington, the War Correspondent, was to appear in The Times on 14 May headed: ‘Need for Shells: British Attacks Checked: Limited Supply the Cause.’ In the article he stated the failure of the attack was firmly laid at the lack of high explosive shells. The ‘Shell Scandal’ sealed the fate of Asquith’s Liberal Government and on 25 May he announced the formation of Coalition Government.


Kitchener, having responsibility for the munitions failure, had become a liability to the Government but his public popularity meant that his role as Minister of War was secure. The Government did, however, move responsibility for munitions production from Kitchener to Lloyd George who became head of the new Ministry of Munitions. The appointment of Lloyd George did not lead to a change of policy: ‘The government’s action was in keeping with its response to every previous crisis in this war: the Ministry of Munitions was yet another ad hoc solution devised at the eleventh hour.’26


Lloyd George’s first act as Minister of Munitions was to introduce a Munitions Bill, which became law on 9 June and brought under the Ministry’s control any establishment where munitions were manufactured. Workers in controlled establishments could not leave their employment without a leaving certificate from their employer. The Munitions Act saw lockouts and strikes outlawed, gave the Ministry powers to regulate wages and to overrule trade union rule and custom which tended to restrict output. However, resistance to the Act meant that two important trades, the miners and cotton workers, were expressly excluded from these controls.27


In general, Government policy throughout 1915 was one of non-intervention rather than a coordinated approach to solving the needs of the home and the fighting fronts.


Railways


One of the best illustrations of the ‘Business as Usual’ policy was in relation to the railway network during 1914–1915. Recognising that the railways were vital to the war effort the Government had taken control of them on the day war was declared, although this control was exercised by an Executive Committee comprised of managers of a number of railway companies. Government intervention in the running of the railways was kept to a minimum so, in effect, an industry that was vital to the logistical operation of the war was still organised by the various private companies.


Four days after war was declared the Railway Executive Committee issued their first announcement to the public, warning them, ‘in consequence of the European war crisis the regular passenger train and boat services usually run by the railway companies may be considerably curtailed or interrupted’.28


Passengers were issued tickets that allowed them to use any route possible rather than being restricted to a specific railway company. By 17 August 1914 newspapers informed the public that the railways were once again operating normally. A week later the ticket ruling was revoked only to be reintroduced in a piecemeal fashion as the war progressed. During 1914 travel to and from the Continent continued under as near normal conditions as possible. Tickets could still be bought for all places in Italy, Spain and Switzerland and for French destinations other than those on the Nord and Est systems.


Services such as sending luggage in advance of a journey were commonly used pre-war but suspended in August 1914, presumably because the Army requisitioned the horses used to move luggage. It was reinstated by October the same year. During the Christmas period of 1914 railway companies not only put on extra trains, as in previous years, but offered excursions so that relatives and friend could visit the troops at their UK camps.


As 1915 progressed so did the demands to move soldiers and their resources throughout the country on the rail network. Clearly this was to have an effect on non-military traffic, with trains cancelled or withdrawn. Dining and sleeping cars and some of the cheap fares, like those to race meetings and agricultural shows, were withdrawn. When the Racing Industry complained about the withdrawal of the special fares on race days they were reinstated by the railway companies. Just before Easter 1915 the Railway Executive announced that the excursion trains and most of the cheap fares were being suspended because they needed to run more goods trains to move military supplies. However, full employment meant the public could afford to pay full fares and these changes appear to have had little affect on the custom of going away at Easter. Some lines even saw a boom in 1915, as travel to the Continent became more difficult. The Brighton line, for example, saw an increase in first class travel as the town replaced France and Switzerland as a holiday destination.


When war was declared there were almost 1,400,000 goods vehicles on the country’s rail network. In theory this was more than enough stock to meet the needs of both civil and military users. However, half of this stock was privately owned and could only be loaded on the owner’s instructions. In addition, much stock was only used to transport goods one way, having to return empty. It was not until July 1915 that the companies agreed that ‘foreign’ wagons might carry return loads on the way back to their own lines.


It was also quite common for industry working for the Government to order far more raw materials than they needed to ensure that they had enough to meet delivery dates. Since most companies did not have enough storage space for these materials it was decided to store them in loaded railway wagons in sidings. This not only took wagons out of the system, but as railway companies were only paid when the wagon was unloaded, deprived the carriers of payment for weeks at a time.


Government departments were the worst for tying up stock by poor planning when moving munitions, as the following examples illustrate. On one occasion seven truckloads of grenades were sent from Birmingham to Chesterfield for inspection. When the inspector rejected them they had to be returned to Birmingham, a journey of some 124 miles.29 Woolwich Arsenal, on receiving a request for munitions, would often place it in a wagon by itself. As a result two or more wagons, each only partially full, were often used rather than combining their loads. It was common practice for a wagon to be loaded for a journey of a mile or less rather than use horse transport.


The problem became so acute that in November 1915 a joint Railway and Government Ministry committee was set up to consider ways to improve the use of goods wagons. This committee was to prove effective and reduced the number of wagons detained from 5,000 in January 1916 to 900 six months later. However, these improvements were, in the main, achieved through cooperation rather than regulation.


Agriculture


Agriculture, a labour intensive industry, saw 15 per cent of its permanent workers enlist by July 1915. It was an industry where, at harvest time, the permanent workforce was supplemented by thousands of casual workers. By 1915 the majority of the casual workers were either already serving in the forces or being employed in other industries, earning far more than they could as farm labourers. A system was introduced whereby soldiers based in Britain could be released for agricultural work when required. There was, however, no Government direction for farmers about which crops or animals should be raised.


