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Note on Terminology in the Text



      

      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 2nd Battalion Royal Welch Fusiliers as 2/Royal Welch Fusiliers and so on.
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Prologue: The Subaltern



      

      It was odd, he thought, as he leant against the wet trench side, how the flecks of chalk lumined in the dark. Nearby one of

         his men coughed, and he was reminded of the cows in the winter-darkened sheds on his father’s farm, the cattle’s hacking expulsions

         as they chomped through the dusty hay. What would his father be doing at 5.54 on a November morning? Standing, he supposed,

         under the stable porch, much as he did every morning, telling Tomson the bailiff the jobs to be done by the men that day.

         He wished that he was there, in the untroubled English countryside.

      


      

      Instead he faced the coming light in France. And the light was now definitely coming; he could see the first smear of grey

         in the eastern sky. He checked his watch for the umpteenth time. The minute hand had turned a full revolution; he could not

         linger any longer. A deep breath, and he began walking with leaden legs along the greasy duckboards in the trench bottom;

         the men were standing sentinel-stiff along the fire-step, their bayonets fixed to their rifles. He had been tempted to make

         a speech but doubted whether he could, in the circumstances, emulate his performance as Henry V in the School’s production

         of the Shakespeare history. Was it only six months ago that he had still been at School? No oratory then, but a quiet encouraging

         word to each white face of the platoon as it loomed out of the dark. A refrain of ‘Good luck to you too, Sir’, was whispered

         back. For young Haddon he had a joke: ‘With that ugly mug, Haddon, you don’t need a rifle – one look at you and the Germans

         will run for it.’ Such bally bad jokes he told! But everyone laughed under their steaming breath, glad to have their mind

         taken off the duty of the morning. And for Manning, there was a reassuring adjustment of the helmet, Manning who was old enough

         to be his father.

      


      

      At the far end of his section, he shook hands with Corporal Probert, and told him to make sure any malingerers came along with the rest. A clerk in a Monmouthshire colliery, Probert was the same

         age as himself, nineteen, but with creases of work already around his eyes. His conversations with Probert about the pit and

         its surrounding terraced houses, he realized, had opened up a country as foreign to him as France itself. A good chap Probert;

         they had been – were – a good team. Over the last weeks he had caught the corporal watching him like a hawk, not harshly,

         to criticize, but benignly, to learn. Frontline battalions used up public school subalterns by the score and very soon they

         would have to start commissioning men like Probert, even if they didn’t have pukka manners; he’d suggested Probert for a commission

         to the CO only yesterday morning.

      


      

      Making his skidding way back along the trench, he heard behind him one of the men murmur, ‘That young Mr Lewes, he’s a cool

         one. We could do with a few more officers like him.’

      


      

      If only they knew how the fear was drying his mouth!


      

      Someone lurched out in front of him: ‘I can’t do it, I’m ill, I’m ill.’


      

      Reeves.


      

      ‘We’ve been over this Reeves. The MO says there’s nothing wrong with you. You’re going over with everyone else.’ He kept his

         voice low; there was no sense in alerting the Germans a hundred yards away on the other side of the tangled wire forest of

         No-Man’s Land.

      


      

      Reeves came closer, his eyes wild and wide, and was about to blurt out something more when the officer interrupted, ‘I’ll

         shoot you myself if you don’t pipe down and go over with the rest.’

      


      

      Someone said: ‘You tell him, Sir.’


      

      Reeves backed away, cursing, into the shadow wall of the trench.


      

      The subaltern finished his last walk up and down the platoon, and resumed his position in the centre. Another look at the

         watch. It was now 5.59 on the 13th November 1916 in the Somme Valley.

      


      

      What time is it, Sir?


      

      Obsessive asking about time, matched only by his obsessive watch-watching.


      

      He surreptitiously took the flask out of his pocket; he had already given the men their tot of rum. The whisky obliterated

         the trench’s stink of fear and damp, and comforted as it burned down to his gullet. Gosh it was cold, even with the whisky. Anxiously,

         he touched his tunic pocket, where he kept the photograph of his parents and sister inside Horace’s Odes. He had left a letter to his family, ‘Only to be Opened in the Event of My Death’, with the Adjutant. Along with the letter

         were his sketches of birds on the Somme; last week he had seen a snow bunting in No-Man’s Land.

      


      

      Only seconds now… At 6.05 exactly the guns opened up, and shell upon shell roared overhead onto the German front line. The

         earth moved and moaned. So awesome was the din that he found it, curiously, a suppressant of his anxiety and not an intensifier.

         He lit a Woodbine cigarette with exaggerated calm, the flaming match illuminating his face, aware of the eyes of the men upon

         him.

      


      

      Oh God, he prayed inaudibly, please help me to be brave, for the men’s sake, for my family’s sake, for the School’s sake.


      

      At 6.10 on the dot, he blew hard on his whistle and shouted, ‘Follow me!’ Then he was scrambling up the pegs on the slick

         side of the trench, over the sandbags on top of the parapet and out onto the grey land above. It felt naked to be in the open;

         German bullets zipped around him, spurting up divots of earth. Crouching slightly, he started walking forwards, and as he

         did so euphoria washed over him – the bullets were not hitting him. Glancing left, he could see the men clambering over and

         coming on – oh, well done, you plucky boys. ‘Keep steady!’ His words were drowned in the steel rain, but it didn’t matter

         – they could see him. He was setting the example. ‘Come on, boys, forward!’ It was quite like the lumbering charge of the

         rugby pack at school …

      


      

      We know what happened next, not from him but from the men he led, and the Regimental war diary. The officer was as cool as

         a cucumber, the men said, and just trotted towards the Hun, despite the mud and all that they were chucking at him (so much

         for the artillery barrage!), popping off his pistol. It was bedlam out there. But the men could do nothing but follow in his

         wake. It was infectious: one did it, then another … till the whole platoon was going forward. The officer reached the wire, and seeing a gap shouted, ‘Through here, men!’ Probably, there was a better gap to the left

         of the section’s line, but sometimes any firm decision is all the decision required. He stood there, waving the men through

         – and that’s when the Hun got him. He spun around like a top. Corporal Probert and another soldier got to him through the

         smoke and shells, and picking him up a shoulder apiece dragged him back to the trench.

      


      

      Bundling him down, he was lain on the fire-step. Probert screamed, ‘Get the stretcher bearers’. Someone tore the field dressing

         out of his tunic and tried to stem the frothing blood that was pumping out through his chest.

      


      

      He was pale and, a funny thing for men to say, he looked quite beautiful lying there.


      

      There was more shouting for the stretcher bearers, but everyone knew there was no chance. Not with froth from the chest. He

         was groaning very slightly, and then said, clear as a bell, ‘You shouldn’t have bothered about me … Tell the men to stick

         at it.’

      


      

      ‘It’s okay Sir,’ said Probert. ‘Most of the men got through the wire and joined up with Mr Cadwallader’s platoon.’


      

      There was one more thing the officer said, and it was said very softly. Corporal Probert had to lean right over him to hear

         it. He told Probert to let Uppingham know that he did all right. The corporal supposed it was the village that the lieutenant

         came from.

      


      

      It was only when Probert told the story to the captain later that he understood that Uppingham was Lewes’ school.


      

      Second Lieutenant Gerald Lewes, 10/ Royal Welch Fusiliers, was awarded a posthumous mention in dispatches for his gallantry

         on that dull Somme morning.

      


      

      His platoon, together with the remnants of Mr Cadwallader’s, took the enemy trench to their front. When they discovered that

         Mr Lewes was dead, some of his men cried. He’d been such a kind young gentleman, slipping them cigarettes, making them tea

         on night sentry duty, and always smiling. Once, he had crept out into No-Man’s Land to take some boots off a dead German to

         give to Manning, whose

      


      

      own had sprung a split as wide as a cavern.


      

      *


      

      Second Lieutenant Lewes was a nearly perfect statistic. He had lasted six weeks and four days on the front line: the average

         time a British Army junior officer survived during the Western Front’s bloodiest phases was six weeks.

