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Iwonder if the people at home ever realize that the prisoners in Germany number amongst their ranks some of the greatest heroes of this war. On the battle-field the hero, or at least some of them, are recognized, and rewarded accordingly; but the exile is never known, though he fights against far more hopeless odds; for him there is no chance – all is at an end. Fine deeds are done in the heat of action, when the excitement of the moment gives the spur to many a noble act; but it takes a braver and more steadfast spirit to pass smiling and cheerful through the endless stunted and hopeless days of a prisoner’s life, to cheer up those of our comrades who have for the moment fallen into the slough of despondency, and to harass the German guards at every turn in the matter of attempted escape, since if the prisoners were peaceably quiescent the number of their guards would be reduced, thus freeing so many more men to go and fight against their brothers on the front.


Captain Horace Gilliland, Loyal North Lancashire Regiment.
Taken prisoner at Ypres, 1914. Escaped Germany, 1917.















Note on Terminology


Where individuals are identified by rank, the rank stated is that held by the individual at the time. Where battalions are identified, I have generally rendered the 2nd Battalion Royal Welch Fusiliers as 2/Royal Welch Fusiliers and so on. Place names are as 1914–1919; where they have changed I have endeavoured to show this.















PROLOGUE: THE ESCAPER


In the tomb darkness of the tunnel he hauled himself along, hoisting on his forearms, scrabbling with his boots. There was barely enough room to squeeze through (what was it – eighteen inches high, twenty-four inches wide at best?) and the collar of his coat kept catching the roof, bringing down little cascades of soil. He had to fight the rising fear of being buried alive; it did not help that the flow of air was blocked by the bulk of Sammy Jenkins to his front, and the boy Roberts to his rear. The effort required to move along was hellish, and despite the cold of the winter earth that January 1917 night he was sweating like the proverbial pig.


Along with six other PoWs he had dug this thirty-yard tunnel in the heart of Germany, inch by inch, for six months, equipped with nothing other than a trowel stolen from a camp workman and spoons ‘liberated’ from the canteen.


Oh God! There was no air. He frantically tried to speed up, but in his mole blindness he of course failed to see Jenkins’ boot, which hit him square in the face. So parched was his mouth from anxiety, that the resultant trickle of blood from his gums was, funny to say, almost refreshing.


He pushed on, groping and crawling. The abrupt dip in the tunnel floor told his hands that he had come to the stone foundations of the Kommandantur that had almost finished off the project. They had tried to dig under, but to no avail, because every time it rained the water had risen up and threatened to drown the man working the face. In the end, they had picked their way through the wall with the ends of the spoons, stone by stone; his hands still bore the weals of that desperate labour, and if they hadn’t had Pearce – a Yorkshire miner back in the time of peace – with them, they’d have given it up. But with those shoulders Pearce could hack away for three—




A commotion ahead of him. A small chain of whispers. ‘Guard! Stop moving.’


In the sudden stillness he could hear his heart beating; the noise of it seemed to cannon off the tunnel walls.


He prayed: Oh God! Please don’t let me die in here. He was no miner, he for heaven’s sake was a clerk in a solicitor’s office on the High Street, which now suddenly seemed like the airiest place in the world.


Someone coughed. That would be Stephens, whose lungs had been no good since he was gassed at Hill 60. ‘Ssshhhhhhhsssss, for Christ’s sake.’


The thump, thump of the guard’s boots, just three feet overhead, came closer.


The tunneller held his breath. The boots stopped. Had the guard heard something?


The tunneller said another silent prayer to God. He had been in one PoW camp or another in Germany for going on two years, ever since the counter-attacking Germans had picked him up concussed in that shell hole at Loos. He had tried escaping by impersonating (badly) a German soldier and walking through the front gate of Dülmen Lager, and he had tried climbing the wire (only to bump into the camp’s canteen NCO on the road outside). Third time lucky. He needed this tunnel to be third time lucky. He hadn’t volunteered in August 1914 to sit out the war in Germany.


Or work like a slave in one of Fritz’s factories. Last week they’d brought into the camp a gang of Tommies who’d been working in the coking plant at K-47. They looked like the walking dead. And they were the survivors; they said four lads had been left dead by the wayside.


There was something else, if truth be told. He had to rid himself of the shame of being a prisoner. He needed his self-respect back. Oh, he had done his bit in battling the Boche in the camps – he’d refused to salute German officers in the way they wanted, which had earned him a rifle butt to the head and a week in cells – but only a ‘home run’ would truly restore his reputation. In his own eyes as much as anyone else’s. Besides, he was aware that after nearly two years of being cooped up he was beginning to exhibit symptoms of ‘mouldiness’, that overwhelming apathy that came over prisoners. In the barbed-wire camps when all spirit left men, sometimes they just died. He’d seen that more than once.


The rivulets of sweat crept down his face onto his moustache.


A stamp of feet above his head. Then, at last, the drum-beat of footsteps making their mechanical march into the distance.


Someone behind, panting desperately: ‘He’s gone . . . Get a move on boys, for fuck’s sake.’


The tunnel was at its tightest here, and only by exerting all his strength could he haul himself forward. His damned knapsack, tied to his leg, dragged like a malevolent anchor. But he couldn’t do without the rucksack. A rucksack was an essential prop for every escaper intent on passing himself off as a German civilian.


Haul. Scrabble. Haul. Scrabble. Just when, in a pure panic, there seemed to be no exit, that the tunnel was going on for ever, he was aware of fresh air on his face. Old Jenkins, a Regular taken captive in the ‘retirement’ from Mons (‘We never retreat, we Regulars,’ Jenkins used to tell anybody unwise enough to ask how he ended up in the cage), must already be out. Yes, there was no shuffling sound ahead.


Then he too was out into the night, popping up like a startled jack from the box. The stark arc lights of the camp were behind him, and there to the front across the frosted field was the road, its stone surface lit by moonlight. He could see no one else; those ahead of him had already disappeared into the shadows.


There was no sense in hanging about. From his pocket he extracted a black, peaked workman’s cap, which – and he was quite proud of this, being an office man – he’d fashioned himself from discarded uniform trousers and dyed with India ink. He set it at a jaunty angle on his head.


He was free!


With his rucksack swung over his shoulder, the escaper walked quickly off towards the road.


Everyone had their own ‘Cooks travel plans’ to get to neutral Holland, a hundred miles away. His was simplicity itself. He was going to steal a bicycle from the village over the hill and pedal to the frontier. He had a mini-compass, secretly made by some clever bod in the barrack hut with a magnet, needle and watch case, hidden in the heel of his shoe, but he did not really need it. He had spent two hours every week in his last camp attending a class on astronomy run by a sergeant in the Warwicks who had been a science professor at the Victoria University of Manchester in civvy life – it was funny the chaps you met in the Lager – so he could steer by the stars, navigate by the sun.


Ten days later Corporal Thomas Perry of the 2/Worcesters succeeded in crossing the border into neutral Holland. He had indeed cycled all the way to the border zone, before dumping the bike to walk the final stretch at night, doing so as craftily as any cat burglar. There had been a nasty moment though, right at the last when, bitter cold from wading through a dyke, he stumbled over a frontier tripwire. German guards had come shouting, screaming, firing wildly, but he’d kept on going and they had been unable to get him.


On his return to Blighty, his home town of Ledbury turned out to welcome their local hero. He gave evidence to the Government Committee on the Treatment of Prisoners of War, some of which was used later in the Leipzig War Crimes Trials. To his annoyance, however, the War Office dithered about allowing him back to the front, so it was not until August 1918 that he was allowed to rejoin the Battalion in France.


He ended the war with the rank of sergeant, winning a Distinguished Conduct Medal on the Hindenburg Line in September 1918. And there was another honour too, of which he was prouder really, because when you got down to it the guts he’d shown then were greater than the mad dash with the Lewis gun he’d got the DCM for. He received a Mention in Dispatches for his successful escape from Hunland, the notice of which was posted in a special supplement to the London Gazette in 1920.


Thomas Perry was one of over 600 British PoWs who made successful ‘home runs’ in the Great War.1













INTRODUCTION


They are the lost men of the Great War. There are no tears for their suffering, no quickenings of the heart at their valour. They are not part of the ‘Memory’ of 1914–18, which is now the sole province of the sacred dead who fell in France and Flanders.1


Some 171,720 British officers and other ranks were taken prisoner by Germany and her Allies in the First World War.2 In wartime Britain, the fate of the prisoners caused national anguish; a Government Committee was set up to investigate their maltreatment. The names of star British escapers were said with reverence. When the prisoners were repatriated after the Armistice, they were given a hero’s welcome, their homecoming ships met by cheering flotillas of boats. The King shook their hand.


But who today knows the name of arch-escaper Second Lieutenant Harold Medlicott?


Who today knows that the death rate in the Kaiser’s prisoner-of-war camps – from brutality, starvation and disease – was sometimes higher than that on the Western Front?3 In other words, in certain phases of the First World War a Tommy had a better chance of survival in a Flanders trench than in a German prisoner-of-war (PoW) camp.


But who today knows anything of what befell Britain’s prisoners of war in those four years of total war?


The reasons for the historical amnesia are not hard to fathom. Prisoners were, after all, men who had surrendered – which was hardly glorious, was it? Hardly Rorke’s Drift, ‘Fix bayonets and die like British soldiers do!’ stuff – and often felt a burden of shame about their capture. More, their official status as ‘war casualties’ seemed growingly questionable, paltry, pathetic when compared to those 702,410 British dead buried in corners of foreign fields. Even more than other veterans of the Great War the prisoners tended not to speak of their experiences. So, the prisoners were silent, out of shame for themselves and respect for the fallen.4


They did not even speak to each other. A national organization of PoWs shrivelled on the vine.5


There was convenience in forgetting the prisoners too. Prisoners were away for longer than other veterans; they understood less of home, and home understood less of them. A spate of memoirs by officer escapers probably did more harm than good, since in their standard style they were penned in that Henty-esque, stiff-upper-lip manner of the era, with chaps trying to ‘score off the Germans’ by achieving escapes to neutral countries. Making light of misfortune is an excellent quality in a soldier-leader; in a memoirist it sadly fails to convey the truths needing chronicling. The public was left with the distinct impression that PoW life was all a bit of a game, and anyone who did open their lips about ‘Boche brutality’ was being economical with the Wahrheit or making an embarrassing fuss about very little. Really, it was all so much easier to deal with by being forgotten.