The Government made arrangements to buy sugar in the West Indies and to build up a reserve of wheat in 1914 but would not make any financial arrangements to encourage farmers to produce more. Instead patriotic appeals were made to the industry to undertake a ‘plough up’ campaign. Wheat acreage increased but it is questionable whether this was through farmers’ patriotism or the realisation that prices would go up and improve their profits. The effect, however, was to lead the Government to believe that non intervention was the correct policy.


Concern about rising prices as a result of German submarine attacks on British shipping led, in June 1915, to the Government establishing a committee under the chairmanship of Viscount Milner. Milner was asked to consider the future course of food production with particular reference to the harvest of 1916 and beyond. Within a month Milner had produced an interim report recommending a move to more wheat production for which farmers would receive a guaranteed price and the establishment of local committees who would liaise between the individual producer and the Board of Agriculture.


Milner’s proposals had the backing of Lord Selbourne, President of the Board of Agriculture, but the Government rejected the guaranteed price option following discussions at the Cabinet meeting on 4 August 1915. The Government did agree to the creation of the County Agricultural Committees. Milner’s final report, which appeared in October, put forward a number of suggestions including the need to retain skilled labour on the farms and a continuation of the policy of releasing soldiers for agricultural work.


The 1916 wheat harvest was both smaller and of a poorer quality than the previous year. By July 1916 food prices were 61 per cent above the level they had been at the start of the war. Non intervention was no longer an option, and in November milk became the first commodity to come under a controlled price. In the months ahead fixed maximum prices were established for almost all agricultural products and regulations about their sale and distribution introduced.


It was the appointment of David Lloyd George as Prime Minister in December 1916 that signalled the real change in Government policy. Powers taken under DORA allowed the Government to decide upon land use and which crops were to be grown. To implement this policy small Executive Committees were to be formed by each of the County War Agricultural Committees.


The local Committees, most of which had been established by the end of January 1917, had a maximum of seven members, made up of farmers and landowners or agents, appointed partly by the County Council and partly by the Board of Agriculture. Intervention was now a fact, for as Ernle says:





The powers vested in the Committees were drastic. Where grass-land could be more profitably used in the national interest as arable, they were empowered to require it to be broken up, or to enter and plough it up themselves. Notices were to be served on occupiers specifying the grass fields to be ploughed, or the acts of cultivation to be executed, which the Committees considered necessary for the increase of food production.30





Farmers had no right of appeal and could, if they failed to comply with the order, be fined or even imprisoned. The Board of Agriculture recognised that their existing structure would not be suitable to support the Local Committees so a new branch, the Food Production Department, was formed on 1 January 1917.


The importance of the Food Production Department cannot be over emphasised:





… charged with the novel functions of collecting and distributing labour, machinery, implements, fertilisers, feeding-stuffs, and other requisites of the industry and of assisting Committees to enforce their orders. It was designed to serve as a clearing house for the requirements of individual farmers, notified through their Executive Committee. It became the pivot of the campaign. Its services were invaluable and multifarious.31





The Military Services Act of January 1916 introduced conscription. Although farmers were given exemption from military service under the Act, the same did not apply to their sons or employees. It was, of course, possible for a farmer to apply to the local tribunal for exemption of a son or employee on the grounds that they were essential workers and initially at least, most applications were approved. There were, however, wide variations in the way individual tribunals approved or rejected applications for exemption.


For an industry that was labour dependant the loss of workers to the armed forces was potentially catastrophic and was only to be solved by the use of soldiers, prisoners of war, schoolboys and women. Chapter Four covers the vital role that soldiers played in agriculture during the war.





1    Hammerton, Sir J., A Popular History of the Great War, p.71


2    French, D., British Economic and Strategic Planning 1905–1915, p.92


3    ibid, p.92


4    NA MUN 9/34 p.1. The Chancellor also explains how during the first weeks of the war many measures were taken to provide against growing unemployment including a Cabinet Committee of the Prevention and Relief of Distress which instigated schemes to start public works to alleviate distress and employers being prepared to reduce overtime, introduce night shifts and to work short time. At the same time State insurance of shipping was introduced in an attempt to maintain overseas trade.


5    Hughes, C., ‘The New Armies’ in Becket and Simpson (eds), p.103


6    Wolfe, H., Labour Supply and Regulation, p.13


7    Becket, I.,‘The Nation in Arms 1914–1918’ in Becket and Simpson (eds), p.9


8    Dewey, P.,‘Military Recruiting and the British Labour Force During the First World War’ in The Historical Journal 1984, Vol 27, p.203–205


9    NA CAB 37/128/30 ‘Notes by the Secretary of State for War’, Appendix 2


10  Simkins, P., Kitchener’s Army, p.83


11  Pals Battalions were enlisted from towns like the Accrington Pals (11th East Lancashire), specific industries like the West Yorkshire Wool Textile Pioneers (21st West Yorkshire) and from groups with similar interests like the 1st Football Battalion (17th Middlesex). See M. Middlebrook, Your Country Needs You p.63–84


12  Hughes ‘The New Armies’ p.102


13  NA CAB 25/95, ‘Enlistment for the Regular Army and Territorial Force August 1914–November 1918’


14  ibid MUN 9/34 p.4 ‘Words of the Chancellor of the Exchequer’.


