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INTRODUCTION

Much has been written and continues to be written about the British Army in the Great War, encouraged not least by the increasing interest in family history which has sparked curiosity in the background to relatives’ service during 1914–18. There tend to be three broad categories of published works. The first concerns operations. Many of the books on these during the past twenty years have sought to add weight to the pioneering efforts by the late John Terraine to counter the ‘Lions Led by Donkeys’ school that became so popular in the 1960s. The second category is concerned with the life of the soldier, usually with emphasis on the Western Front. Books like John Ellis’s Eye-Deep in Hell, Denis Winter’s Death’s Men and, most recently, Richard Holmes’s Tommy have done much to improve our understanding of what conditions were like on the ground. Finally, unit histories continue to be published. Rather than the traditional approach of providing a straightforward account of a battalion’s doings, a new school is growing up which is much more concerned over unit character, even going to the extent of creating large databases of individuals who served in it to analyse exactly how its nature, especially socially, changed during the course of the war. It is an approach which is beginning to yield fruit in the form of fresh insights.

What is missing is a study of the mechanisms used to mobilize a small regular army, supported by the part-time Territorial Force, for war and then transform it into the massive military machine that existed by the end of the war and one that was fighting an entirely different type of warfare, at least on the Western Front, to that which it had trained for. True, there have been some preliminary efforts in this direction. The papers contained in A Nation in Arms, edited by Ian Beckett and Keith Simpson in the mid 1980s, provide much interesting material on the nature of the Regular and New Armies, as well as the Territorial Force. Peter Simkins’s account of the raising of the New Armies, Kitchener’s Army, is now a standard work. Other valuable contributions include Ian Whitehead’s Doctors in the Great War and K. W. Mitchinson’s Pioneer Battalions of the Great War. There is, too, Ian Brown’s deeply researched Logistics on the Western Front. Yet, many gaps continue to exist and the aim of this book is to attempt to fill at least some of them.

The main theme of the book is manpower. To my mind, irrespective of what happened on the battlefield, the army’s greatest struggle during 1914–18 was obtaining and maintaining the necessary strength to meet increasing commitments, few of which had been envisaged prior to the outbreak of war. In particular, an ever-expanding munitions industry in what became a matériel-intensive conflict was as voracious in its demands as the army was, and had to be given its fair share. The nature of the war also resulted in a plethora of new specialities, which needed particular types of people and this compounded the army’s manpower problems. At base, though, the infantryman was still the most important item and everything else was there to enable him to reach his objective. Much of the juggling with manpower was aimed at trying to maintain the infantry’s strength, without prejudicing the needs of the other arms and services. I have treated this in the form of an examination of the four strands that made up the British Army – the Regulars, the Territorials, the Kitchener volunteers and the conscripts. Incorporated in these chapters are little-known dilemmas faced by the authorities, including how to treat those of alien parentage and others who were non-naturalized British, notably the Russian Jews, which itself is worth a full-length book.

One other problem which had to be confronted, and which has received little attention up until now, was military labour. In other theatres, indigenous workers were generally readily available, but on the Western Front the pre-war assumption that the French would provide much of the labour, especially in the field of transportation, was soon proved wrong. In spite of the War Office’s constant efforts to provide sufficient, culminating in the formation of the Labour Corps, the hard-pressed infantry continued to find itself employed on working parties at the expense of rest and training. To this end, I have highlighted the history of military labour. A further aspect is the employment of women, whose potential the War Office was slow to tap.

Once a man had been enlisted, he had to be trained. The army’s training organization went through several changes during the war and its evolution is often confusing. Again, this is something which has received little detailed coverage and I have sought to explain the changes that took place, especially with regard to the infantry. This is supported by an appendix which explains the wide variety of infantry units that grew up during the war. I have also included chapters on officer selection and training and how the staff was organized and inducted. Likewise, there is the question of home defence, which created new organizations like the Royal Defence Corps and Volunteer Force. Finally, once a man had become a soldier, his motivation had to be maintained. Discipline, good medical care, attention to his welfare, and awards and decorations all helped to achieve this. But none were without their controversies. That concerning those who were executed for military crimes is generally well known and, indeed, continues to this day. I have read much of the literature on this and have tried to give a balanced view. Less known is the army’s attitude to active homosexuality or, indeed, the debate on Field Punishment No. 1. In connection with discipline, shell shock inevitably has to be reviewed, especially the difficulties that the Royal Army Medical Corps had in diagnosing it. Welfare, too, had its problems, not least that enthusiastic charity could show military administration and logistics in a poor light to the public at large. Likewise, the policy over awards and decorations came under much fire during the war and has been attacked ever since for the policy of giving what were supposedly combat awards to those who were nowhere near the firing line. I have shown that the problem was not as clear-cut as is popularly made out.

Inevitably, there have had to be omissions to make the book of manageable length. I have referred little to the Dominion forces, who, in any event, are generally well provided for in histories. Logistics and transportation are vast subjects on their own, as are aspects like press and censorship. Indeed, this book is devoted to the ‘A’ (administration of personnel) side of the army as opposed to the ‘G’ (operations) and ‘Q’ (logistics) aspects. In terms of theatres of war, it is very difficult not to concentrate on France and Flanders, since the bulk of the army fought there and developments on the Western Front tended to be taken up by other theatres. I have, however, not forgotten the other fronts. I have also included two further appendices on military acronyms and medical categories, both of which figure frequently in the book.

