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Notice of the ‘cease fire’ as issued to the Artists Rifles regiment on 11 November 1918. The news spread through formal channels down to front line soldiers; it had been preceded by rumours in the days leading up to the Armistice that the war might be almost over.








INTRODUCTION
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Each November, British people are called upon ‘to remember’. These cries have consistently roused a significant swathe of the population to action, one hundred years after they were first heard. It was the ‘Great War’, which saw so many lives wiped out in pursuit of victory, that embedded remembrance in the national consciousness – as a concept, as a duty, as an emotion – and that gave it expression in art and architecture, through observance at emotive events and even through its own vocabulary.


Respect. Reverence. Remembrance. The lexicon of the annual commemoration is so familiar. Yet surprisingly, given its prevalence, the term ‘remembrance’ itself remains nebulous. Even its subject is disputed. The focus is traditionally upon those who have given their lives while serving in Britain and its Empire or Commonwealth’s armed forces or associated voluntary organisations. But increasingly it is argued that the rituals associated with remembrance every November should be more firmly inclusive of all who have died as a result of war, both civilian and military.


In its most recognisable forms remembrance is channelled through a profusion of red poppies, services at stone memorials and the contemplative observance of a two minute silence. Over the past century these solemnities have acted as the cornerstones of the nation’s act of collective mourning. The annual commemorations have proved tenaciously resistant to change. At times they have served as a lightning rod for challenge by those who decry perceived hypocrisy or collective mawkishness when it comes to paying tribute to the British war dead. The very familiarity of the commemorations arguably also risks inertia. Do we understand what we are meant to be remembering?


Whatever the motivation, consideration of those who have fought and died serving in Britain’s armed forces feels like a duty few of us wish to dispense with. This is perhaps all the more remarkable because, increasingly, most who heed the calls to remember have no first-hand experience of conflict nor any surviving direct connection to the experience of war. For so many, remembrance means a reflection on the tragic loss of mostly young lives in pursuit of earnest, well-meaning and self-sacrificing causes. It can take the form of an appreciative recognition of those who have died in conflicts to protect national interests. It is perhaps a moment of agreement that Britain may not have enjoyed years of relative stability without the efforts of servicemen and women in the wars of the past century – wars that came at an immense human cost.


For more recent conflicts, where consensus has been more difficult to achieve, remembrance has shifted from a sense of collective mass loss following the world wars to a tighter focus on individual lives – where single fatalities became leading news stories in their own right while conflicts were ongoing. Remembrance is increasingly heightened by a sense that many of us would never choose to put ourselves in the line of fire or feel able to take another human life in combat. Gone is the idea of ‘joining up’ en masse to defend the nation in a time of grave emergency, as felt so keenly during the world wars.




[image: Illustration]


The Commanding Officer of the 9th Battalion East Surrey Regiment leads a cheer to the king in France the day after the Armistice was signed.





Whatever our own participation, whatever our motivations to join in or not, it is clear that the roots of remembrance as we know it lie in the First World War. This seismic conflict and the commemorations that emerged from it are the focus of this book. The war was a long drawn-out, appallingly costly struggle. From its beginnings in August 1914 to the end of the fighting on 11 November 1918, four years of violence ravaged the globe with so-called ‘civilised’ Europe at its epicentre. It is not possible to understand how remembrance of the war took shape in Britain without appreciating the scale and character of what had quickly become known to contemporaries as the ‘Great War’. The conflict’s magnitude was self-evident from this swiftly adopted title. Only with the coming of the Second World War some 20 years later did it acquire the title of the ‘First World War’.


The fighting transformed political systems, shattered entire empires and irreversibly altered societal norms. This was war on an unprecedented scale. Economies, industries and technologies were turned over to producing weapons and armaments. Vast quantities of shells and guns poured out of factories, creating a direct bond between workers and the serving soldiers, airmen and sailors who awaited their supplies. Transport played a key role too, as railways and ships raced essential equipment to the front line.


Propagandist appeals to hearts and minds squeezed vital consent from British people so the conflict could continue. The war was perceived as a struggle for national survival. Newspapers, literature and posters carried calls to duty in defence of families, homes, countries and even civilisation itself from a German enemy widely perceived as cruel and barbaric. Personal freedoms were restricted in a way unthinkable prior to the war to maximise resources and to turn Britain into a fortress. Those deemed to be ‘enemy aliens’ were sent to internment camps. The war hit home in the pocket, too, as the rate of income tax flew skywards to pay for the conflict.
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A jubilant crowd cheers outside Buckingham Palace on Armistice Day. The king and queen appeared on the balcony to acknowledge the hordes of people celebrating outside the palace.