15  From February to December 1915 monthly enlistment averaged 100,000 with a low figure of 55,000 in December 1915.


16  Lloyd George, D., War Memoirs of David Lloyd George, p.430


17  ibid, p.432


18  ibid, p.433


19  Lord Curzon was so incensed by this suggestion that he arranged for the idea to be posed to a number of officers and men in France. He was able to report that these fears were without foundation and that the men in France felt that those who would not enlist should be called to service.


20  The National Register had categorised men between the ages of 18 and 41, into four groups. Group 1 were those in essential civilian occupations. Group 2, men in trades and occupations from which a few could be spared, Group 3 those trades where a large proportion could be spared and Group 4 the ‘unstarred’ men who could be spared for military service.


21  Quoted in Lloyd George, War Memoirs of David Lloyd George, p.435


22  Lloyd George, p.436


23  ‘In the case of exemption on conscience grounds, may take the form of an exemption from combatant service only, or may be conditional on the applicant being engaged on some work which in the opinion of the Tribunal dealing with the case is of national importance.’ Quoted in Boulton, D., Objection Overruled, p.91


24  Lloyd George, p.437


25  Sir William Roberson wrote to Lloyd George on 2 May 1916 ‘The great thing is to get the Bill, and for it the Empire’s thanks are due to you – alone.’


26  DeGroot, G. J., Blighty, p.77


27  A few weeks after the Munitions Act was passed a serious strike broke out in the South Wales coalfields. As a result the Government used their powers to include the mining industry under the provisions of the Munitions Act.


28  Hamilton, Britain’s Railways in World War 1, p.37


29  ibid, p.66


30  Ernle, English Farming Past and Present p.403


31  ibid, p.403


MILITARY LABOUR IN BRITAIN


The War Office’s initial response in August 1914 to the logistical demands made by the rapid increase in the number of soldiers was to carry on as usual. If more uniforms were needed, the answer was to expand orders with the civilian manufacturers; if more armaments were needed, expand orders with armament firms.


Using tents, requisitioning schools, village halls and sports clubs as well as billeting men in private houses, hotels and boarding houses initially solved the problem of accommodating 1,000,000 soldiers. There was some recognition that these were short-term solutions when on 12 August 1914 the Army’s Directorate of Fortifications and Works was asked to submit plans for a standard hutted camp that could house a battalion. Two days later these plans were submitted and by 17 August the Army Council had accepted them and instigated building programmes. Contracts were given to private contractors like Messrs A. N. Coles of Plymouth who built Rugeley Camp on Cannock Chase, Staffordshire, with accommodation for 20,000 men.1 Building these camps was not without problems. There was a shortage of labour, of seasoned timber and of galvanised sheets. The weather was also a problem; between mid-October 1914 and mid-February 1915 southern England saw rain on 89 out of 123 days. This turned many of the tented camps into fields of mud, increasing the demand for the completion of the hutted camps and often holding up work in progress.


During the last three months of 1914 Sick Returns show that over 29,000 in the Salisbury Plain area were reporting sick each month. A major factor was the bad weather and poor quality of the tented camps. Over 1,500 soldiers developed pneumonia, 301 dying of the disease by the end of January 1915. Discontent among recruits in the training camps increased during November 1914 culminating in strikes in a brigade of the 22nd Division at their camp at Seaford.2 Despite all these problems and the need to complete the camps, during 1914 and 1915 the War Office does not appear to have made any use of building workers now in the Army to assist with the work. Even with large numbers of potential labourers under their command, the War Office believed building camps for soldiers was the function of private contractors, who, through having to use unskilled workers, often produced poor quality work.3


During the first few months of the war the Army released some men to carry out skilled tasks in the engineering industry, notably in ordnance production. There was a concern at the War Office that releasing men from the front could be interpreted as the men being surplus to military requirements.


By January 1915 about 300,000 soldiers were permanently stationed in Britain, many of whom were medically unfit for service overseas. Even when those employed on Home Defence and Regimental duties were excluded, there were always thousands of men who could be made available for short-term, non-military duties. Government departments, local authorities and civil contractors were able to employ soldiers to work on Government contracts if there was not enough local civilian labour and their employment did not interfere with training or military duties.4 Civilian employers were responsible for paying the men at the local civilian rate and for the cost of conveying the men from their camp to their place of work. In theory, no soldier could be employed for more than two months but it appears this limit was not always adhered to. An example is the building of the Officers’ Club at Catterick Camp. The project was a civilian one with the building funded by private donors. Soldiers from the camp, however, undertook the work. As a Treasury paper explains:





It should be explained that by arrangement with the military authorities at Catterick, owing to the scarcity of civilian labour in the district, soldier labour then available in the Camp was employed in the autumn and winter of 1916 upon the construction, the donors paying the working pay.5


Liverpool Dock Battalion


Little has been written about the Liverpool Docks Battalions despite their major role in Liverpool Docks from 1915 until the end of the war. The most comprehensive work is an article written by Keith Grieves in 1982 and much of this section is based upon his work.6


The outbreak of war saw the east coast ports virtually closed to international cargo traffic because of the danger from German raiders. The south coast port of Southampton became a military port, transporting men and supplies to France. As a result, the vast majority of international trade had to come through the west coast ports and Liverpool in particular.