I originally started my research for this book by looking from the top downwards, but realized after a time that I was obtaining only a partial picture of what happened. I therefore decided that I should look through the other end of the telescope and read the personal accounts of those who served. As I expected, this provided me with a wealth of pointers which I could then use to re-examine the official records, held at the National Archives, Kew. These are, however, not as complete as one might expect. Weeding through the years has left some significant gaps and, in some cases, much lateral thinking has been needed to provide answers to questions.

A book like this cannot be undertaken without considerable external help. I would like to express my warm thanks to the staff of the National Archives, Kew, and to that of the West Hill Library, London Borough of Wandsworth, whose superb reserve collection contains much material on 1914–18. I am also much indebted to my friends and colleagues in the British Commission for Military History and London Branch of the Western Front Association both for providing perceptive comments on draft versions of chapters which I presented to them as papers and for valuable advice. The same goes for the Territorial Force Study Group, whose members have been generous with the fruits of their own researches. I would also like to pay particular tribute to Chris Baker, a former Chairman of the Western Front Association, and his The Long, Long Trail website. Not only does it contain a vast range of information on the British Army of 1914–18, but it has a thriving forum, a number of whose members have a remarkable specialist knowledge covering many aspects of the Great War. Rather than list all individuals who have assisted me by name and run the risk of inadvertently omitting some, I have specified people who have given me particular help in the source notes.

The gestation period for this book has been considerably longer than both my publisher and myself had intended and I am deeply appreciative of the patience and forbearance that Ian Drury, Weidenfeld & Nicolson’s Publishing Director, has shown me. I would also like to thank Thomas Cussans for his very sympathetic editing. I am most grateful, too, to Penny Gardiner and her team for seeing Call to Arms through to publication. Penny’s enthusiasm and, indeed, fortitude have my admiration. Finally, I hope that this book will add to our knowledge of the British Army in the Great War and encourage people to probe further, since it is very clear that there is much more to discover.

Charles Messenger

LONDON, OCTOBER 2004


one

THE BRITISH ARMY IN 1914

In 1914 the British Army had only recently undergone wide-ranging reforms brought about from the lessons learnt from the war in South Africa at the turn of the new century. While it was still oriented towards defence of Empire, by 1910 it was committed to the continent of Europe through an agreement with France that, in event of war with Germany, it would provide an expeditionary force to fight alongside the French. This provided an additional spur to modernization.

The reforms began with the establishment of the Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) at the end of 1902. Its purpose was to produce a coherent strategy for the defence of Britain and the Empire. Following hot on the heels of this was the setting up of a Royal Commission to examine the recent war in South Africa and draw lessons from it. The Elgin Committee, as the commission was named, made numerous recommendations, two of the most significant being the need to create a proper General Staff and for the army to be structured in such a way that it could be rapidly expanded in time of war, drawing on the resources of the Empire. During the early months of 1904 another committee, chaired by Lord Esher, developed the recommendation concerning the General Staff. It concluded that the post of commander-in-chief should be abolished and replaced by a chief of staff, who would act as the principal adviser to the Secretary of State for War. Simultaneously, it created an Army Council, which was chaired by the Secretary of State and included four military members – Chief of Staff, Adjutant General, Quartermaster General and Master General of the Ordnance. Furthermore, the Esher Committee recommended that a General Staff be created largely from graduates of the Staff College at Camberley. It was to devote itself to the solving of military problems and planning for war. To this end, it was to be separated from the administrative staff. Officers were to be appointed for tours of four years and this would qualify them for accelerated promotion. General Staff officers would not form a separate corps, but they would be given a distinctive uniform.

The Esher Committee recommendations were not put into immediate affect. Partly, this was because the committee itself antagonized senior officers, but also because the Conservative government of the day, preoccupied by other matters, lacked the necessary drive to ensure that the reforms were implemented. It was not until there was a change of government and the appointment of a new dynamic Secretary of State, Lord Haldane, that the wheels began to turn. For a start, following an overhaul of the CID designed to make it more effective, the Chief of Staff became the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS). Then, on 12 September 1906, a Special Army Order announced the establishment of the General Staff. Its tasks were ‘to advise on the strategical distribution of the army, to supervise the education of officers, and the training and preparation of the army for war, to study military schemes, offensive and defensive, to collect and collate military intelligence, to direct the general policy in army matters, and to secure continuity of action in the execution of policy’. General Staff officers would be present in the Directorates of Military Operations, Staff Duties and Military Training at the War Office and in home commands and districts, as well as overseas. Accelerated promotion could be awarded for distinguished service in a staff post, though it was emphasized that this also applied to administrative posts. In fact, this benefited the General Staff as the more able officers opted to join it. They tended to regard logistics as the domain of specialists and this resulted in a gulf developing between the two. On the other hand, the General Staff did not become the elite that its German counterpart was. It was made clear that the exercise of command was not part of its brief, which implied that commanders did not necessarily need to have attended Camberley. Furthermore, many staff posts were not held by Staff College graduates, though in theory they should have been.1

In January 1907 the War Office staffs moved into a new building in Whitehall, the first time they had all been under one roof.* The organization within the War Office changed little over the next few years and by 1914 it was organized as three main staff branches: G, covering operations and intelligence (the province of the General Staff); A, covering administration of personnel; and Q, which dealt with matériel. The CIGS headed G branch, the Adjutant General A branch, and the Quartermaster General Q branch.

