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Prologue


It was not the first war he had fought in. Archibald McAllister Burgoyne left his native Lancashire in 1893 to emigrate to southern Africa, where he worked in the rapidly expanding mining industry. When clashes with the Boer population escalated into war in 1899 he signed up to do his bit by volunteering to fight as a trooper in the South Rhodesian Volunteers. After the Boer War was over he went back to mining until again he felt the call to imperial duty in August 1914, when the mother country plunged into the first full European war in one hundred years.


Aged forty-one, Burgoyne volunteered as a private in the South African army and in December 1915, after extensive training, he sailed for the Middle East. In Egypt he joined half a million troops from across the Empire – Australians, New Zealanders and Indians. But he did not spend long there. The greatest need for men was on the Western Front and in mid-April 1916 his unit left Alexandria for Marseilles. By the end of that month he and his fellow soldiers, now organised into what was called the 1st South African Brigade, were training for trench warfare not far behind the Allied lines. On 29 April, the Commander-in-Chief of British forces in France, General Sir Douglas Haig, inspected the brigade, many of whose members, like Burgoyne, were more mature than the average troops to be found in France. Haig described the brigade as ‘a fine lot of boys’. Burgoyne confided in his diary, ‘Pretty old fashioned “boys” some of us.’1


When Haig launched his ‘Big Push’ on an eighteen-mile front to the north of the river Somme on 1 July 1916, Burgoyne and the South African Brigade were stationed at Bray just behind the front line in the southern sector of the assault. The brigade formed a part of 9th Division under Major-General Furse. On 1 July the offensive on that part of the front was largely successful. British troops captured the village of Mametz and a complete breakthrough looked possible, although the opportunity was missed and the Germans soon sent in reinforcements to shore up their front-line defences. Over the next ten days, Burgoyne was involved in the exhausting task of bringing up supplies of ammunition, barbed wire and rations through reserve trenches that were packed with men going forward to the front and others moving back to rest from the heavy fighting. At one point a shell landed in the very next bay to Burgoyne, about ten yards away. His friend Dan received a direct hit. He was blown to pieces from the waist down and body parts were scattered around the trench. But, astonishingly as it seemed to Burgoyne, Dan’s top half appeared to be entirely untouched. His face did not even have a mark on it except for a slight scratch on his balding head.


Over the next few days the German shelling increased in intensity. Burgoyne noted in his diary, ‘The din is ear-splitting … The whizzing and whining of the shells overhead is like the passing of express trains. The different shells have quite distinct sounds. Some whine, others almost shriek, some hiss and some sob distinctly.’ The men had names for the different types of shells that every soldier soon came to recognise. The ‘whizz bangs’ were from field artillery, ‘Jack Johnsons’ from heavy howitzers, and ‘woolly bears’ were the bursts and smoke of a big German high explosive shell. It took about four weeks for a soldier to distinguish the sound of one from another.


By 12 July Burgoyne, like tens of thousands of other men along the Somme front, was living in an inferno of almost continuous bombardment. He wrote of the effect it had on him: ‘Being shelled in the trenches is crook [dreadful]. One is so helpless. All one can do is lie as low down as possible, and wait for it to come. You can do nothing. There would be some satisfaction if you could get a bit of your own back. But you just sit still and wait for it to stop – or the other thing. I don’t wonder at men getting “Shell Shock”. Some go mad – temporarily. We have been shelled since 11.30 this morning. A few minutes ago one struck the kitchen, and the cook, his mate and the S[ergeant] M[ajor]’s batman were hit – the former seriously. Seven men have been hit this afternoon. One chap got hit in 15 places. Pieces of shell and debris have been falling in our bay all afternoon.’


On Saturday 15 July, the South African Brigade directly entered the battle along the Somme. By this point, the principal target was a series of woods scattered across the ridge beyond the British lines. Burgoyne’s unit deployed in Delville Wood, a bleak, tangled wreck of vegetation where the trees had been shattered but the undergrowth was still thick with shrub and thistle. That night they settled in on the edge of the wood, crawling into the mass of shell craters to get as low as possible. Part of the brigade began to advance into the southern part of the wood. But it was difficult terrain in which to fight and the German defenders put up ferocious opposition. The South Africans had to fight yard by yard to move forward.


The artillery bombardment around Delville Wood seemed to reach a new intensity. The crashing of the shells was almost deafening. Sometimes a shell ricocheted off the trunk of a tree in an unearthly shriek, bringing down branches and leaves. By the middle of Sunday 16 July the walking wounded were coming back and passing Burgoyne and his two mates, who were taking shelter in a shell hole. A soldier from the Highland Light Infantry crawled by on all fours. Two men were hit in the stomach and their screams echoed across the wood from the nearby dressing station, unnerving those in the vicinity. Burgoyne’s own platoon sergeant had his arm smashed in an explosion.


Then something even more alarming took place. Burgoyne described it in vivid detail a few days later: ‘The worst of all was a young fellow of the 2nd Regt who crawled to our hole on hands and knees. He was unhurt and was carrying his full kit, and rifle with bayonet fixed dragging behind him, by the sling. He was all in. His eyes were bulging, his mouth open and his throat working as though he were swallowing something. “Oh God! Oh God!” he moaned continuously. He stopped just on the edge of our hole, but did not appear to see us. He stared straight ahead. We asked what was the matter – was he hit? For a time he took no notice – did not appear to hear us, in fact. Then, without looking at us he cried “I want to get out; I want to get out.” We directed him to the dressing station. “I don’t want the dressing station; I want to get out.” I pointed to the wall of a house on the edge of the wood and told him to make for that. He struggled to his feet and moved off – doubled up – stopping dead and dropping to the ground at the sound of every shell. His nerves were absolutely gone. He was better out of it. He came near putting the wind up us three and we were glad when he left.’


Burgoyne and his mate had encountered a man who was suffering badly from shell shock. The long stare, the bulging eyes, the lack of normal interaction, the constant swallowing and difficulty in speaking – all were characteristics of the condition. And the effect the man had on Burgoyne and his colleague was also typical. They could not understand what had happened to him; they did not know what to do. But more than anything his presence spooked them. They had no idea what he would do next. He was unpredictable. He might do something that would suddenly bring down a mass of shells on himself, and them. They were indeed ‘glad when he left’.


But the hell of what the soldiers called ‘Devil’s Wood’ continued. On 18 July Burgoyne and his unit were ordered to go ‘over the top’ and occupy the wood. Under heavy machine-gun fire and yet another artillery bombardment they slowly moved through the remaining tree stumps and shattered shrubs. Men were going down everywhere. The shells shrieked low across them, just above their heads. A sergeant on Burgoyne’s left was blown into the air and landed only a few yards away, winded but still alive. Before he could collect himself another shell landed near him and buried him under a mountain of earth, leaves and branches. It took Burgoyne and his mates a little while to reach him and dig him out from under the debris. When they retrieved him ‘he was unwounded – but quite mad – temporarily I hope. He was jabbering and mumbling like a maniac.’ Yet another case of shell shock.


Later that same day a shell landed even closer to Burgoyne. In an instant, he saw a flash, was aware of a column of smoke and earth, felt the heat of the explosion and experienced a sudden numbing pain that shot up his left arm. He was blown into the air, came down a few yards away and rolled to the bottom of a shell hole. His rifle was splintered and in pieces, the butt completely blown off. His bayonet had been fixed but was nowhere to be seen. Burgoyne was aware that his tunic had been ripped in many places, but apart from his shattered arm the only damage he could find was that he had a wound in his ear and blood was trickling down his neck. He was able to get up during a lull in the bombardment and, still carrying the remains of his now useless rifle, he made his way past piles of dead German and British soldiers to a dressing station. Just outside he was shocked to see a head floating in a water-filled crater. There was no body.


At the dressing station he was bandaged up and given his first cup of tea in five days. He was taken off in a very shaky lorry to a Casualty Clearing Station where he was given a large tetanus injection. Burgoyne was one of the lucky ones, as with a ‘Blighty’ wound he was shipped back to Britain where he slowly recovered in hospital. It took a couple of months to recover from his wounds but he was back in training with the brigade at the end of September. The 9th Division’s official war diary simply noted for 18 July, ‘The losses by the South African Brigade holding Delville Wood were said to be heavy.’2


During the same days that Private Burgoyne and the South African Brigade were struggling to capture Delville Wood, Captain Frederick St John Steadman was serving as a medical officer a few miles to the north in a field ambulance unit with the 60th Division. His field ambulance was an advanced dressing station consisting of two long, low wooden huts each of which in civilian conditions would be used as a ward to hold twenty-four patients. Steadman was struggling in one of these huts to cope with seventy-eight patients wounded during the first week of the battle when the artillery opened up around him. He described it in a letter to his wife: ‘North, east and south, the great guns are thundering, belching and flashing. It is like a huge thunderstorm, only it is absolutely continuous, with huge crashes in between, with vivid sheet lightning (along miles of front) which never goes out. Star shells and rockets go up every moment. We can see the German answering shells bursting continually. The bombardment is terrific. There has been nothing like it in the world before, not even in this war. The officers with us here say that they have heard nothing like it. The earth is trembling and shaking with it … We are six miles away. What it must be like in the trenches I don’t know. Hell can be nothing to it!’3


Steadman, aged thirty-five in 1916, was an experienced and caring doctor who tried to give time to each and every one of the pitifully wounded men who were brought in to his field ambulance. He called the patients his ‘boys’ and tried to minister to their needs while keeping his medical wards as sanitary as possible. One of the major problems was the lice the wounded men brought with them from the trenches. The beds were packed closely. As Steadman wrote, they ‘were actually touching each other and in some cases lice were swarming from one man to another’. As the numbers in his ward grew with the arrival of even more wounded men, Steadman struggled to keep up. He described to his wife one of his strongest memories from that day: ‘There are some very pathetic cases. I treat each man as though he were a human being, and try to make his short stay comfortable, after all the hell he has been through. So I smile at each man, when he comes in, and try to make him feel at home.’


Steadman described how a Highland soldier arrived, covered with mud from head to foot, and swarming with lice. ‘Such a nice fellow too, quite educated, no doubt came from a good home in Dundee. He was very tired and seemed dazed with want of sleep; his face was twitching constantly from the strain he had been through. I greeted him cheerfully and said “Well, what I can do for you?” He looked at me and said “Well, sir, if – then hesitates as though he were about to ask some tremendous favour, quite out of my power to give, or as though he expected me to be angry with the boldness of his request. So I smiled and said, “Well! What is it?” and his lips quivered and he said: “Well, sir, I have not had my clothes off for nearly six weeks; if I could just have a bath?”’ Steadman was struck by the pathos of this simple request, ‘almost to break down asking for such a simple thing! Mind you, he was suffering from shell shock, having been blown up and rendered unconscious, but uninjured otherwise. All this was forgotten, it was the bath he wanted. I laughed and said “Of course you shall, and what is more, I can give you a clean shirt”.’


Arranging a bath, however, was no easy matter. A horse and cart had to go into the nearest village to fill a large carrier with water. This had to be heated in a series of dixies or large kettles over a stove. The whole process took about five hours but it helped the Highlander quickly recover from his mild shell shock and exhaustion. He was back in the line in a matter of days.


As the injured kept on coming, Steadman was amazed at the number who were suffering from shell shock. He had never imagined that such cases could be so terrible. He characterised them as having ‘an exhausted look, with their faces twitching, and hands and arms shaking constantly’. In another letter to his wife he wrote: ‘We had another bad case of shell shock in. Poor man, he lost his friend near him, but the shell did not touch him – it knocked him down by the loud concussion. The man looks quite insane; it is fearful to watch him. I think he will eventually recover but it is very sad. Another boy of 17 in my ward, also suffering from shell shock, does nothing but cry and say he can’t stand the noise. He is quite unnerved. I shall probably send him down the line in a day or two. He is no good here and ought not to have come out, but he gave his age as 19!’


Of another shell shock victim, Steadman wrote: ‘I go up to him in the morning, and I sit down on his bed and hold his hand and pretend to feel his pulse, and I say “Well, better this morning?” He leans forward and whispers “The cloud is very bad this morning, sir.” I ask “What cloud?” He looks very cunning and says “The cloud out there, sir. I walked to the door of the ward this morning and saw the black cloud and ran back quick. Both of them were in it.”’ This went on every morning, although, as Steadman explained to his wife, most of the time the man appeared quite sane and talked perfectly rationally. He discovered that a high explosive shell had burst between the man and two of his chums, killing them both but only knocking him down and throwing a great cloud of black smoke over them. ‘This is the cloud he thinks he sees every morning, and he thinks he sees his two friends in it. I sent him to the C[asualty] C[learing] S[tation] and home to Blighty this morning. At least I think my note which I sent with him will get him to Blighty. These shell shock cases are very, very sad to watch.’


By late July 1916, Steadman’s small unit, which in normal times could cope with forty-eight patients, was receiving fifty wounded men a day, most of whom would be kept in the wards for at least a week. The overcrowding was dreadful but Steadman still tried to give every one of his ‘boys’ the care they needed. He noted that many of the shell shock victims suffered from appalling nightmares. Again, in a letter to his wife he described a regular pattern. ‘I go from bed to bed, having a cheerful chat and a joke with each one … before passing on to the next bed I look each man straight in the face and say “Anything else?” Sometimes a man hesitates as he knows the other men may overhear what he says to me, so I just bend over close, and he often whispers “The dreams, sir, I dare not go to sleep because I dream so of – (and I know he means of his chum’s death). I have about 12 men in the ward suffering like this; all have had their friends killed by their sides. These men can’t sleep; if they get to sleep they wake up with a cry, and shriek out.’ Even an experienced doctor like Steadman was taken aback, writing ‘It is very sad to see strong brave men, brought down like this.’


However, Steadman understood what his duty was. As an army medical officer he had to return as many men as possible to their battalions as quickly as possible. This applied in equal measure to the dreadfully sad cases of shell shock he struggled to deal with. He wrote: ‘Then the beastly time comes when you have to order them back to all the misery of it again; that is the rotten part. You cannot help them long, just a few days, and then back they must go. If they were kept long the hospital would be absolutely crowded out. There would be no men to fight’ (author’s italics). Steadman, at the front end of the terrible chain of casualties pouring back from the Somme, had realised instinctively that if he was too sympathetic to the large number of shell shock victims that came his way then the army, as he said, would simply have ‘no men to fight’.


By the beginning of August, Fourth Army under General Sir Henry Rawlinson calculated it had lost more than 125,000 officers and men killed, wounded or posted missing since the opening of the Battle of the Somme.4 These losses were on a scale never experienced within the British army before. The numbers lost by the British–Dutch forces at the Battle of Waterloo have been estimated at about 17,000, while the number of British dead during the three years of the Boer War had totalled about 22,000. The worst fighting so far in the Great War, during the Battle of Loos in September 1915, had seen total losses of 59,000, less than half of those incurred in the first month on the Somme.


Rawlinson’s most loyal supporter through this terrible month was his chief of staff at Fourth Army, Major-General Sir Archibald Armar Montgomery.5 Montgomery came from an army family in County Tyrone, in the north of Ireland. He joined the Royal Artillery at Woolwich aged twenty and served for many years in India and in South Africa during the Boer War. In 1906 he attended the Staff College at Camberley, where officers were trained for senior leadership in the British army. Here Montgomery met General Sir Henry Rawlinson. Montgomery was a typical soldier from the country gentry who set great store by tradition and believed unquestioningly in the British way of doing things. But he was tall, charming and diplomatic in dealing with his superior officers, a skill that helped him progress quickly up through the ranks.


In August 1914, Montgomery was a staff officer in the 4th Division and soon crossed to France, where he took part in one of the earliest engagements between the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) and the German army at the Battle of Le Cateau. When Rawlinson took over the 4th Division, Montgomery became his principal staff officer and a close working relationship developed between the two men. Rawlinson was promoted to command IV Corps later in the year and Montgomery moved across as his chief of staff. When, in early 1916, Rawlinson was appointed commander of the newly created Fourth Army, Montgomery once more went him. He had been promoted from major to major-general in just twenty months, an astonishing rise that in peacetime would have taken at least ten years.


It will be seen that there were substantial disagreements between Haig and Rawlinson as to the strategy and tactics to follow in the offensive on the Somme in July 1916. It is pretty clear from his unpublished memoirs that Montgomery was in close agreement with his own direct superior, Rawlinson, in the dispute and thought that Haig was to blame for his insistence on trying to reach objectives that were beyond the range of the artillery. ‘We were in fact short of artillery for the task we were asked to achieve,’ he later wrote.6 But as the heavy losses continued throughout the month, Montgomery like Rawlinson grew concerned. Of particular worry for them was the large number of losses from shell shock cases and the impact this was having on the ability of certain units to sustain their fighting spirit. In early August, Montgomery sent out a set of questionnaires to the most senior commanders within Fourth Army asking what lessons should be learned from the last few weeks of battle. They went to every corps commander and most divisional commanders, as well as to some brigade commanders.


The replies make for fascinating reading. Many of the officers in command of units that had suffered the highest casualty rates ever endured in the British army were very clear about what had gone wrong. There was considerable agreement that attacks resulted in heavy losses if they were carried out too hastily, without giving enough time for local commanders to properly reconnoitre and prepare. There was a consensus that attacks carried out with great determination by fresh, motivated troops after only a short bombardment often enjoyed the advantage of surprise, increasing the likelihood of success. There were many other sensible suggestions about the use of artillery, the best way to cross No Man’s Land, and the need to improve communications between front lines and headquarters in the rear.


One or two of the officers consulted went further. Brigadier Reginald John Kentish had been in charge of the 76th Brigade during the bitter struggle for Delville Wood. He had seen some of the worst of the fighting in July and was prepared to stick his neck out more than most. His submission, sent in on 3 August, contained a section titled ‘The Limits of Endurance of the Infantry Soldier’. In it, Kentish wrote, ‘The present intense fighting calls for the greatest test of pluck and endurance for the British Infantry man. There is no doubt that he will respond to every call made on him. But he will respond in varying degrees.’ Kentish continued his line of thought in a long and convoluted sentence: ‘If he is tried too highly, he may become a danger to his side, and especially is this likely to be the case if Divisions which have already been through a very intense period of fighting, and which have lost a big proportion of NCOs and men, and which have also so to speak been living in a very heavily shelled zone where the fire is both frontal and enfilade, are without sufficient time for recuperation, filled up with men of every unit except their own, and sent back to the same ground, and to submit to the same intense situation they have already experienced. Further if they have taken part in any of the minor, but very costly piecemeal attacks, which have been a feature of the operation since the big offensive on 14 July, their moral [sic] will undoubtedly … be very much weaker than when they first entered the sphere of operations.’7


Kentish had recognised two important features of shell shock. Prolonged exposure to intense fire was a major contributory factor. And although it affected individuals one by one, it was also contagious and could spread among an entire unit. If not properly and fairly treated, then shell shock could undermine the fighting spirit of whole groups of men.


The centenary commemorations of the Great War from 2014 have revealed a widespread fascination with the events of the years 1914–1918. They have also unleashed a tremendous outpouring of writing about the war, and of television documentaries and radio programmes. However, many of the attitudes expressed in this popular revival of interest in the war have reinforced traditional and outdated interpretations. For instance, the generals are nearly always presented as obstinate and incompetent commanders leading courageous men, the view made famous more than fifty years ago by the phrase ‘lions led by donkeys’;8 and the war is usually presented as being entirely unnecessary and futile. These views, however, do not reflect the latest research on the war. Scholarly thinking has moved on a great deal over recent decades. The First World War is often seen not as a futile but as a necessary war and one that was certainly popular for at least the first two years of conflict. The ‘lions led by donkeys’ thesis has been challenged by a reappraisal of the high command and a recognition that the generals were far more successful than has traditionally been realised in leading a citizen army to final victory in the autumn of 1918. But the popular myths of the war endure in the common view and in many of the television programmes.9


Included among the many figures in the cast of stock characters that preoccupy public memory of the war is that of the shell-shocked soldier. He is usually portrayed as one of the key victims of the war, someone who could not cope with the ghastly pressures of the modern battlefield in an industrial war of barbed wire, artillery barrages, high explosives and poison gas; another victim of what is usually presented as a brutal, futile war. The shell-shocked soldier has almost become a symbol of the war and even, it has been argued, a metaphor for the inhumanity of a modern, industrial war.10 However, a great deal has also been written over recent decades about shell shock in the war. Much of this has been concerned with the psychological factors behind shell shock, based on research into the medical debate about trauma. The research has shown how doctors, neurologists and physiologists struggled (or failed) to understand the process of psychological breakdown. The debate about shell shock is seen as the starting point of a steep learning curve that would culminate, much later in the century, with the classification of war trauma as post-traumatic stress disorder. Moreover, the First World War has been indelibly linked with ‘the birth of military psychiatry’.11


This book does not attempt to explore in any detail the psychology behind war neuroses and the psychosomatic disorders of war. I am not a doctor or a psychologist. Breakdown is rather an exploration of the specific military reaction to what was perceived as an epidemic of shell shock that occurred during the Battle of the Somme from July to November 1916. Senior figures in the army regarded shell shock not so much as an individual trauma that needed to be understood, requiring sympathy and treatment, but as a collective threat to the army as a whole. Shell shock was believed to be contagious in that a nervy man showing signs of mental distress could easily make other men around him nervy. And there was the constant fear of malingering. If one man was treated sympathetically and taken out of the line for rest and recuperation, then maybe many others would claim to be suffering from shell shock in an attempt to escape from the horrors of the trenches. The possibility that whole companies or battalions might go down with shell shock was seen as a problem that could ultimately undermine the ability of the army to function as an effective fighting force. Breakdown focuses on the story of the attempt by the military authorities, often in the most cruel and uncaring way, to prevent this from happening.


It seemed to contemporaries that there were two apparently new features of war for soldiers of the First World War to grapple with. One was poison gas; the second was shell shock. In the view of many they were parallel in effect. The impact of one was often compared with that of the other. Both amazed the senior command and could cause panic among the ranks that had to face them. Lieutenant-Colonel Rogers had been Medical Officer of the 4th Black Watch battalion for most of the war and he reported, ‘The very mention of gas would put the “wind up” the battalion at once, even if they had gas masks which, they were told, were perfectly safe.’ Rogers thought that gas ‘was a very powerful factor in causing anxiety neurosis’.12


Following post-war prohibitions, poison gas was not used in combat in the Second World War, although in more recent conflicts in Vietnam, Iraq and Syria chemical warfare has been resorted to once again. However, shell shock or, in more recent terminology, post-traumatic stress disorder, is something that soldiers have experienced throughout the last one hundred years. It has remained a continuing facet of modern warfare.


The conventional wisdom is that the only people to describe shell shock during the First World War were those who tried to treat it: medical officers in the field, military doctors at Casualty Clearing Stations and base hospitals, and psychologists back home in Britain and in the specialist centres that were finally set up in late 1916.13 However, research for this book has revealed that there are many very moving descriptions of shell shock, both by those who directly suffered from it and by fellow soldiers who witnessed it in the trenches and were thrown off balance by it. The three sets of extracts quoted in the preceding pages illustrate the range of original sources behind much of Breakdown. Archibald McAllister Burgoyne experienced the build-up of stress as his battalion prepared to go into action in Delville Wood in mid-July 1916 and he saw men around him going down with shell shock. Major Frederick St John Steadman was one of the doctors stunned by the scale of the problem as men presented with strange and peculiar mental neuroses, for the treatment of which he had received no training; he was amazed as they turned up in what seemed like ever-increasing numbers. And Brigadier Reginald John Kentish was a military leader who had to command several thousand men in battle but who was left reflecting on how much a soldier could endure before he reached his point of breakdown. Finding some of these new sources has been one of the great rewards of researching this book.


However, the story of shell shock on the Somme has to be put in context. The preliminary chapters of Breakdown therefore look at the mass response to the war in late August and September 1914 when three-quarters of a million men, mostly without any personal or family links with the military, volunteered for the army. The networks they were part of, the Pals battalions they formed and Kitchener’s New Army, which they shaped, were all very much of their time. And it was this army that went over the top on 1 July 1916 and saw the lion’s share of the fighting on the Somme over the following months. War neurosis had been observed since the early months of the conflict, particularly since the onset of trench warfare with its new battlefield geography of front lines, barbed wire and No Man’s Land, and characterised by intense artillery barrages. Men had to hunker down in a trench or a dugout and passively accept being under enemy shellfire, sometimes for hours at a time, with all the risks of sudden death, mutilation or burial under a mountain of earth. Many could not take it and broke down.


The army had not expected this reaction to modern warfare and had made no preparations to cope with it. It naturally turned to medical men for advice on how to respond, but the primitive state of the understanding of how men’s minds operated, particularly in Britain by comparison to France and Germany, meant there was no consensus. Doctors argued as to whether shell shock was a physical problem or an emotional one; whether it was a form of what was then called ‘lunacy’, with all the expectations that went with this, or whether it was a new mental phenomenon that anyone and everyone in a modern army on a contemporary battlefield might suffer from.


Perplexed, the military authorities saw the problem as a threat that cut to the heart of the army’s ability to fight – and responded accordingly. An account of their reaction during the Battle of the Somme forms the central chapters of the book. After the experience of reacting to the epidemic of shell shock on the Somme, the army had to decide how to approach shell shock in the ensuing battles along the Western Front. Should men suffering the various forms of anxiety neurosis be categorised as battle casualties under the term ‘shell shock’? Was conventional military discipline appropriate? What treatments were available? And when the war came to an end, others had to decide how the state should look after those who had suffered mental distress and might still be enduring the consequences. It was clear that a man who had lost an arm or a leg in the war should be helped to settle back in to society and receive a pension. Did the same apply to those who had experienced a form of nervous breakdown? If so, what level of compensation was appropriate, how should it be defined, for how long should it be paid? And where should the line be drawn between those deserving of state support and those who should be left to look after themselves? Losing a limb was a form of permanent disablement. Was a psychiatric illness merely a temporary disability, and if so when could it be said that one had recovered?


The history of shell shock in the First World War can be seen, as it were, through many different prisms. It can be understood as an important step in the development of psychology. It can be presented as a disease arising from the horrors of modern industrial warfare. It can be seen as the first step on the long journey of comprehending how men’s minds respond to combat and to what is now called post-traumatic stress disorder. It can be seen as an issue of military discipline, as an illustration of the brutality of the high command towards the treatment of its soldiers. But the story of shell shock on the Somme, here, is that of how the military responded to what they perceived as a major manpower crisis.


Never was the problem of shell shock more severe than in the months between July and November 1916. It peaked during the bloody battles of the Somme, when for the first time it became an issue of real concern to the military authorities; as a result they became obsessed with avoiding what they called ‘wastage’. It is this story of the military response to shell shock in 1916 that is at the core of Breakdown.




1


The Pals Battalions


War came to Britain almost literally out of a bright blue summer sky in early August 1914. On that hot, sunny bank holiday weekend, if Britons feared war at all what they expected was civil war in Ireland between the armed factions of Protestant Unionists in the north and Catholic Nationalists in the south rather than a general European war. But, having been at peace on 28 July, by midnight on 4 August all the major nations of Europe except Italy and Spain were at war.


The governing Liberal Party in Westminster and public opinion across the nation had been deeply divided over whether to rally to France’s aid when threatened by invasion from Germany. But when the powerful German army invaded neutral Belgium in a well-prepared operation known as the Schlieffen Plan, both the Liberals and British public opinion quickly swung in favour of war. The sense of outrage in the country at Germany’s dastardly invasion of ‘gallant little Belgium’ (as the contemporary phrase had it) was immense. Germany was sent an ultimatum to withdraw its troops. When the ultimatum expired at 11 p.m. London time, midnight in Berlin, on 4 August, His Majesty’s government formally declared war on the Imperial German Reich.


Most people were stunned by the speed of events. They had gone off on holiday to the seaside, and Europe had been at peace. Now, a few days later, Europe was at war. Most people agreed that war came like a ‘bolt from the blue’. And as one twenty-year-old later put it, ‘It seemed incredible that in our orderly, civilized world such things could happen.’1


Since 1906, the War Office had secretly discussed operational plans with the French army to send an expeditionary force to support France in the event that the country was invaded. But it was unclear whether these talks morally committed Britain to come to France’s aid. And, in any case, the discussions had taken place in secret and were not known to either Parliament or public.2 In retrospect, however, it was the appalling lack of planning for a major war that was extraordinary. Not only were there no thoughts as to how, in such an eventuality, the British army should be enlarged, or how the resources to house, equip, feed and arm a substantially larger army would be mobilised, but there had been no thinking about how to expand the small manufacturing base on which Britain’s arms and munitions industry was reliant. Even the position of Secretary of War was vacant. Prime Minister Herbert Asquith had carried out its responsibilities for five months since the resignation of the previous secretary. This was clearly not appropriate in a time of war. Asquith wrote to his young confidante, Venetia Stanley, on the first day of war, ‘It was quite impossible for me to go on [as Secretary of War], now that war is actually in being: it requires the undivided time and thought of any man to do the job properly.’3


The government quickly looked around to find who could fill this essential role. The influential Times military correspondent, Colonel Charles à Court Repington, spotted that Lord Kitchener was currently in London, away from his duties as British agent in Egypt, and wrote, ‘Lord Kitchener is at home, and his selection for this onerous and important post would meet with warm public approval.’4 Repington’s suggestion would meet with immense public acclaim.


Field Marshal Earl Kitchener of Khartoum was the best-known and most widely respected soldier of his generation. He had joined the Royal Engineers in 1870 and had spent much of his life in the Middle East, carrying out a military survey of Palestine in the 1870s, joining the Egyptian army in the 1880s, acting as Sirdar (commander-in-chief) of that army through much of the 1890s, and leading the successful campaign to crush the Islamic insurgents in the Sudan in 1898 which made him a national figure. During the Boer War he was first chief of staff and then commander-in-chief in South Africa and had gone on to act as military head in India from 1902 to 1909. From India he toured the Far East and Australasia, where he advised the Australian and New Zealand governments on the formation of their own armies. In 1911 he was appointed British agent and consul-general in Egypt, effectively military and political head of that nation, guarding the Suez Canal, which was seen as vital to imperial security. With his links to Egypt, India and South Africa, Kitchener was the personification of Britain’s imperial mission. With successful military campaigns behind him he was a popular hero. Despite his long absences from Britain he was widely known and his moustachioed, uniformed image was a symbol of bullish, determined imperialism.


Kitchener’s appointment as Secretary for War two days after the declaration of war proved a massive hit with the public and inspired British people that the army was going to be under strong leadership. Asquith’s daughter later wrote that ‘Lord Kitchener was more than a national hero. He was a national institution … There was a feeling Kitchener could not fail. The psychological effect of his appointment, the tonic to public confidence, were instantaneous and overwhelming.’5


Kitchener’s widespread popularity would have an enormous impact on events over the coming months. But several problems would arise from his appointment. Kitchener was by nature autocratic, incapable of delegating responsibility or taking advice and he had an immense suspicion of politicians and even of the War Office itself. He once remarked to a friend, ‘May God preserve me from the politicians.’6 He was not at all keen to take up the post of War Secretary but when it was presented to him as his duty he agreed as long as he was given full Cabinet status. He would prove to be a difficult figure to control. At his first Cabinet meeting he stunned his colleagues around the table by announcing that contrary to public opinion, this war was bound to be a long one, and that Britain must now prepare for a struggle lasting at least three years. He argued that wars took unexpected courses and a European conflict could not be ended by a victory at sea but only by major land battles on the continent. In order to play a part ‘on a scale proportionate to its magnitude and power’ Britain had to be prepared ‘to put armies of millions in the field and maintain them for several years’. Such was the awe and respect that Kitchener commanded that the Cabinet unanimously accepted his view in silence.7 Lloyd George, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, later described Kitchener as practically a ‘military dictator’ in the first months of the war and recalled that ‘The Members of the Cabinet were frankly intimidated by his presence because of his repute and his enormous influence amongst all classes of the people outside. A word from him was decisive and no one dared to challenge it in a Cabinet meeting.’8


Kitchener’s views prevailed in that the Cabinet agreed to send an expeditionary force of four divisions supported by cavalry to take its position on the left of the French army. Within fourteen days troops were landing in France and beginning to deploy, in line with the eight years of military planning that had gone into preparing for this specific operation. Moreover, the Cabinet agreed to Kitchener’s proposal to increase the size of the army by 500,000 men. On 7 August, the newspapers reported his preliminary appeal for 100,000 men between the ages of nineteen and thirty ‘who have the safety of the Empire at heart’ to enlist. Kitchener’s initial plan was to raise six new divisions.


In 1914, the British army was a tiny, all-volunteer professional force. At home it consisted of six regular infantry divisions supported by a cavalry division. Each infantry division also had its own artillery, engineers, signallers and field ambulance units. The core unit of the army was the regiment and each county had its own famous regiments with their own proud histories. At least one battalion from each regiment served in India or elsewhere abroad for periods of up to five years at a time. There was also the Indian Army, a separate force made up of Indian nationals, many from warrior tribes, commanded by British officers but largely financed from within the sub-continent. In addition, within Britain, there were fourteen Territorial divisions, about 250,000 men, created in the army reforms of 1908. Territorial units were made up of men who were often highly motivated and patriotic. But their training was basic, the requirement being only for a minimum of eight and a maximum of fifteen days a year in camp, supported by a few days (or evenings) of drilling in local halls. Their equipment was often old and outdated, little more than hand-me-downs from the regular army. The key feature of the Territorial Force was that it was directly under local responsibility, with county associations in charge of recruitment, equipment and organisation; they were also responsible for negotiations with employers to ensure volunteers were permitted leave of absence to carry out their duties. Professional military men were still in direct command but most of the major towns and counties of Britain took great pride in their local Territorials. The principal intention behind the recruitment of the Territorial Force (apart from its far lower cost than the regular army) was the home defence of Britain if the regular forces were sent abroad. Territorials were not required to serve overseas, although they could do so if they agreed to volunteer. Before 1914, only about 7 per cent of the Territorial Force had agreed to serve abroad, as this would clearly be far more disruptive to life and employment at home.


Kitchener had a strong and instinctive distrust of the Territorials. He disliked the idea that they were under the county associations and not directly under the command of the War Office, and was suspicious of what he called a ‘Town Clerk’s Army’.9 He preferred men who knew nothing and could be trained from scratch to those who had a smattering of what he regarded as the wrong sort of training. It has often been argued that his suspicions were unfounded and betrayed the fact that, having been out of Britain for many years, he was unaware of the good work that the county associations had been doing. Certainly, they were beginning to function efficiently by 1914. But Kitchener did not believe that they were up to the task of managing the enormous expansion that he now foresaw. And Kitchener’s view also doubtless represented the suspicion often felt by the full-time professional towards the part-time amateur enthusiast. So Kitchener took a momentous decision in August 1914. He decided not to appeal for recruits to swell the ranks of the Territorial Force but for men to come forward to form a New Army. This would be recruited not locally through the county associations but centrally through the War Office and the normal recruiting mechanisms that existed within the Adjutant-General’s Department.


The first few days of the war counter the myth that tens of thousands rushed forward to volunteer as soon as war was declared. A few hundred men turned up in London at New Scotland Yard. But very few were actually processed through the antiquated machinery of recruitment. In other cities like Birmingham, the processing of recruits was equally slow. Every recruit was required to take a bath in the one bathroom available; then to be medically examined by the single doctor present; then to be taken through the complex attestation form by the one clerk assigned to the task. In the first week, the average daily intake was only about 1,600 men across the whole country. Many were left outside queuing, but in no way did this add up to the dynamic recruitment boom that was needed to transform the size of the British army. In contrast, by mid-August 261,000 had come forward to enlist in the German army, which was already twenty-five times bigger than the British.


Over the next couple of weeks the machinery of recruitment expanded and became more fit for purpose. New offices were given over to the handling of recruits. Sometimes town halls opened their doors, and often schools, empty of course in midsummer, were taken over. More clerks were allocated to the task, while doctors were taken on in much bigger numbers and were offered 1s 6d for every recruit they examined. During the second week of the war, the daily number of recruits being attested went up to about 6,000. But this was still very much an urban phenomenon based on the largest cities, London, Birmingham, Bristol and Manchester. The response from rural areas and smaller towns was trivial by comparison.


It was in the last week of August, when news came through of the British Expeditionary Force’s first battles at Mons and Le Cateau, that the situation began to change. All reporting from the front was subject to strict military censorship, but soon the papers were full of hints of a retreat from Mons. This aroused great concern for the fate of the nation’s army and inspired far more interest in the war than the declaration of war itself. In the last week of August, 63,000 men came forward to attest. Then, in a special edition of The Times on 30 August, its reporter, Arthur Moore, wrote openly for the first time of the ‘terrible defeat of British troops’ and of ‘broken British regiments’. In addition to describing panic and chaos at the front, Moore ended his piece with an unashamed call for volunteers to come forward: ‘Is an army of exhaustless valour to be borne down by the sheer weight of [German] numbers, while young Englishmen at home play golf and cricket? We want men and we want them now … We have to face the fact that the British Expeditionary Force … has suffered terrible losses and requires immediate and immense reinforcement. The BEF has won imperishable glory, but it needs men, men and yet more men.’10 The situation was transformed almost overnight and recruiting fever swept parts of the nation.


Kitchener announced a new recruiting drive for a second group of 100,000 volunteers. The upper age limit was increased to thirty-five (forty-five for ex-soldiers), married men or widowers with children were accepted and new separation allowances were announced. In a single week from 30 August to 5 September the massive total of 174,901 men attested – nearly three times as many as in the previous week. In fact this proved to be the largest number recruited in any week during the war. The highest total in a single day was recorded on Thursday 3 September when 33,204 men joined up – including 3,521 in London, 2,151 in Manchester, 1,653 in Birmingham and 1,014 in Glasgow.


The War Office could not begin to cope with such huge numbers. Kitchener had no alternative but to accept assistance from local authorities, MPs and prominent citizens who came forward to help, despite his original hostility to the county committees. At the same time, the Prime Minister created a Parliamentary Recruiting Committee, a cross-party group responsible for the organisation of recruiting meetings to mobilise young men across the nation and ‘at which the justice of our cause should be made plain and the duty of every man to do his part should be enforced.’11 Consequently a fundamental shift in the process of recruitment took place. It was taken out of the sole hands of the understaffed War Office and delegated to local communities, who could organise rallies and employ local speakers as they saw fit. The mayors and corporations of the biggest cities, along with self-appointed committees of local dignitaries, industrialists, factory owners and large landowners, all had a stake in raising local units. Recruitment became a matter of local and civic pride as well as of national need. As a consequence Kitchener’s New Army began to take on a unique character.


Britain had become a predominantly urban country in the latter half of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century. The 1911 census recorded that four out of every five people lived in a town or city and it counted five principal conurbations in England with well over one million inhabitants – south-east Lancashire, the West Midlands, West Yorkshire, Merseyside and Greater London (far and away the largest of all with a population of 7.256 million). For most city dwellers the principal form of government they came across was local or municipal. The Victorian city leaders built lavish town halls and prided themselves in the construction of local parks, museums, libraries and schools. In many cities there was desperate poverty concentrated in overcrowded and run-down slums, a stain on the urban landscape of what was still (just) the wealthiest empire in the world. But the glue that kept together the urban society of semi-skilled, skilled and middle-class workers was a network of organisations, clubs and societies. These ranged from trade unions to working men’s institutes; from church, chapel and Sunday School societies to football, cycling or cricket clubs; from the Boy Scouts and Boys’ Brigade to office, factory and trade associations; from old boys’ groups to craft guilds. For many Edwardian males, these societies combined local pride with national patriotism. It was hardly surprising that in the recruitment fever that swept the country in late August and September 1914, men from these local groups would want to stay together and share in wartime the companionship they had established in peace.


So it was that the ‘Pals’ battalions came into existence. The first such battalions appeared in late August at different ends of the nation. A group of City workers from Lloyds and the Baltic Exchange in London formed what was called the Stockbrokers’ Battalion. Sixteen hundred recruits who turned up in top hats, morning coats and Norfolk jackets were inspected on 29 August and then marched off to the Tower of London, where they were sworn in. A week later, the Stockbrokers – now called the 10th Battalion Royal Fusiliers – were sent to Colchester for training. At the same time, in Liverpool, Lord Derby, a major landowner, business chief and chair of the local Territorials Association, was given permission by Kitchener to raise a battalion of men from among the business houses of that city. He made an appeal to ‘clerks and others engaged in business’ who might want to come forward if they knew ‘they would be able to serve with their friends and not be put in a battalion with unknown men as their companions’. Derby was unsure if he would succeed. But on the evening that his appeal appeared in the Liverpool Daily Post, 1,500 men turned up at the drill hall. Derby referred to the unit that was recruited as a ‘battalion of pals’, thus giving this distinctive type of unit the name that stuck.12


It was partly because Kitchener had decided to recruit new battalions for his New Army rather than simply expand the existing Territorial Force that the concept of the Pals battalion spread so rapidly across the industrial cities of northern and Midland Britain, for it was here that the largest reserves of manpower were available. In Liverpool, the response to Derby’s appeal was so overwhelming that he ended up raising not one but three battalions as groups of men from the Cunard offices, the Cotton Exchange, the banks and insurance companies volunteered en masse. They were eventually designated the 17th, 18th and 19th Battalions The King’s Liverpool Regiment. In Manchester, the Lord Mayor and the city dignitaries rushed to follow suit and on 1 September, 800 men were sworn in, warehousemen and office workers from the same offices being allocated to the same companies and platoons. So many Mancunians came forward that within two weeks four battalions had been raised, one of which consisted entirely of officials from the city corporation, local county and urban district councils and education committees.


Birmingham also quickly got in on the act. Here the local paper asked volunteers to submit their names and 4,500 responded. Officials in the town hall tried to ensure that men from a single firm were asked to come to the recruiting office on the same day. After they had attested they were sent home until being called up to start training. The process was far more civilised and better organised than almost anywhere else. Three Pals battalions were raised this way. Tyneside was another area that saw a rush to join up in September. The local Chamber of Commerce started to enrol men, and the first group had attested before the receipt of War Office approval to raise new battalions. So they were sent to join the 9th Northumberland Fusiliers, who were already in training. When approval came through, two Pals battalions were immediately raised, along with a third over the next couple of months. Initially known as the Tyneside Pioneers, they were later designated the 18th and 19th Northumberland Fusiliers.


In Sheffield, the initiative to form a battalion came from two university students who were attending a course of summer lectures on the war. Recruitment began in the first week of September and was specifically directed at university students, ex-public schoolboys, lawyers and clerks. On 10 September the volunteers formally attested; so many friends wanted to stay together that, as far as possible, the university students, teachers and bankers were assigned to one company, the tradesmen and mining engineers to another and the remaining clerks, teachers, accountants and professionals to two further companies. Many of the young elite of the city and its surrounding districts marched off on 15 September to start their training. The unit eventually became the 12th Battalion The York and Lancaster Regiment.13


In Hull, the local Lord Lieutenant, Lord Nunburnholme, printed posters calling for ‘clerks and others’ to join a new battalion. This became known as the Hull Commercials. It was followed by two more battalions, the Hull Tradesmen and, later in the month, the Hull Sportsmen and Athletes. A couple of months afterwards a fourth battalion was raised in the town; for want of an alternative name, they were known simply as ‘T’others’. The four battalions were eventually designated the 10th, 11th, 12th and 13th Battalions East Yorkshire Regiment.


Several influences came together in this fever of recruiting across much of the country in late August and September 1914. The news from France suggested, within the limitations of military censorship, retreat and panic among the units fighting at Mons. Stories of glory and individual heroism were many, but it was clear to most patriots that Britain’s small army would soon be overwhelmed by the vastly greater German forces unless more men rushed to the colours. Moreover, during September came stories of terrible atrocities committed by German soldiers on Belgian civilians. There was real evidence of German violence against the civilian population, who were being encouraged to act as saboteurs behind advancing German lines. The Germans thought this civilian insurgency was a violation of the rules of war. But the genuine evidence was magnified enormously by a press that soon began to speak of the ‘wicked’ or the ‘evil’ Hun.14


If this provided the motive for many young men to come forward so eagerly, it was the strongly competitive sense of civic pride that made them want to stay together within the military in the associations they were used to. Although the drive to form the Pals battalions came from the local mayors and city elders, eager to show that their locality was as patriotic as the next, it was all approved from above. Battalions were only recruited when they had direct War Office approval, and often this came from Kitchener himself. Aware of the need to get more men into the army as soon as possible, he had realised by the end of August that the existing mechanisms were not up to it. The formation of the Pals battalions by local groupings neatly got around this limitation, while utilising some of the same energies that had gone into the Territorial Force. But the Pals battalions were instead part of Kitchener’s New Army, to be trained and readied as he wished.


All this frenzied activity required funding. Here again, local sources enthusiastically came up with what was needed. Not only did young men come forward to enlist but private companies and wealthy individuals provided the funds for clothing, equipping and feeding the volunteers. Often they also made offers of drill halls and open spaces for the men to begin their training. In Manchester the organising committee offered to find £15,000 but in a fortnight had raised £26,701 – the largest donation of £7,000 coming from the Gas Department of the city corporation and £1,000 having been given by a wealthy local businessman.15 In Birmingham local companies and private individuals raised £17,000 towards the cost of recruiting their local Pals battalions. In mid-September, Kitchener made it a condition that Pals battalions would only be approved if they could raise their own initial funding. These new battalions almost became private citizens’ armies. Today it seems extraordinary that so much private charity was offered to fund an official policy of military recruitment at a time of war. But this was, in effect, the last hurrah of the Victorian attitude of self-help in which people did not turn to the state but used their own resources to solve a problem. No doubt the older men were as happy in their giving as the younger men were in stepping forward to enlist. Eventually, in the summer of 1915, the War Office repaid most of the sums that had been raised locally but in some cases wealthy local figures refused to take the money – meaning they had, in effect, personally subsidised national War Office activity.


Recruiting rallies took place across the nation during the month of September. Behind huge banners portraying slogans like ‘Duty’ and ‘Your Brothers Are Calling You’ soldiers would march and bands would play. Anthems were sung and speakers recited stories of the dreadful atrocities being committed in Belgium while invoking the nobility of Britain’s cause. Pre-war divisions were put aside. Trade union leaders and suffragettes pleaded with men to take up the good fight. Music hall stars sang songs to encourage men to go to war. Women were as eager as their men folk to see the army grow; mothers encouraged sons, sisters told brothers to join up. Indeed, it was during this month that some women started to hand out white feathers in the street to men of enlistment age who were spotted wearing civilian clothes. It might seem strange now that so many men should be so enthusiastic about heading off to the carnage of war, and that so many women should cheer to see their husbands, sons and brothers marching off to their deaths. The fact was, of course, that apart from a tiny number of visionaries who predicted the scale of the destruction that would follow, most people had no sense of what a modern European war would be like. It was assumed that huge armies would fight a couple of battles, the fleets would engage each other at sea, some ground would be occupied and then everything would quickly be over. With so little awareness of the destructive capacity of modern artillery, machine guns, aircraft and bombs, there was barely any dread of war; instead there was real enthusiasm for it, and a desire among the young to be part of it before it was all over.


A photographic appeal appeared on the front cover of the magazine London Opinion on 5 September showing a portrait of a moustachioed and uniformed Kitchener pointing his index finger directly out at the viewer above the slogan ‘Your Country Needs You’. The image had been designed by Alfred Leete, a commercial graphic artist who had created adverts for brands like Rowntrees, Bovril and Guinness, as well as for the London Underground. Now he brought successful advertising techniques to the business of building a new army for war. In answer to thousands of requests the magazine offered postcard-sized reproductions for 1s 4d per hundred. At the end of September the design was first issued as a poster. It was soon reproduced in huge numbers and in many variations. Before long, Kitchener was staring out from thousands of hoardings, shop windows, buses, trams, railway carriages and vans all over the country. It has become one of the most famous and enduring images of the war, although by the time it appeared as a poster recruitment had already passed its peak.16


All over Britain it was the professional and commercial classes who were the first to respond to the recruitment campaign, along with many clerks who in the early decades of the twentieth century formed a growing community of white collar, lower-middle-class workers in every office and warehouse.17 Forty per cent of those eligible joined up – perhaps representing a desire to escape from the monotonous routines of office life. Most saw war not only as a duty but also as an adventure, an opportunity for self-discovery and to attain an intensity of living that was impossible in peacetime. As Rupert Brooke put it,






Now God be thanked who has matched us with His hour,


And caught our youth, and wakened us from sleeping.18








About 30 per cent of those eligible who worked in manufacturing – including the railways and transport industries – joined up, although among this group there were also many unemployed, who were often the first to come forward. But not everyone responded with equal vigour. In rural areas the figure was much lower at about 22 per cent.19 Here there were no masses of unemployed, and communities were far less eager to see their young men disappear. Who would take on their tasks of harvesting and tilling the soil? Animals would still have to be fed and cared for; dairy cattle would still need milking twice a day. Women might take over work in offices, shops and factories but did not at this stage take on heavy, physical farm labour. Also, as distance from urban conurbations increased, the pull of civic pride became less strong. In the rural areas of Devon, Somerset and Dorset, for example, the response rate as a proportion of eligible men was roughly one-quarter that in the industrial cities of northern England. Further west in Cornwall, the response rate was half of that again.20


Scotland has traditionally provided some of the bravest soldiers and toughest regiments in the British army. In Glasgow, three new Pals battalions were formed. The first consisted almost entirely of drivers, conductors, mechanics and workers from the corporation’s tramways; the second largely from members of the city’s Boys’ Brigade; the third was organised by the Chamber of Commerce from the city’s business houses, from students at the Glasgow Technical College and from old boys of the Glasgow Academy, the ‘Glasgow Commercials’. The three battalions were later designated the 15th, 16th and 17th Highland Light Infantry. Between them they would live up to the long Scottish tradition of winning glory for the British army.


In the north of Ireland, there existed before the war a Protestant army known as the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF). This was 90,000 strong, well drilled and armed. It had been formed to resist Home Rule for Ireland, what was called ‘Rome Rule’, and by the end of July 1914, civil war appeared inevitable. But the coming of war in Europe transformed the situation. Sir Edward Carson, leader of the Ulster Unionists, felt he had no option but to pledge the province’s loyalty to the union. Carson was reluctant to offer the UVF to Kitchener’s New Army until he was certain the government would drop plans for Home Rule, but as news arrived of successive defeats and disasters, in early September the Ulster Unionist Council decided to offer 35,000 volunteers to the War Office. ‘We do not seek to purchase terms by selling our patriotism,’ Carson declared at a large meeting in Belfast. And, in a great gesture of solidarity, he went on, to frantic cheers, ‘England’s difficulty is not Ulster’s opportunity; England’s difficulty is Ulster’s difficulty.’ He encouraged the Volunteers to sign up en masse, saying, ‘Go and help to save your country and to save your Empire … Go and win honour for Ulster and for Ireland.’21 Five battalions were formed from the UVF in Belfast; two in County Down; two from Antrim; one each from Tyrone and Derry; one from Donegal and Fermanagh; and one in Armagh, Monaghan and Cavan.22 They were fully equipped with uniforms and boots at the expense of the UVF and immediately began training under canvas in fields outside Belfast.23 Together, these battalions formed a single division, the 36th (Ulster) Division, one of the first in Kitchener’s New Army.


However, much of the recruitment into the Pals battalions depended upon a local figure with a strong sense of leadership and an ability to inspire. No one fitted this bill more powerfully than Hugh Cecil Lowther, 5th Earl of Lonsdale, one of the country’s great eccentrics. Known as ‘England’s greatest sporting gentleman’, Lowther had left Eton after only two years to concentrate on his sporting passions of hunting and horse riding. In 1882, aged only twenty-five, he suddenly inherited the earldom of Lonsdale on the death of his elder brother. Overnight, he became one of the richest men in Britain, owning two castles in Cumberland and Westmorland (today’s Cumbria), two houses in London, vast estates in the north-west and the Whitehaven collieries running out under the sea off the west Cumberland coast. Now he had the financial resources to back his hobbies, one of which was boxing. Lonsdale claimed that he had once beaten the American, John L. Sullivan, the heavyweight champion of the world, and on this basis became chairman of the Pelican Club, the aristocrats’ sports club. Under Lonsdale’s lead, the Marquess of Queensbury laid down a set of rules that became the governing regulations for the sport. Lonsdale later became the first president of the National Sporting Club and he created and provided the ‘Lonsdale Belt’ as a trophy for boxing champions.


In September 1914 he turned to a new sport, and put up posters across his vast estate calling on men to show their patriotism. Trimmed with his racing colours of red and yellow, the posters screamed ‘Are you a Man or Are you a Mouse? Are you a man who will for ever be handed down to posterity as a Gallant Patriot … [or] as a rotter and a coward? If You Are a Man Enlist Now’. Miners and shepherds, farmers and estate workers came forward and formed their own Pals battalion, known as ‘the Lonsdales’. Two companies were recruited in Carlisle from north Cumberland, a third in Workington from west Cumberland and a fourth in Kendal from Westmorland. The noble earl equipped them with uniforms, appointed their officers and ordered ammunition at his own expense. Before long they were drilling on one of his racecourses outside Carlisle. It took some time for the War Office to catch up, and it was not until December that they were officially recognised as the 11th Battalion The Border Regiment. But they kept their nickname and were ever afterwards widely known as the Lonsdales.24


Recruiting the 11th Borders was unusually a combined urban and rural affair. The roll of warrant officers, NCOs and other ranks who joined the battalion shows that in addition to estate workers and labourers from the Lonsdale estate, whom Lonsdale as their landlord no doubt encouraged to join, the volunteers came from a broad range of backgrounds, typical of a region which included large rural and farming communities and several busy industrial and market towns. There were dozens of colliers from Workington, steel workers from Seaton, weavers from Cumberland, farm labourers and those who listed themselves as ‘farm servants’ from every small village and hamlet in the area. There were clerks from every office and warehouse. It is difficult reading through the roll to see how the shops of the main market towns could have coped with the loss of so many drapers, hatters, grocers, butchers and bakers who responded to the call to arms. Plasterers, blacksmiths, tanners, coopers, wheelwrights, French polishers, chauffeurs, police constables and school teachers all rushed to join up. In addition there were those who listed their occupations as ‘Fish Fryer’, ‘Skin Sorter’, ‘Cycle Mechanic’ or ‘Groom’, and two volunteers who put themselves down as ‘Hotel Boots and Waiter’ – presumably local hotel employees who in addition to waiting at table also cleaned the clients’ boots.


Carlisle itself had a famous biscuit factory, Carr’s, many of whose workers joined up, and was a town served by seven separate railway companies, each operating with its own engine sheds and engineering works. Several volunteers in the autumn of 1914 were listed as engine drivers, firemen, shunters, signalmen and porters, many proudly listing the companies for which they had worked – including the Midland Railway Company, the London and North Eastern Railway (LNER) and the Caledonian Railway. Those who joined the Lonsdales in the autumn of 1914 formed a perfect cross-section of young, male Edwardian society in a prosperous, mixed region of north-west England.25


Pals battalions were formed from Cambridge to Grimsby, and from Accrington to Barnsley. Groups of sportsmen and old boys from the public schools formed four battalions known as the University and Public Schools Brigade, designated the 18th, 19th, 20th and 21st Battalions Royal Fusiliers. By the end of September nearly 750,000 men had volunteered, including 200,000 who had joined the Territorial Force despite Kitchener’s encouragement to build his New Army. By the end of the year, 134 Pals battalions had been formed.


The rank-and-file soldiers of the regular army in the nineteenth century did not have a good reputation. Recruits were usually from the unskilled, lowest labouring or working classes, from industrial slums or the impoverished countryside. The vast majority were unemployed who probably joined up to get decent food and lodging, along with regular if basic wages.26 Men would spend years away, abroad or on the other side of the country, with little chance of family life or of leading a ‘genteel’ existence. Soldiers were usually perceived as being rough, tough and drunken, and many had difficulty with writing and reading. Even Wellington described the men who had delivered him victory at Waterloo as ‘the scum of the earth’. The German ambassador described the British army in 1901 during the Boer War as ‘the dregs of the population’.27 This had certainly begun to change during the Edwardian era and the Territorial Force was far more middle class in its make-up than the regular army. But it was the men who flooded into the Pals battalions who utterly transformed the army’s image. The proportion that came from the lower middle classes was far higher than in the regular army; and the middle classes were proportionately far more numerous in the New Army than in the nation as a whole.


Of course, the key feature of the Pals battalions was the simple but fundamental fact that they were made up of volunteers. Whether urban office clerk, rural farm worker, miner or railway employee, everyone had chosen to join Kitchener’s army. They were keen to learn, willing to obey and eager to serve. They wanted to become soldiers, get out to France and do their bit. They did not boast about what they had done, they just got on with it in an understated, British sort of way. They all had hopes and aspirations for the future: for jobs, for promotions, for friendships and love affairs – some might have been thinking of marriage or of starting a family – but all this was willingly put on hold while they went off to serve their country. Lloyd George summed up the popular view of the new armies when he wrote that they included ‘the pick of the youth of the country in physique, brain and character. In every sphere of life all that was best among the young men of the land joined the Army.’28


Rudyard Kipling, one of the greatest writers in Edwardian Britain, toured the nation to observe these men drilling in barrack squares and training in country estates and was deeply moved by what he saw. With his own literary finesse he summed the men up: ‘Pride of city, calling, class and creed imposes standards and obligations which hold men above themselves at a pinch, and steady them through long strain. One meets it in the New Army at every turn … The more one sees of the camps the more one is filled with facts and figures of joyous significance, which will become clearer as the days lengthen; and the less one hears of the endurance, decency, self-sacrifice, and utter devotion which have made, and are hourly making, this wonderful new world. The camps take this for granted – else why should any man be there at all? He might have gone on with his business, or watched “soccer”. But having chosen to do his bit, he does it, and talks as much about his motives as he would of his religion or of his love affairs.’ Kipling foresaw a great future for these volunteers, concluding, ‘They are all now in the Year One, and the meanest of them may be an ancestor of whom regimental posterity will say “There were giants in those days!”’29


All this adds up to an extraordinary phenomenon that swept much of Britain in the late summer and early autumn of 1914. Recruitment began to decline in late 1914 and by February 1915 had dropped to around 90,000 per month. There were several reasons for this. Stories of chaos in the recruiting offices and bottlenecks in the training camps did not help. But the principal reason was that as requirements for supplies and ordnance from the military created an industrial boom, so the extra demand for labour outmatched the supply. As a consequence wage rates went up. Once the initial patriotic appeal had worn off, many skilled workers who found that for the first time in their life they could earn £2 10s a week in a munitions factory were reluctant to accept barely half of that (with allowances) by taking the King’s Shilling. But even so, by the end of 1915 some two million men had volunteered to fight for Kitchener, King, Country and Empire. No other country experienced a frenzy of volunteering on this scale. It has been called the story ‘of a spontaneous and genuinely popular mass movement which has no counterpart in the modern English-speaking world’.30


In addition, tens of thousands of young women also volunteered and in a demonstration in July 1915, 30,000 women marched past Parliament carrying banners demanding the right to serve. Initially, most women volunteered as nurses, but increasingly they went into a host of other duties ranging from farm work (the Women’s Land Army was formed in 1915) to clerical roles in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (formed in December 1916) and to the Women’s Royal Naval Service (formed in 1917). Some women, like Vera Brittain, gave up the university courses that they had struggled to start out on, to contribute to the war effort just as their brothers had done. Brittain became a Voluntary Aid Detachment nurse, known as a VAD, and summed up her motivation for volunteering very clearly when she wrote, ‘Not being a man and able to go to the front, I wanted to do the next best thing.’31


It is a great tribute to this generation that so many millions of young men and women willingly came forward. It was the first and last time that it would happen on such a scale. Most of the innocent volunteers of 1914 were ignorant of the horrors they would face. The shock, disillusionment and trauma of modern industrial war, the dreadful losses that scarred a generation, the memory of the trenches, would all have a lasting effect. Britain in 1939 was probably no less patriotic than in 1914. But there would be no rush to join up en masse as there had been in the first weeks and months of the Great War.
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