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‘Few things about the First World War evoke quite so much anger as the soldiers who were shot at dawn … Blindfold and Alone is an important book, the first to make use of the court martial reports. Corns and Hughes-Wilson bring a welcome sense of perspective to the subject’

Gary Sheffield, Mail on Sunday

‘Corns and Hughes-Wilson have amassed an unprecedented collection of case histories … These make compelling, often moving reading’

Max Hastings, Evening Standard

‘A grimly fascinating read … exactingly researched and closely argued’

Daily Telegraph

‘an excellent book … Corns and Hughes-Wilson have written a powerful book’

Joanna Bourke, Independent

‘An important and moving book that will provoke much discussion’

Good Book Guide

‘… shows in chilling detail how the military mind dealt with the misfits who seemed to threaten the battle morale of their comrades’

Sunday Times

‘The authors are scrupulous in trying to understand the period in its own terms’

Sunday Telegraph


 


The Coward

I could not look on Death, which being known,

Men led me to him, blindfold and alone.

RUDYARD KIPLING




To the memory of all those who fell in the Great War, no matter the means of their passing



Blindfold and Alone

British Military Executions in the Great War
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FOREWORD

This is an important and timely book about an aspect of war which has haunted me – there is no other word for it – almost all my adult life. Although, taken in the round, the Second World War was a far larger historical event, the First World War has somehow burned itself deeper into our national consciousness. In a sense the Western Front is a metaphor for the war as a whole: a strip of murdered nature separating the old world from the new.

The war’s terrible impact on British society – as Cathryn Corns and John Hughes-Wilson point out, three out of five families were directly involved – did not help rational analysis. Charles Carrington, brave participant and shrewd observer, thought that its history was speedily hijacked. Instead of the war he remembered it was a case of: ‘Every battle a defeat, every officer a nincompoop, every soldier a coward.’ It was not until the twentieth century drew to its close that the debate became genuinely comprehensive, with Brian Bond, Tim Travers, Robin Prior, Trevor Wilson, Paddy Griffith and John Bourne among the scholars whose work has changed the way we think about the war.

Or has it? As any historian who has tried even mildly to be revisionist about Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig on television will acknowledge, there is a corpus of opinion which is not overly interested in the facts because it has already made up its mind. Point out that it was more dangerous to be a British general in the First World War than the Second; that just over half the British soldiers who fought had volunteered to do so; or that in its war-winning offensive in the last hundred days of the war the British Army captured twice as many Germans as the French, Americans and Belgians put together, and your interlocutor will disagree on the grounds that, as Field Marshal Sir William Robertson used to put it, he has heard different.

Controversial though the war as a whole remains, it has no single aspect that generates as much heat as the execution of British soldiers, and we ought not to be surprised that this is so. The whole ghastly process inspires revulsion. The victim, so often a volunteer, and in many cases worn down by the miseries of trench life and the impact of battle, was strapped to post or chair and shot by a firing party often composed of men from his own unit: what was intended as demonstrative justice made reluctant accomplices of all involved. The machinery of military bureaucracy ground home the lesson: execution of the sentence was promulgated in routine orders and (initially) notified to next of kin, and campaign medals were forfeit.

Such mournful episodes have become the vital ground around which the ideologically committed or personally involved have staked their own hard wire of interpretation and, in the process, often unwittingly, have helped create one of the war’s most formidable redoubts of myth and misunderstanding. Thus it is sometimes said that under-age soldiers were routinely shot; that courts martial were ‘kangaroo courts’ composed of officers separated by social class and military experience from the men they judged; and that senior officers used executions as a way of concealing their own mistakes. That such demonstrable errors have become part of the debate underlines the need for this book, the first to examine the court martial records in full and, no less importantly, place the trials in the context of their own time and of the army which conducted them.

The result is a painstaking and compassionate survey which charts cases from those where the evidence is clear and the offence one, like murder, for which the offender would have been executed had he been a civilian; through those where men accused of capital offences under military law were justly convicted by that law as it then stood; to some where the circumstances of trial or offence do indeed suggest a miscarriage of justice. The authors conclude that the unlucky, the shell-shocked and the rogues alike were, as Dr John Reid, then Minister for the Armed Forces, told Parliament in 1998, ‘all victims of war’. Most of them who, in the words of one veteran, ‘tried and failed’ deserve our sympathy: and sometimes they found, blindfold and alone, that courage which had earlier deserted them in circumstances which we can scarcely guess at.

Richard Holmes
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PART ONE


CHAPTER 1

THE LOST WORLD


What a Society gets in its armed services is exactly what it asks for, no more and no less. What it asks for tends to be a reflection of what it is. When a country looks at its fighting forces it is looking in a mirror; the mirror is a true one and the face that it sees will be its own.

GENERAL SIR JOHN HACKETT



‘The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.’ Thus L. P. Hartley, as a traveller from a far-off shore, sadly viewed his vanished world before 1914.1 Today, when visiting foreign countries, we marvel at the strange sights and comment on the many differences from our own homes. We may not always like what we see, yet we do not seek to alter the way the inhabitants live their daily lives, or demand that in faraway places they conduct their affairs only in ways acceptable to us.

Why is it therefore that when we visit the equally foreign terrain of the past, we with increasing frequency insist on imposing our modern scale of values, and observe events of long ago through the distorting lens of our modern ideas of what is right or wrong? Even looking back only eighty years, at the generation before 1914, it is almost impossible for us to understand their often alien world. The truth is that however much we may disapprove of them, we can no more change the past than we can stop the world spinning. All we can do is note our great-grandparents’ actions, marvel or despair at the events of long ago, and resolve to learn from others’ mistakes in the past. In the old Arab proverb, ‘Spilled water cannot be replaced in a smashed jug.’ Except in the nightmare world of Nineteen Eighty-Four the past is always the past and therefore unchangeable.