The branches themselves were subdivided as follows:

G branch

Director of Military Operations (DMO) – strategic and operational planning, intelligence

Director of Staff Duties (DSD) – war establishments, staff training and selection, training manuals, the Army Signal Service and formulation of principles governing the employment of aircraft

Director of Military Training (DMT) – home defence and training

A branch

Adjutant General’s Branch (AG) – peace establishments, manning and recruiting, terms of service, war medals

Director of Personal Services (DPS) – discipline, ceremonial, education of non-commissioned ranks

Director of Mobilization (DM) – mobilization for war

Director-General, Army Medical Services (DGAMS) – medicine and health, selection and training of medical personnel including nurses

Q Branch

Director of Supplies and Quartering (DSQ) – accommodation, supply of food, fuel and light

Director of Transport and Movements (DTM) – movement of units by sea and land, all forms of transport, administration of Army Service Corps (ASC)

Director of Remounts (DR) – supply of horses

Director-General, Army Veterinary Services (DGAVS) – animal health. Manned by Army Veterinary Corps (AVC)

Director of Equipment and Ordnance Stores (DEOS) – general stores, and supply of machine guns, small arms, and clothing. Administration of Army Ordnance Department (AOD)

There were three other branches of the War Office which fell outside the main G, A and Q categories. The Military Secretary’s (MS) branch came directly under the Secretary of State and handled officers’ promotions, decorations and awards. The department of the Master General of the Ordnance (MGO) ranked alongside those of the Adjutant General and Quartermaster General, with the MGO having a seat on the Army Council. His empire was varied and consisted of the following:

Director of Artillery (DofA) – provision of artillery weapons and stores, machine guns, ammunition (including explosives) and weapons trials, as well as administration of the ordnance factories. Manned almost entirely by the Royal Artillery.

Director of Fortifications and Works (DFW) – design and construction of fortifications, gun emplacements, barracks (less those allocated to DBC), and rifle ranges, electrical and mechanical engineering, provision of engineer stores, training of railway transport personnel. Manned by the Royal Engineers.

Director of Barrack Construction (DBC) – design and construction of barracks as ordered by the Army Council. Wholly civilian manned.

Director-General of Military Aeronautics (DGMA) – all aspects of military aviation.

When the ranks of the departmental heads are examined, it becomes clear that there was an obvious pecking order. G branch, with the CIGS, a field marshal, at its head, took precedence, while the Adjutant General was a three-star appointment. The QMG was a major general. All three had seats on the Army Council, the army’s governing body. So, too, did the MGO, but at the outbreak of war Sir Stanley von Donop, the holder of this post, was a mere substantive colonel, with the local rank of major general. Of the remainder, who were not Army Council members, the Military Secretary was a three-star appointment, while the DGMA was a colonel temporary brigadier general.

Two other senior posts in the 1914 army need mention at this point. These were the two inspectors general, who were not part of the War Office. In August 1914 Sir John French was Inspector General of the Home Forces, having swapped the post of CIGS with Sir Charles Douglas after the Curragh Mutiny. He had his headquarters at Horse Guards and had five subordinate inspectors under him, covering Cavalry, Royal Horse and Royal Field Artillery, Royal Garrison Artillery, Royal Engineers and the Infantry. Sir John’s opposite number was Sir Ian Hamilton, who was Inspector General of the Overseas Forces. From his headquarters in Malta, he covered not only British garrisons (excluding India) but also the Dominion Forces. Their role, as laid down for the Inspector General Home Forces in King’s Regulations, was:



a) By means of inspection ascertain whether the training, instruction, and preparation of the army for war, as laid down by regulations, are fully carried out in the various commands, and whether a uniform standard of efficiency is attained.

b) Advise as to regulations bearing on (a).

c) By inspection, either personally or through his subordinates, keep the Army Council informed of the state of the army at home as regards both personnel and equipment.





French and Hamilton reported directly to the CIGS on the state of the land forces. He, in turn, implemented their recommendations through the War Office or, in the case of Dominion forces, via the Committee for Imperial Defence (CID).

The army at home was organized in territorial commands: Aldershot (Sir Douglas Haig); Eastern (Sir James Grierson); Irish (Sir Arthur Paget); Northern (Sir Herbert Plumer); Scottish (Sir John Ewart); Southern (Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien); Western (Sir Henry Mackinnon); and London District (Sir Francis Lloyd), which equated to a command because it controlled the Household Division. Each command was divided into a number of administrative districts. The original theory, under a plan drawn up in 1901 by the then Secretary of State, St John Brodrick, was that each existing command would represent an army corps. Three – Aldershot, Southern Command and Ireland – would be all-Regular and would form an expeditionary force in time of war. Of the remainder, IV Corps (Eastern) would be half Regular, while V (Northern) and VI (Scottish) would consist largely of auxiliary forces and would be responsible for home defence. A Special Army Order of 4 March 1902 put this scheme into effect, with each corps consisting of three divisions, each of two brigades. But this needed a significant increase in manpower. The existing length of engagement was seven years’ service with the Colours, followed by five on the Reserve. In the belief that a shorter term of active service would prove more attractive to recruits, a three-year engagement with the Colours, with nine on the Reserve, was introduced. This did not improve recruiting. Worse, once the soldier’s six months’ recruit training and his voyage out had been taken into account, units stationed abroad had little benefit of his service before it was time to send him home for discharge. It also meant that they were in a constant state of upheaval. Consequently, in November 1904 the engagement was set at nine years with the Colours and three on the Reserve, only to revert to seven and five just two years later.* At the same time, the army corps were renamed commands and it was decided that the Regular Army at home would consist of six infantry divisions, with only Aldershot Command, which had two divisions, providing any semblance of a corps in peacetime. But throughout the years leading up to 1914 there was confusion as to what an army corps was. Indeed, it was variously referred to as ‘corps’, ‘army corps’, and ‘army’. As for the headquarters of the Expeditionary Force, this was called both ‘GHQ’ and ‘Army HQ’.2