      




      

      
Introduction



      

      The trenches of the First World War are now almost impossible to reach. It is not just that those excavations on the plains

         of Flanders and the Somme are buried under the plough of the farmer and the grass of time, it is that they are surrounded

         by a moat deep with the pitying tears of the war poets. Across the lachrymose ditch though, some definite khaki figures loom:

         there is the heroic, cheerful Tommy and the sclerotic, incompetent general. Much less distinct is the junior officer, who

         seems to be either composing exquisite pacifist poems in the manner of Wilfred Salter Owen, or braying stupidly. When the

         historian (and bon viveur) Alan Clark conjured the phrase ‘lions led by donkeys’ in the 1960s to describe the relationship

         between the Rankers and Officers in the Great War, the Officers he had in mind were the red-tabbed generals in chateaux, but

         down the decades, the sentiment has come to cover the platoon and company commanders in the trenches. The proof positive came

         with the arrival on TV of the dismally dim – if side-splittingly funny – Lieutenant The Honourable George Colthurst St Barleigh

         in Black Adder Goes Forth, who wants to give ‘Harry Hun a darn good British style thrashing, six of the best, trousers down’.

      


      

      There is worse than caricature. There is extinction. Sometimes the junior officer cannot be glimpsed at all. It is quite possible

         to pick up a modern school textbook on the Great War and find that the frontline British officer merits not a mention.

      


      

      Contrast all of the above with one single line from the Great War memoir of Private Burrage, no particular admirer of officers:

         ‘ … I who was a private, and a bad one at that, freely own that it was the British subaltern who won the war’.1


      

      Private Burrage hardly exaggerated. A subaltern or second lieutenant was the most junior commissioned officer, in charge of

         a platoon of about fifty men. Above him was the lieutenant and the captain. It was these three ranks that led at platoon and company

         level in the trenches. Together they were the single most important factor in Britain’s victory on the Western Front. They

         led gallantly in battle, the first over the top, the last to retreat – and as a result suffered something like a holocaust.

         One young subaltern, J.R.R. Tolkien, found that ‘By 1918 all but one of my close friends were dead’.2 As Captain Robert Graves – another soldier who made a post-war literary reputation – noted: ‘A soldier who had the honour

         to serve with one of the better divisions … could count on no more than three months’ trench service before being wounded

         or killed; a junior officer, a mere six weeks’.3


      

      In some months of the Great War, the casualty rate amongst junior officers was more than double that of ‘Other Ranks.’4 Usually, these junior officers were more than junior in rank; they were junior in age, as young as seventeen. Still, for

         all their callow years they had the responsibilities of command.

      


      

      Junior officers came, initially at least, from a very thin stratum of British society. Almost all were volunteers from public

         schools, or occasionally a well-established grammar school. When August 1914 came the values of the public school were exactly

         what the country at war needed. After all, who could withstand the highly drilled militarism of the Kaiser’s Army – except

         for a corps of young British men who believed in the qualities of courage, patriotism, selfless service, leadership and character?

         Wellington allegedly quipped that Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton. Indisputably the First World War was part

         won in the classrooms, fields, and Officers’ Training Corps parade grounds of the public schools.

      


      

      The martial and patriotic spirit of the Edwardian and Georgian public schools dismays contemporary historians and culturati;

         on feeling obliged to include Captain Julian Grenfell’s warrior song ‘Into Battle’ in Anthem for Doomed Youth, his anthology of First World War poetry, John Stallworthy opined that the Old Etonians’ poem was ‘horrifying’ and illustrated

         ‘the hypnotic power of a long cultural tradition, the tragic outcome of educating a generation to face not the future but

         the past’.5 Peter Parker made much the same claim about Edwardian public school education in book length in The Old Lie,6 a reference to Owen’s lines, ‘My friend you would not tell with such high zest/To children ardent for some desperate glory/The

         old lie; Dulce et decorum est/ Pro patria mori’. (The Latin tag, from Horace, means ‘It is sweet and right to die for one’s

         country.’) All this is 180 degrees south of the magnetic truth; a generation educated to face the past would have been steeped

         in the solipsistic ‘values’ of Regency fops and not altruistically prepared to lay down their lives for others in an epochal

         crisis. And any teenage boy who thought it positively glorious to die for his country between 1914 and 1918 was a singular

         bird indeed, but tens of thousands, after holding the matter to the light and turning it around, thought it might be necessary

         and even honourable. In the words of Lieutenant H.E.L. Mellersh: ‘I and my like entered the war expecting an heroic adventure

         and believing implicitly in the rightness of our cause; we ended greatly disillusioned as to the nature of the adventure,

         but still believing that our cause was right and we had not fought in vain.’7


      

      ‘Our cause was right.’ Mellersh wrote his memoir Schoolboy into War in 1978, by which time the popular view of the Great War as anything other than an unending tragedy was fifty years lost.

         Poor junior officers: not only duped, silly boys, lambs to the slaughter (runs the prevailing opinion), but oh!, what an unlovely

         war they fought in – a war that was a hopeless attritional conflict caused by a few great European men falling out, and so

         much less noble than the freewheeling struggle against fascism that was the Good War of 1939-45.

      


      

      The First World War was a tragedy, because all wars are; only a man or woman with stone for a heart can fail to find tears

         welling when they stand at the little cemetery of the Devonshires by Mametz Wood. But, the age-influencing ‘pity of war’ poems

         of Owen and Sassoon aside, the First World War was no bigger a tragedy than the Second, which was just as much a war of attrition

         – however, conveniently for the British, the ‘attriting’ was done out of sight on the Eastern Front.

      


      

      The parallels between the World Wars extend to their origins. In 1961, in a quiet ivory tower of German academia, an historian

         built an explosive mine which was detonated as Griff nach der Weltmacht: Die Kriegzielspolitik der Kaiserlichen Deutschland 1914-1918.8 With handfuls of documentary evidence, Dr Fritz Fischer showed persuasively that a reactionary German elite used the crisis

         caused by the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand to carry out long-held plans for the creation of a German-dominated

         Mitteleuropa and Mittelafrika. In other words, Germany caused the First World War. It got worse; so similar were the ‘Lebensraum’ and racist designs of

         1914 and 1939, that Fischer dubbed the Imperial German Chancellor, Dr Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, ‘The Hitler of 1914’.

         The Germany of the Kaiser and the Fuhrer were different only in degree; the Kaiser’s troops committed war crimes – the deliberate

         shooting of 6,500 French and Belgian civilians, enslaving of conquered peoples – with a savagery their SS descendants would

         have appreciated. The Great War was just as much a moral crusade as the Second World War. The Germany of the Kaiser was a

         right-wing military dictatorship bent on the subjugation of Europe. In order to preserve her independence and the liberties

         of others, Britain was right to fight. All that we have, and all the freedoms we hold dear, are because of the sacrifice of

         the thin khaki line of 1914-18, led by their junior officers.

      


      

      After spending two years in the ghosts of their company, I find it hard not to like and admire the young officers of the 1914-18

         vintage. They were golden and rare. They pleasantly sabotage stereotypes. A quite extraordinary number of them were, indeed,

         poets, but the despairing, hand-wringing Sassoon and Owen were not typical of them. (Actually, whether Owen’s and Sassoon’s

         anti-war poems were representative of themselves is a fair query; after treatment for shell-shock at Craiglockhart Hospital

         both willingly returned to active service, Owen to win a Military Cross for machine-gunning Germans and Sassoon to positively

         enjoy ‘a St Martin’s summer’ [his words] as a warrior, before going on to write pro-war poetry in 1939.) Meanwhile, some of

         the seemingly loudest and ‘hearty’ of officers proved to have unending hinterlands.

      


      

      It is an almost unwritten rule of the Great War that it must have no heroes, because that would spoil the myth of the war

         as one of pitiable, conned victims. But young Second Lieutenant Robin Kestell-Cornish rallying his men, amid gas and a German

         attack, to hold the line at Ypres was a hero. So was Second Lieutenant Alfred Pollard who, with three men, led a desperate counter-attack into

         the German trenches at Gavrelle in 1917, a deed for which he won the VC. There were thousands like them. The sheer, smiling

         bravery of junior officers in the face of death, especially in the grinding, pivotal battle of the Somme, left an indelible

         memory for many of their fellow soldiers.9And yet, the inspirational bravery of junior officers and their intelligence in adversity, when they frequently found themselves

         cut off from HQ, are not the ultimate reasons for the claim that the British junior officer won the war. Long before the Beatles,

         British officers of the Great War realized that all you needed was love. As Second Lieutenant Adams was told by a fellow ‘sub’

         in the Royal Welch Fusiliers as they sat around in their billets at Morlancourt on the Somme in 1916, ‘You know as well as

         I do, Bill, the only way to run a company is by love’.10 By looking after the men in the trenches, junior officers made the lives of the men in the trenches bearable. On his way

         to the Somme subaltern Max Plowman reminded himself: ‘If I can mitigate the hardness of their – the men’s – lot, that’s my

         job.’11 Thus was morale amongst the ranks maintained, even through the dog months of Passchendaele and the German Spring Offensive

         of 1918.

      


      

      The chivalric values of the junior officers trickled down. When the army began commissioning men from the ranks, because a

         whole generation of public schoolboys had all but been wiped out by 1917, these promoted rankers took on the attitudes and

         attributes of the public school boys they replaced. They became caring gentlemen as well as plucky officers. Their time in

         the trenches too was valiant and short, curtailed by death or wounding.

      


      

      But frontline officers lived as well as died, or went to a convalescent bed in a hospital. They had dreams and fears, they

         played practical jokes and listened to nightingales in No-Man’s Land, they had dinner parties in their dug-outs and shot rats

         for sport, they read Palgrave’s Golden Treasury and wrote staggeringly literate letters home, they customized their uniforms and they prayed and prayed that they might be

         brave. They lit up the darkness like flares.

      


      

      This is the war the officers knew.




      

      
I



      

      Hello To All This: School and Joining Up


            

      ‘I hope we’re lucky and get a youngster straight from school. They’re the kind that do best.’


      

      R.C. Sherriff, ex-captain in the East Surrey Regiment
and author of Journey’s End, 1928





      July 14, 1914. Speech Day at Uppingham School: a day that would be preserved in literary autobiographical amber by Vera Brittain

         in Testament of Youth. Brittain, then twenty and about to go up to Oxford, attended Speech Day by invitation of her younger brother, Edward, but

         her reasons for going to Rutland on that glorious honey-suckled summer weekend were not confined to sisterly love. She had

         already begun the flirtation with Edward’s friend Roland Leighton which would lead to their engagement.

      


      

      Behind Roland Leighton’s imposing broad forehead – and even the smitten Brittain described him as ‘powerful looking rather

         than handsome’ – was a colossal brain. Almost nineteen, with a scholarship to Merton College, Oxford, already under his belt,

         Leighton was departing Uppingham with seven school prizes: a record. Leighton himself was as proud of his other great distinction

         at Uppingham. He was Colour-Sergeant of the School’s Officers’ Training Corps. Colour-Sergeant was the highest rank a boy

         could obtain in the Uppingham OTC.

      


      

      As a result of R.B. Haldane’s Army Reforms of 1907, the Officers’ Training Corps had been introduced into the universities,

         public schools and some grammar schools as a way of preparing for the war against Germany that many feared was coming. Haldane’s

         OTCs, which reorganized the existing schools’ corps (themselves the offspring of the 1850s Rifle Volunteer movement), did

         what they said on the label: they trained public schoolboys to become army officers. Successful cadets in the junior, or school, division earned

         a Certificate B, a basic qualification in military know-how; in the senior division, university students could achieve a Certificate

         A, which fitted them for a Territorial commission as platoon leader. By 1911 there were 153 schools with OTCs, and in the

         majority of the schools ‘the Corps’ was compulsory.

      


      

      There was always an air of ‘playing soldiers’ about school OTCs, and S.P.B. Mais at Sherborne considered the School’s OTC

         as ‘a piffling waste of time’.1 Even so, many of the schools’ OTCs trained their boys effectively and realistically. Monmouth School, a minor public school

         foundation in Wales, which had a cadet corps modelled on the OTC but affiliated to the county regiment, the Monmouthshires

         (under Army order 233), reported on its Field Day of October 1912:

      


      

      

         At 1.10 sharp the Corps paraded and ammunition was served out to each member to the extent of 25 rounds. Captain Pearson had

               previously explained the idea of the ensuing manoeuvres. A convoy, under the protection of a division consisting of the School

               House, County Boys and band, commanded by Lieut. Edwards, was to make its way from the Staunton Road to Hadnock Road. The

               remainder of the Corps, under the command of colour-sergeant Buchanan, was to seize the convoy by means of an ambush or otherwise

               … For the ambush, Sergt. Buchanan made an excellent attempt, but was outflanked, and finally driven from his strong central

               point of opposition.2





         Four years later as a lieutenant in the South Wales Borderers Angus Buchanan won the Victoria Cross. He had already sewn a

            Military Cross and Bar onto his uniform.

         


         Monmouth School Cadet Corps placed great stress on marksmanship, which was practised almost daily. At Uppingham no one was

            allowed to take part in any inter-house athletic or sporting contest, or win a school prize, without first passing the OTC

            shooting test.

         


         For every school OTC the highlight of the calendar was the Summer Camp, which was conducted on the same lines as the instruction

            classes for young officers. At a joint camp held between Cheltenham College and Sedbergh School OTCs:

         


      

      

         The programme of work included drill, tactics, map-reading and sketching, semaphore, musketry and bayonet fighting.


         Lectures were followed by practical work in the field. The party, which numbered forty-eight, was divided into four sections,

            and each section was in turn divided into two syndicates – each section and syndicate being under a commander or leader.

         


         Reveille sounded at 6 a.m., early parade followed at 7-15, and most of us found forty-five minutes’ drill an excellent appetiser

            for breakfast.

         


         The morning (9 a.m.-ip.m.) was divided between lectures and practical work; the afternoon (2p.rn.-5p.rn.) was generally given

            to practical work, and was followed by an evening lecture (8-9)…

         


         As the course progressed, each cadet was given opportunities of giving instruction and carrying out drill (with ropes).


         In semaphore and map-reading there was a more advanced course for those who had some previous knowledge of the subjects.


         The tactical schemes brought welcome freedom, and gave us fine opportunities of seeing a splendid country… At the place of

            assembly the general idea was propounded, and syndicates were then told off to various points to answer questions and deal

            with problems arising from the situation.

         


         The subjects dealt with included occupation of a defensive position, outposts, advance-guards, advance in savage warfare,

            and an attack practice.3


      


      

      Summer camps and field days were invariably successful in boosting esprit de corps; after a field day at Marlborough in 1913 Charles Sorley wrote, ‘We go away thinking each of us personally is the smartest

         member of the smartest corps in the world.’

      


      

      Haldane’s OTC scheme was intended to attract boys of the ‘intellectual and moral attainment likely to fit them for the rank

         of officers’. For Haldane and his bio deterministic age, public schoolboys had these attributes by virtue of their breeding.

         They were upper class: therefore they were born to lead. As Lieutenant-General Sir Frederick Hamilton had so pithily written

         in Origins and History of the First or Grenadier Guards in 1874:

      


      

      

         The soldier in his hour of need and danger will ever be more ready to follow the officer and gentleman whom education, position

               in life, and accident of birth point out to be his natural leader … than the man who, by dint of study and brain work, has raised himself

                  (much to his own credit, certainly) from the plough or anvil.4


      


      

      The programme of the OTC was, in a sense, merely gilding the lily. Such was Haldane’s assumption. It was almost entirely wrong.

         Only in one respect did blood make the officer; fee-paying public schoolboys in Edwardian Britain were on average five inches

         taller than their state-educated fellows, and generally healthier; a pre-war survey of Cambridge undergraduates (who were

         almost exclusively former public schoolboys) found that 70 per cent of them were Grade I physical fitness; in Britain as a

         whole, only about 34 per cent of the male population was in that category.5 The bread-and-margarine diet that damned the industrial workers to stunted growth damned them to disease; in Leeds in 1904,

         medical authorities recorded that 50 per cent of school children were suffering from rickets. Physical fitness, of course,

         was the indispensable condition for being a warrior leader.

      


      

      In truth, the British public schools were not congregations of boys of good breeding. Outside of Eton, Harrow and Winchester,

         few of the 150 or so Edwardian schools in the Headmasters’ Conference – membership of which constituted the definition of

         public school status – drew their intake from the aristocracy, or even the cream of the landed gentry. The prospective parents

         clamouring at the wrought iron gates or oaken door were the professional classes – doctors, army and navy officers – and successful

         businessmen. They were men like Vera and Edward Brittain’s father, Thomas, the director of a paper mill, and Roland Leighton’s

         father, Robert, the literary editor of the Daily Mail. Manufacturers like Thomas Brittain and savvy professionals like Robert Leighton understood almost instinctively that public

         schools engineered a product: in went boys from trade, out came gentlemen. Public schools had performed the same function

         for 600 years6 and, in a sense, Great Britain was the very model of social mobility. All one needed was money. Many an Edwardian gent in

         a country house was only a generation or two away from the counting house via Charterhouse. Haldane was correct to identify

         the public schools and the grammar schools which imitated them as the key repository of potential army officers. But the material he liked wasn’t raw; it was made.

      


      

      Uppingham and the other public schools of Britain made gentlemen and officers rather well. Since the reforms of the educationalist

         Dr Thomas Arnold (1795-1842) at Rugby – whose reign was immortalized in Tom Brown’s Schooldays - public schools no longer mechanically imparted knowledge by rote learning. Boys were to become true and thinking scholars.

         They were also to become Christian gentlemen, who felt responsible for others, were loyal to their side, were knightly fighters

         for right, were healthy in body and mind, and suffered hardships, like the Lord himself, without complaint. Edward Thring,

         the headmaster of Uppingham between 1853 and 1887, defined ‘muscular Christianity’ in a nutshell:

      


      

      

         The learning to be responsible and independent, to bear pain, to drop rank and wealth and luxury is a priceless boon … with

               all their faults the public schools are the cause of this manliness.7


      


      

      The public schools had, in addition to the OTC, a triumvirate of means by which the warrior Christian gentleman was cultivated.

         Sport. Curriculum. Chapel.

      


      

      At Uppingham, rigorous athleticism was the order of the day, every day. Some boys complained, most did not, but almost all

         became fit. The elders of Sparta would have understood the stress on cold showers and cross country runs. Sedbergh’s school

         song even required boy athletes to ‘laugh at pain’. When the public schoolboys of England – as Britain was universally called

         in those far-off days – went soldiering between 1914 and 1918, many found the army regime of Physical Training (PT) and route

         marches a relative breeze after school.8 Stuart Graham, who attended Lancing, considered the regime there so harsh that war was actually preferable, adding, ‘If it

         [public school] doesn’t break them [the boys], it makes them. It only breaks the weaklings and the artists.’9 Sport, however, was concerned with more than strength and stamina. Sport was, and is, the continuation of war and hunting

         by other means. The javelin, discus, archery, boxing, polo are all obvious in their bloody origins, yet every sport has residual

         DNA from its past purpose in training a man for war. Even cricket. After all, what is the bat but a shield? At their most elementary, ball games

         teach the hand-eye coordination necessary for the aiming of weapons. To play sports was to learn, in an attenuated manner,

         the skills of combat.

      


      

      More, much more than all this, sport in the form of team games was widely assumed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries

         to create the ‘character’ required for leadership. In March 1915, the Eton College Chronicle reminded its readers via the leader ‘The School at War’:

      


      

      

         it is not mere training in the principles of war which makes a really useful officer in the British Army, but something else

               is required which cannot be got from the closest study of military books alone, but which, it is said, is especially inculcated

               by an ordinary Eton education, so that critics who think that Eton, in these days, gives to athletics greater prominence than

               they deserve, must remember that the battle of Waterloo was won in the playing fields and not the parade grounds of Eton,

               and that while we seem most careless we are most preparing ourselves for the great duty which lies before us as soon as we

               leave the School.10


      


      

      In all probability, Eton’s most famous military son, the Duke of Wellington, did not claim that Waterloo was won on the lush

         water meadows alongside the Thames.11 The Eton College Chronicle was correct, however, in matching sports with military victory. Team sports taught discipline, the sublimating of the individual

         to the needs of the group, confidence in companions. By enabling boys to take decisions on the sports field, it was understood

         that they would be able to make decisions on the battlefield. In sports, boys took risks and disregarded personal safety,

         all good lessons for when they grew up to be soldiers. (Team ball games also developed the subtle arts and senses of deployment,

         spatial awareness, momentum, each as useful on the warfield as on the rugger and soccer pitch.) Clearly, team captains learned

         to lead. No less than Field Marshal Douglas Haig stated in 1919 that team games needed ‘decision and character on the part

         of the leaders, discipline and unselfishness among the led, and initiative and self-sacrifice on the part of all’.12 Not quite the imprimatur of Wellington, but not so far off either.

      


      

      Team games bred loyalty. House games in school birthed loyalty to the house; school games against other schools bred loyalty

         to the school. So intense was the loyalty of an Edwardian public schoolboy that, as a soldier, his school could be in his

         uppermost thoughts when death waited on the horizon. As a lieutenant in the Sherwood Foresters in March 1916, Edward Brittain

         wrote to his sister from France: ‘Promise me one thing – that, should I die also, you will nevertheless go down to Uppingham…

         and see those chapel walls and the Lodge and the Upper Vlth Class room where we all sat so often’.13


      

      Uppingham was far from unique in creating such fidelity amongst its boys. Geoffrey Thurlow, a friend of Edward Brittain who

         attended Chigwell School in Essex, wrote in a final letter from France in April 1917 as he waited for the action at Monchy-le-Preux

         in which he would be killed by snipers: ‘I only hope I don’t fail at the critical moment as truly I am a horrible coward:

         wish I could do well especially for the School’s sake’.14 As a ‘Town Major’ in France, a sort of glorified billeting officer, Thurlow took to sentimentally re-naming streets after

         his school, to cheer up any Old Chigwellians passing through. If anything the devotion of Lionel Sotheby, killed in action

         in 1915, to Eton College was greater yet. In a letter to be opened in the event of his death, he wrote:

      


      

      

         To my Parents, School, dear Friends, and Brother:


         These few words are meant to embody a farewell … In bidding farewell, I feel no remorse, as indeed I have been resigned to

               the future paved out for me by One who knows best… Eton will be to the last the same as my Parents and dear Friends are to

               me … To die for one’s school is an honour …15


      


      

      Another Etonian, Henry Dundas, wrote that in his officers’ mess in France in 1917: ‘We talk pure Eton the whole time. Most

         of the Etonians here, John Dwyer, Budget, V.C., all left too young to know of its true greatness – which was like nothing

         else on earth.’16 The war not withstanding, Etonians on the Western Front gathered every Glorious Fourth of June to celebrate Founders Day

         with a lively dinner; Etonians in the Rifle Brigade once topped off the celebration by launching ‘anti-German fireworks.’

      


      

      Noel Hodgson wrote ‘Ave – Atque Vale’ about Durham School:


      

      

         From her full breast we drank of joy and mirth


         And gave to her a boy’s unreasoned heart.17


      


      

      Heart-deep loyalty to a school was easiest to build at a boarding establishment, where a boy lived apart from his biological

         relatives. The alma mater became the boy’s new family. Robert Graves, who attended Charterhouse, observed: ‘School life becomes the reality, and home

         life the illusion. In England, parents of the governing classes virtually lose all intimate touch with their children from

         about the age of eight … ‘.18 Like a ‘nourishing mother’ indeed, a school admired and supported her children after they had departed the school gates.

         She would do so especially when her sons were at war. When the death of Lieutenant R. Courtenay Woodhouse was listed in the

         Eton College Chronicle the obituary concluded: ‘He loved Eton and Oxford, and Eton and Oxford are beyond words proud of him.’19 In the poem ‘To the School at War’ Eton’s head, C.A. Alington, reassured his old boys, ‘You know we don’t forget… / Be sure

         we don’t forget… / The school will not forget’. All ex-pupils of Rugby School who went on to serve in the war were sent a

         postcard which read: ‘Each day at noon work stops while the Chapel Bell rings and we think of you and wish you well.’20


      

      Loyalty is a quality that need not be constrained. Loyalty, like love, is elastic. As one can love more than one person, one

         can be loyal to more than one thing. Schoolboys had no problem in stretching their loyalty, from their house, through their

         school, to their country.

      


      

      Off the sports field and into the classroom, the boys of Uppingham and the public schools were steeped in the Classics, spending

         as much as half their time at their desks with Greek or Roman books in front of them. (Athleticism was not in opposition to

         academicism; the ideal public schoolboy was Aristotelian-sharp in mind, Apollonean-toned in body.) Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, Caesar’s The Gallic Wars and text after text portrayed war as a natural part of a leader’s duty. More, the leaders were heroes who led the troops

         in person, rather than skulking and commanding from a tent on the dusty plain; they were sinewy men like Achilles, Hector, and Horatio on the bridge, warriors

         who excelled in close combat. Exposure to the Classics forged an heroic mental template in the minds of young boys and men;

         19-year-old Edmund Blunden, formerly senior classical scholar at Christ’s Hospital school, crossed over to France with Julius

         Caesar’s De Bello Gallico stashed in his pack, while 29-year-old Patrick Shaw-Stewart, latterly Baring’s youngest ever director, took, appropriately

         enough, The Iliad to Gallipoli.21 While serving in the trenches, Douglas Gillespie, a Wykehamist (a pupil of Winchester School), heard the news of his brother

         Tom’s death in action. Douglas wrote to his parents, consciously placing his brother in the company of the classical heroes:

      


      

      

         for the first few weeks after Tom was killed I found myself thinking perpetually of all the men who had been killed in battle

               – Hector and Achilles and all the heroes of long ago, who were at once so strong and active, and now so quiet.22


      


      

      The heroic template did more than prepare boys to die for their country; in the trenches it turned to supportive scaffolding

         inside the head. Patrick Shaw-Stewart, stationed on Imbros, opposite the historic site of Troy, called on the ultimate Greek

         warrior:

      


      

      

         Was it so hard, Achilles,


         So very hard to die?


         Thou knowest, and I know not,


         So much happier am I.


         I will go back this morning


         From Imbros o’er the sea.


         Stand in the trench, Achilles,


         Flame-capped, and shout for me.23


      


      

      But the sacred Ancient texts reminded the young soldier that the heroes of old endured, as well as died. The tales of the

         austere Ancient Greeks especially, led by Homer’s Odyssey and Xenophon’s Anabasis (which told of the march of the 10,000 to the sea), were stories of triumph over deprivation and disaster.

      


      

      Along from the classroom, on the shelves of the school library, any boy running his finger across the bookcases could not

         but touch literary lionizations of the military leader in magazines and books, from the Boy’s Own Paper to William Ernest Henley’s verse anthology Lyra Heroica, from the adventure novels of G.A. Henty (all 25 million copies of them) to just about everything by Rudyard Kipling. Kipling

         did a particularly fine fictional line in boy subalterns, be they Parnesius and Pertinax on Hadrian’s Wall in Puck of Pook’s Hill or Bobby Wick in India in ‘Only a Subaltern’ from Under the Deodars. Charles Carrington, schoolboy turned Great War officer turned Kipling’s biographer, considered that Bobby Wick

      


      

      

         moulded an entire generation of young Englishmen into that type. They rose up in their thousands in 1914, and sacrificed themselves

               in the image that Kipling had created.24


      


      

      So devoted to his men was young Bobby Wick that he died nursing them through a cholera epidemic. Wick was, a Tommy in the

         story exclaimed, an ‘Hangel! Bloomin’ Hangel!’ Bobby Wick’s antecedents were indeed of the holiest variety; he was modelled

         on Christ himself. With all due nods to Carrington, the great purveyor of the ideal of self-sacrifice was not Kipling, but

         the church.

      


      

      In most public schools, chapel was mandatory every morning and evening (and thrice on Sunday), and the religion propounded

         from the pulpit the milk-and-water Anglicanism that was the flavour of the Victorian and Edwardian era, being light on doctrine

         and ritual, heavy on ethics. As John Drewett, a Sheffield clergyman, noted of the public schools since the reforms of Thomas

         Arnold:

      


      

      

         [The] middle class Englishman has been trained [in] Christian-Humanist values. He has learnt from the sermons in his school

               chapel and in the general atmosphere of its community that he must shoulder the responsibilities of government as well as

               accept the privileges of a ruling class. The conception of the English gentleman is a product of classical humanism and liberal Christianity. Its essence is a code of behaviour, an ethical system and not a religion of faith.25


      


      

      During the Great War, Anglican army chaplains would moan constantly that public school-educated officers were ‘frankly ignorant

         of most of the intellectual propositions of Christianity’; the willingness of the self-same officers to assume responsibility

         and lay down their lives was equally noted. The sermons of the school chaplain were emphasized by the Hymn Book, the most

         thumbed-pages being those that exhorted the pupils to go ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’. The hymn in chapel was far from being

         the only source of musical inspiration, for nearly all schools had a rousing yet noble song. That of King Edward’s School,

         Birmingham, where John Ronald Tolkien was a pupil, ran:

      


      

      

         Here’s no place for fop or idler, they who made our city great


         Feared no hardship, shirked no labour, smiled at dust and conquered

               fate;


                  They who gave our school its laurels laid on us a sacred trust, Forward therefore, live your hardest, die of service, not

            of rust.26


      


      

      Of course, a chivalric conception of Christianity was aided by England’s pleasing choice of patron saint, George, slayer of

         dragons, and abetted by chapels and school buildings that soared with spires and crenelles redolent of Camelot.

      


      

      The so-called ‘public school ethos’ had still other aspects useful in the making of an officer. Schools were permeated by

         the culture of command. As Graham Greenwell (Winchester) stated:

      


      

      

         A boy of eighteen, public school, he’s had two years as a fag and another two years going up. Then he either was or wasn’t

               selected to be first a house prefect then a school prefect. He rightly or wrongly was given responsibilities at a very early

               age.27


      


      

      By the age of twenty Graham Greenwell had heavy responsibilities indeed; he was a company commander of the 4/Ox and Bucks

         Light Infantry on the Western Front. Outside school, at home, boys from the upper and middle classes lived in the same culture

         of command, because their families employed servants. From the earliest age, boys of the public school background ordered, or saw their parents

         ordering, the boot boy, the scullery maid and the gardener. Giving orders was first nature. And home and school were politically

         seamless; as a young boy at bedtime, Roland Leighton’s mother, Marie, read to him Sir Newbolt’s ubiquitous verse Vitai Lampada, which combined the virtues of sport, war, patriotism and the Classics in one intoxicating poetic amalgam:

      


      

      

         There’s a breathless hush in the Close to-night


         Ten to make and the match to win –


         A bumping pitch and a blinding light,


         An hour to play and the last man in.


         And it’s not for the sake of a ribboned coat,


         Or the selfish hope of a season’s fame,


         But his Captain’s hand on his shoulder smote –


         ‘Play up! play up! and play the game!’


         The sand of the desert is sodden red, –


         Red with the wreck of a square that broke; –


         The Gatling’s jammed and the Colonel dead,


         And the regiment blind with dust and smoke.


         The river of death has brimmed his banks,


         And England’s far, and Honour a name,


         But the voice of a schoolboy rallies the ranks:


         ‘Play up! play up! and play the game!’


         This is the word that year by year,


         While in her place the School is set,


         Every one of her sons must hear,


         And none that hears it dare forget.


         This they all with a joyful mind


         Bear through life like a torch in flame,


         And falling fling to the host behind –


         ‘Play up! play up! and play the game!’28


      


      

      Marie Leighton would come to wish, when ‘The Boy of My Heart’ was buried in a French field, that she had not read Vitai Lampada to him of an evening.

      


      

      Donald Hankey, an ex-Rugbeian who would die with blood spilling over his khaki uniform on that bright first day of the Somme,

         wrote that ‘the whole training, the traditions of his kind’ prepared the public schoolboy for war.29 Hankey’s claim is impossible to gainsay. The ethos of the Edwardian and Georgian public schools might stick in the craw of

         modern sensibilities, particularly after ninety years of exposure to the ‘pity of war’ poetry of Wilfred Owen, but viewed

         dispassionately, as a Darwinian survival exercise, Britain’s ability to create a waiting, willing reserve of young military

         leaders was the ultimate in self-preservation. An odd proof of this comes from a critic of the public schools, Richard Aldington.

         An old boy of Brighton College and an infantry officer in the Royal Sussex Regiment during the Great War, Aldington damned

         his fellow public schoolboy as ‘amazingly ignorant’, inhibited, prejudiced against foreigners, prejudiced against culture

         (‘appeared to have read nothing but Kipling, Jeffrey Farnol, Elinor Glyn … didn’t like Shakespeare … thought Chu Chin Chow was the greatest play ever produced’), prejudiced against the lower classes, with an unrealistic, elevated attitude to women

         (‘had been taught to respect all women as if they were his mother’) and yet:

      


      

      

         he was honest, he was kindly, he was conscientious, he could obey orders and command obedience in others, he took pains to

               look after his men. He could be implicitly relied upon to lead a hopeless attack and to maintain a desperate defence to the

               very end. There were thousands and tens of thousands like him.30


      


      

      Presumably, Aldington – the author of Death of a Hero – excluded himself from the charges of contemporary stupidity and philistinism, along with Graves, Blunden, Siegfried Sassoon,

         Edward Thomas, Raymond Asquith (so able as a Classics student at Oxford that his professor doffed his cap to him every time

         they met in the street), the composer George Butterworth, J.R.R. Tolkien, Charles Sorley, and so on and on. R.C. Sherriff

         MC, a captain in the 9/East Surreys, concurred that the public schools produced the right stuff for leadership in war:

      


      

      

         Without raising the public school boy officers onto a pedestal it can be said with certainty that it was they who played the

               vital part in keeping the men good-humoured and obedient in the face of their interminable ill-treatment, and well-nigh insufferable

               ordeals … They [the public school boys] led them [the other ranks] not through military skill, for no military skill was needed.

               They led them from personal example, from the reserves of patience and good humour and endurance. They won the trust and respect

               of their men, not merely through their willingness to share the physical privations, but through an understanding of their

               spiritual loneliness …


         So the common soldier turned instinctively to his own company officers for the leadership that he required, to the young officers

            who lived with him and talked to him as a human being like themselves and helped him hold onto a shred of pride and self respect

            … if the officer had it [that indefinable quality] the soldier instinctively recognized it, and that indefinable something

            was what was instilled into a boy at the public school … The common soldier liked them because they were ‘young swells’, and

            with few exceptions the young swells delivered the goods.31


      


      

      Sherriff, whose autobiographical play about the war, Journey’s End, ran for 594 performances when staged at the Savoy in 1928, was right to highlight the spill-over of the ideals of Christian

         and chivalric care from school into the trenches; officers who had failed as Hercules on the Fives court or Hermes in the

         mile, made up for this by their unstinting care for their men. There were more ways than one in which the junior officer would

         win the war.

      


      

      And so to Speech Day at Uppingham, 1914. The proceedings opened with a review of the Officers’ Training Corps on Middle Field,

         during which 335 boys stood to attention, to be inspected under the azure morning sky. The inspection over, Colour-Sergeant

         Leighton led the boys to the Chapel for the service. There followed the giving of the prizes, after which R.A. Leighton reputedly

         needed a wheelbarrow to take away his haul of the Nettleship Prize for English Essay, the Holden Prize for Latin Prose, Greek

         Prose Composition, Latin Hexameters, Greek Epigram and Captain in Classics. Sitting and shuffling occasionally, few of the

         audience of boys and relatives had any inkling that war was only three weeks away. The be-gowned headmaster, the Reverend McKenzie, was

         either wiser or more attuned to the political weather, to the deluge which approached. His prize day speech, Vera Brittain

         recorded, had a deliberate solemnity, and ended with a paraphrase of an adage from the Japanese general Count Nogi: ‘If a

         man cannot be useful to his country, he is better dead’.

      


      

      His boys wanted to be useful to their country. Of the 335 cadets of the Uppingham OTC who stood to attention in their polished-buttoned

         uniforms on Speech Day July 1914, all but 18 served in the First World War. In a year and half from Speech Day Leighton would

         be dead. Within four years Edward Brittain and his and Leighton’s mutual friend Victor ‘Tah’ Richardson were dead. (The trio

         had been dubbed ‘The Three Musketeers’ by Marie Leighton.) In all, 447 old boys of Uppingham would die in the First World

         War. Up and down the land, the scene of Uppingham’s Speech Day was mirrored in the quads and on the lawns of the public schools.

         So was the subsequent loss of life. The rule written in blood of the Great War was that the higher a man’s social position,

         the more expensive his education, the more likely he was to die. The reason was blindingly simple: public schoolboys, current

         or old, would step forward almost en masse to take up the most dangerous rank in the British Army, that of a second lieutenant

         or subaltern, the leader of the men in the trenches. And the more eminent the School, the more likely they were to be given

         this commission.

      


      

      No other communities in Britain would suffer a greater death rate, and only the ancient universities would suffer a comparable

         one.32 Over the course of the war, 12 per cent of those who served were killed or died of wounds. Against this:
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      As few as 3 per cent of Harrovians, Carthusians and Etonians served in the ranks, whereas only half of Monmothians had commissions,

         hence the disparity of death. In these stark statistics there are greater tragedies. Charles Douie, when he asked after the

         boys who had been in his house at Rugby in 1910 found that 50 per cent of them had died. At Cheltenham College, the roll of

         honour included 33 pairs of brothers and two trios of brothers, from the families Lowry and Mather; there were two trios of

         brothers at Monmouth, the Watkins and the Davieses; of Marlborough’s 733 war dead, three were the brothers Shaw.

      


      

      After the Head’s speech at Uppingham, the audience broke up and Roland Leighton and Vera Brittain took the chance to stroll

         together in the rose garden during the Head’s garden party. Afterwards, Leighton wrote one of his first poems, ‘In the Rose

         Garden’:

      


      

      

         Dew on the pink-flushed petals,


         Roseate wings unfurled;


         What can, I thought, be fairer


         In all the world?


         Steps that were fain but faltered


         (What could she else have done?)


         Passed from the arbour’s shadow


         Into the sun.


         Noon and a scented glory,


         Golden and pink and red;


         ‘What after all are roses


         To Me?’ I said.34


      


      

      For her part, Vera Brittain remembered Speech Day as

      


      

      

         the one perfect summer idyll that I ever experienced, as well as my last care-free entertainment before the Flood. The lovely

               legacy of a vanished world, it is etched with minute precision on the tablets of my memory. Never again, for me and for my

               generation, was there to be any festival the joy of which no cloud would darken and no remembrance invalidate.35


      


      

      Even as Leighton and Brittain shyly strolled and talked in Uppingham’s rose garden, the little local difficulty in the Balkans

         caused by the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand in Sarajevo was bursting its banks. Three weeks later the crisis began lapping

         at the shores of Britain.

      


      

      Late July was traditionally the time for schools with OTCs to hold their tented summer camps, and 1914 was no exception. That

         year, however, there was none of the usual ‘colossal picnic’ levity amongst the 10,000 schoolboy warriors. Douglas Gillespie

         at the Inns of Court OTC for law students wrote on Sunday 2 August to his parents:

      


      

      

         We have no news to-night, and so I hope that there may still be some honourable way to peace. I don’t want to fight the Germans,

               for I respect them, but if the country is drawn in, I feel I must go in too, and do the very best I can. In the meantime we

               shall stay here, training and manoeuvring for all we are worth. Good-night.36


      


      

      Anthony Eden at the Eton College OTC camp at Aldershot remembered:


      

      

         In that year at camp the talk was all of war. Would there be one, would our country be involved, how long would it last and,

               only occasionally because the contingency seemed comparatively remote, should we personally have any part in it? … A few mornings

               later the orderly corporals aroused us with the order: ‘Pack your kit bags. We parade within the hour to march to the station

               and entrain for Windsor’. It was soon evident what had happened. Our adjutant, our instructors and, most serious of all, our

               army cooks had all vanished in the night. The British mobilization order had gone out.37


      


      

      Disbanded, the Eton College OTC cadets went to their homes to await events. One of Eden’s schoolfellows, Desmond Allhusen,

         found his elder brother sharpening his sword.

      


      

      4 August. Fateful day. For all of the rumours of war, the actual declaration seemed unreal, a sudden burst of rain out of

         the bright blue of that deceptively long summer. The daily newspapers had the usual advertisements for holidays to the Rhine.

         Rupert Brooke was in a music hall when a scribbled message was thrown across the screen: ‘War declared with Austria. 11.9’.

         Brooke recalled that ‘There was a volley of quick low hand-clapping – more a signal of recognition than anything else’. Playing

         tennis in a holiday tournament at Littlehampton, Brian Horrocks, a student at Royal Military Academy Sandhurst was mildly

         irritated by the news since it threw him off his game; the thought uppermost in the mind of Horrocks, who had been a ‘games

         addict’ at Uppingham, was that his father would now find out that he had pawned his revolver.

      


      

      Lord Kitchener, appointed Minister of War, had somewhat weightier matters on his mind. Due to the long British distrust of

         the military, a hangover from the Cromwellian dictatorship, the Regular army was a mere 250,000-strong. With this small, if

         perfectly formed, force Kitchener had to fight the field-grey German divisions marching through Belgium, as well as garrison

         the pink sprawling British Empire. Even if Kitchener added the ‘Saturday afternoon’ soldiers of the Territorial Force, the

         Reserve, the Special Reserve and just about anybody who had ever worn a uniform, only 733,514 could be placed under arms.

         The German army was 3.8 million strong. Of course, Britain had her Allies, but the French were the French, the Russians the

         Russians … Kitchener determined to form a ‘New Army’, and obtained Cabinet assent to do so. On 6 August 1914 Parliament, in

         its turn, approved an increase of the establishment of the Army by 500,000 men. Within a week the first New or Kitchener Army

         of 100,000 men had volunteered and enlisted; by the end of October 1914, five New Armies had been sanctioned.

      


      

      But who was to officer the expanded army? Some 500 officers in the Indian Army were prevented from returning to the sub continent,

         retired officers were ‘dug out’, and some New Army battalions, formed by any local worthy with enough clout to do so, appointed their own officers; the 13/The York and Lancaster Regiment (First

         Barnsley Pals) was commanded by a local solicitor, who was granted the temporary rank of lieutenant-colonel. After these,

         the War Office turned to the ‘traditional source of supply’, the public schoolboy, who was ready and waiting in the wings

         of history: on Monday 10 August The Times carried an advertisement for 2,000 young men of ‘good general education’ – code for public school – between the ages of 17

         and 30 who were ‘cadets or ex-cadets of the OTCs’ to whom temporary commissions in the Army might be given.

      


      

      Cometh the hour of national peril, cometh the boy soldier in his tens of thousands. There is no way of gauging exactly how

         many public schoolboys volunteered in August-October 1914, because not all schools kept records, but snapshots tell the story;

         at Newick House at Cheltenham College 50 out of 51 boys boarding there in 1910 volunteered; at Winchester, 531 of 594 leavers

         of the six years previous to the war were in khaki before conscription; school archivist upon archivist if asked the question

         ‘How many boys volunteered for service?’ responds, ‘We think pretty much everyone’; Charles Carrington surveyed his contemporaries

         and concluded that they were ‘all of one mind, excepting those persistent individualists who manage to keep out of step in

         every occasion’.38 The volunteering was a phenomenon. ‘Now, God be thanked who has matched us with His hour’, versed Rupert Brooke on the declaration

         of war; he perhaps ought to have mentioned Thomas Arnold and R.B. Haldane in the same breath. Due to the public school reforms

         of Arnold and the OTC reforms of Haldane, Britain had a body of boys dedicated to, and trained in, the service of the country.

         Boys still wearing their OTC uniforms from summer camp, coursed through the recruiting offices; between August 1914 and March

         1915, 20,577 officers were commissioned from OTCs and while some were holders of a university Certificate B, many were simply

         holders of the Certificate A from school. If that. Another 12,290 ex-OTC boys were serving in the ranks. Of the 247,061 commissions

         granted to officers from the start of the war to the end of the war over 100,000 had passed through one of Haldane’s OTCs.39 During the same period they led 5.5 million men.

      


      

      One of the great fallacies of the Great War is that all those who joined the colours in 1914 did so in a rush and flush of

         jingoism. Doubtless some of the thousands of public schoolboys who eagerly sought to serve were fired-up on some primitive

         gut patriotism, but not all. Not even many. There was no sprint of flag-waving lemmings over the edge. Boys were willing to

         serve but the impact of their education was to make them reflect intellectually;40 leaders, after all, need to be taught to think and think independently. While there was no doubt that the public schoolboys

         of Britain would heed their country’s cry for help, their reasons for doing so were varied. Robert Nichols, educated at Winchester

         and Trinity College, Oxford, and commissioned in the Royal Artillery, analysed his compatriots’ reasons for volunteering,

         and deduced that the spectrum covered: 1) A sense that England’s honour was imperilled if she did not keep to her pact to

         protect Belgium; 2) Sympathy with France; 3) The desire which exists within almost every youth to suffer for others; 4) Love

         of England; 5) The ‘Zeitgeist’ of the time; 6) The pure spirit of adventure; 7) Curiosity; 8) The vague feeling that ‘it was

         the right thing to do’; 9) Fear of the world’s censure.41


      

      For some volunteers Germany was an obstacle not an incentive; there were powerful cultural and economic ties between Britain

         and Germany. Anthony Eden’s brother Timothy was in Germany learning German when war broke out and was interned. With Teutonic

         ancestry, and a fascination with Anglo-Saxon culture that would birth The Lord of the Rings, J.R.R. Tolkien was dismayed by the declaration of war in the August of the Deluge. At New College, Oxford, Arthur Heath spent

         his last evening before enlisting playing German music on his piano. Charles Sorley who, upon leaving Marlborough, had sojourned

         in Mecklenburg acquiring German, identified with Germany so strongly that he ‘felt I was a German, and proud to be a German’.

         Another who had spent golden days in Deutschland was Rupert Brooke. In the autobiographical ‘An Unusual Young Man’, one of Brooke’s lesser known pieces, he gives an inkling of the varying thought processes involved in electing for country in 1914. He is ‘the friend’ of the essay:

      


      

      

         Some say the Declaration of War threw us into a primitive abyss of hatred and the lust for blood. Others declare that we behaved

               very well. I do not know. I only know the thoughts that flowed through the mind of a friend of mine when he heard the news.

               My friend – I shall make no endeavour to excuse him – is a normal, even ordinary man, wholly English, twenty-four years old,

               active and given to music. By a chance he was ignorant of the events of the world during the last days of July. He was camping

               with some friends in a remote part of Cornwall, and had gone on, with a companion, for a four-days’ sail. So it wasn’t till

               they beached her again that they heard. A youth ran down to them with a telegram: “We’re at war with Germany. We’ve joined

               France and Russia.”


         My friend ate and drank, and then climbed a hill of gorse, and sat alone, looking at the sea. His mind was full of confused

               images, and the sense of strain. In answer to the word ‘Germany’, a train of vague thoughts dragged across his brain. The

               pompous middle-class vulgarity of the building of Berlin; the wide and restful beauty of Munich; the taste of beer; innumerable

               quiet, glittering cafés; the Ring; the swish of evening air in the face, as one skis down past the pines; a certain angle

               of the eyes in the face; long nights of drinking, and singing, and laughter; the admirable beauty of German wives and mothers;

               certain friends; some tunes; the quiet length of evening over the Starnberger-See. Between him and the Cornish sea he saw

               quite clearly an April morning on a lake south of Berlin, the grey water slipping past his little boat, and a peasant-woman,

               suddenly revealed against apple-blossom, hanging up blue and scarlet garments to dry in the sun. Children played about her;

               and she sang as she worked. And he remembered a night in Munich spent in a students’ Kneipe. From eight to one they had continually

               emptied immense jugs of beer, and smoked, and sung English and German songs in profound chorus …


         He vaguely imagined a series of heroic feats, vast enterprise, and the applause of crowds. … From that egotism he was awakened

               to a different one, by the thought that this day meant war and the change of all things he knew. He realised, with increasing

               resentment, that music would be neglected. And he wouldn’t be able, for example, to camp out. He might have to volunteer for

               military training and service. Some of his friends would be killed. The Russian ballet wouldn’t return. His own relationship

               with A—, a girl he intermittently adored, would be changed. Absurd, but inevitable; because – he scarcely worded it to himself – he and she and everyone else were going to be different. His mind fluttered irascibly to escape from

               this thought, but still came back to it, like a tethered bird. Then he became calmer, and wandered out for a time into fantasy.

               A cloud over the sun woke him to consciousness of his own thoughts; and he found, with perplexity, that they were continually

               recurring to two periods of his life, the days after the death of his mother, and the time of his first deep estrangement

               from one he loved. After a bit he understood this. Now, as then, his mind had been completely divided into two parts: the

               upper running about aimlessly from one half-relevant thought to another, the lower unconscious half labouring with some profound

               and unknowable change. This feeling of ignorant helplessness linked him with those past crises. His consciousness was like

               the light scurry of waves at full tide, when the deeper waters are pausing and gathering and turning home. Something was growing

               in his heart, and he couldn’t tell what. But as he thought ‘England and Germany’, the word ‘England’ seemed to flash like

               a line of foam. With a sudden tightening of his heart, he realised that there might be a raid on the English coast. He didn’t

               imagine any possibility of it succeeding, but only of enemies and warfare on English soil. The idea sickened him … He thought often and heavily of Germany. Of England,

               all the time. He didn’t know whether he was glad or sad. It was a new feeling.42


      


      

      What was obvious in 1914 – although it has not seemed obvious to generations of historians since – was that German occupation

         of the Belgian and French coastlines would have allowed her to control Britain’s liquid lifeline, the Channel. The imperilling

         of Britain was real. And, after occupying Western Europe, what was there to stop the Kaiser’s army from invading England?

         When Edward Thomas, poet and instructor in the Artists’ Rifles (and later a gunner officer in France), was asked why he was

         fighting, Thomas bent down, picked up a pinch of earth and said, ‘Literally, for this’. Thomas thought Walton’s The Compleat Angler the quintessence of book-bound patriotism, because in it ‘I touched the antiquity and sweetness of England’. The nascent

         poet Wilfred Owen determined that the ‘Perpetuity and Supremacy’ of the mother tongue was the reason to take up arms.43 Not sporty, a hopeless hypochondriac, Owen had attended an independent school in Birkenhead that was not a public school;

         a sojourn teaching in France was enough to qualify him as gentleman and he enlisted in the Artists’ Rifles. Robert Vernede at

         thirty scraped in under the age barrier (it was later raised to thirty-five for men without prior Army service) and only asked

         that he might serve England as a gesture of gratitude:

      


      

      

         All that a man might ask thou hast given me, England,


         Yet grant thou one thing more;


         That now when envious foes would spoil thy splendour,


         Unversed in arms, a dreamer such as I


         May in thy ranks be deemed not all unworthy


         England, for thee to die.44


      


      

      For still others, England was more than a green Eden in silver sea and the home of the language of Keats, it was the land

         of liberty. Uppingham Musketeer Victor Richardson was one of those who thought England and her Allies were ‘God’s instrument

         by which He will remove that spirit and doctrine which is the cause of such wars as this one’.45 Vivian de Sola Pinto – his friends in the Army never managed such an exotic moniker and affectionately called him ‘Gondola’

         – was utterly relieved by the redemptive, moral purity of the war: ‘At last we were being asked to fight and suffer not for

         imperial aggrandizement or material gain but for justice and liberty.’ Likewise, Tom Kettle, Irish nationalist, formerly MP

         for East Tyrone, opponent of Britain, took one look at the Kaiser’s attempt to export his right-wing military dictatorship

         through the barrel of a gun and declared: ‘This War is without parallel. Britain, France, Russia enter it purged from their

         past sins of domination.’46 He urged his countrymen to join ‘The Army of Freedom’, meaning the Dublin Fusiliers of the British Army. Brooke, Thomas,

         Owen, Vernede, Richardson and Kettle all died for their visions of England. There was little ignoble about the volunteers

         of 1914. Their reactions were not those of a foaming-mouthed dog. They were idealists.

      


      

      Robert Graves was as German as he was British; his ancestral surname was von Ranke. The summers he spent at his grandfather’s

         manor house at Deisenhofer outside Munich ‘were easily the best things of my childhood’. Nevertheless, the ex-Charterhouse boy found his loyalties easy to pin to the Union Jack because he

         was outraged by ‘the Germans’ cynical violation of Belgian neutrality’. The bullying of Belgium ran slap against the sacred

         code of fair play, and although he could discount 20 per cent of the stories of German atrocities in Belgium as wartime propaganda

         (an eerily accurate estimate as it turned out) it ‘was not, of course, sufficient’ and so he too went off to the recruiting

         office.47


      

      In retrospect, Robert Nichols’ survey of the volunteering impulse missed several reflexes. As David Cannadine tracked in The Decline and Fall of the Aristocracy, for decades before the Great War the patricians of Britain had suffered the slings of criticism for ‘their monopoly of the

         land, unearned incomes, reactionary attitude to social reform, anachronistic possession of hereditary political power, and

         leisured lifestyle and parasitic idleness’.48 The war gave them the opportunity to prove themselves, the chance for a last hurrah. Historically, war is what the aristocracy

         did, and did well; fortunately, they had kept the martial spirit ticking over by hunting and shooting. They paid a high price

         for their combativity. By the end of 1914 alone the First World War had done away with six peers, 16 baronets, six knights,

         95 sons of peers, 82 sons of baronets and 84 sons of knights.49 As hurrahs went it was strangely magnificent, and quite fuss-less.

      


      

      Secondly, since the Army was a standard career for public schoolboys – particularly from schools such as Eton, Cheltenham

         and Wellington which had ‘Military sides’ or streams – volunteering in 1914 was not a step into the dark, it was a following

         of pre-ordained boot-marks. Stuart Graham, whose family had been soldiers for generations, recalled: ‘Soldiers went to war;

         it was as simple as that’.50°

      


      

      Thirdly, aside from family history, aside from the chance of adventure ‘on a heroic scale’, Graham was astute, and honest,

         enough to identify another psychological reflex behind the trip to the recruiting office: ‘the eagerness of a young man to

         test himself, to try out, as it were, his own guts’.51 There was nothing new in that, of course. As Jacques said in his survey of a man’s life in As You Like It, young warriors, boy subalterns, call them what you will are:

      


      

      

         Full of strange oaths, sudden, and quick in guard,


         Seeking the bubble reputation


         Even in the cannon’s mouth.


      


      

      For his part, Roland Leighton thought anything other than volunteering ‘a cowardly shirking of my obvious duty’.52 To the public school generation of 1914, their duty to defend Britain was so obvious, so intrinsic to the bedrock of their

         being, that they scarcely recognized it; hence in Robert Nichols’ list of the volunteering impulses, it appears as a ‘vague

         feeling’.

      


      

      But there was, after soul and mind had been engaged, and the decision to volunteer made, a war to fight.


      

      For the young man from the right background securing a commission in the Territorials, New Armies or Special Reserve was as

         easy as finding a commanding officer to take him on. Robert Graves obtained a commission in the Special Reserve of the Royal

         Welch Fusiliers purely on the basis of having been in Charterhouse’s OTC and a good word from the secretary of the Harlech

         Golf Club. His commission, because it was in the Special Reserve, was permanent, and several boys who joined the same day

         were failed applicants for Sandhurst getting into the Army ‘through the back door’. As Bernard Martin’s headmaster temptingly

         pointed out to him, a benefit of the Special Reserve was that the lower age limit was eighteen, and not nineteen as in the

         Kitchener armies. ‘So a miracle came to pass’, recalled the eager Martin; he was gazetted a second lieutenant in the reserve

         battalion of the North Staffs the day after his eighteenth birthday. Meanwhile, Etonian Peter Davies just tagged along with

         elder brother George when he went to the recruiting office in Winchester:

      


      

      

         ‘Where were you at school?’


         ‘Eton, sir.’


         ‘In the corps?’


         ‘Yes, sir, Sergeant.’


         ‘Play any games? Cricket?’


         ‘Well, sir, actually I managed to get my eleven.’


         ‘Oh, you did, did you?’


         The Colonel, who had played for Eton himself in his day, now became noticeably more genial, and by the time he had ascertained

               that George was the Davies who had knocked up a valuable 59 at Lord’s (which knock he had himself witnessed with due appreciation)

               it was evident that little more need be said.
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