Of all past events, the First World War seems to keep a disproportionate hold on our modern imagination. If any event can be truly said to have altered history, then the events of 1914 catapulted themselves across the globe. It was the Great War that changed lives, ruined empires, and destroyed idealism forever. There is a very clear difference in attitudes between those of 1914 and those of 1920. Philip Larkin’s phrase in ‘MCMXIV’, ‘Never such innocence again’, succinctly sums up the loss of idealism and hope that remains as our enduring legacy from 1914–18. This sense of loss is further encouraged by the outpourings of ex-public school subalterns, who effectively hijacked the experience of the Western Front for their own memoirs, leaving us a literary memory rather than a cold historical analysis.
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The Great War destroyed a stable European-centred world where institutions and values which had flourished for hundreds of years seemed not only permanent but also unquestionable. Four years of war – a war that moreover could have been avoided – ripped values, empires and men’s lives brutally apart.2 In Professor Eric Hobsbawm’s phrase, the Great War of 1914–18 was the ‘first of the twentieth century wars of secular religion’.

But savage religious wars of one kind or another had been ripping Europe apart for centuries before 1914. The real significance of the First World War was its revolutionary consequences for upheaval and change. Its struggles convulsed continents and its outcome ruined lives, toppled empires and changed the world for ever. By 1919, after the slaughter and upheaval of what was effectively a European civil war, the post-Versailles Treaty world looked a different place. According to Barbara Tuchman, a pair of iron gates had closed on a vanished world.


The Great War of 1914–18 lies like a band of scorched earth dividing that time from ours. In wiping out so many lives … destroying beliefs, changing ideas and leaving incurable wounds of disillusion it created a physical as well as a psychological gulf between two epochs.3



While there would undoubtedly have been dangerous tensions between the great powers of Europe and their rulers, those tensions could hardly have had more dreadful consequence than those left in the wake of the four terrible years of the First World War. Even a short war, ‘over by Christmas’ in the words of the millions cheering off their soldiers from London, Paris, Berlin, Vienna and St Petersburg, would have been a blessing compared with the four long-drawn-out years of the greatest calamity the world had ever seen. Ten million soldiers would not have gone to their deaths and millions of others would have been spared the terrible physical – and mental – mutilations that would blight the rest of their lives.

The sheer scale of the killing, much of it voluntarily endured, that went on during the war is also incomprehensible to us today in a political climate that regards one single body bag as a public relations failure. Even after the terrible slaughter of the Great War’s legacy, Hitler’s war, the casualties of 1914–18 horrify. Britain and her imperial allies lost 996,230 men killed. But Britain has no monopoly of disaster: far from it. One million Frenchmen became casualties by the end of 1914 alone (300,000 of them killed before Christmas), and by the end of the war 5.6 million French soldiers had been killed or wounded. Germany lost 2,000,000 killed by the time she surrendered, starved out and broken politically, economically and militarily, in November 1918. The Great War’s losses may have been ‘made good’ by 1930 as academic statisticians and demographers claim but the true loss could never be replaced. John Keegan puts his finger on the real tragedy for above all, ‘it damaged civilisation, the rational and liberal civilisation of European enlightenment and through the damage done, world civilisation also’.4 That sense of a civilization lost for ever still haunts us to this day.

This combination of a cataclysmic event, a loss of values and innocence, plus dreadful human cost (three out of five British families were directly affected by the war) helps explain our fascination with the lost world of 1914. This in its turn has spawned a rich crop of British myths. Many of these are, like so many myths, almost impossible to counter. To take but a few examples: ‘the uniquely dreadful experience of the trenches’ – in fact no worse than Italy in 1943–4, as many men who fought in both wars have pointed out. ‘The unparalleled casualties’ – any veteran of the dreadful 1944 slogging match in Normandy would disagree, as would veterans of fighting the Japanese in Burma on being told that ‘the fighting in the First War was particularly horrific’; and, last but not least, ‘Those poor young men sent off and forced to fight …’ – a particularly cruel myth, as the British fought most of the Great War with an army of only too willing volunteers.5 It is to no avail. As a unique horror story the First War has been popularized by too many for too long until it grips our imagination. As we tour the endless rows of headstones only one hour from Dover the full cost becomes apparent. But amongst those hundreds of thousands of headstones from that lost world are a few – a very few – of men who fell for their country, but were executed by their own side for failing to meet the challenge.

No single topic relating to the First World War seems to generate as much heat as the issue of those soldiers executed for military offences. In French country graveyards credulous schoolchildren listen wide-eyed to half-truths relayed by indignant young schoolteachers. Every modern author or screenplay about the Great War appears to feel the need to include an obligatory execution scene in the interests of dramatic licence. No subject has inspired so much public interest – or so much misinformation.

The first book to raise publicly the issue of the capital courts martial was The Thin Yellow Line, by William Moore, who in 1974, without access to the trial transcripts, identified many of the core issues.6 Then, in 1983, Judge Anthony Babington, an experienced lawyer and ex-soldier, was given access to the then closed court martial records and allowed to summarize the information relevant to the cases.7 Although Babington took great care to preserve the anonymity of the executed men, by referring to ‘Private C of a Scottish Regiment’, it subsequently became possible to relate the details of the cases to the names of the executed men. In fact, most of these names were already accessible in the public domain8 but they were not widely known until Julian Putkowski and Julian Sykes published Shot at Dawn in 1989.9 By comparing war diaries, newspapers and other records these two authors managed to identify the names of 361 men executed between 1914 and 1920 under authority of the British Army Act. Their book relied heavily on Babington’s previous work for details about individual cases and occasionally errors crept in, such as in the cases of Philip Oyns and Alexander Reid, both described as deserters whereas both were in fact executed for murder.

In 1998 Gerald Oram produced a detailed listing of all the death sentences passed by courts martial between 1914 and 1924, extracting these from the registers of courts martial.10 This is a painstaking work and a valuable reference tool, but is not immune from errors, such as cases where the dates suggest that an execution preceded the trial, or where the compilers of the original registers made transcription errors, such as in the case of Pte Earp, shot in 1916 for quitting his post, but who in the index is shown as a deserter.