The army’s active strength on 1 August 1914 was 247,798 all ranks. A significant proportion (just over 46 per cent) was serving overseas, however, and was not immediately available to form the Continental Expeditionary Force. Excluding the nine battalions of Foot Guards, which were traditionally based at home, half of the 148 Regular infantry battalions were abroad, as were twelve out of the thirty-one cavalry regiments. They were deployed as follows:





		Cavalry	Infantry

	India	9	51

	South Africa	2	4

	Egypt/Sudan	1	5

	Malta		5

	Gibraltar		2

	China		2

	Hong Kong		1

	Aden		1

	Bermuda		1

	Mauritius		1

	Singapore		1



The units overseas were maintained up to strength at the expense of those at home under a system designed by Lord Cardwell in the early 1880s. Each two-battalion infantry regiment always had one battalion abroad, which the other kept supplied with drafts. It meant that the home battalion was always well below its establishment for war and relied heavily on reservists to bring it up to strength in time of war. Indeed, a survey carried out among the home commands in spring 1913 revealed that the six Regular divisions were on average 60 per cent below their war establishments in infantry and 55 per cent in artillery.3 This shortfall had to be made good by reservists. In addition, the Regular Army faced a crisis in 1914 in that it was about to lose two batches of men at once to the Reserve – those who had enlisted on the nine-year engagement during 1904–5 and those who had joined during 1906–7 on the seven-year term.4

There were two main types of reserve in 1914, the Army Reserve and the Special Reserve. The Army Reserve was just over its establishment of 145,000 strong and consisted of Sections A, B and D.* Section A had a ceiling of 6,000 men and was likely to be called up during a partial mobilization. Men could opt for Section A during their first year on the Reserve and extend their time in it for a further year. Preference was given to soldiers who had served abroad, were of good character and were second-class shots at least. They were entitled to one shilling per day, just one penny under the basic pay of a private soldier serving with the Colours, and were paid monthly. Section B covered all those who were doing their five years on the Reserve but were not in Section A. Section D men were those who had signed on for an additional four years on the Reserve. They could not be called up until the whole of Sections A and B had been mobilized. Both Sections B and D reservists received sixpence per day, paid quarterly.

The Regular Army could also draw on the Special Reserve, which had been created out of the old Militia and was another of Lord Haldane’s reforms. The Militia itself was an ancient body which, by the latter half of the nineteenth century, provided the army with a partially trained Reserve. Men served for six years, carrying out a month’s training every year at their nearest regimental depot. They could also join the Militia Reserve, which also supported the Regular Army. The officers of the Militia tended to be on the old side, however, and the men either very young or old. This was not satisfactory and Haldane replaced it with the Special Reserve, which was organized in formed units. Thus, the third battalions of most two-battalion Regular infantry regiments became the Reserve battalion, while, with one exception, four-battalion regiments had their fifth battalions designated Reserve battalions and sixth battalions Extra Reserve. Some two-battalion regiments also had Extra Reserve battalions, and the Royal Fusiliers had two Reserve (fifth and sixth battalions) and one Extra Reserve (seventh) battalions. Three of the Irish regiments also each had three Special Reserve battalions. Each soldier on joining carried out the full six months’ recruiting training and did a month’s annual training. He was paid at the same rates as his Regular counterpart when in uniform and also received an annual total of £4 in bounties. The Militia and Militia Reserve were invited to join the Special Reserve and over 80 per cent did so. By 1913, the Militia Reserve stood at a mere 636 officers and sixty-four men and it was allowed to die out naturally. The Militia itself did remain in existence in the Channel Islands, which provided five infantry battalions, together with coastal artillery and engineers.

The Special Reserve was also broken down into two sections, with Section A having a limit of 4,000 men who were prepared to serve anywhere in the world, but for a maximum of twelve months, unless any portion of the Special Reserve was put on permanent service. Section A men had to have attended at least two annual camps and were required to give three months’ notice of their intention to resign. They were paid a retainer of sixpence per day. Section B encompassed the remaining members of the Special Reserve, but this was broken down into three sub-sections. Subcategory (a) covered the bulk of the Special Reservists, who were on a six-year term. It also included the South Irish Horse, whose members served just four years, the North Irish Horse and the King Edward Horse. Subcategory (b) represented Territorials who agreed to accept the Special Reserve liability, while (c) related to certain specialists – horse transport (HT) and mechanical transport (MT) drivers in the Army Service Corps (ASC) and Royal Flying Corps (RFC). They re-engaged every year up to the age of 50, received no pay unless mobilized, undertook no military training in peacetime and could not transfer to any other branch of the Special Reserve. They did, however, receive an annual bounty. One unique element of Section B (c) was the Wold Waggoners, who were part of the ASC Special Reserve. They were transport drivers from Yorkshire who were used to handling heavy draught horses. Their establishment was some 1,000 men of whom 780 would cross to France in August 1914, joining Nos. 1–6 Reserve Parks and Nos. 1 and 2 Bridging Trains RE. An officer who inspected them shortly after they had arrived in France described them as ‘extremely shy in disposition’.5