Liverpool port soon became so congested that by 11 January 1915 there were 44 steamers waiting to berth. By 1 March several large vessels, including some with perishable goods, had been waiting over a month to berth. The problem of this huge increase in shipping was exacerbated by working practices at the port, a shortage of dock labour and industrial unrest.7


In an attempt to overcome these problems and as ‘an experiment in the military organisation of a vital war industry’, in March 1915 the War Office authorised Lord Derby to raise a battalion of dock labourers, to be called the ‘1st Dock Battalion’ Liverpool Regiment, to work on the Mersey.8 It was made up of dock labourers already members of the National Union of Dock Labourers (NUDL) who were attested and placed under military law for home service. Although there was no upper age limit and no medical examination for prospective entrants, the initial enthusiasm for the scheme amongst the Mersey dockers meant that the men were generally of a reasonable medical standard. Men in the Battalion were paid according to the appropriate civilian wage with an additional military pay of one shilling a day.


There is no doubt that Lord Derby, who in 1914 had raised five battalions of the Liverpool Regiment, saw the Battalion as one way that men could help the war effort. He is quoted as saying:





I have always had it in my mind that there were many then working in the Docks, who, unable to enlist owing to age, would still be glad to put on His Majesty’s uniform and be employed as soldiers but in a civil capacity.9





James Sexton, NUDL General Secretary, enthusiastically supported the scheme which was in contrast to most Trade Union leaders who were opposed to the idea of military law being applied to industry.10


Initially the Battalion consisted of three companies, each with 1 sergeant, 10 corporals and 114 other ranks. Lord Derby became their Commanding Officer with a Captain Ronald Williams as the Adjutant, responsible for allotting men to their work.11 Support from the NUDL can be seen in the appointment of the President, Vice-President and an official of the Union as the sergeants for the three companies.


On 3 June 1915, Lloyd George, the Minister of Munitions, made a famous speech in Manchester, in which he argued for both increased mobility and more state control of labour.12 The next day he visited Liverpool where he inspected the Dock Battalion describing them as ‘a new experiment in the mobilisation and organisation of labour’.13


Whilst the Dock Battalion received the support of the NUDL the same was not always true for other dockworkers. A union meeting on 18 April 1915, which was intended to explain the purpose of the Battalion, had to be disbanded before any speeches could be made. Members of the Battalion were insulted on their way to work, and in June a dock labourer was fined 40 shillings by the magistrates for having used obscene language towards the Dock Battalion. Grieves suggests that it was incidents like these that made Lord Derby wary of any plans to extend the scheme.14


Within the trade union movement there was a fear that the Battalion could be used for strike breaking. On 19 February 1915 the Isle of Man authorities had used troops to unload a ship held up by a strike at the port. At the end of the month an industrial strike in Northampton had been broken by the introduction of ‘blackleg’ labour from the ASC.15 In addition, the Dockyard Battalion had been formed two weeks after an unofficial weekend strike had taken place at Liverpool and Birkenhead Docks. During this strike Lord Kitchener had sent, through the NUDL, an appeal to the strikers in which he had written that if ‘this appeal has no effect I shall have to consider the steps that will have to be taken to ensure what is required at Liverpool being done’.16 So when the Dock Battalion was established there was a perception that it could and may be used for strike breaking.


Lord Derby stated, on the establishment of the Dock Battalion, that it would follow Trade Union rules and not be used as a strike breaking force. However, in June 1915 when employers in Liverpool faced a possible strike he wrote: ‘I had arranged to put the Dock Battalion in to do the work if it had been required.’17 Derby’s personal record indicates that whilst he did not intend to use the Battalion as a strike breaking force it would have been easy for it to be used in this way.


The creation of the Dock Battalion does not seem to have had a significant affect on reducing the congestion at the Port. In June 1915 the MP for West Toxteth told the House of Commons that since April an average of 60 vessels a day waited for berths. The Battalion continued to expand and had a nominal establishment of 1,400 men. In December 1916 a second battalion was formed and the force appears to have reached its maximum size in September 1917 when the two Battalions had a total strength of 1,859.


The Dock Battalion had been formed to be independent of the civilian labour force at the Liverpool Docks. In Liverpool one difficulty was in determining government and non-government work and there were several disputes arising from the allocation of work. Dockers were able to claim exemption from military service but as the Army’s demand for more men increased in 1917 the Port Labour Committees had to review the civilian workforce and removed many exemption certificates, thus allowing men to be called up.18 As the civilian labour force decreased, the Liverpool Committee began to oversee the control of all labour working in the port. This was to have an effect on the independence of the Dock Battalion, which, as Grieves says, ‘ceased to act on its own and no longer operated independently of civil labour during the last eighteen months of the war’.19


The War Office had concerns, as early as September 1915, that the Dock Battalion was not financially viable because of the irregular employment pattern of the men. In January 1918 the Treasury also made reference to the high financial cost of the unit to which the new adjutant, Captain Lemonius remarked that





… whatever the strength of the Unit may be it is impossible to employ the whole of it continuously owing to the fact that the work comes in rushes, and under these circumstances it is absolutely necessary to incur some expense in retaining a reserve.20





Serving in the Dock Battalions did not exempt men from being called up for front line service, a process known as ‘Combing Out’. Between December 1917 and January 1918, 53 men from the Battalions joined front line units. In January 1918 the Battalion adopted the same policy as the Port Labour Committee by combing out men under 26, the age being increased to 31 in March 1918. Men who had enlisted in the Battalion before 15 October 1915 were exempt from this. Records for November 1918 show the Battalion strength as 1,586 which means that it had lost about 300 men from its peak in September 1917.