Overseas, the cases of the executed Canadians and New Zealanders have been well described in books by A. B. Godefroy11 and Christopher Pugsley.12

Nowadays most of the relevant details can be read in the primary sources, mainly as court martial records held in the Public Record Office.13 However, even when reviewing this primary material, care is needed. The information in the files varies widely, and papers which were present at some time are no longer always in the file: an example is Herbert Burden’s conduct sheet, which was put into evidence in 1915 but is no longer available. At some point, in the manner of all official papers, the files appear to have been weeded, and it is notable that for most of the trials in 1917 the recommendations by the commanders of the different formations are now no longer among the papers. This sometimes makes it difficult fully to appreciate the detail of a trial. In other cases, it is clear that medical certificates and other supporting documents have not been retained in the files. For example, occasionally the documents refer to a paper marked ‘A’ and put into evidence, which, eighty years later, turns out not to be in the file. On examining such cases, it is often only at the third or fourth reading of the transcript that the full significance of the missing piece of evidence or statement becomes apparent.

It is also very clear from the transcripts that the most damning evidence in a trial was nearly always given by NCOs and other soldiers. Although officers often gave evidence, this was usually corroborating events already described by junior ranks who had witnessed events at first hand, rather than directly convicting. Indeed, in one case (Pte Hawthorne; see Chapter 15), concern was actually expressed during the confirmation process that


the convicting evidence having been given by officers, and only junior ones, a very deep feeling against the officers as a whole may be engendered and the battalion will consequently become valueless.14



What is absolutely clear is that these capital courts martial were not some form of oppressive class warfare, or some deadly social control of the working class by brutal officers. Of all the canards and myths this is perhaps the most ill-informed. In an organization that prided itself on pure paternalism and care for its soldiers based on the Victorian values of the public school and muscular Christianity the idea that regimental officers would ‘oppress’ their soldiers reveals only ignorance or prejudice. In the stern world of ‘The Regiment’ everyone lived by a tough set of rules and punishments and understood the uncompromising standards demanded.

The courts martial were nothing more or less than the result of the legitimate application of military law as voted into statute by Parliament like any other law. The Manual of Military Law, 1914, merely laid out the legal regulations under which all ranks in the trenches – officers, NCOs and soldiers alike – lived and died. Men were punished for a variety of offences, almost invariably related to a failure to carry out a duty. Most failures were hushed up or kept within the company and only a tiny minority of offences on duty ever went to a court martial. Reading the letters and memoirs of the Western Front makes it clear that the majority of officers felt a deep compassion for the hardships endured by their soldiers, and preferred to wake the sleeping sentry – or in some cases let the exhausted man sleep – rather than bring a charge, and certainly not a court martial. (There can be few who have served in the infantry at any time who can honestly say that they have not dozed off on sentry.) When soldiers were charged, the offence was always considered a grave one, and they were usually convicted on evidence from their own ranks, seeming to have engendered scant sympathy from their comrades at the time. With the passing of the years surviving veterans appear to have become more tolerant and sympathetic to the failings of their long-dead comrades as the distorting prism of time and compassion blurs emotions. The view at the time however tended to be less forgiving. To quote just one, a battalion doctor summed up the prevailing view:


I think that it was absolutely essential. It was setting a bad example to the men. They had begun to feel that you only had to walk off during a battle and then come back afterwards and you escaped death or mutilation … I think that it was a necessary punishment …15



After a court martial the papers were reviewed at every level of command, up to the commander-in-chief, the legally empowered confirming authority. At the time this was felt to be a good legal safeguard, akin to the then new Court of Criminal Appeal. These provided at least four levels of review of sentence by senior officers and legal advisers. In nearly all of the cases, comments have been added after the trial – many in the same handwriting. It is not possible to tell who added these comments, but it seems likely that this happened when the lawyers working for the Deputy Judge Advocate General (46), checking the legality of the proceedings and sentence, reviewed the cases. These comments did in no way affect the outcome of the trial, but may well have affected the outcome of the confirmation process.

Eyewitness accounts of events, particularly those dating from several years after the war ended, have to be treated with great caution. Many can be shown to be inaccurate in one or more details, and some turn out on examination to be downright fabrications. This is not to imply that men ‘invented’ a good story, although hearsay and rumour would have spread the word among the British Expeditionary Force as fast as any modern web site, once the shocked members of a firing squad had drowned their feelings gossiping with their mates in the wet canteen.

There is no doubt either that old soldiers’ tales often grow more vivid and detailed with the passage of time, and memory plays tricks as the perception of events changes over the years. For example, the band leader Victor Silvester’s much-quoted tales of taking part in firing squads as a young soldier appear to bear absolutely no relation to recorded facts.16 Pte Kennedy’s recollections of the cases of Ingham and Longshaw are inaccurate in some details, but that is not to say that his basic information is invalid. Likewise, Sir Gordon Macready’s recollections of five men being executed together in 1915 cannot be substantiated, although four men were executed at Dickebusch at the time he mentions. What is clear is that all these individuals were trying to recall the intensity of great events at a time when life and death heightened every sense and emotion in a distant world.

It is a world hard for us to recreate or understand. Life as it was lived before 1914 stands very firmly on the far side of the ‘band of scorched earth’ described by Barbara Tuchman. Our last links with this lost world are a very few very old men and women, or the images captured for us now only in the photographs or on scratchy cine films. This cine-past of the years before 1914 looks like an alien, overdressed experience to our modern eyes. Despite our best efforts, the people of our great-grandparents’ generation are populating a foreign landscape and a society whose views and values are frequently as alien to us as any far distant country.

Yet this alien world of 1914 was also, paradoxically, wrestling with some very familiar problems. The challenges of modernization, poverty, mass communications, consumerism, welfare taxation and wealth redistribution were uppermost in every politician’s mind in the early years of last century. The question of Ireland dominated British newspaper headlines between 1910 and 1914 as surely as they do today. An explosion of economic growth, rising living standards and persistent demands for political reforms exercised the chattering classes of the ‘Golden Age’ at smart dinner tables throughout Europe.

In some ways it really was a golden age. Even for the poorest families whose sons ‘went for a soldier’, things had never been better. The standard of living, greater disposable incomes and general availability of goods meant that a genuine consumer society had emerged by 1900–1914, particularly for the new suburban middle class. People flocked to the city, despite its overcrowding and shortcomings, where they lived better, with better clothes, real schools, access to a doctor and plentiful entertainment. Despite its undoubted pockets of slum poverty, life in the city was better and people voted with their feet.

They were attracted principally by the wages available from the explosion in industry, manufacturing and service industries that revolutionized Europe from 1850 onwards. This urbanization was not just a consequence of industrialization. It also reflected the rapid growth of European populations. For example, in 1870 Britain’s population stood at 26 million; by 1911 it had grown to 41 million, a growth of nearly 60 per cent in just forty years. Growth, progress and change were all on the march in 1914.17

Most of the people moving to the towns, or, in Britain’s case, the second or third generation of urban dwellers, were incomparably more knowledgeable and better educated than their parents and grandparents. The knowledge revolution of the late nineteenth century was distilled into a spate of Education Acts, which were in turn met with dissent from the surprisingly small – by modern standards – pool of middle class taxpayers. They grumbled not just at the use to which their taxes were now being put but also, more significantly, at the very principle of ‘unprecedented state interference in the rights and duties of parents’.18

They might have saved their breath. By 1907 state intrusion into people’s lives was here to stay. State education of the masses until 14 years of age was a fact, and society was infinitely better off because of it. By 1914 virtually every child left school at 14 able to read as well as write in a neat round hand, as any glance at the soldiers’ letters of the Great War can prove. (Even that last bastion of feudalism, the Imperial Russian Army, reflected this change. In 1880 only 22 per cent of Russian recruits could read and write; by 1913 the figure had increased to 68 per cent.19) At the start of the twenty-first century, when Britain conceals the worst literacy record in Europe except for Poland, with over 7 million adults admitting ‘serious difficulties in reading and writing’, it is important to remember that the generation that met war in 1914 treasured literacy as a universal goal and had effectively achieved it.20

Ever alert, the marketplace recognized this opportunity to make money. Just as the state, and the growing army of liberal reformers busily involved in ‘improving the lot of the poor/the working man/the East End/orphans /prostitutes/the homeless’ (to name but a few of the reformist committees and institutions of 1900–1914), realized that ‘the few could impose their own higher standards on the many … and were able to explore their grip on, and access to, the methods of mass communication to achieve it’, so did the ever vigilant market forces of commercialism.21 For a population who could all read, advertisers offered a remarkable array of inducements to buy the wondrous products now on offer. Any contemporary photograph of urban life in 1900–1914 invariably has its ubiquitous advertisements in the background, exhorting the literate masses to buy happiness and joy by the exclusive use of their product. Television invented neither mass advertising nor the consumer society.

The products themselves reveal much about people’s expectations and social attitudes, and reflected the massive social changes taking place. The new urban masses had not only consumer needs: they also had, more importantly (from the sellers’ point of view), lots more money to spend. ‘Disposable income’ was for the first time widespread in society. ‘Trickle-down economics’ may be fashionable or derided today but in the period between 1880 and the outbreak of the First World War the theory was validated many times over and its practical application obvious in every back street corner shop.

These new urban consumers’ needs were catered for by a bewildering proliferation of new goods and services, offers, recreation, travel and entertainment. The whole process was encouraged by a mass media promoting ‘consumerism’ for the first time to the bourgeois middle classes and their faithful imitators, the growing and increasingly prosperous working class. Hardly surprisingly (given the combination of available money plus a literate population with leisure and a massive range of new goods and services), an identifiable ‘popular mass culture’ began to emerge for the first time between 1880 and 1914.

By far the most popular leisure activity was still drinking. The average working man was more likely to be socializing, drinking in the pub, café or Gasthaus than ever before. But appearances are deceptive. Unlike the Hogarthian excesses of Gin Lane, the well-paid working man of Edwardian times was no longer attempting to anaesthetize himself from an otherwise unendurable existence. The pub and the music hall often represented not the desperation of the poor but the aspirations of an increasingly prosperous society.

This increasingly sophisticated society tended to seek its pleasures in a myriad of other ways. The Edwardian scene was rich, in terms of not just money, but also diversity. For the upper classes and the really wealthy, diversion was to be found in the traditional social round of horse racing, field sports, the ‘Season’ and a restless programme of travel, to Cowes, the Riviera or Vienna. For the growing middle classes, ‘progress’ now brought them too the inestimable blessing of safer, affordable and reliable travel, previously the monopoly of the rich. In their millions they flocked to their own seaside and other resorts, free from worry. In fact, by 1914, any Briton with money could


proceed abroad to foreign quarters, without knowledge of their religion, language or customs, bearing coined wealth upon his person, and would consider himself greatly aggrieved and much surprised at the least interference. But, most important of all, he regarded this state of affairs as normal, certain and permanent, and any deviation from it as aberrant, scandalous and avoidable.22



In Keynes’s analysis of both the laissez-faire state of mind of the pre 1914 traveller, and also the loose borders of pre 1914 Europe, whether from Sheffield to Scarborough or Lille to Le Touquet, lies another important clue to the very different way of thinking for all classes before the Great War: a sense of permanence and unfettered liberty. The society that went off to war in 1914 was securely founded on hundreds of years’ solid bedrock of established custom, practice, precedent and beliefs. Whether it was ‘God, King and Country’, ‘La République’ or ‘Unser Kaiser und Vaterland’, older, unshaken values underpinned the increasingly complex, progressive society revealed to us in pictures, books and people’s lives. Centuries of years of social stability and economic structures remained basically unchanged, if not completely unchallenged. The Edwardian world was an ordered place with the certainty that stemmed from an unshaken belief in the institutions that made up a long-established society. All classes (and most people) knew their place. Even the most fiery radicals and revolutionaries acknowledged the fact of an ordered and structured society, if only the better to attack it.