Another source of potential manpower with some military experience was the National Reserve, which came under the umbrella of the Territorial Force even though it was ‘supplementary to the army’.* The TF County Associations were tasked with maintaining a register of trained officers and soldiers who were under no further obligation to serve in the Forces of the Crown so that ‘the military authorities’ could ‘keep in touch with men who would be able to render assistance in time of grave national emergency when additional personnel may be required, either for active duties with the home defence forces or for other services.’ The National Reserve was open to officers with at least one year’s service, ex-naval ratings and Royal Marine other ranks, ex-Royal Naval Reserve and Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve members, ex-soldiers of the Regular Army, former members of the Militia, Imperial Yeomanry and Volunteers, as well as ex-members of the Royal Irish Constabulary and holders of a campaign medal.

The National Reserve was divided into three classes. Originally, Class I contained former officers under the age of 55 and other ranks under 45 who were physically fit enough to join a combatant unit in the field, while Class II represented officers aged 55 to 60 and other ranks aged 45 to 55 who were capable of garrison duty or administrative work. Those who did not fit these categories were termed ‘honorary members’ who were retained for ‘social and influential purposes’ and were placed in Class III. In 1913, however, the age limits were made more restricted. All members of Class I now had to be under the age of 42, while Class II accepted officers, warrant officers and sergeants under the age of 55 and junior ranks under the age of 50 for home defence and garrison duty. Class III was now split into three sub-classes: those qualified by age, but not medically fit for Class I; the same for Class II; and the honorary members who now found themselves in Class III (3). The strength of the National Reserve on 1 October 1913 was some 215,000 officers and men.6

The Continental Expeditionary Force was itself organized as three army corps, each of two divisions, and was drawn from home commands as follows:

Cavalry Division – 1st Cavalry Brigade at Aldershot, 2nd at Tidworth, 3rd at the Curragh in Ireland, 4th in Kent, but would only form as a division on mobilization. 5th Cavalry Brigade (HQ York) would act as an independent formation.

Aldershot Command

1st Infantry Division – HQ Aldershot, 1st and 2nd Brigades (Aldershot), 3rd Brigade (Fleet)

2nd Infantry Division – HQ Aldershot, 4th Brigade (London), 5th and 6th Brigades (Aldershot)

Southern Command

3rd Infantry Division – HQ Tidworth, 7th Brigade (Tidworth), 8th Brigade (Devonport), 9th Brigade (Portsmouth)

Eastern Command

4th Infantry Division – HQ Woolwich, 10th Brigade (Shorncliffe), 11th Brigade (Colchester), 12th Brigade (Dover)

Irish Command

5th Infantry Division – HQ Curragh, 13th Brigade (Dublin), 14th Brigade (Curragh), 15th Brigade (Northern Ireland)

6th Infantry Division – HQ Cork, 16th and 17th Brigades (Cork), 18th Brigade (Lichfield)

This gives a very clear indication as to the importance of the various commands. Aldershot was the ‘jewel in the crown’, providing two divisions and, indeed, the corps headquarters, under Douglas Haig, to control them. Irish Command was the next in importance, providing almost two infantry divisions and a cavalry brigade. However, in 1914 Sir Arthur Paget was aged 63 and considered too old for a field command. Southern and Eastern Commands were next in importance, although it was Sir James Grierson, rather than Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien, who would command II Corps in the Expeditionary Force, while Sir William Pulteney, GOC 6th Division, would be elevated to command III Corps. The other commands – Northern, Western, and Scottish – were largely made up of Territorial Force units.

Each infantry division consisted of three brigades, each of four battalions, three field artillery brigades, each of three batteries with six 18-pounder guns, a howitzer brigade with eighteen 4.5-inch howitzers and a heavy battery with four 60-pounders. In addition, the division had two field companies RE, a Signal company, a divisional ammunition column (DAC) based on an ASC mechanical transport company, a divisional train, which consisted of four ASC horse transport companies, and three field ambulances. The division also had its own integral reconnaissance element. This consisted of a squadron of cavalry and a cyclist company, the latter having been formed in May 1914 from infantrymen within the division.7 There was no formed cavalry division prior to the outbreak of war and a cavalry brigade consisted of three regiments supported by a Royal Horse Artillery (RHA) battery armed with the 13-pounder gun. On mobilization, the cavalry division would be formed and would receive a field squadron RE, a signal section, which was manned by cavalrymen, rather than sappers, and a cavalry field ambulance for each brigade, as well as three ASC companies.

A word should also be said about the training of the army at home. This was organized as an annual cycle, which was split into two phases. The first – individual training – was to ‘prepare the individual officer, noncommissioned officer or soldier for the duties he will carry out in war’. It usually lasted from mid October until the end of February and it was during this time that most annual leave was taken. Collective training began at squadron/battery/company level and progressed through battalion, brigade and divisional levels, culminating in army manoeuvres, which usually took place once the harvest had been gathered in so as to minimize damage to the countryside.8 Underlying all training was the morale factor. Infantry Training 1914 laid much stress on this:



The soldier should be instructed in the deeds which made the British Army and his regiment famous … The privilege which he inherits as a citizen of a great Empire should be explained to him, and he should be taught to appreciate the honour which is his, as a soldier, of serving his King and country.