It must be admitted too, that it seems to be human nature (or at least the nature of old British soldiers) to forgive and forget. In 1918 Sapper George Waymark, taken captive at Le Cornet Malo in Flanders on 12 April 1918, ended the secret diary of his captivity:


Now I can rest and try to imagine what I should do if I met some of those guards whose one aim in life seemed to be to make our existence a hell. I wonder.6


By 1977, when interviewed, he considered: ‘Most (guards) were decent sorts.’


All these are ‘honest’ causes for the loss of the prisoners in the national remembrance of the First World War. The other reasons are more invidious. By the late 1920s, that decade of disillusion, the Great War was being re-written by pacifists and politicians as an immoral, avoidable conflict caused by the great powers’, principally Germany and Britain, divvying of the globe. (The influence of a Marxist ‘curse on both your imperial houses’ was forensically detectable.) In the new moral equivalence, the treatment meted out to British prisoners in Germany was held to be no different from that meted out to German prisoners of war in Britain. Or, indeed, any PoWs, anywhere. By 1932 the writer J.R. Ackerley, a former PoW himself but never a reliable witness, could blithely state in a collection of escape stories, ‘Prisoners of war were treated the same in every country that took part in the war.’7 Wartime accounts of atrocities committed against British PoWs – which had once so troubled the nation – became dismissed as propaganda. In his influential book Falsehood in Wartime (1928), the Labour MP and pacifist Sir Arthur Ponsonby claimed ‘Stories of the maltreatment of prisoners have to be circulated deliberately in order to prevent surrender. This is done, of course, on both sides.’8 ‘Stories.’ ‘On both sides.’ Ponsonby was the man who gave the world the motto, ‘When war is declared, truth is the first casualty.’ Alas, the first casualty of peace was the truth about crimes committed by the Kaiser’s wartime regime against British PoWs.


In blunt sum: the experience of the British prisoner of war became, in the popular view, either unremarkable – or, if direly awful, a politically fabricated falsehood. And so much better if ignored.


Nobody was keener to forget the prisoners than the selfsame government that had once championed their cause. The 1920s were not only the years of disenchantment, they were the years of diplomatic and commercial re-engagement with Germany. To treat with Germany in peacetime demanded a Realpolitik in which British PoWs, with their grievances and horror stories, were conveniently lost in the shuffle of papers in Whitehall in-trays.9 No one could be beastly to the Boche any more. This willingness to sacrifice the prisoner on the altar of diplomacy was evident as early as 1921 during the War Crimes Trials at Leipzig – set up, in part, precisely to bring those who had maltreated British prisoners to justice. In the event, the British government made a half-hearted deposition and risibly allowed the Germans to sit in judgement on themselves. To no great surprise, convictions were few, punishments mild.


But what of historians, the professional analysers and ‘rememberers’ of the past, what have they made of Britain’s captives in the Great War? With a handful of exceptions10 in almost a hundred years they have not found the prisoners a fit subject for study. Field Marshal Haig’s navel is usually so much more rewarding to gaze at. History, like Nature, abhors a vacuum; in the absence of proper historical study two small, persistent myths about First World War PoWs have emerged, burrowed and lodged. The thickest-shelled of the fables, and one which is usually given an injection of ‘classist’ genes, is that escape was the prerogative of officers. Thus the sociologist Joan Beaumont can confidently assert: ‘Escape plans . . . are largely the experience of a privileged elite, not of the many millions of prisoners of war from the other ranks.’11 And the military historian Neil Hanson can state, without so much as a qualifying blush:


Breakouts by other-ranks prisoners were comparatively rare, partly because they usually lacked the financial and other resources available to officers, including the time, with which to plan and carry out escapes.12


A mere second’s glance at one sole set of figures should be enough for extreme caution in advancing such a claim. Before chucking it over the side. Of the 420 British soldiers listed in the official record as having escaped German clutches and reached neutral territory, only 49 were officers.13 Put another way: other ranks made up 88 per cent of the British Expeditionary Force’s ‘home runners’. More figures: of the Canadians who made successful escapes to neutral territory in the Great War 99 per cent were enlisted men. (I should make plain here that this is a book about British soldiers, though with some reference to Empire forces,14 incarcerated in Germany and on the front line in the West; the story of British prisoners held by Turkey runs to a different tune, and is worthy of its own volume.) Actually, the whole scale of British ‘escapology’, whether perpetrated by officers or other ranks, is woefully underestimated.15 As for why men escaped, the mischievous J.R. Ackerley set the trail false in his introduction to Escapers All in 1932, suggesting that escape was a form of ‘self-expression’. In other words, men only escaped because it was their personal ‘free-spirited’ nature to find life behind bars unbearable. Actually, the reasons men escaped were several and varied; Private George Hall wasn’t alone in escaping because he feared the casual sadistic beatings of German guards, just as Lieutenant F.W. Harvey of the Gloucestershire Regiment was in good company in believing escape was necessary so that men could rejoin ‘that dreadful and glorious fight for England and her liberty’ on the orthodox battlefield.


Then there is the pernicious myth that captured British soldiers were uniformly ‘glad to be out of it’, joyously relieved to be taken captive and so safe from the fighting on the Western Front. Perhaps some were. Most weren’t. To be captured was a bewildering humiliation for proud men who had, after all, signed on to be fighting men, to be soldiers. If any Tommy did think he was evading Death’s shadow by surrendering he was in for a rude and possibly fatal surprise. For a bloody start he had to survive the moment of capture by German troops – the odds of which ran, say, 80:20.16 German troops fired up to kill did not always find it easy to change down a gear to accept surrender in its stead. Neither did they always want to. Execution of surrendered Tommies by Germans was far from unknown.


And there was no peace in the PoW camps of Germany for those soldiers who surrendered. The Kaiser’s army was institutionally brutal to its own men, so what could be expected of it when put in charge of enemy soldiers? Systematic violence and crushing nothingness were givens in the Lager. There was disease which rampaged through camps with Goya-esque fury. Then there was the lack of food, which caused men to die of starvation, and others to become skeletally thin in a way that is uncomfortably reminiscent of another, later Germany. British prisoners were worked to death in German factories, pits and salt mines. Literally worked to death.


The Enlightenment’s search for civilized principles to govern conduct in war had resulted in international conferences, notably those at The Hague in 1899 and 1907, which laid out, among their many promulgations, agreed rules on the treatment of the PoW, from capture to camp. Regarding the prisoner The Hague Convention stipulated, inter alia:




Chapter II:


Article 4. Prisoners of war are in the power of the hostile Government, but not of the individuals or corps who capture them. They must be humanely treated . . .


Article 6. The State may utilize the labour of prisoners of war according to their rank and aptitude, officers excepted. The tasks shall not be excessive and shall have no connection with the operations of the war . . .


Article 7. The Government into whose hands prisoners of war have fallen is charged with their maintenance. In the absence of a special agreement between the belligerents, prisoners of war shall be treated as regards board, lodging, and clothing on the same footing as the troops of the Government who captured them.17


These rules were flouted, ignored, trampled on by the Kaiser’s regime. The long march of European liberal decency stopped at the reactionary Prussian doorstep of the Stadtschloss and the Kriegsministerium. A Red Cross commissioner, after observing the PoW camps in Wilhelmine Germany wrote in exasperation:


Neither treaty nor humanitarian consideration induced the German Government to treat its prisoners of war as human beings, or make much effort to preserve their lives . . .18


Carl Dennett did not lie. Of the British incarcerated by Germany, 11,147 are officially listed as having died in captivity.19 There were thousands more. On the war memorials that stand agonized and proud into the skies of Britain, France and Flanders are the names of the missing; we presume these to be the dead lost in the mud of the battlefields of Ypres, the Somme and wherever the thin khaki line held the Western Front. But some of these ‘missing’ were actually captured troops made to labour for the enemy behind the front and who, unregistered by the Germans, died of starvation after being deprived of the Red Cross parcels that were their right. As many as 50,000 Allied troops and civilians perished as slaves behind the German front line in the West.20 The number of unregistered British PoWs among them is unknown and unknowable, but an estimate of 2,000 would be reasonable. By any measure, their deaths constitute a war crime. By any measure, the Kaiser’s vast slave army prefigured that of Hitler’s.


For prisoners the war was eternal, because there were demons in the head to battle too. The war was within as well as without. Boredom, the lack of privacy, loneliness, hopelessness all sapped the spirit. The resultant depression, considered Lieutenant Alec Waugh, incarcerated in the officer’s Lager in Mainz and the brother of the more famous Evelyn, was ‘far and away our worst enemy: whole days were drenched in an incurable melancholia’.21 Waugh constantly tormented himself for having surrendered. By the honour code of the British Army, soldiers – especially officers – did not put their hands in the air and wave white flags, they died fighting heroically in last stands. Such as Rorke’s Drift. Regimental traditions and Victorian patriotic history books, however, were no match for the realities of the 1914–18 battlefield. Twenty-four hours of pounding by ‘Jack Johnsons’ and Minenwerfer often left men – those still alive, that is – so battered and enfeebled they could not bear arms even though they wanted to. Few British surrenders in the Great War smacked of cowardice; confusion, accident, incapacitation yes, but yellowness no. Alas, ex post facto justifications by an historian are cold comfort for Waugh and all the other PoWs who spent their prison days in turmoiled humiliation for having surrendered.


Humiliation was hottest on Sunday afternoons in the camps. On Sunday afternoons German civilians, in a favourite entertainment, came on sightseeing trips to view the captured specimens of Britannicus militarius displayed behind the wire. Schools organized visits. Financially astute commandants charged the gawpers and pocketed the Marks.


Small wonder, then, that Lieutenant F.W. ‘Will’ Harvey, a veteran of seven camps and the PoWs’ unofficial laureate, began one of his most famous poems with the lines


Walking round our cages like the lions at the Zoo,
We think of things that we have done, and things we mean to do . . .




Harvey’s choice of leonine metaphor was precise and apposite. They were lions, the captured soldiers of the British Army, officers and other ranks alike. Because they fought back. ‘When we realized we were prisoners,’ recalled one soldier, ‘we decided to buck the Germans any way we could.’22 British prisoners were more than happy to carry the war into the camps, where they fought the national cause as certainly as any khaki-clad soldier in the trenches. In the barbed-wire war of the camps only the weapons differed; here British soldiers fought with taunting humour (the British were, all Allied PoWs agreed, beyond compare in the parodying of Prussians), by putting a sabotaging spanner in the works of the factories they were forced to labour in, by singing songs of defiance, by arson, by escape . . . by living. Because in circumstances where people are killing you, whether deliberately or by neglect, to struggle to live is an act of resistance. To survive is a victory.