If, as Grieves suggests, the Dock Battalion was an experiment in military organisation it was not to be repeated. Lord Derby did, late in 1915, suggest the formation of dock companies of 250 men formed under military law. The companies would be centrally located and sent to ports in their area when required. Although the War Office did not take up this proposal they did create the first of the Transport Workers’ Battalions in March 1916.


Munitions Work


The Shell Crisis of the spring of 1915 brought to the attention of the authorities the need to supplement civilian labour where necessary. On 16 September 1915 ACI 139 established a register of serving soldiers skilled in munitions work. This register was to be completed ‘in view of the great shortage of skilled labour and the urgent need of increasing the supply of skilled men competent to manufacture munitions of war’.21


To identify these men 24 representatives of the Ministry of Munitions, under the guidance of a Major Scott, visited Army bases. These representatives consisted of ten skilled investigators from the Labour Exchange and fourteen MPs who volunteered to assist in the selection process. By 20 October 1915 Scott was able to report to Sir H. Llewellyn Smith at the Ministry that a total of 27,367 soldiers were available for munitions work. Further scrutiny reduced this number by about half, as Llewellyn Smith was to comment ‘the net result then of scouring the Army in the United Kingdom will be to add 15,000 men to the available force of skilled Munition Workers’.22


Whilst the Army appeared to be supporting this move to enable soldiers to work in munitions, there was concern at the War Office that they may lose essential men. The War Office therefore decided that men in the RFC or employed as artificers in cavalry, yeomanry, the RA, RE, ASC or AOC were not to be included on the list.


Major Scott’s report on the release from the Colours of men serving in Britain for munitions work for the period up to November 1915, states that some 1,500,000 men were paraded and addressed. Of these, 106,000 volunteered and 40,132 were provisionally selected.23 At the same time it was clear that the system was not working effectively. The Officer Commanding Aldershot Command wrote to munitions firms regarding some 76 soldiers he had been informed were being employed on munitions work. The replies he received indicated that some of the men had already been returned to military duty and that the firms had no knowledge of some of the soldiers. As a result he had no idea where seventeen men on his strength were being employed.24 This problem led to the Army enquiring how all soldiers temporarily released for civil employment were situated and whether they were employed on munitions work. The Army also wanted to know whether those men who had changed employers had done so with military or Ministry of Munitions sanction.


Officers in charge of records were instructed to record the present addresses of employers where men were working and that ‘men who cannot be traced should be proceeded against as absentees or deserters’.25


Although ACI 139 of 1915 established a register of skilled men it appears that the Army did not always provide the type of men the munitions firms required, as an account of the soldiers employed at the Chilwell Factory26 during May 1916 demonstrates:





By the middle of May a labour Battalion had arrived at Chilwell but military regulations meant that the departments in which the soldiers worked had to be organised into a three eight hour shift system. This resulted in further labour being required to maintain the output. Amongst these soldiers were men of the South Wales Borders who apparently (for religious reasons) declined to work on Sundays. Lord Chetwynd was not too impressed as a whole with his labour Battalion, he considered them to be ‘of miserable physique and of heavy drinking habits’ (the Battalion did, at this time, include two epileptics, a lunatic and several coronary cases!).27





The scheme did not cover all the skills required by the munitions factories, notably toolmakers and coppersmiths, so a request was made to Field Marshal French to look for suitable men serving with the BEF. French agreed with the proviso that the total number of men selected did not exceed 2,000. Between December 1915 and April 1916 Major Scott interviewed 17,140 men serving in France; of these 1,996 were sent to Havre for practical workshop testing and 1,732 finally selected.


The Release from the Colours scheme was to end in January 1917. In April Mr Kellaway (Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Munitions) reported to the House of Commons that on 10 April there were between 45,000 and 50,000 soldiers still engaged in the manufacture of munitions.


Works and Labour Companies and Battalions


On 18 December 1915 the War Office stated that: ‘Labour is urgently required to assist in making and mending roads in and around camps, for current repairs to hutments, and other similar duties.’28


They therefore formed as a ‘tentative measure’ one Infantry Works Company (IWC) in each of the six Regional Commands. These companies had a strength of 1 officer, 3 sergeants, 2 corporals and 100 men, all of whom were unfit for service overseas.


Men called up for service were given a medical examination and classified in one of four categories:





1.  General Service


2.  Field Service at Home


3.  Garrison Service (a) Abroad (b) at Home


4.  Labour (a) (Roadmaking, entrenching, works companies etc.) (b) Sedentary work, clerks.29





Men in category 4 were sent to the IWCs. The first of these companies were formed in January 1916 in the Royal Fusiliers, Middlesex, Wiltshire and Somerset Light Infantry Regiments, a total of some 380 men. By April 1916 the number of companies had grown to 19 (1,920 men) and the War Office announced that further companies were to be formed.30


The growth in numbers created administrative difficulties and in order to overcome this the War Office announced that the General Officer Commanding





… may attach to their headquarters staff a regimental officer not below the rank of major who will be charged with the duty of co-ordinating and regulating the supply of men for employments, working parties, fatigues and labour throughout the Command.31





This was the first instance of the creation of a staff post specifically to administer demands for labour.


The need for labour in France led to the formation in Britain of Infantry Labour Battalions (ILB), from men fit for service overseas, in February 1916. Forming these battalions took precedence over IWCs and men already in IWCs were medically examined to determine if they were fit enough to serve overseas.