While home defence was considered mainly the responsibility of the Territorial Force, the Regular Army also made a contribution, especially in port security. Each home command, apart from Aldershot, was responsible for coastal defence within its sector and sub-commands were established specifically for this purpose. Thus, Southern Command had Southern Coast, responsible for the Defended Ports of Portsmouth and Portland, and South-Western Coast, responsible for those of Plymouth and Falmouth. The defence of the ports themselves was shared by the coastal artillery branch of the Royal Garrison Artillery (RGA) and the Royal Engineers (RE). The former was organized in companies, which manned batteries of coastal artillery, comprising elderly 6-inch howitzers with a range of little over 5,000 yards. They were augmented by TF companies of the RGA. The RE provided Fortress Companies, both Regular and Territorial, which were responsible for the maintenance of forts, in which many of the batteries were positioned and the construction of gun emplacements. There were also a number of Electric Light Companies RE (TF), which primarily manned searchlights. A similar organization covered ports around the Empire.

The Territorial Force itself came into being on 1 April 1908. This was another Haldane creation and replaced the old Volunteers,* who had been formed over a hundred years earlier when Britain faced the threat of a French invasion and whom the Norfolk Commission of 1904 had considered incapable of facing Regular troops in the field. Initially, Haldane aimed to use the Territorial Force to reinforce the Regular Army once it had mobilized and completed six months’ training. However, from 1907 onwards he and subsequent war ministers placed increasing emphasis on home defence, although the CID concluded that the threat on Britain itself was more likely to take the shape of a major hostile raid than a full-blown invasion. Territorial soldiers enlisted for four years at a time and, provided they attended a fixed number of drills and annual camp, they were awarded an annual bounty. They were organized as fourteen infantry divisions, including supporting arms, and fourteen mounted brigades made up of Yeomanry. In August 1914 these were distributed as follows:

Southern Command: 1st and 2nd South Midland and 1st and 2nd South-Western Mounted Brigades; South Midland and Wessex Divisions

Eastern Command: Eastern and South-Eastern Mounted Brigades; East Anglian and Home Counties Divisions

Northern Command: Yorkshire, Notts and Derby, and North Midland Mounted Brigades; Northumbrian, West Riding and North Midland Divisions

Scottish Command: Highland and Lowland Mounted Brigades; Highland and Lowland Divisions

Western Command: Welsh Border and South Wales Mounted Brigades; East Lancashire, West Lancashire and Welsh Divisions

London District: London Mounted Brigade; 1st and 2nd London Divisions

In addition, the Territorial Force possessed a number of Cyclist battalions for patrolling the coast.

Aldershot Command contained no Territorial troops and neither did Irish Command, since, for political reasons, the Territorial Force (TF) did not operate in Ireland. Territorial divisions and mounted brigades were organized in a similar way to their Regular counterparts. Much of the administration was carried out by the TF County Associations, while the Director-General of the Territorial Force (DGTF) at the War Office, Lieutenant General Edward Bethune, came under the Department of the Civil Member of the Army Council. This served to create a gulf between the TF and the Regular Army, although TF units did have Regular adjutants and NCO instructors and some commanding officers had seen service as Regulars.

On paper, the Territorial Force appeared formidable, but the truth was that by the outbreak of war it was significantly under establishment in terms of numbers. It should have had a strength of just over 316,000 officers and men, but on 1 August 1914 it was just under 270,000. Furthermore, a substantial number of these men had not attended camp and nearly 25 per cent were aged under 19 (the minimum recruiting age for Territorials was 17, as opposed to 18 for Regulars), which meant that they could not be sent overseas. In any event, although they were invited to take what was called the Imperial Service Obligation, the Territorials were not legally bound to serve abroad.9 As it was, a little more than 7 per cent had volunteered to do so, with only five units – Northumberland Yeomanry, Dorset Fortress Company RE, 6th East Surreys and 7th and 8th Middlesex – having sufficient volunteers to enable them to be deployed overseas immediately on the declaration of war.10 There was, too, a TF Reserve, which was pegged at one-third of the active establishment. It was not a success and by July 1914 had an overall strength of a little over 2,000 men.11

The Territorial Force also suffered from outdated equipment. The Regular Army had recently undergone an almost complete overhaul. Apart from receiving a new range of artillery weapons, the infantryman had a new rifle, the Short Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE) Mk III and web (as opposed to leather) equipment. Each infantry battalion also had two Maxim machine guns which were in the process of being replaced by the Vickers. The Territorial Force, on the other hand, had to make do with obsolete 15-pounder, 4.7-inch and 5-inch guns and leather equipment; it was also largely reliant on commandeering transport vehicles from civilian sources. The TF also had the old Long Lee-Enfield, which used different ammunition from the SMLE. The Territorial infantry battalions retained the old eight-company organization, while the Regulars had recently adopted the new four-company establishment, although the Reserve and Extra Reserve battalions did not actually do so until 5 August 1914, the day after the declaration of war against Germany. In terms of training, the TF could also not match the Regular Army. In his first year the Territorial was expected to attend forty drills, together with two weeks’ annual camp. Thereafter he needed only ten drills and annual camp to gain his bounty.

At the end of 1909, a committee was set up to consider the additional duties and responsibilities which the War Office would have to bear in the event of general war. The result was the compilation of a War Book, which detailed the steps to be taken to mobilize the army, the additional duties of each branch and the extra staff required. The first edition was published in 1912; thereafter it was published annually.