Any prisoner who did want a quiet life was unlikely to get it. By 1916, 80 per cent of British prisoners were in forced labour, and the German need for workers was only getting bigger, more desperate. As prisoners found out all too quickly the German interpretation of ‘not excessive’ work, as per Article 6 of the 1907 Hague Convention, was generous – such as a twelve-hour shift in a Hameln salt mine. ‘If you could only see the boys here,’ wrote one private soldier in a smuggled letter from a white pit, ‘they all look like dead men; they are all worked to death.’23


No act of resistance behind the wire was inconsequential or without consequence. Whatever smoky, silky lies the German authorities put out about ‘shot trying to escape’, they executed Second Lieutenant Medlicott and his friend Captain Walter in cold blood that 1917 day in the morbid shade of Pfaffenholz forest. Medlicott and Walter were murdered because they were unstoppable ‘jug-crackers’ – escapers – whose refusal to bow to German military authority irked unbearably. And had to be snuffed out. A luckier escaper, Lieutenant Peter Anderson, on making his ‘home run’ was invited to Buckingham Palace by George V. Amid his congratulations, His Majesty added the opinion that he considered the bravery involved in escaping was, if anything, greater than that required on the battlefield, which was usually the product of the heat of the moment.24 Who can gainsay him? An escape might take weeks of preparation, weeks in which to fret, weeks in which to factor the chances of fatality. If you want to see pure, distilled courage, look no further than the life and death of the Kaiser’s most unwilling guest, Harold Walter Medlicott. A man – a boy, really – of serial sang froid and outrageous daring, whose fourteen escape attempts included sliding down the outside of a nearly perpendicular sixty-foot tower at Wesel fortress and, in a magnificent moment, climbing the perimeter wire at Holzminden in broad daylight.25 He was everything the British were reputed and hoped to be. So was Corporal John Brady, King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, who refused, time and time again, to do work that would aid the German war effort, suffering beatings and solitary imprisonment for his Bulldog guts.26


But there were so many forms of courage in the war behind the wire. To occupy the endless day in a godforsaken place like Strohen Moor, to maintain personal integrity amidst hunger so desperate men would fight each other for pig scraps, to nurse comrades through the typhus epidemic at Wittenberg, to keep the national faith under constant ‘Gott strafe England’ taunts – all required forms of courage beyond the physical. Having looked at the memoirs and records of over five hundred British prisoners in the Great War, I can only conclude that theirs was the glory. British prisoners of war did so much more than suffer silently. They founded camp libraries, refused to salute German NCOs, dug escape tunnels, held dignified Communion services in leaking huts, made skeleton keys from sardine cans to raid German stores, went on strike, skived work by pretending to be Hottentots on Sabbath, escaped, escaped again, played football, wrecked German munitions trucks by putting sand in the axles, mocked the goose step long before John Cleese, put on little variety shows in their barracks, made pets of stray dogs, held study classes, and dreamed and dreamed of food.


This is the war the prisoners knew.













Map of the Main Prison Camps in Germany and Austria
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Reproduced from ‘Map of the Main Prison Camps in Germany and Austria’ (Una Pope-Hennessy, 1920)

















I


IN THE BAG: CAPTURE


Surrender? Was it then to come to this, after all?


Lieutenant Gilbert Nobbs,
London Rifle Brigade, at Leuse Wood, 1916


Somewhere outside the French hamlet of Audencourt on 26 August 1914, that fateful month in which the world separated from peace to war. The sun is shining, as it seems to have done every day of that perfect summer. Lieutenant Malcolm Hay’s platoon of the 1/Gordon Highlanders, after retreating for days, is ordered to make a stand against the advancing Germans. Hay tells his exhausted men to throw up a trench in a stubble field. Hay knows – almost – what to expect; Number 13 Platoon has already met the figures in feldgrau at Mons.


Soon German shells start landing in front of Hay’s trench, the shrapnel breaking over the top in waves. Shells upon shells.


Then, unreal moment: Germans emerge from the woods into the shimmering haze above the wheat stalks and come on in overwhelming numbers. Between shell-bursts, the Lee Enfield rifles of Number 13 Platoon shoot off two rounds before their owners duck down again. Their aim is good and true, even at 900 yards, and they slow the grey advance. But they cannot stop it. A German machine gun opens up, its bullets flicking along the trench top. Through his field glasses, Hay directs the platoon’s return fire as best he can . . . until a bullet hits him in the head.


A voice says, ‘Mr H. has got it.’


Not quite. Hay is bandaged up by Private Sinclair and when darkness falls his men, as gently as they can, move him out of the trench, using a greatcoat and rifle as stretchers, to a safer place in the lee of a sunken road. Hay is intermittently conscious. When he is awake, one fear wells up: ‘to be left behind and taken prisoner’.1 Although the battalion is instructed to retire at midnight, two of the platoon remain with Hay; only when Hay directly orders them himself will they leave him.


A straggler from the Royal Irish Rifles appears, and makes Hay as comfortable as he can, before disappearing into the orange-grey gloom. Audencourt is burning.


Later, Hay hears foreign, guttural voices on the road. Small parties of German soldiers pass by, staring sympathetically. Nevertheless:


For some inexplicable reason I tried to get away. By seizing a tuft of grass in the left hand I could move along a few inches at a time. After advancing in this manner for about a foot . . . I collapsed from exhaustion and drew the greatcoat over my head. I do not know how long I had been thus covered up when I heard a shout and, peeping through one of the holes in the coat, saw a German soldier standing on the top of the bank. He was gesticulating and pointing to his revolver, trying to find out if I was armed! But he soon saw that I was past any further fighting.


He offered me a drink from his water bottle and pointed to the Red Cross on his arm. I can never hope to convey to anyone what a relief it was to me to see the cross, even on the arm of an enemy.2


The Red Cross orderly calls him ‘Kamerad’. A German officer arrives on the scene, expresses his sympathy for Hay, offers him a piece of chocolate and the information that the German Army will be in Paris in three days. Hay is loaded onto a stretcher, taken to a field hospital run by the French under German supervision, where his condition becomes so serious that Extreme Unction is read over him not once but twice. Hay, though, is made of tough stuff and survives to become a prisoner of war in Germany.


In understanding why British soldiers became prisoners of war between 1914 and 1918 the capture of Lieutenant Malcolm Vivian Hay is pregnant with explanation. Of the 165,0553 British troops captured by Germany on the Western Front over the course of the war, over 80 per cent surrendered in just two four-month periods at the bracket ends of the conflict. These were August–November 1914 and March–June 1918, when there was movement on the battlefield in the shape of gargantuan offensives by the German Army. In his little stand in the sunlit stubble field at Audencourt, a corner of the bigger battle of Le Cateau, Hay was outnumbered three to one; British troops facing the make-or-break German Spring Offensive of 1918 faced a similar imbalance in men. The month of Black March 1918 saw 100,000 British soldiers taken captive, 20,000 of them on 21 March alone, the worst day of surrender in British military annals until Singapore in 1941. In contrast, when the war was static and stuck in the trenches British surrenders were a trickle. Up to the end of November 1914 18,500 British troops were, in the parlance of the day, put ‘in the bag’, including 1,400 from Le Cateau; the total of those who surrendered in December 1914, the first month of proper trench warring, was 369.4 Between January 1915 and November 1917 only 20,000 British troops were bagged by the Germans on the Western Front.


If these numbers seem large, they are not. Of the British Army 1914–18 vintage only 6 per cent would end up as prisoners of war, compared to 9 per cent of German forces and 50 per cent of Russians.5 The British Army of 1914–18 was tightly bound, between officers and men (witness the tender care of Hay by his troops), and men and men. They were often from the same town or village, and until 1916 they were either prideful professional Regulars or idealistic volunteers. They had a patriotic commitment to a war of justice and defence. Surrender was an unthinkable taboo, like those other dishonourable means of exiting a battlefield, self-inflicted wounds and desertion. The men saw it like the Army saw it. Surrender, without damn good reason, was an evasion of duty, a betrayal of comrades, Regiment, family, school, country – everybody on ‘our side’. There was also the whole weight of Army tradition, with all its storied last stands. Who wanted to let down glorious tradition? No one.


No information was given to troops leaving for France and Flanders on how to surrender because it might make surrender as opposed to fighting to the last round a not dishonourable option. On the contrary, the 1907 Manual of Military Law declared it to be a court martial offence under the Army Act to ‘display the white flag in the presence of the enemy’ without specific orders from HQ or indeed to be ‘taken prisoner, by want of due precaution’. Officers, in a less than subtle aid to doing the right thing, were informed that, should the unspeakable occur, they would have to write a report on their surrender for the information of the War Office. Surrender came trailing the distinct odour of, at worst, cowardice, at best incompetence.6


So, why did British soldiers surrender? Woeful crimson, as with Malcolm Hay, played its part. A wound rate of over 70 per cent occurred with some units in the battle of Le Cateau; overall, about 25 per cent of British prisoners taken in the Great War were taken wounded and hors de combat.7 The sight and sound of the wounded could have a knock-on effect; in a trench, with the moaning tide of wounded comrades rising around them, some men suffered a collapse of spirit. Incapacitation of an officer – Malcolm Hay again – led to lack of leadership, lack of fighting will, since even the best regiments of the British Army needed an officer to make the men stand.8 Men without officers were particularly prone to capture. There is a whiff too, that British units left officerless would actually heed the orders of a German officer in locum. Lance Corporal Thomas Higgins, 3/5 North Staffordshire Regiment, a former steelworker and no shrinking violet, tellingly recalled about his surrender at Lens in 1915:


A German officer then shouted in English, ‘Surrender’; so we threw our rifles down, and put up our hands.9


Of course, there were other things to run out of in battle, apart from blood. Without ammunition continued resistance was impossible, though the frequency with which ‘lack of ammo’ appears in prisoner memoirs suggests a request for absolution10 rather than a statement of fact; no one can be expected to fight without the wherewithal. The ‘heat of battle’, however, is no misnomer; excruciating thirst was an unrecognized and unlikely cause of incapacitation.11 More common was the ending of proper mental and physical functioning, either brought on by exhaustion, gas or heavy shelling. The really big catches of British prisoners in the Great War were invariably preceded by artillery poundings – Le Cateau was the first major artillery attack of the conflict – or barrages which boxed soldiers in. Both tended to cause catatonia. Unlucky Private C. Sharpe, 2/8th Lancashire Fusiliers, sat through the immense opening salvo of the infamous German Spring Offensive of March 1918, with all its Sturm und Drang Wagnerian intensity. He thought


such HELL makes weaklings of the strongest and no human’s nerves or body were ever built to stand such torture, noise, sorrow and mental pain.12


They weren’t. And when the survivors looked out of their ruined trenches, the cries of the wounded shrieking around them, their head-ringing befuddlement was only exacerbated by the sight in front of them. Private Sharpe again:


As far as the eye could see, on what a day ago were flat green fields scarcely pitted with shell holes, was nothing but the blue grey uniforms of German troops advancing in well ordered company formation.


Those grey men were alarming in their appearance as they marched in on the back of the artillery maelstrom. Often the first German a British soldier saw up close was the one lumbering towards him with his ‘butcher’s blade’ (as the fearsome German MI898/05 sword bayonet was known) ready to gut a Tommy stomach. With their animal hide backpacks, their pickelhaube hats or science-fiction storm-trooper helmets the Germans were alien beings.13


Those grey men were alarming in their numbers too. In autumn 1914 and spring 1918 they were able to overrun British positions, leaving units shocked, encircled, out of communication, out of orders and left to cope as best as they could with regiments of the enemy between them and the main British line. Malcolm Hay’s Samaritan straggler from the Irish Rifles was only an extreme case of the fragmentation and isolation that occurred in the great German attacks.


Incapacity, absence of leadership, shellshock, impossible odds, encirclement all created the indispensable condition for the surrender of British soldiers in the First World War, which was not fear but confusion. Time and time again, those who surrendered described the experience as though it was a bewildering dream. For Private Percy Williams, 1/5 Northumberland Fusiliers, gassed, shelled, wounded by shrapnel in his leg as he tried to crawl along the road to British positions, the noise left him ‘in all of a muddle’. Many of his unit were eighteen-year-olds with no battle experience. He ‘never saw a British officer’. Rifleman Victor Denham sat under a Minenwerfer bombardment (‘those earthquakes in miniature’) at Arras:


‘I watched and waited in a state of mental numbness or apathy . . . When I took a further interest in matters I was a prisoner.’14


So perplexed was Lieutenant Archibald Bowman, Highland Light Infantry, by his surrender in spring 1918 that, despite being a professor of Logic, he believed it best explained in poetry. He would spend most of his seven months in German captivity at Hesepe and Rastatt writing sonnets examining the impossible experience:





	     
	How it befel? — The overreaching arm,
Bombs; and he was among us. In his plan
Surprise completed what surprise began.
The treacherous shelter of a too-near farm,
A ditch along a road, a false alarm.
Thirty yards of the open; in the van
A desperado running – How he ran! –
And the pack had us. Hands up and disarm!
– It is the end of all, the bitter end.
The unpardonable, though ineluctable,
A breach in life no living now will mend;
The sin that sinned not; fell not, yet a fall.
One thought burned in the brain: How dear it cost
England to gain what I this day have lost!15







The instinctive reaction of soldiers, in confusion and chaos, and a German suddenly right THERE! was to prefer the uncertainty of captivity to the certainty of death from a bullet or a bayonet. Life over death.


Some, should the occasion warrant it – an occasion such as covering the retreat of a unit or plugging a front-line hole on which the destiny of a battle might depend – and should the mind be clear enough and the heart stout enough might choose a fighting death. In the situation of impossible odds most soldiers, when and where they were capable of rational thought, tended to go through the same mental process as did Captain George Foley, 7/Somerset Light Infantry, during the March 1918 offensive. And come to the same conclusion:


Further concealment was useless, and we were in one of those plights when a soldier has to consult whatever conscience he may possess, and choose between a death of doubtful glory, but obvious futility, or surrender.


At twenty yards’ distance the leading Hun raised his rifle and aimed it with dispassionate care at my head. It seemed to me that to be shot like a pig in a poke was in no way furthering the cause of the Allies. Consequently, and in rather less time than it takes to tell . . . I indicated that we were willing to capitulate . . . With all those grey figures round us, I had the sensation of being swallowed alive.16


The surrender of Captain Foley’s company of West Countrymen is a reminder that at least half of British prisoners had no say in their capitulation. The British Army of 1914–18 was a disciplined army in which men obeyed the orders of their officers and NCOs. If ordered to surrender they did. Generally.


Officers of the British Army were caring of their men, and would not have wanted them to die in vain. In charitable light the notorious surrender of Lieutenant Colonel Mainwaring, 2/Royal Dublin Fusiliers, at St Quentin on 27 August 1914 was because of compassion for his men, lying in the town square barely conscious following their scorched march from Mons. He wrote of his surrender order:


The fact is that the men could do no more for the time being. Their limit of endurance was reached. I considered it my duty to protect these men, who so nobly had done theirs.17


Mainwaring himself was so far mentally and physically collapsed he could only walk with the aid of a stick.


What a plethora of ways there was for men to become captive outside their will! There was the naive subaltern on night patrol who had not yet learned when a German star shell lit the wire-and-mud landscape with its stark white light to stand still; instead he dived to earth, the movement attracting the eye of a nearby enemy patrol who snatched him away to their line. Then there was Captain Robert Dolbey, Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC), running a field hospital in a farm at La Bassée when Germans loomed through the mist on a foggy morning in October 1914. His job was to stay with the wounded. Duty saw him put in the bag.18 Private J.T. ‘Tanner’ Milburn, a native of the Northumberland pit village of Ashington, was buried by a shell-burst as he attacked the German lines at La Boisselle on 1 July 1916. He was underground for six hours until disinterred by the enemy:


After being dug out, there was about five Germans standing around me. I thought my time had come because one wanted to put the bayonet through me but the others would not have it.19


Perversely, as with Tanner Milburn, it was emphatically possible to be captured for doing deeds of bravery. The trench career of Lieutenant Will Harvey, Gloucestershire Regiment, is proof enough of that:


To put it baldly, I was taken alone in a German front line trench, which I had entered unseen yet in broad daylight, and was proceeding to explore . . . it was up to a point the prettiest piece of patrolling I ever did. Certainly it was the identical rashness which got me a decoration that got me taken prisoner in 1916.20


He was ‘collared’ by two large Germans emerging from a dug-out. One of them so looked like a labourer on his father’s Gloucestershire farm that Harvey burst out laughing – ‘which possibly saved my life!’21 The decoration Harvey had been awarded for his previous solo patrol was the Distinguished Conduct Medal. A move up to the ranks of the commissioned had also been the reward for Corporal Will Harvey.


Musing later on his 1916 capture, Harvey concluded:


It is a strange thing, but to be made prisoner is undoubtedly the most surprising thing that can happen to a soldier. It is an event which one has never considered, never by any chance anticipated.22


They were good men, the Glosters, everybody said that, being one of those unflashy but solid county regiments England could always put in a breach and be certain they would fill the wall with their dead. There was none finer in the Glosters than smooth-faced Second Lieutenant Claude Templer, former pupil of Wellington College, who had been commissioned in August 1914, aged barely nineteen. Like Will Harvey, Templer would turn out to be a poet (though not such a fine or famous one), and like Harvey he was nabbed by the Germans while he reconnoitred a trench alone ahead of his platoon. This was December 1914 at La Bassée. Alas for the Germans, they didn’t kill him when they knocked him from behind with the butt of a rifle. With the exception of Harold Medlicott, no one would prove a more resolute, troublesome escaper than Claude Francis Lethbridge Templer. And in the end, he beat them.


There were other ways in which courage could put a man on the road to a prisoner-of-war camp. Lieutenant Gilbert Nobbs, a Territorial in the London Rifle Brigade, was captured because he did what British officers did: he led a charge. At Leuze Wood (‘Lousy Wood’) in 1916, he told his men, ‘My lads! It’s for England!’ Up from the flat ground they rose, machine-gun rounds and shells pouring into them . . . The attack faltered, men took refuge in shell holes. Nobbs ran from shell hole to shell hole, urging the men on. The line reformed. They pressed forward. Nobbs got to a shell hole within 20 yards of his objective. And decided to finish matters with a bayonet charge. He jumped out of the shell hole:


I wanted to kill! Kill!




But:


I was blind.23


A rifle round had entered the side of Nobbs’ head and exited through his right eye. He drifted in and out of consciousness for two days in the shell hole where he fell. His head bloated massively. Just as he was about to embrace death he heard a voice say, ‘Englishman! Kamerad!’ Like Lieutenant Hay he was torn between joy at hearing a human voice and wanting to shrink to avoid discovery: ‘Surrender? Was it then to come to this, after all?’24 It was.


There were numerous other officers and men brought in from the wire fronting the German trenches, where they lay following wounding in an attack and made captive. But who could have done more?


The first Victoria Cross of the Great War awarded to a private soldier went to Sidney Godley, Royal Fusiliers, a latterday Horatius, for holding the railway bridge at Nimy, Mons, with a machine gun for two hours. He held off six German divisions before being captured seriously wounded. But who could have done more?


Whereas in the contemporary collective mind the Western Front of 1914–18 is a set of distinct trenches running in continuously parallel lines from the North Sea to Switzerland, the reality was fuzzier. After heavy actions such as the Somme and Passchendaele, the front would turn into a pitted landscape as featureless as the Moon. It was ridiculously easy to get lost on this bleak muddy planet. In other words, men could stray mistakenly into becoming prisoners of war. Even an old hand like Lieutenant Hugh Durnford did it. Trying to find Battalion HQ at Hell-Fire Corner in the Ypres Salient, Durnford and his orderly approached a pillbox on roughly the right map coordinates, where they spotted a Tommy buggering about wearing a pickelhaube hat. Only when Durnford was about to hail the pillbox a hearty welcome did the awful truth dawn. By then the Germans had him covered with their rifles and there was no running away. Not in that mud:


I stammered out a few words in bad French to their officer and then asked leave to sit down, I was exhausted and quite overwhelmed. So this was the result of my fourteen months cumulative experience. What a culmination! To walk over No-Man’s land on a bye-day in broad daylight into a German nest. Such a thing had never come into our ken that I could remember. And if it had I should have been the first to pass uncharitable comment.25


He blamed himself. Or did Battalion give him the wrong coordinates? A round of who-was-responsible set up in his head. Many would recognize that mental whirlpool.