From 22 March 1916, men called up for service were classified as fit for service at home or overseas. Those fit for home service were posted to an IWC, those fit for overseas to an Infantry Labour Company (ILC). The original ILCs had the same strength as IWCs, 106 all ranks. Labour Battalions were formed by bringing together ILCs in the same Command.


As units formed specifically for service overseas ILCs and ILBs did not play a major role in Britain. The 17th and 18th (Labour) Battalions, Royal West Surrey Regiment were the exception. Formed at Crawley in November 1916 they remained in Britain and were transferred to the Labour Corps in June 1917 when they became Eastern Command Labour Centre (ECLC).32


It appears the original intention was for the 17th and 18th Royal West Surrey Regiment to be used in France. In December 1916 the GOC in France was informed by the War Office that these two Battalions would not be sent to France, their place being taken by the 1st, 2nd and 3rd ILCs, Royal West Surrey Regiment, each of which would have a strength of 536 all ranks.33


From 1 June 1916 medical categories were reclassified as Classes A to E:





Class A – Fit for general service


Class B – Fit for service abroad other than general service


Class C – Fit for home service only


Class D – Temporarily unfit for service


Class E – Unfit for service and not likely to become fit for 6 months.34





Classes B and C were further subdivided,





(i)    In garrison or provisional units


(ii)   Labour units, or on garrison or regimental outdoor employment


(iii)  Sedentary work as clerks, storemen, batmen, cooks, orderlies, and sanitary duties.





A man was classified as (ii) if he was ‘able to walk to and from work a distance not exceeding 5 miles, see and hear sufficiently for ordinary purposes.’35


Carpenters and blacksmiths were the only skilled trades incorporated in the IWCs on their formation in January 1916. This changed in June 1916,36 when men in medical categories B and C with a variety of skilled trades serving in Infantry Depots or Reserve Battalions, were transferred to IWCs so the Chief Engineer of the Command could make use of them.37 With so many more men being transferred to Works Companies, an Infantry Works Battalion (IWB) was set up in each Command to receive both the tradesmen prior to their allocation to an IWC and other recruits, including drafts for service in the Labour Battalions overseas.38


Many IWBs organised companies by trade so that men with similar skills such as bricklayers, carpenters and masons served in the same company. Agricultural labourers were in a separate company and another company would contain the clerks, cooks, policemen, tailors and shoemakers.


One unique feature of these battalions was that a man could be made an NCO almost on recruitment. It has been claimed that one of the first IWBs had a CSM who had been in the Army for six weeks, a sergeant with three weeks service, a corporal with one and a lance corporal with just six hours service. Although it has not been possible to verify this, it is known that master builders and other specialist tradesmen were rapidly promoted to senior NCOs.


Men in these battalions were among the lowest medical category capable of serving in the Army and often nearer to 40 than 30 years of age. They came from widely different backgrounds as a contemporary article noted:





Every Works Battalion is a strange mixture. Thrown together in the same hut or tent is the independent gentleman and the man who, a few weeks ago, sold newspapers on a street corner; the mild bespectacled-looking man, who strolls into the canteen and play Chopin on the piano, is a chum of a man who is entered on the books as an organ-grinder. There are men who talk half a dozen languages, and others who cannot write their names, but they are all doing their bit.39





Their work varied greatly and included road construction, harvesting, hay-baling, coal-heaving, moving stores and cleaning camps. A difficulty facing all battalions was that requests for men were usually made on a daily basis, often several requests arriving at different times during a day. These would be passed to the CSM who would order a parade, pick the men required and dispatch them to undertake their work. As a result there could be several parades a day and men were often sent to undertake tasks for which they did not have the skills or physical capability. There is no doubt that many, if not most, of these men would not have been in the Army had there not been such an urgent need for labour.


By the beginning of August 1916 there were 13,912 men serving in IWCs throughout Britain.40 IWCs were organised on a regimental basis, some 30 regiments having at least one IWC. As the number of men in Works Companies and Battalions grew so did the problems of maintaining fluidity of labour. In November 1916 an administrative change was introduced in an attempt to overcome these problems. IWCs in a command were affiliated to the Works Battalion of that command and renumbered to the battalion.41 There appear to have been two exceptions to this: the Royal Irish Rifles who retained their IWC and the Royal Fusiliers who retained five IWCs.


By February 1917 there were over 10,000 men serving in some 112 IWCs and 40,000 men in seven Infantry Works Battalions. These men were to be transferred to the Labour Corps following its creation in April 1917.


Transport Workers Battalions


If the creation of the Liverpool Dock Battalion ensured a regular supply of labour for that port, the same was not true for the other ports and docks throughout Britain, where shortage of labour was a common occurrence. A solution to the problem was sought through the creation of a flexible unit that could quickly be sent to any port that required men. The creation of a civilian force of this kind was unthinkable to the Government so the answer lay in the creation of a military unit, a Transport Workers’ (TW) Battalion.


In February 1916 the Admiralty informed the Port and Docks Authorities, that approval had been given for the formation of a special Battalion of Transport Workers for duty at ports in the Britain.42 The authorities were notified that the men were to be stationed as a complete unit inland and detailed for work where and when needed, for a minimum of 5 days, and only when there was insufficient civilian labour at the port. The Dock Employers paid the men at the local rate and provided protection under the Workmen’s Compensation Accident Scheme in case of accident or death.