This rigid acceptance of caste was not only widely held, but formally taught. For example, a well-known French school textbook of 1907 stated as a guide for French state teachers:


My good 13-year-old boy, your tasks are to learn your trade, to obey your parents and your bosses … to cast your vote without personal interest, to carry out your military national service with modesty and sincerity, to work hard, and to raise your children …23



Before the Great War few people questioned this view of the young male’s social role and prospects.

This acceptance of a broadly unchanged and only slowly evolving social and political order had important spin-off effects. First it encouraged the universal acceptance of authority, secondly it promoted the growth of institutions the better to climb the permanent trellis of the existing social order.

Authority in 1914 was everywhere. The modern cult of sturdy, anti-authority individualism based on individuals’ ‘rights’ would have been little understood before the First War. A Briton’s ‘rights’ were seen as primarily freedom and property. The Englishman in particular may have felt his personal liberty more keenly then from behind the bastion of his own front door but, by and large, he elected to merge his personal sovereignty into that of the group. By our present-day standards, people in the lost world of pre 1914 were much more sociable and lived in a society with much more obviously defined communities, groups, extended families and even neighbours. Clubs and institutions of every kind flourished to an astonishing degree, for all classes and conditions of men and women, before the First World War.

The first and foremost of these institutions was the trade union. Just as the most pervasive – if involuntary – organization for most people’s lives was the office, mill or factory of their workplace, then the most important voluntary organization tended to be that associated with it. Acceptance of the rigid authority of the master, boss or overseer bred counterbalancing and parallel organizations, frequently equally hierarchical and authoritarian. But this desire to ‘join’ was not just confined to protecting the ‘rights’ of skilled labourers’ jobs or the workplace; it went hand in hand with an equally powerful drive to better oneself, or even others, in order to make the world a better place. This almost evangelical zeal permeated society at nearly every level and sometimes found surprising expression. For example, the converts to the new secular faith of the Independent Labour Party preached its message with an almost religious fervour:


A cycle corps … was formed … and audiences were gathered on village greens by the singing of the choirs; then short and simple addresses on Socialism were given. On these country jaunts the cyclists distributed leaflets and pasted slips on gates, even sticking them on cows, bearing such slogans as ‘Socialism: the Hope of the World’.24



Thus did the new mobility of the mass-marketed people’s transport ally itself with the almost Wesleyan desire to improve others in Edwardian England.

This powerful desire to socialize and join groups that so marked the decades before the Great War found expression in a dense thicket of groups and organizations. In those far-off days before the solitary vices of television and the computer claimed our undivided attention, people joined organizations. Baden-Powell’s Boy Scout movement, church or chapel, the Mothers’ Union, sports clubs, self improvement institutes, the Territorial Army, choral societies, the YMCA, the Temperance League, the Boys’ Brigade, brass bands and working men’s clubs all flourished. This desire to combine with others permeated all levels of society. Just as royalty could be worshipful masters of the Grand Lodge of England’s Masonic Craft, so too could their loyal, if socially distant, subjects emulate them as members of the Royal and Ancient Order of Buffaloes, or their local Mechanics’ Institute. In 1914 people ‘belonged’. The men who went off to war in 1914 were from a generation of ‘joiners’.25

One fictional, but quite clearly autobiographical, source of support for this structured view of society before 1914 is A Chronicle of Ancient Sunlight by Henry Williamson. In this panorama of life in the years from 1900 to 1930, Williamson’s fictional (and slightly ‘wet’) hero, Phillip Maddison, belongs to the Boy Scouts, goes to the local grammar school, joins the Territorial Army and finds himself going off to war in 1914. His middle-aged, middle class father feels duty bound to be a special constable. As a record of suburban English social structure, lives and attitudes before the First World War Williamson’s broad sweep has never been bettered, and gives a far more accurate view of society, as it was, than any retrospective scholastic social history. More importantly, Williamson’s later treatment of the horrors of war is more accurate in its portrayal of men’s reactions than the more self-conscious and shocked reactions of the generally more upper class ‘war poets’, who had never experienced ‘real life’ or the rough brutalities of the workplace before they volunteered for the Front.26 (It is a sad comment on pre 1914 standards of health and safety at work that casualties from industrial accidents in mill and mine often matched ‘quiet days’ on the Western Front.)

Williamson’s account reinforces the ‘vigorously literary’ climate of his day, when for a brief period classical education and popular education coincided.27

If increased knowledge, greater economic choice, and a general desire to form associations to better their lives were the mainsprings of Edwardian social life, then there were two darker forces lurking in the wings of pre 1914 society: the spectre of poverty and the problems of political change.

Nowadays, when we look back at pre 1914 Europe, and Edwardian Britain in particular, we tend to concentrate on social problems like prostitution or the plight of the poor. But as a way of understanding pre 1914 society, this narrow focus does not stand up to too deep a scrutiny, any more than drugs or the ‘underclass’ define life for most people today. The fact is that the great majority of our great-grandparents did not live in urban squalor by the standards of their time. The Rowntree of York study of 1899 and Charles Booth’s findings in his Life and Labour in London of 1889 calculated that 8 per cent of the population were so poor that ‘they could not guarantee food, shelter or clothing’ (the classic historic definitions of human needs) and another 22 per cent were in fact living in ‘secondary poverty’, which Booth identified as ‘living by hand to mouth week to week’. The army of 1914 was drawn from a society in which about one in twelve of Britons had to struggle every week just to get by.28

Yet all this was at a time when real wages were rising and real prices were falling. The conundrum of how to address this disparity was the great Edwardian domestic political issue. Poverty and the redistribution of wealth in a highly unequal society obsessed the prosperous political classes in the years following the Boer War. By 1906 a new Liberal government, bent on social reform, introduced major social legislation designed to change society for ever, culminating in 1909, when the radical Liberal Chancellor Lloyd George introduced the ‘People’s Budget’, specifically targeted ‘against poverty and squalor’. At a time when Britain was rearming at a prodigious rate to meet the escalating German naval challenge, this increased scale of government spending was breathtaking. If nothing else, it demonstrates just what a rich country Britain was in the years before the First War and just how effective were the social reformers’ efforts. In 1909 for the first time in peacetime, government spending on social programmes exceeded that on defence.29

As with so many revolutions, the poor wanted more. Led by the new trade unions, now protected from the legal consequences of their actions by law, organized labour began a militant campaign of strikes and stoppages of savage intensity to wrest power, money and influence from the governing and propertied classes. British industry, already feeling the terminal effects of German and American competition, became both polarized and paralysed in the period 1906–14. Social order broke down, in some cases very seriously indeed:


In 1911 there was a general strike in Liverpool … as near revolution as anything I have seen in Britain … For three months nothing moved in Liverpool. The dockers did not handle any cargoes. The railway porters came out. The tramway men went idle. Even road sweepers declined to work. Some troops were sent into the city to maintain order, but increased disorder because they were stoned by the strikers and ordered not to shoot, even in self defence …30



Nowadays we tend to forget just how violent was the political turmoil and social upheaval so prevalent before the First World War, not only in Britain, but all over Europe. The long-established tectonic plates of the old political order were shifting uneasily as a score of grievances, political issues and economic reforms forced change onto reluctant governments. In Britain it was the suffragettes, social reform and Ulster; in France the extreme left; in Germany the demands of the Reichstag; and in Austria-Hungary, most disastrous for all, the pressures of nationalism. Despite the golden economic climate, change and violence were everywhere abroad. In the words of R. J. Unstead, ‘Beneath the gaiety and comfortable assurance, there was strife.’31

One of the ironies of the period is precisely this contrast between the stability of ‘God, King and Empire’ on the one hand and the violent, almost revolutionary changes being forced through society at the same time. The certainties of Empire, Free Trade, the ‘rich man in his castle, the poor man at his gate’ seem to us to fit uneasily with the ever-present newspaper reports of strikes, impending civil war in Ireland, the attacks of the suffragettes and the social disorder of the 1900s. As Jose Harris noted, writing of Edwardian Britain:


… nothing in the sociological theories of the period quite prepares one for the extraordinary co-existence of extreme social inequality with respect for and observance of the law, of growing public disorder with fierce defence of civil liberties, and of endemic structural and economic change with social and institutional cohesion, that characterised British society for most of the period 1870 to 1914.32



From the above it is clear that British society immediately before the Great War was a very different world to our own. Great wealth coexisted alongside deep poverty, and the apparent calm of a century of order was sometimes keeping the lid on a potential eruption of social strife. It was a complex network of classes, organizations and powerful pressure groups held together by an apparently well-ordered and stable society. Our distant view of such societies – such as France in 1789 – inevitably veers towards the general and the quickly grasped caricature, ideally simplified on screen to make complexities easier to comprehend and represent. It is difficult to understand the nuances of another time.

To take one example, ‘class’. Class differences seem so clear-cut, so divisive, so easy to see in the old films and books that we assume that class must have been a major source of social discontent in the pre 1914 world. That is often a mistake. The most cursory glance at the real lives of most people and the writings of the time proves that ‘class’ was by no means a disabling problem for our Edwardian grandparents. Using our modern values, we just assume that it was. On the contrary: not only did our Edwardian forebears accept ‘class’ as part of their society, they accepted it as part of the immutable order of things and a constructive framework of social order. In many cases, and at some surprising levels, they even approved of it. For example, in 1910 the relatively new Labour Party made a clear distinction between the ‘real’ working class and the ‘unemployables’, talking of ‘those who are allowed … to wander about parading their sores and propagating their kind’. Even the TUC itself called the ‘unemployable’ ‘a menace to the State’.33

Not only did acceptance of class provide a social fabric, this same class structure helped to pull the country together at times of crisis. ‘Class differences’ were certainly no bar to the enthusiastic reception to the news of the outbreak of war in 1914. The shared bonds of nationalism far transcended ideas of social class or economic self-interest. This realization shocked socialist radicals throughout Europe on the outbreak of war, who had believed – or hoped – that the ‘international brotherhood of the working man’ would somehow triumph over national tensions. They were sadly mistaken. The murder of Jaurès in Paris on 31 July 1914 effectively killed any dreams of international class solidarity as well as a Socialist icon. The radicals of the Left, like a later vociferous minority of protestors against the Falklands War of 1982, were swept away on a tidal wave of national fervour, fuelled by genuine nationalist enthusiasms for a war, and egged on by a rabidly jingoistic press. National ties counted for more than class war.

Many of the 1914 attitudes and excesses of nationalism and patriotism can be explained away by ignorance. In an age when, despite a burgeoning press and some very limited tourism for the rich, ‘abroad’ was unknown territory for the majority of citizens, ignorance and fear of foreigners was the norm. The age of CNN and global communications has made us very different to the generation that confronted the world crisis in 1914. Despite the influence of the mass media of the day (which had a yellow press to rival our own), few people in 1914 were interested in ‘abroad’. Insulated by a hot summer, trouble in Ireland, domestic diversions and a general ignorance of the world about them, even the shooting of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo on 28 June 1914 scarcely stirred a ripple in the popular press. To find a parallel today we have to go to the hedonistic young students on a provincial American campus to discover anything remotely comparable to the blissful ignorance with which the 1914 generation went to war, secure in their own delusions of supremacy and oblivious to great events in the wider world.

There were other key attitudes that differentiated the men – and women – of 1914 from us. Nationalism sprang not just from Darwinian ideas of racial superiority and Nietzschean influences on educated thought, but also from the unifying symbol of ‘the British Empire’. British national consciousness was inextricably entwined with imperial glory, rights and responsibilities. For even the poorest British family, save for a tiny minority of political cranks or activists, the Empire was a source of stability, self-belief in their superiority, pride, or stern duty. Half the globe coloured pink really meant something in a way that we today find incomprehensible, if not downright embarrassing. We are different people. In a post-colonial era, with the humiliations of Singapore, Cyprus and Suez to look back on, it is almost impossible for us to realize just how strong a unifying feature ‘the Empire’ was. But imperial ties were a genuine force in 1914 and were sufficiently powerful to pull hundreds of thousands of new Canadians, Australians, New Zealanders and South Africans from the white colonial dominions back across the oceans to volunteer to fight – and to die – for ‘the mother country’.

Britons were not alone in these imperial attitudes. Although arriving late amid the comity of nations, the Kaiser’s post-1871 New German Empire made special efforts to drum up pan-Germanic and imperial solidarity too. In a phrase from a German history schoolbook of 1908,


The Empire is unified, powerful and respected in the world. The differences between classes no longer exist. All paths are open to personal industry and talent. All people can take part in their government … The condition of the lower classes has improved.34



It could have been written about Britain.

Nationalism and the Empire were but one of the widely held attitudes that make the generation that rushed to the colours in 1914 so foreign to us today. Britons then held a different set of shared values based on their own perceptions of property, society and the law, down to a common cultural identity centred on church, school, clubs and work. These attitudes were not only broadly held; they were also often sharply at variance with our present-day values. To take just one example, ‘property’ and ‘property rights’ still stood at the heart of English law far more than our present legal view of individual or ‘human’ rights.

This view of British society as a group of increasingly prosperous, literate, free individuals with legal rights to property, labour and free association and ruled by a stratified hierarchical oligarchy went very deep in 1914. It was a society held together by shared values such as imperialism and national pride, reinforced by a powerful mass media, and driven by a strong impulse by all classes for economic self-interest in a climate of growing economic prosperity. Only those on the fringes of society, such as the very poor, were excluded from this general drive towards progress. This view of a coherent if different Edwardian society should not obscure the very real tensions and antagonisms that existed like fault lines within Britain and which very nearly brought the country to the brink of civil war in 1914. Pre 1914 Great Britain had its own problems. They were however handled very differently from the way in which we deal with our political problems today.

For example, there was much less government. The law, medicine and the universities genuinely regarded themselves as free organizations effectively independent of the state and were deeply traditional in every way. Even on the major institutions of the state, the impact of government in Edwardian Britain reflected a very different emphasis from today. Organizations like the civil service (a much smaller organization in 1914), the judiciary and to a marked degree the armed forces were surprisingly free from direct governmental, and certainly political, interference both within their own cloisters and in the day to day performance of their duties. Nowhere, paradoxically, was the impact of government less welcome than in the two core organs of the state totally funded by the taxpayer, the Royal Navy and the Army. Both the armed services were fiercely traditional and proud of their independence from political meddling. Although a highly technical and radical service in 1914, even the Royal Navy still remained deeply conservative in the attitudes of its officers and men, especially in the area of internal discipline.

The army was even more so. As John Keegan has pointed out, war is primarily a social activity and all armies are ‘genuinely social organisations governed by their own social laws’. Every army reflects the society from which it is drawn, from the introverted (and sometimes downright strange) rites of the Prussian-German General Staff to the Victorian ethos of prefectorial ‘service’, public school values and organizational behaviour which characterized the pre 1914 army.35

The four years of war that followed in 1914 were to transform the pre-war army, like every other institution of Edwardian Britain, from the tiny, self-governing and insulated organization that went to war into something much bigger and more impersonal. In 1914 the British Army was a small (less than 250,000 strong), socially exclusive organization, split half between the UK and half overseas. Its officer corps was tiny, and, after the hard lessons of South Africa, professionally well qualified for modern warfare. Its commanders were men who had fought and succeeded on active service (French, Haig, Smith-Dorrien, Plumer, Allenby, Byng) and all of them knew each other well. It was an army that ‘was recruited from the bottom of society but led from the top’, in J. F. C. Fuller’s well-worn phrase, and the social values of the officer corps were essentially those of the king and court. The effect was of a self-governing stolid élite, obsessed by horses and field sports, far removed from the pressures and clamour of everyday life. Most officers stayed out of politics, despised politicians and the middle classes and were interested mainly in ‘the Regiment’, promotion and active service for God, King and Country with a bit of adventure and fun thrown in.

‘The Regiment’ was the be-all and end-all of the army in 1914. Officers and men alike joined a regiment, trained with a regiment, served overseas with their regiment and focused their complete lives around ‘the Regiment’. In fact, in one very real sense, ‘the Army’ as an organization did not really exist as a permanent entity. It was the regiments that made up the army that were legally the permanent organizations, for every year Parliament had to vote an Army Act to allow the government to maintain its standing army. On the back of this annual parliamentary bill rested the whole legal system of military law and King’s Regulations.

This concentration on the regiment meant that all ranks were effectively psychologically bonded onto a small (an infantry battalion was only about 1,000 strong) world that fed them, clothed them, worked them hard, trained them, looked after their welfare, and, if they transgressed its own special rules, punished them. Ruled over wherever it was in the world by a commanding officer with the summary powers of a magistrate and the confidence to exercise his power if required, the regiment was the officer’s and soldier’s universe. The regiment’s standards were a reflection of the society of the day, when capital punishment was an accepted penalty in both peace and war for soldier and civilian alike. In the same way that flogging was acceptable to Wellington’s army a hundred years before, the indignities of Field Punishment No. 1 and the final sanction of capital punishment were accepted by the British Army of 1914–18 and regarded as normal.

The soldiers who joined this mini-society were all seven-year volunteers, mostly recruited from the intelligent and ambitious youth of the working class.36 Most regular soldiers volunteered to escape the tedious, back-breaking or futureless manual work that was on offer in the first decade of the twentieth century. According to the official statistics, in 1913 manual labourers comprised 68 per cent of the recruits and only 3 per cent were ‘clerical’.37

These impressionable young men, anxious to please, were only too easily moulded by a training tradition whose corporate memory extended back over two centuries and was designed to recreate civilians swiftly into the army’s image. Like fledglings ‘imprinting’ on their parents, the working class recruit came to rely on the regiment, his NCOs and his officers – but above all his mates, or ‘chums’ in the jargon of the time – for a life offering welfare, security and, in the final analysis, survival in battle. In the army, those who survived the rigours of training found a new home in their regimental pride, a sense of belonging to an institution that was greater than any individual, a job they could master (the fire of British riflemen shocked the Germans so badly at Mons they claimed they had run into an army of machine guns) and a life they could enjoy among men of their own kind. The regiment gave these men a well-ordered, secure and clearly directed world ruled by a hierarchy that reflected fairly accurately the distribution of power and influence in Edwardian society and epitomized its values.

The old regular army was an insulated world regulated by its own rules and customs within a deeply hierarchical structure. It was a world where officers and men knew and trusted each other, and with the self-assurance that comes from being members of a competent, confident group apart. At the apex of the pyramid was the commanding officer (CO), a colonel who effectively represented ‘the Squire’. From him flowed promotion, patronage, praise and blame, but, above all, direction to the little world that was the regiment. Under him came the officers: the senior major, four or five company commanders (majors or captains) and up to twenty younger officers – platoon commanders, controlled by a captain adjutant plus the supporting officers: a padre, a quartermaster and a doctor. In a society where not only economic but also educational inequalities were much more marked, the officers tended to be relatively well educated – compared with the soldiers – and selected from the scions of ‘good families’, ‘county set’, ‘new money’ or sons of the regiment. To be an officer in a smart regiment was a prestigious thing in 1914, and to fit in with the rowdy, haughty and critical set of the officers’ mess, a private income was essential, particularly for the cavalry or Guards.

Under the officers were the non-commissioned officers – corporals who had done more than seven years commanding sections of ten or more men: and sergeants, hardbitten, long-service regulars ‘going for their pension’ at twenty-two years, who were the iron rods that ruled the platoons. The sergeants, and above them the four or five sergeant majors under the regimental sergeant major (RSM), ran the regiment on a day to day basis. Officers may have made the decisions and given the orders, but it was the NCOs who ensured that they were carried out. It was the NCOs, and particularly the senior NCOs, who watched the men like hawks and in the final analysis dealt with any problems ‘on the shop floor’ of regimental life. Officers managed by exception. They may have been the fount of authority but they freely delegated it to their NCO subordinates. The key was that everyone knew each other and had been tried and tested over several years. The RSM was usually of the same age and service as the CO and both would have known each other in the regiment for twenty-odd years. Young platoon commanders were exhorted to ‘listen and learn from your sergeant …’. In a status conscious world that relied on mutual respect and everyone knowing their role in the system, the regiment – and the army – was a microcosm of Edwardian Britain.

Such a closed, insular system had many drawbacks. But it was designed to do one thing, and one thing only: go anywhere in the world and fight until recalled. The regiment was a self-contained flexible machine for fighting, as competent and as self-governing a little world as a Roman legion.

It was also a world of rigid standards and high expectations. Soldiers were expected to carry out their orders to the letter and do as they were told: failure to do so in the pre-war army would result in an instant disciplinary charge and appearance before the company commander or (much worse) the commanding officer. Most soldiers had spent some time in the guardroom at some point of their careers. NCOs were expected to ensure that the soldiery did their duty without mercy or favouritism; and the officers were expected to lead their soldiers from the front and, above all, look after their men. Woe betide the young lieutenant who failed to inspect his men’s feet in an infantry battalion that relied for its mobility on marching 20 miles a day, every day if necessary, or who failed to ensure that his men were properly fed and bedded down before he took himself off to the mess! Weeks of extra duties – without any right of appeal – would swiftly follow, summarily dispensed by a curt adjutant. If an officer failed to live up to the expectations of his brother officers or consistently failed in his duties he would be invited to leave, or, if he failed to take the hint, exiled to some dreary staff post far from the regimental home. These standards – which were universally understood and accepted – extended to every area of the officer’s and the soldier’s life.

Fashionable though it may have become to deride our grandfathers’ values and behaviour, it was a world of formidable courage. In an age that has come to believe in wars without casualties and no body bags – except for the enemy – it is chilling to record that the 100,000 strong BEF that went to France in August 1914 had suffered 96,000 casualties by the end of the year; and not in the mud of the trenches either.38

Most of these casualties were a result of the often ignored mobile warfare which characterized the autumn fighting of 1914, or in the bitter defence around Ypres as winter set in. These BEF losses were made good first by the Territorial forces, then the Kitchener volunteers until, by 1917, conscription provided the bulk of the army. By 1918 the old army had expanded by fourteen times its original strength and there were very few survivors from the lost world of 1914. But in spirit and in discipline it was the same army, reflecting the same values by which the old regulars had marched off four years earlier to fight and die.

The truth was that the hundreds of thousands of volunteers who enthusiastically flocked into the recruiting offices in 1914 and 1915 were very different men from the recruits who had ‘gone for a soldier’ in the pre-war days of peace. As the new armies mushroomed overnight, the surviving professionals were swamped by the flood of enthusiastic amateurs. These last survivors of the ordered world and historic practices of the old regular army could only meet the challenge of Kitchener’s new mass citizen army by inculcating their own tried and tested military values as quickly as possible in the middle of a war that had completely overwhelmed them. It was a transfer of values, dedication, working practices, pride and discipline that would have far-reaching consequences for many of the ‘new armies’. For the rest of the war, the British Army was effectively forced to ignore the magnificent potential of its well-educated new citizen army, and train them, treat them, fight with them and expect them to behave as if they were exact replacements for the long-vanished regulars of 1914.

In a far-off age that seems vaguely familiar to us, but is in reality only a familiar landscape inhabited by vanished ghosts with alien attitudes, values and beliefs, nothing symbolizes that lost world of pre 1914 Britain so much as the men of the old regular army. Whatever we may think from the pictures we have seen, the men who went off to war in 1914 came from a world that is a long-dead foreign country to us now. It was a closed world, mustachioed, confident, built around the horse, and populated by tough, solid working class men led by a semi-aristocratic snobbish élite, the whole bound together by comradeship, mutual trust, pride in the regiment, a clear hierarchy and, above all, old-fashioned standards of behaviour backed up and enforced by a ferocious code of discipline.39,40
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