After a heavy shelling almost anyone might capitulate and be ‘glad to be out of it’. The sense of relief was nearly always transient, after which the soldier would join his comrades in the predominant feelings of the First World War Tommy on surrender: shame and anger. When, at Lys in April 1918, Private Tucker’s commanding officer ordered a surrender:


His order was received with angry imprecations and yells of defiance. It was the one and only occasion I have ever heard British soldiers directly voice disobedience and insubordination to their officer’s command.26


Tucker’s officer had been shown by the Germans the hopelessness of the British position. And could not bear to sacrifice his men.


Jack Evans, 16/Canadian Mounted Rifles was ‘wild with anger over our helplessness’ when captured in the German attack at Zillebeke in June 1916. The ‘Fritzes’ jabbed him with a bayonet, then kicked him; in the heat of it all he stupidly retaliated. His life was saved by a German officer intervening.


Thomas Spriggs, 55th Division Machine Gun Corps, would have understood Evans’ fury. Above his trench at Cambrai there appeared a German officer waving a bomb who ordered him to surrender. Spriggs thought, ‘No, I’ll be damned if I am going to hold my hands up for you . . . Surrender to a bloody German, no fear.’ No fear. Having gone through Passchendaele, Spriggs was immune to death. Such carelessness of life was common in veterans, men who had served in the trenches for a year or more. Only the insistent echoing of the order by a British officer made Spriggs throw down his equipment and capitulate.27


On being told ‘Hände hoch!’ Corporal Arthur Speight, 7/Durham Light Infantry, considered:


Disappointment seemed to be the great thing. Here we were – captured without a chance of hitting back. We had the satisfaction of knowing that our hands did NOT go up! They went into our trouser pockets instead.28


He was kicked, thumped and jabbed by German rifle butts for his impertinence.


Taken after capture to an enemy dug-out for interrogation, Captain Geoffrey Phillimore was told ‘Für Ihnen der Krieg ist fertig’. For you the war is over. Phillimore thought nothing could have been better calculated to infuriate a soldier, ‘though it was probably meant in kindness’.29


Lying in a shell hole after a brigade attack on Malt Trench near La Barque, William Cull, 22nd Battalion Australian Imperial Force (AIF), worried what ‘the Battalion would think of me if they knew that I was taken prisoner. The thought was so bitter that for a moment I cared little whether I lived or died.’30 He had a grenade splinter in his hip and was unable to walk. He resolved to live for the sake of his family.


Ernie Stevens, 20/Middlesex Regiment, his platoon attacked from behind (‘How did they get there?’) was told by his subaltern, ‘new out to France and looked very worried’, that it was impossible to make a fight of it and suggested surrender by tying a handkerchief to the end of a bayonet: ‘It made me feel as if I was a coward. I was letting my country down, I was letting my unit down, I was letting my family down . . . Being taken prisoner, oh what a disgrace!’31


In almost all cases in the First World War the capitulation of British soldiers was forced. There was no great breakdown of morale and ‘going over’ to the enemy as other armies suffered.32 The number of British troops who stole over No Man’s Land to the German lines was vanishingly small, no more than a few hundred out of an army of five million. Few of these, if any, were attracted to the German cause. The motivation of those who crossed the line was to leave the travails and troubles of the battlefield. Similarly, in a treason of a lesser degree, there were isolated instances of demoralized men in the midst of battle sometimes letting themselves be captured.


British soldiers did not want to surrender, and they did not do so lightly. Not least because their experience of the passions and uncertainties of battle would have led them to know a fundamental truth of war: Surrender was not a safe thing to do.


*


In the dreadful moment when surrender was decided upon or groped to, there emerged a mundane yet vital question: how to signal the actual act of capitulation? No corporal at Aldershot or instructor at Sandhurst gave classes in surrender or showed the correct drill for presenting submission, Sah! As a reflective Lieutenant Alec Waugh, Royal Artillery (RA), wrote,


the etiquette of surrender is not included in Field Service Regulations, and as it is not with that intention that one originally sets out for France, the matter had not bulked largely in the imagination.33


Holding hands high in the air was not taught but seems to have been universal and instinctive.34 A sergeant in Fred Hodges’ cutoff battalion, when the matter became unavoidable, settled on hand-raising plus a loud and judicious use of German, saying: ‘You can’t do anything, lads. Put up your hands and cry “Kamerad”.’35 Although waving a white flag actually indicated intention to parlay, it became the more or less accepted signal for surrender, which left everyone scrabbling in a mud-infested trench for something white, or sufficiently pale to pass. All the Canadian platoon of Captain T.V. ‘Tom’ Scudamore could find at Ypres was a bandage – not that his father would have approved, whatever material was hoisted. A veteran of the Afghan Wars, Scudamore Senior later wrote to his imprisoned boy assuming he’d been captured unconscious, the implication being – and it was all the worse for being entirely sincere – that the scion Scudamore would have fought to the death otherwise. When surrender came, most soldiers who waved a white ‘flag’ flapped a pocket handkerchief, like Ernie Stevens’ platoon, which made the act all the more pathetic and poignant.


However signalled, surrender was not always given. Prisoner-killing was explicitly proscribed by the Hague Convention, the international agreement setting out the rules of warfare. Regulation 23(c) stated that it was forbidden to kill or wound a prisoner who had surrendered by laying down his arms. But the well-meaning deliberations of men in civilized rooms in Den Haag were meaningless on the bloody battlefield of Hooge; there was no afterlife appeal to Regulation 23(c). Prisoner-killing was committed by all combatant armies, although somewhat less often than sensationalist historians would suggest, since between 6.6 and 8.4 million men were taken alive during the war.36


No national armies on the Western Front operated prisoner-killing as a matter of policy, although the Kaiser’s army came closest, since it was the only one in which prisoner-killing was sanctioned by the head of state.37 Also, the German manual of military law, the Kriegsbrauch, showed markedly less restraint on the subject of prisoner-killing than international equivalents, stating:


Prisoners can be killed . . . in cases of extreme necessity when other means of security are not available . . . exigencies of war and the safety of the State come first . . .38


More, when Wilhelmine Germany crossed the borders of Belgium and France in August 1914, it also crossed a moral Rubicon in ordering the mass execution of civilian prisoners, announcing to the world its Schrecklichkeit (‘frightfulness’). Of the combatant armies on the Western front the Kaiser’s was the most culturally committed to prisoner-killing. Yet, the real problem with the German Army was not policy or culture, it was hate. There was the ordinary hate of all soldiers for the enemy when berserk in battle, when prisoner-killing comes out of quick, blind violent passion. As the German infantry officer Ernst Jünger explained:


The defending force, after driving their bullets into the attackers at five paces’ distance, must take the consequences. A man cannot change his feelings again during the last rush with a veil of blood before his eyes. He does not want to take prisoners but to kill.39


Death of a friend, a desire to avenge comrades might well inculcate a bloodthirsty frame of mind. However, German hate towards the British became fanatical and collective from the end of August 1914. And the fault lay with Malcolm Hay and the men who fought at Le Cateau and in all those other little engagements that put spanners in the wheel of the German juggernaut as it rolled into France and Flanders. The Kaiser is alleged to have described the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) as a ‘Contemptible Little Army’ to be dismissively brushed aside. The BEF was small, contemptible it was not, as Walter Bloem, a Reserve Captain in the 12th Brandenburg Grenadier Regiment, confirmed from the German side of the line at Le Cateau:


‘Our first battle is a heavy, unheard of defeat, and against the English – the English we had laughed at.’40


August Schmidt, a German soldier escorting British PoWs to Hameln in October 1914, caught the frustration of his countrymen perfectly in a letter home: ‘The English soldier may be a dangerous enemy and a good shooter in the field and that is probably why there are so many resentments against him.’41


The lethal consequence of this hatred was confirmed by Major Koebke, of Imperial Artillery Regiment 3. Koebke noted in his diary on 20 November 1914:


The anger at the British was enormous. Very few prisoners were taken according to statements from the front and where there was the occasional one he had nothing to smile about during his trip to the rear.42


Guards escorting British prisoners were the subject of indignation, their progress ringing with shouts of ‘shame on you for taking prisoners’.43


Hatred of Britain for spoiling the Kaiser’s plan for a Mitteleuropa empire would bitterly colour German attitude to British soldiers for nearly two years. Also, wild autumnal stories about British troops firing ‘dum-dum’ bullets (bullets with flat noses, designed to maim) and using their jack-knives to gouge out the eyes of German wounded put Imperial troops into a highly febrile state. The consequence for Tommy Atkins was that he was more likely to be murdered on surrendering than his French or Belgian Western Front counterparts. Prisoner-killing of British soldiers, however, was not constant over the course of the war: the rate was low in August 1914, rose steeply from October to December of that year, plateaued until 1915, then went into a declining curve until the Armistice. Within this general delineation there were blips caused by outrages real and imagined, such as the Baralong incident,44 but the broad topography of murder stands. By 1917 war weariness had taken over and the Kaiser and all his men came instead to be blamed for the debacle that was Deutschland’s putative war of conquest. There was another reason for the diminishing hostility towards the British soldiery; in front-line service German troops found the Tommies to be soldiers much like themselves, not the blood-dripping staring-eyed demons of the Berlin patriotic press. A bogeyman is easy to kill. A fellow human being, suffering the same hardships and anxieties who just happens to be wearing a different colour uniform, is not.


What a difference four years made! Around Ypres in the first autumn of the war prisoner-killing by feldgrau men was commonplace. In the great German ‘Michael’ Offensive of March 1918 the surrender of British troops was accepted without demur and almost without violation. Taken in the German attack of 11 April 1918 at Ploegsteert (‘Plugstreet’ to proudly monoglot Tommy), Lieutenant Cust, Royal Artillery, considered that ‘the treatment met with was almost without exception most courteous: we all agreed that this seemed studied and intentional on the part of the enemy’.45 To Cust’s bemusement he was captured in almost exactly the place in the wood where he had been picking cowslips in a felt hat three days before.


Alas, for the individual British soldier with his hands high to heaven, there were bastard variables in the general contour of prisoner-killing. By these variables he would have his surrender accepted, or he would be slaughtered.


Youth helped. Sergeant Arthur Gibbons, Toronto Regiment, spent two days beating off German counter-attacks before succumbing on 24 April 1915 at St Julien. His head bleeding and his thigh shattered, Gibbons closed his eyes and screamed as a feldgrau figure lunged towards him with a bayonet. A German officer suddenly intervened. On finding that Gibbons was only nineteen he said: ‘Why you are only a boy. This is a man’s war: You should not be here.’46 Gibbons was dragged four hundred yards to the rear. As we shall see, other Germans took a less benevolent view of his callowness.


Native wit was good too. No sooner had he surrendered and was making his way towards the German rear than Private Thomas Bickerton, 2/Essex Regiment, was confronted by a German flourishing a dagger: ‘Fortunately I had the presence of mind to whip out my pocket wallet which I thrust into his hand, and whilst he was looking at it, I ran on.’47 Bickerton had also had the forethought to remove his Lewis gun badges. Those who operated bogey weapons like Lewis machine guns, sniper rifles, or flame throwers held the short straw in surrender survival.


Anyone conspicuously appeasing his captors was likely to boost his odds in the lottery of life. Ernst Jünger, that hardbitten über-warrior, gave the perspective from the other end of the bayonet on the successful etiquette of surrender: ‘Most of them showed by their confident smiles that they trusted in us as human beings. Others held out cigarettes and chocolate in order to conciliate us.’48


Oh, but the divide between pleasing appeasement and displeasing subservience was so thin. One British officer recorded of his surrender in October 1914:


Seeing the position was hopeless, I ordered the men to kneel down, put down their arms and hold up their hands. They did so. I stood up and held up my hands. A German soldier fired at me and shot me in the hand. They then came and shot down all the men [about twenty] who appeared to be alive.49




Psychologically, genuflecting reduces humanness. In all probability, the anonymous officer would have done better to have his men stand and face the foe as equal fellows.


Anyone fighting to the last round could expect no quarter when the ammunition ran out. And yet even here there was caprice. Private J. Parkinson was changing belts on his machine gun when a German officer put a pistol in his back and said, ‘Come along, Tommy, you’ve done enough.’ Parkinson rightly commented that ‘the officer must have been a real gentleman’.50


Surrendering soldiers were generally more leniently treated at the beginning of a battle or offensive than the end of the affair, when tempers were worn down. Which was another reason for the good humour of Malcolm Hay’s German officer on the sunken road at Audencourt: the Germans had not yet realized their offensive was running out of steam. Equally, in March 1918 when Lieutenant Alec Waugh surrendered to the all-conquering troops of the Spring Offensive, so happy were the Germans to be on the final road to victory that they presented him with a cigar.51


Unsurprisingly, any soldier looking defiant, troublesome or who was still armed was unlikely to be tolerated. In March 1918 William Easton, 77th Field Ambulance RAMC, was standing in a surrendering group next to a man who, out of unthinkingness, was still carrying his rifle:


I don’t know who the lad was who’d kept his rifle, but he didn’t seem to understand that we were already prisoners. The Germans were using a loudspeaker, calling on pockets of resistance to surrender. However, he’d still got his rifle knocking about when the Germans surrounded us, and they promptly shot him. I thought it was such a pity, but it was his own fault, he ought to have known when to give his weapon up.52


On occasions there seemed to be neither reason nor rhyme why one prisoner was killed as he raised his hands, and the man next to him was not. Only the strange Fate who ruled soldiers’ lives could be responsible. His Sacred Majesty, Chance.53


A wholly explicable danger in surrender came from one’s own side. Private H.J. Clarke’s colonel in the 1/Suffolks decided to make the best of a bad thing as the grey tide surrounded his little remnant of fighters at Frezenberg Ridge, Ypres. He ushered everyone into a dug-out and handed round the cigars. They hardly had the ‘steam up’ when the Germans appeared at the door and shouted down ‘Hände hoch’. On emerging, Private French, standing next to Clarke, was shot dead instantly by a bullet fired from the British line.54 Possibly the shootist was aiming at the Hanoverians taking the surrender, but one unit’s honourable capitulation could be another unit’s version of dishonourable submission, and it wasn’t unknown for British troops to fire angrily on others in khaki if they thought them yellow. Across the dismal mud of Passchendaele Captain W. Tickler of the 5/Lancashire Fusiliers saw a German officer taking the surrender of a British sergeant and his men in that long wet autumn of 1917:


So I screamed across at this bloke, ‘What the hell are you doing giving yourselves up?’ I didn’t wait for him to answer me, I just let fly with my revolver. I was aiming at the German officers, but they were all mixed up together.55


Clarke thought the 77th Hanoverians taking his surrender ‘good fellows all round’. They must have been, since on approaching an enemy dug-out the stock German action was to throw in a bomb, as was witnessed by a young private taken prisoner in March 1918. When the stormtrooper was told there were British wounded in the trench dug-out:


He took a stick grenade out, pulled the pin and threw it down the dug-out. We heard the shrieks and were nauseated, but we might have done the same in the circumstances.56


In the dark recesses of a dug-out any danger or trick might be lurking. To bomb first and ask questions afterwards was only wise.


Proportionately, British officers were marginally more likely to be taken prisoner – or at least taken prisoner alive – than other ranks. Precise figures are impossible to ascertain now, though the official General Annual Report of the British Army 1913–1919 provides a crude guide:





	Percentage missing and PoWs of Army

	            Officers

	           Other Ranks





	1 October 1914–30 September 1915
	3.7
	2.9




	1 October 1915–30 September 1916
	1.3
	1.3




	1 October 1916–30 September 1917
	1.5
	1.1




	1 October 1917–30 September 1918
	3.4
	3.4




	1 October 1918–30 September 1919
	0.1
	   0.157







The British Army was an army in which officers led, men followed. A general rule of bloody thumb in His Majesty’s land force was: officers headed attacks, officers were the last to retreat. Unlike other major combatant services, in the British Army officers also led out patrols, wiring parties – and any other dangerous job going. Accordingly, the casualty rate for officers was higher than other ranks across the board, from deaths to wounds to capture.58


Only in two experiences of the Great War was the mortality of officers lower than that of other ranks. One was the act of surrender, and the other was the subsequent incarceration in the Kaiser’s prisoner-of-war camps. Numerous testimonies indicate that German officers routinely interceded to stop their troops from killing British soldiers wearing pips and crowns. Although invariably ill-founded, the German assumption was that British officers were a likely source of military information. (Actually, anyone below the rank of major in the British Army knew sweet zero about anything regarding dispositions or ‘shows’.) A suspicion lurks too that some Wilhelmine officers, with their acute sense of class, considered British officers fellow gentlemen and therefore deserving of protection from the proletariat in uniform. Lieutenants Cull and Ahnall of the 7th Brigade Australian Infantry Force (AIF), lying in a German hospital, had a simpler answer for why they had been spared when their surrendered men had been bludgeoned to death by rifle butts. They concluded they were human ‘Souvenirs’.


*




To the captor the spoils. After the moment of successful surrender there were no certainties, save that the prisoner would be pillaged of his possessions. And of his dignity as a man and as a soldier.


Seizing the spoils of war from defeated warriors is an ancient rite. On slaying Pallas in The Aeneid (Book X), Turnus took the young prince’s sword-belt and put it on, so confirming his victory. While few Britons went into action on the Western Front wearing swords, they wore military paraphernalia that would serve equally well as ‘souvenirs’ for their German captors. To take a man’s medal ribbons, his buttons, his cap badge was to strip him of his military pride and identity. He was de-soldiered. More: a Briton thus robbed was walking evidence of his submission to the authority of the German Army. For the perpetrator, the ‘zooveneers’ he demanded confirmed his power, and were proof that he had seen front-line service. In the plundering of the Scots Guards at Gheuvelt in October 1914 the balance of power in looting was made manifest. Corporal Green of the 1st Battalion wrote in his diary:


I shall never forget the search and the ensuing few hours. The ever gallant Huns made us go on knees, and proceeded to take our money, tobacco, cigarettes etc from us and make away with them.59


Personal items such as wedding rings, photos, watches and letters were also stolen from the numbed captives. This could be a particular hurt, because it severed the soldier from his civilian self, from his family and friends; it cut him emotionally adrift. Lance-Corporal Tommy Higgins had ‘to beg and pray as well as I could to make them understand me’ to keep the photo of his wife and child, his father’s card and his tobacco box.60


Souvenir-hunting was against the Hague Convention of 1907 which declared that a soldier’s property should remain in his possession following capture. The German Army only honoured the proscription in the breaching of it. Souvenir-hunting was ubiquitous on the Western Front, as common as and prevalent as the mud. Sage British soldiers who understood the rules might place cigarettes and chocolate handy in their tunic to appease the enemy should the worst happen. An exceptionally far-sighted Tommy might go into battle with his valuables hidden, as did Sapper George Waymark, who had the prescience to hang his watch on the back of his braces. He managed to keep the chronometer throughout his eight months of captivity in 1918.


The wounded, who might be left lying around for days, could be robbed at leisure.


Sergeant Arthur Gibbons, Toronto Regiment, was incapacitated with a wound in his right thigh in a field four hundred yards behind the German trench for four days:


the whole of the time I was lying upon that field they played with me as a cat plays with a mouse. A German soldier would come up to me, curse me, kick me a few times, and then pretend to run his bayonet through my body. They took away everything I possessed, even to my boots, buttons and shoulder straps. I had a small gold ring on one of my fingers. I had worn the ring for several years and it could not be removed.


Several Germans tried to take it off but failed. One of them attempted to cut off the finger to get the ring, but was prevented from doing so by others standing near.61


Untreated, humiliated, frightened, in agonizing pain Gibbons added with justification: ‘How I managed to live through those four days I don’t know.’62


If the Germans hated the British, they had a particular loathing for Canadians, who had inexplicably come from across the ocean to interfere with Teutonic hopes. They hated the Canadians yet more when they discovered they were paid one dollar and ten cents a day to fight. This was the equivalent of four Marks; the basic pay of a German private was half a Mark. Henceforth Canadians were always ‘Geldsoldaten’. Moneysoldiers. Mercenaries.


Greatcoats were favourite objects for plunder, and whole companies of the BEF were forced to divest themselves of the outer garment at the crudely persuasive point of a ‘butcher’s blade’. Looting, on the other hand, might be accomplished with a light-fingered cunning a Fagin would admire. Soon after falling into German hands in October 1914, the wounded Captain I.M. Henderson of the London Scottish was asked by a German NCO for his Burberry so it ‘might be disinfected’. This ‘seemed a reasonable request’ at the time; the coat was purloined. When the hapless Henderson was then put on a hospital train to Ghent, the stretcher-bearers ‘slipped quietly away with my boots and spats’.63 On finally reaching Brussels military hospital, his kilt was stolen. ‘I was sent to Frankfurt,’ he glumly recalled, ‘without any belongings except such items as a brush and comb which I had bought in Brussels.’ Clearly, spatterdashes, boots and coats were low on valour-laden military symbolism. Such looting mostly humiliated the victim and charged up the ego of the perpetrator. Items of clothing also had utilitarian value. They could be sold, or they could be used, and by 1917 the direly kitted German soldiers were scavenging like beggars. By 1917 the Germans would almost have the shirt off your back if you were a British PoW. Lying in a shell hole at Malt Trench in February 1917 desperately injured by grenade splinters, Lieutenant William Cull, AIF, was discovered by a German patrol. One of the men felt him over:


‘Where is your revolver?’ he asked, and I told him that I hadn’t got one.


‘Where is your watch?’ was his next question. It was on my wrist, and, with the contents of my pockets, soon disappeared. My Sam Browne belt, which he next examined, had little interest for him, and he tossed it out into No Man’s Land, but he took my compass and another souvenir.


The German party then carried Cull in a waterproof sheet to their trench (ironically enough, the very one he had been wounded trying to capture), and placed him in a dug-out:


The first act of the Huns was to strip me of my clothing, one of them with great eagerness pulling off the heavy pair of riding boots that I wore. He looked them over, patting them approvingly, and then smiled at me as though in appreciation of a gift. . . They took all my clothes, excepting a shirt.64




On the Craonne Plateau in the shocked dawn of 27 May 1918, Private Ernest Thornton, 1/Northumbrian Field Ambulance, was one of many Tommies to be divested of his boots (‘They simply made us hand things over’),65 his robbers being troops on the way to the trenches who fancied something better than the substandard German issue. A Tommy thus plundered might be tossed the boots of his pillager, as was Thornton. Or, equally, he might be left to tear his shirt up and bind it around his feet as best he could.


One souvenir in the Great War was parted with willingly. When a German seized Captain Tom Scudamore’s Ross rifle as a trophy, ‘I told him he was welcome to it.’66 The Ross rifle had badly let down the Canadians in their stand at Second Ypres, 1915, because of its tendency to jam. Since the Ross Model 10’s other idiosyncrasy was to blow the bolt back into the face of the firer with lethal effect, the soldier who took Scudamore’s Ross rifle may well have come to regret his choice of souvenir.


*


Schnell, schnell.


Where the state of battle allowed it, prisoners would be fleeced immediately. Otherwise, if they could walk, they would be escorted off the battlefield quickly, to flurries of incomprehensible German commands and all too comprehensible rifle butts and robbed in the relative quiet of the rear lines.


The Hague Convention required that prisoners be promptly removed from danger. This invariably occurred. By default. In the mind of the German soldier ordered to escort British prisoners to the rear, the injunctions of international treaties would weigh less heavily than the sanctity of his own skin. A battle is a live beast, and it snarls to the end. Often there would be a barrage falling between the high-tide line of the German attack and the home trench, while the reach of British machine-gun and rifle bullets meant they could take life at the end of their life, at a range of a thousand yards or more. Conveying prisoners across a battlefield was plain hazardous for the German escort. It was dangerous for prisoners too. Captain Esler, RAMC, Medical Officer with 2/Middlesex, captured on the night of 27 May 1918, marched off in a group towards the German line thinking, ‘that is the end of the war for me, I am alive and shall not be shot at any more’.


His optimism was premature. As they proceeded to the German rear they passed through


a pretty heavy barrage by our own people on the German reinforcements coming up. A few [British] were wounded and killed which was certainly a bit tough after escaping enemy action for so long, and then to be hit by our own side.67


Jittery German escorts, on the lookout for escapes or belated retaliations, could fatally misinterpret the actions of their charges. Exhausted from battle and an average of an hour a day’s sleep for a week, James Farrant and a small group from the Royal Naval Division’s October 1914 Antwerp attack were stumbling along under guard when they were fired on:


Our guards made a dive for the hedges on either side of the road. So did we, with disastrous results, as a German officer screamed out we were trying to escape, whereupon our guards opened up at point blank range or used their bayonets. A man next to me was bayoneted, and was left, as were others, in the ditches.68


The lurking killer of poison gas almost did for Private Reginald Morris, Northumberland Fusiliers, as he threaded his way across No Man’s Land. (Morris, a stretcher-bearer, had been captured at La Fontaine with ‘so many dead and dying around me that I was bewildered’.) His escort, his own lungs uppermost in his estimation, had sensibly stolen Morris’ gas-mask. Hence for Morris ‘it was no joke trying to avoid the gas-infested areas’ lying like malevolent low clouds. The gas was worst in the shell holes into which they would need to dive should a barrage start up.69 Not that Morris was beyond a little looting himself; the night was so cold he later quietly robbed a dead man of his coat.


If the German escort considered taking prisoners to the rear was simply too dangerous, the likelihood of them being shot upped. A live prisoner is a problem, a dead one is no trouble. Prisoners also posed a logistical problem; men from the German attack force needed to be detailed off as escorts. In favourable circumstances a guard would escort up to half a dozen PoWs rearwards. On that dread day of 21 March 1918 so many British soldiers surrendered that they were merely shown the direction to take, and they set off in trickles of ones and twos, joining others to form rivers, to finally make a sea of docile humanity flowing eastwards.


Few Germans would have seen a British soldier close-up. Prisoners wending to the rear would be stared at and usually abused, verbally and physically. On reaching the German reserve line at Bapaume in the Somme summer, Tanner Milburn, Northumberland Fusiliers, was greeted by German soldiers who ‘made a football of me’.70 Being an amateur soccer-player he well understood what a booted ball might feel like.71 He had already been stoned, hit with sticks and used as a target for lumps of dirt, and had a revolver waved in his face by an officer. At least he was alive.


Unwounded prisoners would invariably be ordered to carry German and British wounded off the field of battle. Rarely were there stretchers, so waterproof sheets or duckboards from the bottom of a trench were used. William Tucker had the unhappy experience of a ‘long carry’:


The combined weight of a wounded man and the heavy trench duck-board was far too much for only two men with four hands, so four prisoners were assigned to carry each ‘stretcher’ – on their shoulders. Before barely 100 yards were covered over the shelled, torn-up and muddy ground, the sharp rough corners of the duckboards began to cut into our shoulders which soon bled profusely. Although we did not know it, we were to be forced to endure about nine miles of this really tortuous ordeal.72


To make the prisoners move faster the guards prodded them with bayonets and incessantly growled ‘los, los’, much as herdsmen yell ‘girrup-pp, g-i-r-r-u-p’.


There were other tortuous ordeals for the newly captive. Sapper George Waymark, captured on 12 April 1918 at Le Cornet Malo – ‘Had no chance. Completely surrounded.’ – was put to work burying the dead of both sides:




Dug a hole about 9’ wide and 14’ long and 6’ deep. Into this we had to place dead bodies, head toward the outer edge. Four or five rows like this, and we had to stand on the dead to lay them evenly . . . No burial service, nothing to mark who or what they were English, German and a civilian [an elderly woman] all together, poor devils.73


The covering layer of soil was only a foot deep. He was then ordered to help to carry wounded on stretchers to Marquilles, where there was a prison camp. He was shelled en route by his own side.


Burials of comrades without ceremony, and likely without marker, were deeply upsetting to the prisoners who dug their shallow graves. On the Western Front, where death became so commonplace, marking the passing of the killed assumed an extraordinary significance.74 Soldiers would do their utmost to identify the fallen and sign their resting place, even if it was just a Huntley & Palmers biscuit-tin lid with a name scratched on, or a broken rifle shoved barrel-end down with Pte. T. Hargreave, West Yorks 17.6.16 etched on the butt with a jack-knife blade. To leave fellow Britons nameless and unheeded in that rich earth upset an established order, and was a real pity of war.


The newly captured Tommy, not yet properly off the battlefield, might well find himself forced at bayonet point to perform yet more tortuous tasks. In contravention of the clauses of the Hague Convention banning the employment of new prisoners at the front and in work directly related to the war effort, new prisoners were forced to dig gun emplacements and bring up ammunition – all within range of British shot and shell. Private A. Wood, 7/Cameron Highlanders, captured on the 28th of March 1918, lamented:


As soon as we were taken prisoners, Private Tulloch, Macpherson, myself and another man whose name I do not know, were made to work for two hours serving a field gun with ammunitions and digging a position for it under British fire!75


And yet, when danger had died down and the red-mist of killing evaporated, German soldiers were known to show exemplary consideration to British prisoners. One German NCO at High Wood mopped up British resistance with a consummate professionalism then, the fighting done, led the prisoners to the rear. In a gesture of magnificent humanitarianism and true soldierly respect:


About two miles back he halted them at a canteen, went in and bought a box of cigarettes and a bottle of brandy; each prisoner was given six or seven cigarettes and a pull at the bottle.76


An Australian officer at Pozières recalled:


Struggling along the muddy trenches to company headquarters a German officer lent me his stick; he himself picked up a shovel. I thought this rather an act of decency. I have no complaint to make of our treatment by the Germans while in the lines.77


Such kindnesses were golden shafts in clouds of black hopelessness. Lieutenant Bowman likened his straggly groups of fellow prisoners leaving the battlefield to a funeral procession:





	     
	Never wound cortege more exceeding slow,
Nor mourners to more melancholy tones,
Than that wan wending, musicked by the moans
Of wounded men, whom pity bade us show
That much of tenderness. Nor friend nor foe
Spoke in the heavy language of these groans,
But stark mankind, whose utter anguish owns
A common nature, in a common woe.
Full many a mile of weary footing sore,
By miry side tracks, not unkindly led;
And each unwounded man his burden bore
On stretcher or in blanket, ransacked bed.
Duck-board uprooted, hand-cart, unhinged door.
We left behind the dying and the dead.78







The ‘musicked moans’ of the dying left behind were a never-to-be-forgotten sound. As Lieutenant Horace Gilliland, Loyal North Lancashire Regiment, involuntarily departed the Ypres battle-field in December 1914 he could see the Germans finishing off the wounded with their bayonets.79 He himself had lain wounded in the bottom of a sodden trench wondering what it would be like to have his ‘brains bashed out with a rifle butt’. Fortune, or at least a good-hearted German, had taken him alive instead. The squeals of the murdered unlucky rang in his ears like a terrible tinnitus.


As they stumbled along, men carrying any papers potentially useful to the enemy would try to lose them. Walking under heavy guard Second Lieutenant Joseph Lee, King’s Royal Rifle Corps, surreptitiously put his into his tunic pocket, and ‘succeeded in tearing up and scattering over the land, sundry military papers’.80 A Dundee journalist, and one of the war poets, the forty-one-year-old Lee also had in his pocket the proofs of one of his books. This contained some very ‘uncomplimentary references to the Kaiser’. And was thus best rendered into white confetti to lie among the detritus of war. So was the pamphlet on machine-gunning Private Jack Evans had in his pocket. That too was conveniently lost in Flanders mud.


When the weary walk to a place of safe assembly was concluded, prisoners would sit and wait in silence for a large enough group to be formed to march off to a holding pen. In that waiting time, the full recognition of all that had occurred sank like iron into the soul. When he looked back on his experience of being a prisoner of war, Alec Waugh considered ‘Nothing could exceed the depression of that evening’.81


*


The wounded prisoner had his own special journey of pain off the battlefield.


The German system of treating the battlefield wounded was the nearly mirror image of the British one, in that the wounded would progress through a chain of medical facilities stretching from the front-line trench (or just behind it) to the base area; in order, these were the regimental aid post, the advanced dressing station, casualty clearing station, hospital.


In theory British wounded were treated as German wounded.


In practice, German stretcher-bearers and medical staff prioritized their own kin. After being taken a mile to the rear Captain I.M. Henderson lay out in a field next to a Bavarian battery of field guns, where ‘I was passed over again and again in favour of any German they could find, however recently they had been wounded’.82 Unfortunately for Henderson, the Bavarian artillery was spotted and came under fire from the British, making his resting place dangerous as well as uncomfortable. Eventually Henderson was picked up, unlike the unfortunates who featured in an Australian official report on prisoner mistreatment, How the Germans Treated Australian Prisoner of War. One anonymous Antipodean officer stated that ranks of his countrymen were left helpless on the screaming, moaning battlefield at Bullecourt with nothing done for them:


I have no hesitation in saying that hundreds must have died through sheer exposure and neglect.83


A German major, either particularly dense or dragged from the very rear echelons, apparently still believed at this late stage of the war – April 1917 – the Grimms’ fairy tale that British Empire forces were using ‘dum-dum’ bullets. In retaliation for the imagined atrocity, the ‘Fritz’ officer, recalled the anonymous Australian, poured paraffin down the mouth of a wounded lance corporal, killing him. There are other and innumerable testimonies detailing the brutality with which German troops dispatched wounded prisoners, the bayonet being the preferred weapon, rather than paraffin.84


Yet, midst the storms of shot and shell, some recalled acts of exemplary compassion and courage by the enemy. Second Lieutenant Ernest Warburton, 1/5 Sherwood Foresters, nearly got as far as the German parapet at Arras when he was hit by bomb splinters and fell into the wire. He lay there, unable to move, for twenty-three hours, bullets whizzing overhead until dusk the next day when


four German soldiers crawled out and carried me on a ground sheet into their trench. They treated me with the greatest kindness and gentleness. I was given some coffee, etc, in a front line dug-out, and some of my wounds were dressed there.85


Walking British wounded would be escorted to a dressing station, usually at a fair clip by guards anxious to get out of the line of fire. To the intense agony of Captain T. Kidson Allsop, bearing a bullet wound in the chest sustained during the charge of the 1/London Scottish at Messines in October 1914, his guard repeatedly hit him in the back with his rifle butt to hurry him up. Kidson Allsop complained to the first German officer he saw. To Kidson Allsop’s bemusement, the cavalryman replied that he would not forgive the British for using black troops against German forces. Too exhausted to discuss the matter, Kidson Allsop stumbled on, helped by a private in his regiment who vainly tried to ward off the sentry’s blows.86 Impatient with the progress of Corporal Peter Thornton, 4/Canadian Mounted Rifles, his officer escort simply shot him, leaving Thornton collapsed in the mud. A pair of German stretcher-bearers, clearly made of more humane stuff, picked up Thornton and took him to a casualty clearing station (CCS). He survived.87


Since Thornton had been shot in the back, jaw and leg, the German medical officers must have worked wonders. They often did; the experience of the British wounded prisoner when finally in the hands of medics in dressing stations and field hospitals was infinitely better than feared. Staff in these enclosed spaces of dugouts and tents seemed to be more cognisant of Hippocrates than others in the German medical profession. Richard Griffiths, 3/Royal Welch Fusiliers, remembered all his life that a German doctor in a casualty clearing station took the trouble to ask him his civilian occupation. When Griffiths replied he was a master tailor, the doctor said he would do his best to make sure he still had movement in his wounded arm.88 He succeeded. Another soldier taken prisoner in spring 1918, Second Lieutenant C.E. Carr, wrote to his fiancée about his sojourn in a CCS: ‘There was a very sporty nurse there who seeing that I had rather a tiring time eating arranged for porridge for me.’ And a young doctor was so helpful that Carr gave him his Fusilier collar badges as a souvenir. Carr left the devastating detail of his injury until the last paragraph:


One point I did not mention, although the bullet went in my neck and came through my cheek my face was not torn nor my eyes and nose. Jolly lucky n’est ce pas, ma chere?89




Lieutenant J. Harvey Douglas, seized at Hill 60 in June 1916, passed along the German medical chain without complaint. At the first dressing station, an enormous state-of-the-art concrete dugout (German dug-outs were always a wonder to British prisoners), the desperately dry-mouthed Douglas was given coffee and had his wounds dressed. At the next post Douglas was given a tetanus jab and full details of his treatment were appended to him. And on he went.90 He had been taken prisoner by a German who had been a waiter in an English hotel before the war.


After putting up a resistance so brave yet so forlorn that the Germans took pity on his company of cyclists at Lys, William Tucker took an injured mate to a German dressing station, a shell-blasted brick farmhouse of three remaining walls:


It was full of injured German soldiers but my maimed and bleeding British charge was accepted gently and almost amicably by the German orderly looking after the outfit.91


Sadly, well-meaning German doctors and orderlies in the dressing stations frequently lacked the means to match their morality, with trained medics and supplies all too few in number. British PoWs were flabbergasted to be treated with paper bandages – but the German wounded were bound the same way. In anything approaching a battle, German medical officers were overwhelmed by wounded, whether wearing feldgrau or khaki. At Neuve Chapelle Sapper George Waymark, saw the wounded laid out in rows in a paddock with no tents for cover, only one doctor and one Red Cross man to attend to them all. It was ‘absolute chaos’.92 Even the most idealistic, non-chauvinistic adherent of the Hippocratic oath was likely to be extremely clinical and his work fast but crude in such circumstances. Corporal Ernie Stevens captured (to his chagrin) on 8 April 1918, only his second day in the trenches, helped carry a wounded platoon member, Sam Simpkins, to a German aid post, a three-walled tent:


As we put Sam down, a German medical officer came out. He looked at Sam, returned to the tent and immediately came back with a scalpel and he just cut Sam’s forearm off and threw it on a heap of other arms and legs and what have you, some in German uniform, some in khaki, they were easy to distinguish.93


The heap was knee deep. Stevens felt sick.


In all probability, the fatigued silence of the medical officer who amputated Simpkins’ arm was a boon. The babble of alien German in aid posts unnerved prisoners whose nerves were already stretched. As an apprehensive Norman Cowan waited to be operated on at a casualty clearing station, the doctor told him, in perfect English: ‘Well don’t worry, I’ve spent two years before the war at Guy’s Hospital in London.’ This was comfort indeed.


His Sacred Majesty Chance also smiled on British prisoners who were put ‘in the bag’ with RAMC personnel. By the rules of warfare Medical Officers were to be returned to their own side at the earliest opportunity. This the Germans did not do, but the glorious upshot is that British lives were saved and pain eased. Put in a requisitioned freezing church with other wounded, Captain Baird-Douglas received no medical treatment for five days except what a captured RAMC medical orderly and several unwounded men were able to do for him. When Lieutenant Basil Willey’s small party of West Yorkshires staggered off the battlefield to a German first-aid post at Sapignies, the company’s own MO dressed his wound with the aid of a German orderly.94 This brought physical relief, but on looking round Willey saw a young officer, ‘a particularly nice fellow’, stumble towards the doctor with a large hole in his abdomen and gasp out ‘Oh, Doctor, is there any hope?’ There was not.


Another man, lying next to Willey, breathed mechanically with a ‘peculiar dog-like snuffle’ having been shot through the head.


Though Willey was ‘dazed and half-benumbed’ these images registered for a lifetime. But the good work of the West Yorkshires’ MO that day gave lifetimes where none might otherwise have existed. The wrongful incarceration of RAMC medics would continue to save British lives when the prisoners took the iron road to prison camp in Germany.95


There was little RAMC staff could do, however, to improve the transportation of the wounded, a matter in which the Germans would brook no interference. British PoWs proceeding from a first-aid post to a base hospital had a rough ride; at the sound of incoming shells or small-arms fire, the stretchers carrying the wounded would be dropped as the bearers took cover while the standard vehicle for the carriage of the wounded from a casualty clearing station to a base hospital was an ambulance, sometimes a motorized one, usually a horse-drawn one. This was actually a euphemism for a springless farm cart, the jolting of which was torture for the wounded. The journey of Corporal Alexander Fyfe, 1/Cameron Highlanders, by cart to Laon hospital was hardly improved by the driver calling out ‘Engländer hier’, resulting in Fyfe being constantly threatened by Soldaten along the route.96



OEBPS/images/tit.jpg





OEBPS/images/map.jpg





OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg
THE WAR
BEHIND
THE WIRE