There were three phases to mobilization: the precautionary stage; general mobilization; and the declaration of war. Partial mobilization was also covered. The precautionary stage catered primarily for the threat of war with another maritime power and had two objectives. These were to safeguard naval bases in Britain and to protect vulnerable points in the country. The latter were specified as ‘magazines, stores and factories of war material’, as well as communications, especially ‘wireless telegraph stations’ and the railways, particularly railway bridges. The majority of those involved in this task would be Regular troops, but a few Territorial members, especially in Scotland, where Regular units were thin on the ground, were also employed. These were designated Special Service Sections, which could be called out under direction of the Secretary of State for a period not exceeding one month, even though the TF as a whole had not been embodied. They were mainly deployed in ten-man sections at key signalling stations and cable landing points. Even smaller detachments were sent to guard oil-company premises, which provided Admiralty fuel reserves. In one case, a complete company was involved. This was the Ardeer Company TF, which was affiliated to the 4th Royal Scots Fusiliers. It was drawn from the workforce of the Nobel explosives factory at Ardeer on the Clyde coast and in time of war guarded its own workplace.12

Once the decision to institute the precautionary stage had been made by the Cabinet, it was passed to the Army Council by the Secretary for War, and then to the War Office branches concerned. A prepared cipher telegram would then be sent to home commands ordering them to deploy garrisons to ports and vulnerable points in accordance with previously issued instructions. Protection of ports was the role of the Reserve and Extra Reserve battalions. Close coordination with the police and railway companies was laid down for the guarding of vulnerable points. Likewise, the General Post Office had to keep some offices open day and night for the transmission of telegrams and to make arrangements for army postal service reservists in its employ to be readily available if and when mobilization was declared.

General mobilization was defined as ‘the possibility, imminence or declaration of war with a first-class European Power which would entail the complete mobilization of the whole of the Naval and Military Forces of the Crown’. It could not, however, take place until the King had approved it and the Royal Proclamation was issued. This itself contained seven instruments: 1) a proclamation calling out the General Reserve and embodying the Territorial Force; 2) another to ensure continuance of service of all soldiers serving with the Colours; 3) and 4) a further one, together with an Order in Council, recalling the Jersey Militia Reserve to active service; 5) an Order in Council empowering the government to take over the railways; 6) an order by the King empowering the requisitioning of animals, vehicles, vessels (for inland waterway transport) and aircraft; and 7) an order by the King authorizing requisitions of civilian property for the billeting of troops.

The first action by the War Office was to issue the ‘mobilization ordered’ telegrams, which were sent to post offices where mobilization posters were to be prominently displayed. These posters were put up in other public places under the direction of chief constables and mobilization notices were also published in the newspapers. Individual mobilization telegrams to Regular reservists would be distributed by the post offices, which were to stay open for 24 hours a day. Each reservist already had documentation instructing him where to report, with a railway warrant attached. Reservists were also issued with special money orders to the value of three shillings as advance pay, which could be cashed at post offices. Officers and men on leave were to report back to their units on seeing the mobilization notice. Those on leave from garrisons abroad were to report in writing to the War Office (officers) and their Records Offices (the remainder). In the meantime, all commands were ordered, also by telegram, to mobilize. The Declaration of War would be similarly transmitted both within the home commands and throughout the garrisons overseas. All coastal defences were placed on a war footing and additional defence works would begin to be constructed with the cooperation of the police.13

The general principle was that mobilization schemes were based on stations and barracks and not on units. Thus, when a cavalry regiment or infantry battalion changed stations it handed its mobilization scheme and stores over to the incoming unit. As far as the reservists themselves were concerned, the rule was that they first reported to their regimental depots, except in the case of Royal Engineers and Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) personnel, whose units in Britain seldom moved. The depots processed the reservists before despatching them to their units. That of the Leinsters was at Birr (today situated in County Offaly close to the Tipperary border), where the officer commanding had drawn up detailed instructions on how reservists were to be processed. NCOs were to be detailed to meet the trains arriving at the town’s railway station and would then take the reservists to the barracks, where they would be directed to the gymnasium. Here they would be handed medical inspection cards and organized into twelve-man sections, each under an NCO, and allocated to a company. The next port of call was the hospital, where each man was medically examined, those found to be unfit for service being immediately discharged. The temporarily unfit would be placed on the Reserve, while those judged permanently unfit for service abroad would either be placed on the Reserve or retained for duty at home. Any man rejected for immediate service would be provided with a railway warrant to get him home.

The remainder were then to be taken to the mobilization stores to be issued with their kit, including two sets of service dress and a greatcoat. The company commanders were exhorted to take the greatest possible care when it came to the fitting of boots. Finally, the reservists received their rifles, together with a strip of flannelette for cleaning them. The reservists were then taken to the company barrack room, where their kit was checked and signed for. (They had to make their own arrangements for disposing of their civilian clothes, it being at their own risk if they decided to leave them in the depot stores.) They would be fed and issued with two blankets each for the night. On Day 2 of mobilization the first special train would leave for the 2nd Battalion, which was based at Cork as part of the 6th Division. The latter would provide an officer and five NCOs to conduct the men and the depot itself also had to detail a captain and two subalterns for the same purpose. The same process of receiving reservists would continue on this day and another special train would leave Birr on Day 3.14

The infantry depots also had to mobilize their Reserve and Extra Reserve battalions. This, however, was not to take place until the fourth day of mobilization to enable them to first process the bulk of the Regular reservists. Special Reservists were sent individual telegrams in green envelopes marked ‘Mobilization’. The Reserve and Extra Reserve battalions deployed to their war stations, which were largely ports, on the fifth day of mobilization. Their ranks would be swelled by Regular reservists who had been temporarily found unfit and serving Regular soldiers aged under 19, since they were not permitted to serve abroad.15

Apart from the calling up of reservists to bring units up to their war establishment, the various headquarters of the Expeditionary Force, renamed the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) following its deployment, also had to be expanded. HQ BEF itself had to be formed from scratch. Prior to the outbreak of war, its commander-in-chief had not been nominated – although it was generally understood that it would be Sir John French – and neither had his staff. The bulk was to be provided by the War Office, their places being filled by members of the Reserve of Officers. The headquarters would actually form at the Polygon Hotel, Southampton.16 While HQ I Corps was drawn mainly from the existing staff of Aldershot Command, II and III Corps had to create their staffs from scratch. In peacetime, an infantry division HQ had merely a GSO1 and a Deputy Assistant Adjutant and Quartermaster General (DAA&QMG). This was increased on mobilization by five additional staff officers, which were drawn from other posts in the army. Thus, 1st Infantry Division could expect a GSO2 from the Staff College, a GSO3 from the Staff Duties (SD) Branch in the War Office, an AA&QMG also from the War Office, and Deputy Assistant Quartermaster General (DAQMG) who was nominated by DADST Aldershot Command. Likewise, in peacetime brigades had only a brigade major to assist the commander. To bear the administrative staff burden, a staff captain was appointed, nominated by the brigade commander himself from within the units under his command.17

It was now that the deployment of the BEF to the Continent began. The underlying principle was to establish the lines of communication on the Continent before sending across the fighting troops. These would constitute two waves – the cavalry division and four mainland infantry divisions in the first, followed by the divisions based in Ireland. Crucial to the movement of the BEF from its peacetime stations were the railways, which, on the declaration of war, came under government control under the 1871 Regulation of the Forces Act. In 1912 the Railway Executive Committee was set up and drew up plans for bringing the railway companies under state control in the event of war, with the aim of ‘ensuring that the railways, locomotives, rolling stock and staff shall be used as one complete unit in the best interests of the State for the movement of troops, stores and food supplies.’18 The committee also drew up detailed timetables for the movement of troops on mobilization. In addition, there was the Engineer and Railway Staff Corps RE, which had been established in 1865. Sir Sam Fay, General Manager of the Great Central Railway, was a member and described it as



a curious combination of prominent engineers and railway officials. It possessed a colonel and a number of lieutenant colonels and majors, but no rank and file. It was established for the purpose of rendering expert assistance in time of war, and singularly enough was the only military or semi-military force not mobilized as such during the Great War. It exercised one function, that of having dinner, with members of the War Office staff as guests, once a year.19





In practice, the members of the Engineer and Railway Staff Corps were consulted individually and some sat on the Railway War Council, whose president was the Director of Movements and Quartering.

The first elements of the BEF to cross to the Continent were the advance parties of two ASC supply depots, each consisting of one officer and thirteen other ranks. Thanks to the Railway Executive Committee’s timetables, they knew that they would catch the 8.23 a.m. train from Aldershot on Day 1, arrive at the port of Newhaven at 2.10 p.m., and then be embarked. The first ‘teeth arm’ units to move were five infantry battalions earmarked to secure the lines of communication. They would move on Day 2, with the HQs of the Cavalry Division and 1st and 2nd Infantry Divisions on Day 3. The last elements of the first wave were various stationary hospitals, which would move on Day 19.20 To gain some idea of the scale of effort required, eighty trains were needed to transport one infantry division to its port of embarkation.

Similar railway transport arrangements were made for the collection of remounts, with unit grooms earmarked to collect them from all over the country prior to deployment across the Channel. Thus, on the morning of Day 1 of the deployment, additional horses for 108 Heavy Battery RGA would travel, escorted by three soldiers, from Farnham to Bournemouth Central and thence to Eastleigh, where they would change trains and travel onwards to their port of destination with 1st Royal Scots Fusiliers.21 The scheme for obtaining remounts had been overhauled by General John Cowans, the Quartermaster General, during 1912–13. He created a voluntary Army Horse Reserve (AHR), whereby owners registered their horses with the Remount Department. In return for agreeing to them being requisitioned should any portion of the Army Reserve be called up, they would be paid an annual subsidy of £4 for each artillery horse and ten shillings for others. Furthermore, he arranged for military wagons to be modified so that, instead of being drawn by four light horses, two draught horses would be used, thus reducing, to a degree, the initial demand for extra horses.22 Even so, 14,000 additional animals were needed immediately on mobilization. Likewise, the army required 900 motor vehicles of various types, but at the outbreak of war the ASC, which was responsible for them, possessed only 507, thirty-five of which were abroad. The remainder had to be requisitioned in the same way as the horses.23

The planners recognized that crucial to the speedy deployment of the BEF to the Continent was the smooth transfer of units, with their equipment, from their troop trains to the ships that were to take them across the Channel. Seven ports of embarkation had been earmarked – Southampton, Newhaven, Avonmouth, Liverpool, Belfast, Dublin, and Queenstown. Southampton was the main port, with motor transport and fuel being despatched from Avonmouth, supplies from Newhaven and further motor transport, together with frozen meat, from Liverpool. