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    In memory of my great-uncle, 14989 Private William Roynon. A veteran of service with the Royal Wiltshires in India and the South African War, he volunteered to re-enlist in 1914 at the age of 45. He landed at Suvla Bay, Gallipoli, with the 7th Battalion, Royal Dublin Fusiliers on 7 August 1915. Nine days later he was killed in the bitter fighting on the Kiretch Tepe Sirt Ridge, which overlooks the Aegean. I was proud to see his name inscribed on the British War Memorial at Helles.
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Foreword


     Chaplain Best’s Journals and Letters




    The Great War of 1914–18 was a watershed in British history. The nation that emerged from that conflict was no longer the same as the one that had entered it in the summer of 1914. Never until that point had war been waged on such a scale and at such terrible cost in materiel and blood. The seemingly enduring social life of town and country never regained its pre-war character. This was, in many ways, due to the traumatic war experiences undergone by men and women of all classes, which had propelled thousands of otherwise obscure and undervalued people into positions of responsibility to which they rose splendidly. Former bank clerks, farm workers, machine operators and minor officials were commanding battalions and warships with distinction by 1918, and a great army of women had replaced thousands of male workers to make munitions of war; they were never likely to revert to subservience once back in their pre-war communities. What they had experienced in those crucial years would settle the social order for generations to come.




    Those who opted for non-combatant duties – or were obliged to do so by virtue of their profession or the workings of conscience – included the priesthood, whose volunteer members served in uniform as chaplains to the Army or the Royal Navy. One such was the Reverend Kenneth Best, aged 26, a brilliant Cambridge mathematics graduate who was ordained in 1913. On volunteering for the military chaplaincy, Best was accepted at once and was sent to Egypt, then Gallipoli, with the 42nd East Lancashire Division. At Gallipoli he found conditions appalling. He recorded what he saw in letters to his father and also in a journal. These have been edited by Gavin Roynon with all the sensitivity and perception to be expected from a historian who served in the army as a National Service officer.




    Following the actual letters and diaries, Roynon describes the work of a number of army chaplains in the 1914–18 war. These included men who became legendary: ‘Tubby’ Clayton, the founder of TocH; Geoffrey Studdert-Kennedy, immortalised as ‘Woodbine Willie’; Noel Mellish, VC, MC, and Theodore Hardy, VC, DSO, MC, who was killed in 1918. All were truly remarkable men, whose ministry differed widely in character.




    Although Kenneth Best gained no awards, he soon decided that the only place for him was in the front line, conducting services whenever time permitted to small congregations, often under severe shrapnel fire. He also regarded it as his duty to rescue the wounded from no-man’s land and to bury the dead wherever he could. These tasks were fraught with danger, as exposure above the trench parapet invited immediate death at the hands of the Turkish snipers.




    Best’s views on the conduct of fellow officers and chaplains are often virulent; he had no time for those who were not prepared to share the men’s dangers in the very front line, and even less for staff officers lurking in their dugouts who were never seen in the forward trenches. His descriptions of living conditions for the infantry, whose lot he shared, are horribly realistic. The constant danger of death from artillery fire and the expert Turkish snipers, the frequent badly planned assaults on the Turkish positions, the apparent lack of consideration on the part of the staff, and dreadful unhygienic conditions due to the thousands of unburied dead on the battlefield – all are vividly brought into focus by the spare, often underrated prose of this sensitive man of God as he struggles with the cure of souls in a nightmare situation.




    Four months of this resulted in his being evacuated with enteric fever, but after convalescence in Cyprus and Egypt (where again he encountered officers he castigates as shirkers) he was back at Gallipoli. By now, however, his health was seriously affected and he was sent back to England, but his sense of duty to the front-line soldiery – the PBI or ‘poor bloody infantry’ – compelled him to continue his ministry in France. There he served in a formation of Kitchener’s Army, that great host of patriotic volunteers who flocked to the colours in 1914 at the behest of the celebrated national hero and War Minister. Kitchener’s hypnotic stare on the justly celebrated poster would eventually lead so many to mass slaughter on the Somme, where Best was posted to minister to the ‘Pals’ battalions of the 31st Division.




    Inured as he was to horrors of the front line at Gallipoli, Best was shocked to find conditions on the Somme battlefield even worse. He continued to carry out what he regarded as his Christian duty by venturing further into no-man’s land with patrols and listening parties, and rescuing the wounded, frequently under fire and against the orders of his commanding officers. He continued to serve with infantry battalions until the armistice of November 1918, after which he returned to civilian life. By now, however, his faith had undergone such stress that he decided to revert to teaching and became a schoolmaster for twenty years; in the Second World War he felt the call once more and rejoined the Royal Army Chaplains’ Department, serving in the sort of staff appointments for which he had expressed such scorn in his earlier journals. His later years were spent as an agnostic; given his horrific experiences in Gallipoli and on the Somme, this should not unduly surprise or shock today’s reader.




    Gavin Roynon’s editorial sensitivity enables us to comprehend, if at a safe distance, the sheer bloody horror experienced by a generation that has now gone; a generation whose sacrifice ultimately went unheeded by the politicians who had promised them ‘a world fit for heroes’, only for them to trudge obediently to their deaths in tens of thousands.




    How fortunate were those of them who had a priest like Kenneth Best to give them some consolation on the brink of eternity.




    Michael Hickey








  



    

       

    




    
Preface




    In the foreword to his essays1 the Reverend Geoffrey Studdert-Kennedy CF writes, ‘When a chaplain joins a battalion no one says a word to him about God, but everyone asks him in a thousand different ways “what is God like?”. His success or failure as chaplain depends upon the answer he gives by word or deed. The answer by deed is the more important . . .’




    While Studdert-Kennedy’s experiences, utterances and reputation are well chronicled, the diaries of the Reverend Kenneth Best describe a different theatre of war and reflect the views of a less well-known observer. The diaries of Padre Kenneth Best tell the tale first-hand of a chaplain who, very shortly after war was declared, found himself embarked for Egypt and, less than six months later, en route for the Dardanelles to take part in the amphibious landings at Gallipoli. Gavin Roynon’s deft and informative editing brings to life the realities of that most desperate and bloody of operations. For four long months Padre Best ministered to the soldiers under his pastoral care with the bravery, selflessness, commitment and compassion that characterises the work of the best Army padres.




    It is impossible to underestimate the importance of a ‘good’ padre to the morale, well-being and effectiveness of a unit or a formation. The words of a private soldier in the Great War talking of the battalion’s padre, ‘He was always with us. He was always in the front line’ stand the test of time and are as true today as they were in May 1915 when Padre Best sailed for the Dardanelles and four months service on the beaches and battlegrounds of Gallipoli. The whys and wherefores of the Gallipoli campaign will be debated for years to come. But the fighting on the Gallipoli Peninsula was nonetheless less horrifying in its intensity for the combatants, and demanding for the chaplains ministering to the spiritual needs of the men with whom they were deployed.




    British Military Doctrine describes three components of fighting power: the conceptual, the physical and the moral comprising that which provides the motivation, leadership and management. For there to be an effective moral component, soldiers need a sense of well-being that enables them willingly to maintain their commitment. The body, mind and spirit must be in healthy balance so that the soldier can cope with the stress, danger, climatic and emotional challenges of the operational environment.




    For the soldier of the twenty-first century, the pressures of culture, society, and media perception are increasing by the day. Achieving a healthy balance for the ‘body’ may be reasonably straightforward through the provision of sustenance, sanitation, healthcare and recreational facilities; so too for ‘mental well-being’ which can be assisted by facilities for personal development, relaxation and communication. Far more complex is achieving the healthy balance of the ‘spirit’ that is crucial for the generation and maintenance of morale.




    High morale means that in battle men will persevere doggedly with pluck and a determination not to let one another down. The issue of morale revolutionised the role of chaplains in the First World War. Military leaders became convinced that religion was a crucial and sustaining force for the morale of citizen soldiers through the spiritual and material comforts that organised religion could bring. In Field Marshal Haig’s words, no-one could do more than a chaplain to sustain morale and explain what we’re fighting for . . . a good chaplain is as valuable as a good general. Since the ideals of loyalty, courage, discipline, integrity, and selflessness are the life of an army, then who better to explain the rightness of the cause and exemplify those values than a padre?




    On or off operations, as every commander will testify, a trusted chaplain is invaluable as a critical friend and comrade, available to the men, sensing those individuals who need help, and providing gentle, purposeful, principled and disinterested (in the true sense of the word) support and assurance; someone with time just to spend time. Selflessness and friendship are at the heart of a good padre’s approach – he is plucky, doggedly persevering, approachable, positive; he takes an equal share of the soul-searching and hardship that the soldier experiences and then, through quiet words, helps troubled souls make sense of the world around them in order that they can continue doing their duty.




    The young trooper asking on the eve of Operation TELIC 1 (Iraq 2003) whether the padre was ‘coming with them’, and feeling just a bit more certain that things would be all right on receiving the answer ‘of course’, exemplifies the truism that in war or times of real difficulty, the time of greatest spiritual need is most likely to coincide with the time of greatest pastoral needs.




    That articulate and compelling speaker and troubled soul Padre Geoffrey Studdert-Kennedy was known colloquially to the men he served as Woodbine Willie. He was asked for his views on the role of the military chaplain by the Reverend Theodore Hardy who, before his death by enemy fire in October 1918, was awarded the VC, DSO and MC for his repeated courage and devotion in the face not of the enemy but of the horrors of war itself. This was Studdert-Kennedy’s answer:




    

      

        

          There is very little spiritual work, it is all muddled and mixed – but it is all spiritual. Take a box of fags in your haversack and a great deal of love in your heart, and go up to them, laugh with them, joke with them. You can pray with them sometimes, but pray for them always . . . You can take it that the best place for a padre (provided he does not interfere with your military operations) is where there is most danger of death. Your place is in the line. The line is the key to the whole business . . . The men will forgive you anything but lack of courage and devotion; without that you are useless.


        


      


    




    Through skilful, informative and sensitive editing, Gavin Roynon has brought to life, through the diary accounts of an Army padre, the realities of the way in which human beings, soldiers and sailors conduct themselves in the face of enormous difficulties, where the threat of death or mutilation is a constant. Also, where the most likely outcome is negative – at best disembarkation and withdrawal, at worst death, wounding or capture. For four long months, Padre Best ministered to the soldiers under his pastoral care with the bravery, commitment and compassion that characterises the work of the best Army padres. His story is a compelling one and his circumstances are well summed up in the words of that private soldier writing of another padre:




    ‘He was always with us. He was always in the front line.’




    Andrew Graham








  



    

       

    




    
Biographical Note on Kenneth Best




    John Kenneth Best, son of Julia and the Reverend John Dugdale Best, was born on 26 December 1887. His father, sometime principal of Chester College, was appointed Rector of Sandon, near Chelmsford, in the early twentieth century, and the Rectory became a base for his son when on home leave during the First World War. Kenneth Best was educated at Lancing College (1899–1900), Arnold House School (Chester) and Queens’ College, Cambridge, where he was awarded a first-class honours degree in mathematics. After training for the priesthood at Egerton Hall, Manchester, he went as curate to St Cuthbert’s, Lytham, in September 1912, and was ordained a year later.




    Soon after the outbreak of war in 1914, Best was appointed a chaplain in the Territorial Force.




    He joined the 1st/3rd East Lancashire Brigade, RFA (Royal Field Artillery)2 and sailed with the unit to Egypt on 10 September 1914. He spent four months based at Heliopolis near Cairo, and was then sent to Ismailia to minister to troops stationed on the Suez Canal. Here he had his first taste of enemy action. He returned to Heliopolis in late February 1915 and embarked for the Dardanelles on 3 May.




    The next four months were a testing period for Best, and he rose to the challenge magnificently. He held services under fire, visited men in the front line, helped care for the wounded and buried the dead. Unfortunately, his determination was not enough to protect him against disease, and in July he fell sick with enteric fever. The following month, within a few weeks of his return to Gallipoli, he contracted dysentery and – to his displeasure – was ordered home. He was put on a hospital ship, the Ausonia, which sailed from Mudros, ostensibly for the UK, on 25 September 1915.




    [image: ]




    Kenneth Best’s Certificate of Commission, issued by the Court of St James


    © the estate of Kenneth Best. Imperial War Museum. BestJK_010297_4_1




    Despite the debilitating effects of dysentery, Best kept up his diary. He recorded the arrival of the Ausonia at Marsemuscatta Harbour, Malta, where the ailing troops were all unwillingly transferred to Cottonera. This was a makeshift military hospital, several miles from the harbour, where they were given a meagre supper.




    However, Best felt well enough to visit Valletta, where he attended a service in the cathedral, of whose style he was strongly critical. The two-week delay before the invalid soldiers departed from Malta underlined the shortage of hospital ships (some of which had been used for transporting large numbers of horses to the Peninsula). They finally left Malta on 16 October, this time bound for England. They passed Gibraltar and Cape Trafalgar and arrived at Southampton on 23 October.




    Best appears to have spent the first six months of 1916 in England, but in late June he joined the 13th Battalion, York and Lancaster Regiment (94th Infantry Brigade, 31st Division) on the Western Front. He was with the unit during the opening days of the Somme Offensive, defying orders to keep away from the front line. During August 1916 he regularly stayed overnight in the trenches and accompanied wiring parties on night work. By September he had taken on pastoral responsibility for the 14th Battalion, York and Lancaster Regiment, as well. He continued to go out at night with working parties and bravely attempted to rescue the battalion’s wounded officers even when forbidden to do so. It was not surprising that he was asked to consider a combatant commission.




    In January 1918, Best’s gallantry and devotion to his men was recognised by the award of the Military Cross. The citation reads as follows:




    

      

        

          ‘Best, J. K.




          Captain Best has been chaplain of the battalion for over a year and has from the first held an almost unique position in the estimation of the men. His absolute fearlessness and complete disregard of danger under fire is a by-word among them and many instances of his great courage and fine example can be quoted. On many occasions he has tended the wounded under very heavy shell fire.’3
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    Kenneth Best, 1914


     © the estate of Kenneth Best. Imperial War Museum. BestJK_010297_3




    Kenneth Best was demobilised in 1919. During his last months in the Army, he had given his future much thought. He decided against returning to parish duties and instead joined Cheltenham College as a maths master in 1920. He remained at the school for twenty years and became the housemaster of Boyne House. In 1940, however, he resigned and became once more a Chaplain to the Forces, perhaps hoping to recapture in the Second World War the sense of fulfilment and adventure he had experienced during the First World War. Initially he seems to have been posted to an Officer Cadet Training Unit at Alton Towers, but in November 1944 he was asked to join Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force. He served with SHAEF at Versailles then, after VE Day, was based in Frankfurt for six weeks before returning home for demobilisation at the end of June 1945.




    During the postwar years Best lived in Devon with an unmarried sister, and became active in various local orchestras and musical societies. He had loved music all his life and was an accomplished violinist. It was said that on the Western Front during the First World War he would play his violin in the trenches and that even the enemy held their fire and listened when he performed pieces by German composers. His religious faith was not so enduring, however, and in his later years he was an agnostic.




    Kenneth Best died on Easter Day 1981.








  



    

       

    




    
Kenneth Best in Cairo and


    Gallipoli, 1914–1915




    The Reverend Kenneth Best began keeping a diary soon after his arrival in Egypt in late September 1914. He was also a prolific letter-writer, especially to his family. He had left Southampton aboard the Royal Mail Steamship Packet, RMSP Avon on 10 September, as chaplain to the 1st/3rd East Lancashire Brigade RFA, and disembarked at Alexandria. He then travelled by train to Cairo and on to a camp near Heliopolis, just south of the city. His initial impressions of the camp were not favourable. The place was in chaos, with no fodder or nosebags for the horses and not enough men to look after them. The animals stampeded and many died. Rations allocated to the ordinary soldier were inadequate, especially as the men were expected to work in searing heat. The treatment of native servants by British officers was often deplorable.




    Eventually Best was apprised of his duties. In addition to organising services, conducting burials and visiting the sick, he was to help with the YMCA tent, and act as Mess secretary and treasurer. He disliked the idea of having to do accounts and thought the Mess subscription far too high.




    The life of an Army padre was going to be entirely different from the existence of a country clergyman. In his diaries and letters, Kenneth Best explains where some of the differences lay. He refers to his frustration that, without hymn sheets, singing in services was bound to be a haphazard affair, as the men were not allowed hymn books in their kitbags. Venues for these services might be local churches, or a tent, or even the parade ground. In a letter dated 12 November 1914, he describes kneelers made out of sacks cut in two and filled with sand, communion rails fashioned from posts and some rope, and a makeshift altar, covered by a dark tablecloth.




    By Christmas 1914, however, the chaplain’s tent was quite an impressive affair, with a proper altar frontal, a gilded wooden cross, candlesticks from a native bazaar and a hired American organ. The kneelers had been replaced by horse blankets. Best held confirmation classes, carried out pastoral work and took part in discussions about providing wholesome recreation for the men. On 23 October, he conducted his first military funeral at Cairo War Cemetery. He described the occasion as ‘impressive and memorable’, partly, no doubt, because the service was held by candlelight – the cortège having got lost and thus having not reached the burial ground until after dark. Other funerals followed. At least one of the deaths was from dysentery, but others were the result of accidents; in late December 1914, for example, Best buried a pioneer who had fallen off a pyramid, and another soldier who had tumbled out of a train.




    Off duty, the chaplain enjoyed riding and regularly helped exercise the unit’s horses. He also did a great deal of sightseeing, noting down aspects of local civilian life as well as chronicling his visits to antiquities. When martial law was declared because of civil unrest, he prudently considered purchasing a revolver to protect himself on these jaunts. Relations between Allied forces and the local population probably worsened in early December 1914 with the arrival of the first Australian and New Zealand troops. Best describes the ‘invasion’ in his diary entry for 3 December, remarking that the newcomers were of fine physique, but a ‘rough hardy undisciplined lot’ who quickly got into fights in the town.




    On 20 January 1915 Best travelled to Ismailia to replace a colleague who had been hospitalised and act as chaplain to the forces stationed on the Suez Canal. He was delighted with the appointment, which had gone to him partly because he was an experienced horseman and so could ride from one unit to another. In practice, however, fearing he might get lost, he travelled by rail or boat when conducting pastoral visits.




    The British Government was well aware of the vital importance of the Suez Canal. It provided a crucial waterway link to India, the Far East and the Antipodes, hence the build-up of troops in Egypt. Towards the end of January, in a series of skirmishes, the Turks showed their intentions all too clearly.




    Many of the troops at Ismailia were from India; Best noted that native officers did not dare to take responsibility for ordering their men to open fire, even when the Turks were spotted cutting through barbed wire. Both Best’s letters and his diary refer to enemy gunfire and shelling which caused casualties and damage.




    On 1 February 1915, the Turks attacked the Suez Canal. Best visited the wounded and eventually buried the dead, though his first funeral on the Canal was not for battle casualties but for two Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) men killed when a trench fell in on them. The severest fighting was between Serapeum and Toussum as the Turks advanced to cross the Canal. A few days later, on 9 February 1915, Best visited the battlefield and in his next letter home wrote a description:




    

      

        

          . . . It was a gruesome sight – the Turks were slaughtered like cattle. Burial parties had to go out for a week before all the corpses were put under the sand. The ground was littered with ammunition, rifles, bayonets, clothes and especially old boots. They evidently found they could run faster without them . . .


        


      


    




    According to his diary, sand had been blown away from some of the corpses in shallow graves, exposing hands and feet. The same problem occurred with the dead who had been pulled out of the Canal and interred, leaving Best to wonder why they had not been cremated.




    Towards the end of February the Canal Defence chaplain returned to duty and Best was recalled to Heliopolis. For two months he resumed his duties at the camp, coping with a church tent which resembled a parachute in high winds, and grumbling at the innumerable requests from vicars in England to look after a particular parishioner apparently now amongst the thousands in his pastoral care. There were constant rumours of a move; indeed, one unit even punished the promulgators of such rumours with seven days of defaulters’ parade. Late in April 1915, Best was ordered to Abassia Garrison in Cairo, and within a few days was preparing to leave Egypt altogether.




    There were conflicting orders about whether the chaplain should be accompanying the 42nd (East Lancashire) Division to the Dardanelles, but the matter was settled by General Douglas and he duly embarked on the Derfflinger on 3 May 1915. The ship had just returned from the peninsula with a cargo of wounded and looked like a slaughterhouse. Best and his companions were given graphic descriptions of the ANZAC (Australia and New Zealand Army Corps) landings; Australian troops mentioned having to swim ashore from ships’ boats, with many drowning in the attempt. There were tales of Turkish atrocities, and of enemy spies masquerading as British and Australian officers. Hearing of the danger posed by snipers, officers travelling with Best had their heads shaved and cut off their badges of rank to present less obvious targets.




    The transport reached Cape Helles on 6 May 1915. Troops were taken by tender to within a quarter of a mile of land, and then had a three-hour wait for transport to the shore. It was two a.m. before Best reached the trenches, where it was too cold for him to sleep. Later that day he began his pastoral visits, calling at a casualty clearing station where there were too few medical officers and stretcher bearers. Hundreds, he recorded, were dying of exposure. He also mentioned meeting the Lancashire Fusiliers returning from the trenches, their morale low. Some had refused to advance, and at least one of the men, dreading the order to return to the front line, later shot off his trigger finger. The enemy’s Maxim guns and well-camouflaged snipers, one of them rumoured to be a girl, were causing the greatest damage, and a common feeling was that ‘It is perfect hell. The Turks are perfect demons.’




    Best landed at Gallipoli on the opening day of the Second Battle of Krithia. His diary records the bombardment, and the constant stream of wounded men passing through the clearing stations and dressing stations to the hospital ships. Sunday, 9 May was as usual a day of blood, though at least religion was no longer scoffed at. He spent part of the day creating a cemetery and burying corpses. The heavy casualty rate had made the Australians mad with fury and longing for vengeance. Best felt rumours of Turkish atrocities were being spread to justify not taking prisoners. He observed that the Australians used burial parties as cover for bringing in reserves for a surprise attack.




    The British, too, used subterfuge against the Turks, firing a volley and shouting as if about to charge, then targeting any of the enemy who raised their heads in preparation to meet the supposed advance. There was plenty of genuine heroism too, both on land and at sea. Best recorded the bravery of men in a rowing boat trying to rescue passengers from the water after a transport had been shelled. The comparative peace of Heliopolis must have seemed far distant. On 21 May he wrote ‘Our playtime is over, we have put away childish things and got to business, real grim business’.




    But he seems to have adapted quickly to the constant stream of bullets and shells. On 20 May 1915 he took his first service under fire:




    

      

        

          I managed to borrow (communion) vessels from a neighbouring padre. My altar was a pair of biscuit boxes. My vestments a khaki shirt, dirty greasy tunic and riding breeches, muddy brown leggings and boots. It was a wonderful service. We fixed it for 6 a.m. hoping to anticipate the usual morning ‘hymn of hate’ which the Turks play to us during brekker. Unfortunately they rose early. Perhaps our artillery had made them restless and they started up just as our service commenced. I felt very responsible but thought I would be there in case they should turn up. To my surprise, regardless of shrapnel, about 100 men were present. Never shall I forget my first service under fire. We all felt God’s good providence watched over us, for not one was hit. We are all in excellent spirits.


        


      


    




    Best’s casual attire confused more recently arrived chaplains, who mistook him for an officer’s batman. Towards the end of May he held a Whit Sunday service; he noted that he had a reputation for bravery because he did not take cover when shells burst – a conscious decision on his part in order not to lose face in front of the men.




    He believed in setting a good example, and was contemptuous of those who shirked this duty. He mentions a staff officer who, although himself petrified of shells, court-martialled a boy of fifteen for losing his nerve. Regimental chaplains who sat reading in their tents instead of visiting their charges were also criticised. Chaplains were non-combatants, like doctors, but it is clear from his diaries that Best frequently visited the men in the front line.




    Preparations for the Third Battle of Krithia on 4 June are recorded. News of the advance filtered back with the wounded, and initially morale appears to have been good. Best went up to the trenches in Gully Ravine and found them full of dead and dying. After a return visit the following day he wrote:




    

      

        

          All along trench am stepping over dead bodies. Some men, shot clean through heart or head, looked quite natural and peaceful except for yellow-green hue of skin. Most with look of agony or horror on their faces – if faces were not blown away. Nearly all mangled in ghastly fashion. Outside trenches, fields and open ground littered with dead and I fear some not dead – but sheer suicide to try to get them in . . .


        


      


    




    On 6 June he visited the Worcestershire Regiment in the firing line. He found the men exhausted, their nerves shattered; they were incapable of lifting a bayonet or defending themselves against an enemy attack, and too weak to remove the dying by stretcher. Best did what he could for the wounded, helped with the stretchers despite the heavy shrapnel, and buried the dead. He noted with disapproval that, though men were dying from exposure, exhaustion and loss of blood, their comrades in the Field Ambulance still found time to play cards and read novels. The lack of stretcher bearers seemed inexplicable, as did some of the orders from HQ which caused the heavy losses.




    Best speculated that few staff officers had any experience of the trenches and that they cared more for the horses than the men. He wondered what knowledge of the campaign had reached England, and predicted as early as 8 May 1915 (less than a week after his arrival) that there would be a scandal, and perhaps the need for an official inquiry. A memorandum stating that the Turks were on their last legs was dismissed by him as childish, and an unworthy way to improve morale. One of Best’s close friends was killed in the Third Battle of Krithia while serving with the Collingwood Battalion, Royal Naval Division, which was virtually wiped out.




    There was another Allied attack on 19 June. It involved the 9th Battalion, Manchester Regiment but ended in panic and near disaster. Best spent twelve hours without food, burying the dead where he could at the side of the trench or in a dip in the land. His diary entries for June and July are full of references to wounded men and funerals. There is further evidence, too, of the decisions from GHQ which ultimately caused these casualties and meant so much misery for the survivors. The diary remarks on the madness of ordering reliefs to take place in daylight, and notes the lack of a master plan and the apparent inability of staff officers to understand the nature of modern warfare or the limits of human endurance.




    He comments on the absurdity of sending an officer to Alexandria to procure delicacies for General Headquarters (GHQ), and the insensitivity of a staff officer who orders exhausted men to dig ever deeper trenches while he stays safe in his dugout. With such bitterness of feeling the rumour was not surprising that Major-General Sir William Douglas, who commanded 42nd Division, was only going to be killed by a direct hit of lyddite (an explosive) or by a bullet from one of his own men.




    By contrast, Best had considerable respect and admiration for the Turkish soldier, the ‘finest in the world’. He considered that, with certain exceptions, the enemy fought ‘honourably’ and in a ‘gentlemanly’ way. They were good marksmen with well designed trenches; it was unfortunate that the British troops opposing them did not have the peak of fitness such a formidable enemy warranted.




    He notes that men in the front line were often exhausted or at the end of their tether; one man even deliberately attracted enemy fire by raising his head above the parapet. Patients in May were being returned to their units before they had fully mentally and physically recovered, and soldiers with a new draft who arrived in late June appeared weak and sickly, much to the examining MO’s (medical officer’s) disgust.




    As the summer progressed, the cases of dysentery increased, and after a hospital visit on 27 May, Best noted that most of the patients were sick rather than wounded. By mid-July he was himself sick with enteritis, caught, he believed, from infected water, or from his proximity to corpses during the day and to the buried dead at night. Eventually he was evacuated to Egypt in His Majesty’s Hospital Ship HMHS Soudan, but not before he had been left for a considerable period in the sun without food and drink. He was admitted to No. 15 General Hospital in Alexandria, then sent to a convalescent camp at Troodos in Cyprus.




    The diary notes for his convalescence on Cyprus are confused, partly because of his illness, and some of the entries were made on loose scraps of paper. He appears to have returned to Egypt on 14 August 1915, and sailed back to the Dardanelles six days later.




    The return voyage to the Gallipoli Peninsula was in SS Huntsgreen; the curious name indicated that it was a captured German steamer (hence the Hun component), initially spotted by someone called Green. German submarines provided a major threat, and on 13 August the Allied troop ship HMT Royal Edward had been sunk near the Greek island of Kos, costing the lives of 861 soldiers. This sinking was witnessed by Canon Donald Bartlett, aboard the Alnwick Castle en route for Mudros. Survivors told him that the Royal Edward had been hit by three torpedoes and sank in four minutes.4




    On board Best’s ship were survivors of the sinking of the Royal Edward, anxious for the voyage to be over. There were old hands returning to the Dardanelles, wisely trying to get as much sleep as possible, and new drafts, excited and full of anticipation. The Huntsgreen docked at Lemnos and Best continued his journey in the Ermina, arriving on 26 August at the Lancashire Landing Beach.




    Within a few days of his arrival Best was receiving news of fresh disasters; he mentions how an unidentified battalion was wiped out when the nominal guard on watch over men cooling off in the sea was killed, and the bathers were picked off at leisure by snipers. A day of funerals followed, as the victims of a mine and some accurate sniping were buried. Four days later it was the turn of a soldier in the 9th Battalion, Manchester Regiment, tragically shot dead by his comrades when he failed to respond on being challenged.




    Lack of fitness was still affecting Allied troops in the Dardanelles. According to a diary entry for 9 September, 75 per cent of the original 42nd Division had been certified medically unfit. Best himself soon felt below par again. When the pain and sickness worsened, he was sent to a casualty clearing station where all the other officers were sickness cases. He had dysentery and was evacuated in HMHS Gascon to Mudros, where he transferred to HMT Ausonia. It annoyed him to see young chaplains on the hospital ships when they could have been with front-line troops. He was also irritated to discover that three-quarters of the medical comforts were being siphoned off into the officers’ mess. As the Ausonia sailed west, decisions were made as to which men should return to England and which would recover quickly enough to rejoin their units. Best was conscious that this meant life or death for some.




    The Ausonia reached Malta at the end of September and Best was admitted to Cottonera Hospital. A week later he went before a medical board and was invalided home on the SS Carisbrook Castle. Before he left he had the chance to socialise, enjoy concerts and sightseeing, and had his camera confiscated by suspicious local police. On arrival in England Best was sent to a London hospital, then discharged to his father’s rectory at Sandon, near Chelmsford. He remained in England for six months, initially serving as a chaplain near Weymouth, and then with the South Staffordshire Regiment at Catterick.




    Nothing daunted by his grim experiences in Gallipoli, Kenneth Best joined the York and Lancaster Regiment in France towards the end of June 1916. He little realised that within a few days he would witness the carnage of the opening days of the Battle of the Somme.




    Anne Brooks


    Imperial War Museum








  



    

       

    




    
Crisis in Egypt and the Threat


    to the Suez Canal




    Egypt in the early years of the twentieth century was the most ambiguous of British possessions. It was neither colony, nor protectorate, nor a condominium like the Sudan – in fact, it was not a part of the British Empire at all. Its constitution was said to be one of the most complicated in the world. In theory it was an independent province within the Ottoman Empire, whose head of state (and chief Egyptian official), the Khedive, was answerable to the Sultan at Istanbul. Although it had its own parliament, government, military, and civil administration, the country had been run by the British since 1882.




    The great French engineer Ferdinand de Lesseps supervised the construction of the Suez Canal from 1859 to 1869. Great Britain became the second largest share-holder in 1875 by purchasing the financial stake of the Egyptian Khedive. In 1888 the leading European powers agreed to declare the Canal a neutral waterway and to guarantee an unobstructed right of way to international shipping. The management of the Canal was vested in the hands of the Suez Canal Company. It was up to the British Government to ensure that it remained open in wartime and safe from possible predators.




    Egypt had been acquired by the British when a nationalist revolt against the Khedive and his Turkish henchmen broke out. This had been prompted by the state of bankruptcy caused by the vast debts to European banks accumulated by the Khedive Ismail. He abdicated, was succeeded by the Khedive Tewfik, and the British and French appointed commissioners to exercise financial controls. But this did not prevent the Minister of War, Colonel Arabi, leading a revolt from the ranks of the Egyptian Army. This led to the deaths of Europeans during riots in Alexandria, whereupon the British sent in naval and military forces to impose law and order.




    The Battle of Tel-el-Kebir followed in August 1882, and Arabi’s troops were defeated by the British Army under Sir Garnet Wolseley. British troops did not then withdraw, as had been envisaged by the Egyptian Government, and British officials took over the key departments in the administration. The Egyptian Army now had a British commander-in-chief and 6,000 British troops were stationed in Egypt.




    Lord Milner, in his book England in Egypt, described the status of the country thus: ‘It was a veiled Protectorate, of uncertain extent and indefinite duration, which we could not call on others to recognise.’ By 1901, all was quiet on the Egyptian front, with the new administration providing career opportunities for enterprising young Britons, on a par with those available in other territories of the British Empire.




    Control of the country remained in the hands of Evelyn Baring, Lord Cromer, who was the British Agent, Consul-General and self-styled Plenipotentiary from 1883 to 1907. He was said to have practically reconstructed the country with little or no interference either from the Turks or the British Government. But Cromer did little to take account of the nationalist agitation which was spreading through schools and colleges during the first decade of the twentieth century. When he appointed an ambitious politician, Saad Zaghlul Pasha, as Minister of Education shortly before he retired, he was unaware that he was promoting a man who strongly resented the British presence and would be an ardent leader of the nationalist movement.




    One great bone of contention with the Egyptians was the fact that English and French were the two main teaching languages and Dr Douglas Dunlop, the fiery Scot who controlled the curriculum as British adviser on Education, strongly discouraged Arabic. This linguistic clash caused deep divisions in the way secondary examination papers were set and marked, sometimes with a bias against those who had not been taught in English or French.




    However, Cromer’s successor as Consul-General, Sir Eldon Gorst,5 with encouragement from the Liberal Government in Britain, sought to pour oil on troubled waters by giving the Egyptians more responsibility for running their own affairs. In line with the ‘Egypt for the Egyptians’ movement, he strengthened the powers of local Egyptians and – despite opposition from British officials, who felt their own positions were threatened – he built up the numbers of Egyptians in the administration. He also improved relations with Khedive Abbas Hilmi II.




    While this was happening, provinces within the Habsburg Empire were also seeking more independence. Beset by competing imperial ambitions and a naval armaments race, the European imbroglio was building up, and was finally triggered into war by the consequences of the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914. Many major questions arose to be asked in the tense weeks which followed, but none more unpredictable than the allegiance of Turkey. Which way would the regime in Constantinople jump? Their traditional foe was Russia, their traditional ally Britain – as the Crimean War had shown. Unfortunately, the British Government lost this crucial diplomatic contest with Germany for the hand of Turkey.
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