Merciless modern weaponry caused devastating injuries on an unprecedented scale. Innovations in aviation and medicine were drastically accelerated. Bloody battles assumed an epic quality, even to their participants. They took place in wide open skies, on turbulent seas and across swathes of varied terrain, from waterlogged trenches to scorching deserts and snow-capped mountains. Although its origins were rooted in the tensions between the great European powers of the early twentieth century, and the battles that determined ultimate victory were fought on the continent, this was a truly global conflict. The key belligerents were imperial nations who controlled vast territories. As such, the war drew in diverse forces from far-flung reaches of the world.


For those who lived through it, the First World War was a searing, unforgettable experience. Anxiety, physical discomfort, tedium and chronic stress became a way of life. Sometimes acute, sometimes blunted and dreary, the experience of the conflict saturated people’s minds and emotions. Yet it also gave purpose. It afforded comradeship and humour.
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A crowd gathers around the newly unveiled Cenotaph in July 1919. The overwhelming public reaction to this memorial, initially intended to be temporary and made of wood, resulted in a permanent stone structure being unveiled one year later. The Cenotaph was to become the primary and permanent focus of remembrance services in Britain.





After four relentless years, the violence finally stopped. With ceasefires agreed on other fighting fronts, the war’s ultimate conclusion occurred on the battlefields of the Western Front. Although rumours of an Armistice there had been spreading at the turn of November 1918, confirmation was not received until the morning of 11 November. Then the news rapidly spread – all hostilities would cease at 11.00am. Though greeted with widespread relief, many soldiers were too emotionally and physically exhausted to absorb the fact that the fighting had ended. It took time to accept that there was no longer any requirement to kill or risk being killed. By contrast, the celebrations on British streets were rapturous.


The time and date of the Armistice’s imposition went on to have immense resonance in Britain. The community and regimental war memorials dotted all over the country were almost always unveiled on the anniversary of the Western Front ceasefire. The date 11 November swiftly established itself in popular consciousness as the focal point of remembrance, inextricably linked to the formalities that followed – including a collective two minute silence at 11am. This date, rather than 4 August, the date that war broke out, seemed more appropriate as a moment to reflect upon the war’s calamitous toll.


With eventual peace, thoughts turned to the future. After so much upheaval, destruction and flux, what new world would emerge? Veterans of the fighting fronts and the civilian home fronts became witnesses to a complex transition as a state of ‘total war’ was wound up. Much energy was spent striving to move forwards, yet the need to make sense of the violence and its human cost became equally consuming. During the war itself, the mounting death toll was a motivating force: only victory could ensure that lives had not been lost in vain. But the spectrum of reactions to the war’s ending, from merriment to numbness, reflected the array of attitudes that started to emerge over how to remember – or even whether to forget – the war’s fatalities in the long term. A tension developed between a desire to move on and a determination that the lives lost would never fade from people’s minds.


Remembrance of the war dead won out. It manifested itself in many spheres: within families, in wider communities and in forms determined by the state. There is no definitive inventory of ways in which the British First World War dead were honoured; these are surprisingly varied and continue to evolve. This book explores many of them. Remembrance encompasses memories, rituals, monuments, objects, events, landscapes and institutions. It was expressed in flowers, murals, stained-glass windows, music and in veteran reunions. Cultural outpourings further influenced perceptions of the war, acting as a conduit for remembrance. Films, books, poems, plays and art developed an informal memorialising function. They combined to offer a uniquely British view of the First World War: that it was chiefly a futile slaughter.


As established and consensual as the most familiar aspects of remembrance seem now, aspirations conflicted at times. Debates were plentiful as commemoration of the lives lost became a fiercely emotive issue. It was certainly not inevitable that the British and Empire war dead, from the First World War onwards, would be remembered in such an expansive manner as they have been. Commemoration of previous wars had focused on military actions or statues of feted leaders, such as Nelson and Wellington. And for many nations the First World War, however terrible, became a muted memory compared to the bloodletting that ravaged the globe between 1939 and 1945.


For Britain, however, the loss of life within its military and volunteer forces during the First World War remains unsurpassed to this day. The methods of commemoration established in the aftermath of the conflict became so firmly entrenched that remembrance of every subsequent conflict’s toll has harnessed the formal rituals inherited from the First World War.


The chapters that follow explore the human cost of the ‘Great War’ for Britain and its Empire, and show the practical and psychological problems posed by mass death on the battlefield. These difficulties crucially influenced the distinctive ways in which remembrance took hold in Britain during the years that followed. Although all belligerent countries found ways to remember their war dead, this book is concerned with the British manifestations – in the home, within communities, on behalf of the nation and through popular culture. The ‘war to end all wars’ may have failed to prevent the further loss of British lives on the battlefield. Yet it did mark the beginning of a remarkably steadfast commitment to remembrance of the ongoing human cost. Whether public or private, controversial or consensual, the ways we remember reveal as much about ourselves as those we are remembering.
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An infantry unit prepare to leave their trenches for an evening raid on enemy positions during the Macedonia campaign in 1916.
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Soldiers load a shell into a 15-inch howitzer on the Western Front. The heavy guns that caused so much devastation required many men to load shells, fire and maintain the gun’s function in order to pound enemy positions.








When war was declared in 1914, each side believed in its ability to execute a swift, victorious campaign. Few foresaw the protracted bloodshed that came to define the conflict long after it was concluded. Yet the fighting spectacularly failed to be ‘over by Christmas’. The prospect of triumphant peace fuelled energies, efforts and hope on both sides for years – eventually coming to pass for Britain and its allies in 1918.


The defining characteristic of the war was the grievous extent of its casualties. The sum total of the wounds and deaths inflicted is almost always referred to as a ‘cost’ or a ‘toll’ – the extinguishing of life on a mass scale. The numbers killed within the forces of many nations were similarly staggering, but the perception of the First World War as something uniquely devastating was a very British view, in part the result of how it recruited its army: civilian volunteers left their communities to fight and sometimes die alongside one another. The loss of life between 1914 and 1918 was tragically superseded for other nations by later turmoil, most especially the Second World War’s atrocious military and civilian death count.
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Australian soldiers kitted out with officially issued gas masks during the Third Battle of Ypres in September 1917. Poison gas joined an arsenal of pioneering new weapons designed to win an advantage over the enemy in the attritional warfare on the Western Front.





But for Britain, the impact of the First World War’s trauma has never been surpassed. The years 1914 to 1918 saw its worst loss of life in a war. Three-quarters of a million servicemen died as a result of the conflict. When combined with the deaths from Britain’s Empire forces, the death toll grew nearer to one million lives. The death count also included thousands of women who were killed while volunteering, often as nurses or for female branches of the armed services. Although the death toll once again ran into the hundreds of thousands, British losses in the Second World War were considerably fewer. One quarter of a million servicemen died in that war. Civilian casualties were far greater, though, with some 60,000 people killed in German air raids in Britain. The First World War’s human impact extended to the wounded and those who became mentally ill as a result of their war service. The effects on their bodies and psyches were sometimes severe and permanent, never allowing the experience of war to be forgotten. Even those who returned home apparently unscathed were survivors of a seismic event.
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An aerial reconnaissance photograph of German positions before the Battle of the Somme in 1916, clearly showing a warren of chalky earth trenches. The trench network on the Western Front was extensively photographed from the air to obtain vital intelligence about enemy activity and positions.





After a brief period of fast-moving fighting in 1914, the war stagnated on the Western Front. Heavy guns were deployed in great numbers, unleashing immense destructive firepower; the majority of the war’s deaths were inflicted by artillery. Heavy guns made the likelihood of being physically obliterated, mutilated or buried alive by high explosive shells a very real prospect during bombardments. Improved machine guns wreaked their own havoc in combat; their bullets tore through flesh and bone.


TRENCH WARFARE


Trenches were a defensive response to these weapons, as it was simply too dangerous to stand in the open. As the war progressed, fledgling ditches turned into a network of deep and sophisticated hiding places on the Western Front – a 250-mile stretch of trenches that ran from Switzerland to the English Channel, cutting through sand dunes, fields, woods and villages. Though not a new concept in war, trench systems had never been employed on such a scale before. Attempts to break the deadlock were launched on far-flung fronts. Each failed. Yet the Western Front, in stalemate for so long, was where the war’s outcome was ultimately decided.


Battle, maintenance and repair set the rhythm of trench life. Hard labour was the only way to make good the damage wrought by enemy shelling. The elements posed even greater travails, as Captain John Cohen advised a friend:




This horrible country is made of mud, water and dead Germans. Whenever water is left in a trench it drags the earth down on either side and forms a fearful sticky viscous matter that lets you sink gently down and grips you like a vice when you’re there. The chief business is riveting and draining, and improving parapets and traverses.





The strip of terrain in between the trenches of opposing forces, known as ‘no man’s land’, was fraught with deadly menace. Sergeant Alexander Mudie, who was killed in action in 1915, wrote regularly to his brother and described its dangers. He explained that ‘at certain points there is only a small flat field separating one trench from another and it is almost certain death to show a head above the top of the trench’.


The impossibility of achieving dramatic progress was starkly illustrated by the debris of battle that accumulated over years of to and fro battles over scraps of land. The haunting assortment was described by Major Philip Pilditch in his diary entry on 10 October 1918; just one month before the Armistice:




On the way back we spent some time in the old No Man’s Land of four years’ duration, round about Fauquissart and Aubers. It was a morbid but intensely interesting occupation tracing the various battles among the hundreds of skulls, bones and remains scattered thickly about. The progress of our successive attacks could be clearly seen from the types of equipment on the skeletons, soft caps denoting the 1914 and early 1915 attacks, then respirators, then steel helmets marking attacks in 1916. Also Australian slouch hats, used in the costly and abortive attack in 1916. There were many of those poor remains all along the German wire.





THE EMPIRE AT WAR


The slouch hats noted by Major Pilditch were a symbol of the conflict’s scale, reflected in the forces that came to fight for their respective empires. Britain’s territories provided vital resources and essential manpower. Thousands of men of different races and religions joined its forces, travelling from Britain’s colonies and its self-governing Dominions – Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Newfoundland and South Africa. Black Africans took part in the earliest military actions by British land forces of the First World War. Empire forces went on to make significant contributions to British efforts on the widespread fighting fronts, including France, Belgium, Egypt, Palestine, Salonika, Macedonia and Mesopotamia. By 1918 the Indian Army had grown from 150,000 in 1914 to 1.4 million men in total who served during the war. It was a racially and religiously diverse force, and also included 100,000 Gurkhas joining its ranks from Nepal. Thousands of men travelled from Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Barbados, the Bahamas, Grenada and the many other Caribbean islands that formed the British West Indies at that time.


Hundreds of thousands of non-white men joined imperial labour units to undertake strenuous repair and maintenance work in support of the British war effort. Labourers were often treated with contempt. A sense of racial hierarchy was deeply entrenched at this time. The South African government recruited 20,000 volunteers into the South African Native Labour Corps on the understanding that they would not mix with white soldiers. They spent most of their service unable to leave specially designated camps unless they were working. Over half a million men served with the Indian Labour Corps on the various fighting fronts. Around 100,000 men were recruited from China (neutral until the country joined the war in 1917) into the Chinese Labour Corps.
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Canadian soldiers make the most of a quieter time during daylight hours to catch up on sleep and write letters home. The night was a busy period for wiring parties, fatigue parties and raiding parties who undertook their work under cover of darkness.





Wherever they were from, labour units undertook vital duties to grease the wheels of the war machine. They carried munitions, mended trenches, cooked meals for the troops, repaired mechanical vehicles and carried the wounded to medical help, among other tasks. Although most labourers worked behind the front line, they suffered major losses. Many died on arduous journeys over the sea before even reaching war zones; others died from illness after they arrived or were killed by long-range shellfire or by German air raids, or in accidents attributable to faulty shells. In all, around one-quarter of the million men who died defending the British Empire during the conflict came from countries other than Britain and Ireland.
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An Indian Lewis gun team fires at an enemy aircraft on the Mesopotamian Front in 1918; other soldiers run for cover into slit trenches. Over 29,000 Indian soldiers perished during this long campaign.





THEATRES OF WAR


On the Western Front effective ways of killing were constantly sought in the hope of achieving a breakthrough. The fighting was both technically pioneering and yet at times oddly medieval in its methods. Driving men from their positions demanded an arsenal of weapons, ranging from the modern to the antediluvian –poison gas, sniper rifles, grenades and trench mortars combined with knives, clubs, bayonets and revolvers for close combat. Tunnellers worked deep under the earth to lay mines, capable of wiping out hundreds of men in a moment.
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Men from the British West Indies stack shells at a dump at Ypres, October 1917. ‘Native’ troops, as they were then called, were used primarily for labouring tasks, from moving shells to repairing trenches.
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George V inspecting men from the South African Native Labour Corps at Abbeville, France in 1917. Labourers from the British Empire provided essential manpower to the British forces, but many experienced systematic racial discrimination during their service.
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Italian troops armed with skis move up through a snow-clad pass in blizzard conditions. The war’s diverse theatres spanned mountains, deserts, flat countryside, the sea and the air.


Certain battles exemplified the war’s devastating loss of life. For Britain, this was epitomised by the Battle of the Somme, most especially its deadly first day on 1 July 1916. At 7.30am on that sunny Saturday British troops emerged from their trenches and advanced across no man’s land towards the German lines. The 19,240 fatalities remain the worst ever suffered by the British Army in a single day – one in five of those then in action. The battle lasted for five gruelling months.


The war at sea was no less brutal. British naval power had been the supreme symbol of national might in the Edwardian age, its imposing Dreadnought battleships rendering all other vessels obsolete. These revolutionary vessels were the result of a naval arms race in the years leading up to the First World War between Britain and Germany. Despite this feverish shipbuilding, the war at sea never delivered the decisive encounter that each side desired. Instead ships and submarines waged a merciless war of blockade to try and starve the other side into surrender. Thousands of men died in submarines, ripped open by depth charges or mines deep under the waves. Torpedoed naval and merchant ships sank swiftly, bringing many others to a cold, watery grave. Only once did British and German battleships clash in a significant sea battle, off Jutland in 1916. Within hours some 6,000 British and nearly 3,000 German sailors were dead; most had drowned in the North Sea.


The air war provided a deadly new dimension of conflict. The first heavier-than-air flight had taken place barely over a decade before the war began. Increasingly sophisticated aeroplanes were deployed in combat, flying over the trenches to direct artillery fire and take reconnaissance photographs. As the aircraft improved, the air war grew in scope and intensity. Airmen bombed and shot at soldiers and sites beneath them. Fighter pilots duelled in the air, with those who racked up multiple kills – the ‘air aces’ – becoming feted as celebrities.


Despite the perceived glamour of aerial warfare, it posed a lethal threat to pilots. Fragile aircraft were prone to mechanical failure, and fear of dying in a fiery inferno troubled even the most experienced airmen. Some carried pistols with which to take their own lives if the worst happened. As on land, the air war soon degenerated into an attritional struggle, killing men at a prodigious rate. British pilots lasted an average of ten weeks before being shot down. Flying provoked a particularly intense fear, with many men referring to the onset of this anxiety as getting ‘the wind up’. An anonymous pilot’s diary, written during his training in 1918, gave an insight into this, observing:
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The sinking of the British troopship SS Arcadian cost nearly 300 lives after the vessel was torpedoed by a German submarine following its departure from the Salonika Front. This dramatic photograph shows men sliding down ropes to escape.







I am on tenter-hooks all the time I am up, and dare not for the life of me climb to 3,000 feet, getting most terrible wind up as soon as I reach 1200 and I shall be in France next month, so God help me.





A few weeks later, the same pilot noted his concerns about his aircraft:




Only I shall probably kill myself on these RE8s. However, I had far better kill myself than resign my commission and become a ranker.
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The body of Lieutenant Paul Denys Montague in front of his aircraft after he was shot down on the Salonika Front in October 1917. Lieutenant Montague was subsequently buried at the crash site. Pilots and airmen faced extreme danger from both enemy fire and mechanical failure.
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A rare ‘air to air’ photograph of a Royal Flying Corps BE2c aircraft in flight over trench lines in 1916. Such were the dangers from guns on the ground, the planes were also forced to carry out their missions at higher altitude to avoid being struck.





While it is impossible to know the extent to which soldiers, sailors and airmen worried about the fate of their flesh, the vast majority marshalled the mental stamina to carry out their orders despite the very real threat of death. The ability to function came from a desire to not ‘let the side down’. Men looked to one another for emotional support, often through gallows humour. Others had to force down their own fear, as recalled in later years by Signaller Arthur Winstanley, who described German shelling by ‘Jerry’, the term used by many British soldiers for the Germans:




Gerry [sic] by now was thoroughly awake, he started shelling our front line, it was awful. The chap who was to partner me was crying like a frightened baby, on the firestep. He had lost his nerve completely. I didn’t treat him gently, I cursed him madly, and pointed out that the lads had gone over, so we would have to stand to our duty. If I had talked gently to him, in those conditions I would have lost my own nerve.





While the possibility of violent death was ever-present, the conditions in which servicemen and women lived also rendered everyone susceptible to disease and fatal accidents. The war’s final death tolls were grossly inflated by terminal damage caused by faulty shells, the spread of diseases such as malaria or succumbing to pneumonia and similar conditions. The trying conditions in which ailments were suffered often rendered recovery impossible.


With so many dead, British rituals of remembrance came to reflect the sheer enormity of this ‘total war’. The conflict’s scale had been shown in its tremendous demand for men, munitions and money, its political upheavals, the interdependence of the home and fighting fronts, the threat to national survival and the escalating human cost. From mantelpiece memorials to state-sponsored monuments, an industry of remembrance iconography revealed itself in hundreds of thousands of homes and within the civic fabric of Britain itself. Remembrance of the British war dead was to be crucially influenced by decisions made about the logistical challenges posed by the dead and the missing. But first the news of death had to be communicated – and endured.
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The body of a British soldier by the roadside awaiting burial near Domart, France, on 3 April 1918. Deaths on the fighting fronts caused emotional distress to comrades on active service as well as to relatives back home.





Fears about the safe return of loved ones from the fighting fronts were not misplaced. Deaths in action or through tragic accidents, fatalities from grievous wounds or the onset of disease claimed nearly one million British and Empire lives. Some three-quarters of a million men from Britain and Ireland died. Yet it is true that nearly nine out of ten servicemen survived the war and returned back to Britain, rendering allusions to a ‘lost generation’ of British men statistically untrue at the broadest level. The permutations of loss between social classes gave a genuine basis to a notion that the upper classes had been disproportionately affected. Certainly the casualties among officers, trained as they were to lead from the front, were very high. Although working class rank and file soldiers were more numerous, the need to retain labour in industry also kept many at home. The idea that an ‘elite’ of men in their prime had been wiped out gathered traction after the war, with many acts of remembrance paying tribute to this so-called ‘lost generation’.


However the complex demographic patterns of death played out, nothing tempered the individual experience of a direct bereavement. Every death extinguished a unique personality, severing a source of practical support as well as emotional sustenance. In becoming a soldier, sailor, airman, nurse or any role that drew one near to enemy weapons, the potential for death had to be faced. It is impossible to quantify the extent to which servicemen and women accepted the risk to their own lives, nor how intense fears were in households across Britain that their loved ones would not return. The fact that many citizen soldiers had actively chosen to face danger by ‘joining up’ voluntarily added deeper resonance to the nation’s burgeoning grief.


Britain was unique among all the combatant nations in having a voluntary system of army recruitment upon the outbreak of the First World War. In 1914 men were invited, persuaded and later pressured to ‘join up’ for the duration of the ‘emergency’ – and the associated threat to life that this entailed. In the early weeks of the conflict, hundreds of thousands of civilians committed themselves on oath to serve ‘King and Country’. They become soldiers amidst an exuberant atmosphere of ‘war fever’. Yet these decisions, often made on the spur of the moment, had dramatic ramifications for families. While some were desperately proud of their relative’s decision to serve, others immediately began to worry. Mill worker Kitty Morter was aghast when her husband Percy was recruited during a night out at the Palace Theatre in Manchester in 1914 to see the renowned entertainer Vesta Tilley:




But what we didn’t know until we got there was that also on stage were Army officers with tables all set out for recruiting…Then she [Tilley] came off the stage and walked all round the audience – up and down, either sides, down the middle – and the young men were getting up and following her. When she got to our row she hesitated a bit. I don’t quite know what happened but she put her hand on my husband’s shoulder – he was on the end seat – and as the men were all following her, he got up and followed her too.







When we got home that night I was terribly upset. I told him I didn’t want him to go and be a soldier – I didn’t want to lose him. I didn’t want him to go at all. But he said, ‘We have to go. There has to be men to go’.





Whatever their role, whether chosen freely or imposed by compulsory conscription from 1916, millions of British people were drawn into military service. The majority of fatalities were soldiers on the Western Front. Here relentless bloody actions took place, from the earliest days of the war in August 1914 until the declaration of a ceasefire in November 1918. Deaths that came in the war’s dying days were an especially cruel blow for the families of long-serving soldiers who had endured so many twists and turns during the war.


BREAKING THE NEWS


Whenever a death occurred, it was confirmed in a relatively formulaic manner. Commanding officers led roll calls after each action, although these proved inexact in accounting for human resources. Eyewitness accounts from survivors captured details about the last known movements of the ‘missing’. Caught up in battlefield chaos, some men were prematurely presumed dead. This was the case for Lieutenant Hugh Bird, who served on the Western Front from June 1917 until March 1918. A War Office telegram incorrectly notified his family of his death in action in March 1918. A letter from Bird’s Commanding Officer to his brother laid plain the chaos of the action in which he was presumed to have died:




I wrote about a month ago to your brother’s wife telling her all I could – which, I am so sorry to say, was very little. We were fighting a very hard rear-guard action when your brother was killed by a shell. That is practically all I can tell you. In fighting a rear-guard action it is very, very difficult to get even one’s wounded back – the gallant boys who are killed cannot possibly be looked after and buried; they simply have to be left where they fall. This was your brother’s fate, and I can only hope that the clearing parties of the enemy buried him and have marked his grave. He did the same for the enemy when they were retiring and I think we can take it for granted they are doing the same for us. If this is so, information will come through one day as to where he is buried.
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Lieutenant Hugh Bird of the Royal Fusiliers who was presumed killed in March 1918. In fact he had been taken prisoner of war, despite being subsequently reported as presumed dead to his next of kin, and he eventually came home safely. Following the news that a man was missing, surprise survivals such as Bird’s were extremely rare.





Lieutenant Bird’s obituary was published in May in the L and N W Gazette. However, it later transpired that he was not dead at all – he had been captured and held as a prisoner at Ohrdruf in Germany.


The opposite scenario, in which dead men were initially described as ‘missing’, was painfully common. Sometimes it took months to confirm that the worst had actually happened. Families were left in suspense, often exerting considerable energy in their dealings with officialdom to try and confirm the fate of a loved one. This process continued beyond the war’s end, but it was sometimes only possible to presume, rather than corroborate, a death. The family of Lance Corporal Nelson Newman, for example, were left in turmoil for a year and a half before receiving the formal decree:




It is my painful duty to inform you that no further news having been received relative to (No.) 9289 (Rank) Lance Corporal (Name) Nelson Newman (Regiment) 4th R. Fus. who has been missing since 26th Oct. 1914, the Army Council have been regretfully constrained to conclude that he is dead, and that his death took place on the 26th Oct. 1914 (or since).





Whether met with stoical acceptance or shocked despair, reactions to news of a death back home were as individual as the life lost. The news was reported home by way of formal telegram to the next of kin, and these rudimentary notes set in motion a family’s grief. The telegrams contained the most perfunctory information about the date, place and nature of the death, and whether a man had been killed in action, died later from wounds or from illness.


Every death splintered a family, whether relationships were close or distant. The ripples of each loss spread far – many were boyfriends, brothers, husbands; some were fathers. Some were teenagers who had slipped through the military recruitment system as underage volunteers. Extended families were also battered by bereavement, as interactions between aunts, uncles, nieces and nephews could be as dependent as any parent or sibling tie. Friendship was a less formal orbit than family, but losses were no less significant for that; grieving mates were also affected by the death of their old friends. Given that childhood pals were often scattered across disparate fighting fronts on active services, all at risk of meeting the same fate, many remained unaware for some time that their friends had been killed.


Surviving letters and diaries, and retrospective interview recollections by those who received news of a wartime death, provide glimpses into profoundly varied reactions. Whether those affected were sanguine and fully accepting of the consequences of active service, or knocked sideways in shock and despair, each death opened up the same question – was the war worth the loss?




[image: Illustration]


Telegrams conveyed the news of a death back to the home front. This example from August 1916 advised Sergeant Frederick Sheriff’s next of kin in the starkest terms that he had died from a gunshot wound to the head the day before on the Western Front.
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