The Battalion, designated the 16th (TW) York and Lancaster Regiment, was formed with its HQ at Colsterdale in Northern Command. Although an Army Battalion, its officers were re-commissioned from the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve following liaison between the War Office and Admiralty. The other ranks of the Battalion were found from men in provisional battalions who were willing to transfer. The men should, where possible, have been familiar with the work they would be required to undertake. The Battalion was commanded by a lieutenant colonel, with seven officers and had three companies, each 212 men strong.


Men joining the Battalion were discharged from their current regiment and re-attested. Their terms of service stated that they were enlisted for service in Britain only. Whilst they were soldiers and therefore subject to military law, they were not issued with arms. One important aspect of their conditions of service was that they ‘may be required to work any reasonable hours day or night and at any jobs that may be required’.43


The 16th York and Lancaster Regiment was to be the only TW Battalion until December 1916 when the War Office decided to form a similar battalion in each of Eastern, Scottish, Southern and Western Command.44 These four battalions were: the 12th (TW) Battalion, Bedfordshire Regiment (HQ at Croydon); 16th (TW) Battalion, Cameronians (Scottish Rifles) (HQ at Paisley); 15th (TW) Battalion, Worcestershire Regiment (HQ at Swindon); and 15th (TW) Battalion, South Lancashire Regiment (HQ at Bebbington).


The men were selected from Home Service units and the Royal Defence Corps who were of medical category B(i) or B(ii) or C(i) or C(ii) and been employed in dock work in civil life.45 The new battalions had an establishment of nineteen officers, seven warrant officers, 47 sergeants and 1,030 rank and file, divided into five companies.


Four further TW Battalions were to be formed during 1917. The 17th (TW) Battalion Cameronians (HQ at Hamilton) in February 1917; 13th (TW) Battalion Bedfordshire Regiment (HQ at Croydon) in March 1917; 16th (TW) Battalion Worcestershire Regiment (HQ at Bristol) in March 1917; and 16th (TW) Battalion South Lancashire Regiment (HQ at Prescot) in April 1917.


A further battalion, the 17th (TW) Battalion South Lancashire Regiment (HQ at Bidston) was formed in May 1918 specifically for work on the canals in the Midlands and north-west England. Their role extended beyond loading and unloading canal boats to operating the Army’s own boats and working alongside civilian boatmen on canal barges.


The terms of enlistment of the men in TW battalions meant that they could not serve overseas or be transferred to other units. As a result Army records show that by January 1918 three of the battalions contained a small number of medical category A men, presumably men originally classed as B(i) or B(ii) who had been reclassified A. The Army’s demand for men in 1918 meant the terms of enlistment were altered, allowing men to be transferred to other units. Surprisingly, the number of category A men also increased, so that by November 1918 of the 16,375 men in these battalions some 1,476 were category A (9 per cent of the total strength).


By the end of the war the battalions had increased in size from their nominal strength of 1,103 men to an average size of 1,630. They varied from the 17th South Lancashire with a strength of 1,082 men, to the 15th South Lancashire, with a strength of 1,875.


Regimental histories make little reference to TW Battalions, the one exception being the history of the South Lancashire Regiment, which devotes four pages to the Regiment’s 15th, 16th and 17th Battalions.46 The 15th Battalion, formed at Kinmel Park in December 1916, and under the command of Lieutenant Colonel R. H. Keane, was employed primarily at the Birkenhead and Bootle Docks until it was disbanded in March 1919. The 16th Battalion, formed at Prescot in April 1917, was employed at the docks at Liverpool, Salford, Birkenhead and Barrow-in-Furness until disbanded in August 1919. In May 1918 the 17th Battalion was formed at Bidston in Cheshire specifically for work on the canals, which linked the industrial works in the Midlands with the ports in north-west England. The Battalion supplemented the civilian personnel engaged in canal transport. The work of the Battalion included operating locks and road bridges, driving motor barges, and loading and unloading the barges.


Returns show men employed on ‘Agriculture’ and ‘Farming’ as well as dock and canal work.47 Agriculture presumably included men working in the vegetable production area at the Battalion Headquarters. It has not been possible to ascertain whether the term ‘Farming’ was also used for men working in a battalion’s agricultural area or for men attached to agricultural companies.


Employers requiring labour would make a request to a Battalion’s Commanding Officer. Each battalion would have groups of men working in numerous different locations within their area.48 Whilst this provided fluidity of labour it also resulted in men from more than one battalion working in the same port at the same time. In August 1917, for example, men from the 16th South Lancashire, 12th Bedfordshire, 13th Bedfordshire and 15th Worcestershire Regiments were all working at the same time at Newhaven docks. At times large numbers were employed at one location. As an example, almost 800 from the 15th Worcestershire Regiment were employed at Southampton and 700 from the 16th South Lancashire Regiment in Manchester. An analysis of the work of the nine battalions for the period from August to October 1917 shows that they accounted for a total of 557,952 days work, a reflection of the large numbers of men employed by the TW Battalions.


The War Cabinet decided, in April 1918, that the total strength of the TW Battalions should be increased from 10,000 to 15,000 men with a view to the men being used not only at docks, on the canals and railways, but also in steel works. Although the extra men were enlisted it has not been possible to find any record of them being employed in steel works.


In August 1918 Sir Norman Hill, Chairman of the Port and Transit Executive Committee, asked for an increase of a further 5,000 men if ‘the flow of essential traffic through the ports and over the railways and canals is to be maintained during the coming Autumn and Winter’.49 Sir Auckland Geddes, Director of the Ministry of National Service, saw no necessity to increase the strength of the battalions and turned down this request. However, Hill’s request appears to have met with agreement at a higher level, as on 2 November 1918 the Army ordered the formation of two further battalions, the 19th and 20th Cameronians. They are mentioned in the Regimental History: ‘Four Transport Workers battalions were raised in the Regiment – the 16th, 17th, 19th and 20th. They were disbanded as soon as the purpose for which they had been created was accomplished.’50


The battalions continued in existence until the summer of 1919.51 The role they played is best summed up in the words of the Regimental History of the South Lancashire Regiment:





No inspiring story can be written about the activities of the 15th, 16th and 17th Battalions, but officers and men played an essential part behind the scenes in maintaining the links in the chain that connected their comrades on the various battle-fronts with the factories and other sources of supply in the United Kingdom.52


Conscientious Objectors


Following the passing of the Military Service Act of January 1916 voluntary enlistment gave way to compulsory service. Prior to this Act there were examples of men who objected to bearing arms serving in non-combatant roles such as the Quaker’s Friends Ambulance Unit.


Under the Act a man could object to bearing arms on religious, moral or political grounds. The role played by Conscientious Objectors (COs) from 1916 onwards and the way the authorities dealt with them is a complex story, with men doing military service in non-combatant roles, undertaking civil work for the Home Office, being posted against their will to the Army, being taken to France and sentenced to death under military law, being sent to civilian prisons having been convicted of a military offence, and dying as a result of the conditions in which they were imprisoned or accommodated.


In view of this complexity the role played by C. O.s has been included in a separate section.


Middlesex Regiment – Alien Battalions


In June 1916 the decision was made that enlisted naturalized Britons of German, Austrian, Hungarian, Bulgarian and Turkish parentage would be appointed to the Middlesex Regiment rather than be able to serve in any regiment or corps as had been the practice.53 At the same time men of alien parentage serving in the Army, like Private Albert Wessel, who had already seen service in France with the Royal Fusiliers, were to be transferred to an Infantry Works Battalion of the Middlesex Regiment.


Two Middlesex Regiment Battalions, the 30th and 31st, were created as receiving depots for aliens who had been called up or transferred from existing units. These Battalions provided detachments that were employed on permanent military work within Southern and Eastern Command and eight companies who served in France.


The 30th Battalion moved from Crawley to Reading in September 1916, its headquarters located at 315 Oxford Road. The 31st Battalion moved from Mill Hill to Sevenoaks in 1917 and to Reigate, Harpenden and Croydon in 1918. It has not been possible to identify how the men in the two Battalions were employed.


Early in 1917 the Army made the decision to send Alien Companies to serve in France. This decision led to questions being raised in the House of Commons about whether the men had been told they were only to serve in Britain.


In February 1919 concerns were raised in the House of Commons by Colonel Josiah Wedgwood, MP for Newcastle-under-Lyme, that the men in the Alien Battalions had been told that as the sons of alien enemies they would be the last to be demobilised. He asked the Secretary for War whether ‘the money spent on keeping up this battalion in England is spent for the protection of this country or as a disciplinary charge?’54 He was assured the men were being treated in the same way as other soldiers who were eligible for demobilisation.


Prisoners of War


Prior to 1916 all enemy PoWs were brought to Britain and accommodated in camps. Under the Geneva Convention PoWs could be employed, but not on ‘war work’. A list of the prisoners with their civil occupation was updated weekly and this enabled the committee which oversaw PoWs, to send men with the correct skills to an area where there was a demand for their services. There was a general detention camp at Alexandra Palace and a number of what became known as ‘Parent’ camps throughout the country including Frith Hill near Aldershot, Handforth in Cheshire, Shrewsbury and Dorchester. Affiliated to these Parent camps were smaller Working camps, which accommodated between 75 and 1,000 men. Some Working camps only existed whilst there was a need to employ PoWs in the area whereas others were permanent.


Both types of PoW camp had a permanent establishment of British officers and NCOs and German NCOs who helped enforce discipline. The British were drawn from men serving in Home Command and the Royal Defence Corps. No evidence can be found of other ranks in the Labour Corps being used to guard PoWs although Labour Corps officers are known to have commanded PoW camps in Britain.


Many PoWs were employed in agriculture. The very nature of the work meant that almost as many guards as PoWs were required. For some time this proved a difficulty for the authorities but a solution was found by attaching PoWs to Labour Corps agricultural companies, the members of which acted as guards.


PoWs were employed by the War Office, the Home Office, the Ministry of Munitions, the Board of Agriculture and by civilian contractors. They were employed in a variety of tasks including building hospitals and barracks and on road and railway maintenance. The numbers employed depended on the requirement of the employer as the following examples illustrate:





6 PoWs employed receiving and sorting war salvage at the War Office’s Salvage Depot at Birmingham.


413 PoWs working, under military supervision, at the RAF Camp at Orford Ness, Suffolk.


90 PoWs were employed at Boot Depot at Southall, which was in reality a dumping ground for old Army Boots. Their work was grading, sorting, mending, sewing and stretching the 350,000 pairs of odd boots stored there.


At times PoWs were employed alongside men of the Labour Corps as happened in September 1918 at Wool Station, near Dorchester. The RE were building a railway in the area and their 30 Sappers were supported by 60 Labour Corps privates, probably from 383 Company, and 30 PoWs from the ‘Parent’ Camp at Dorchester.55
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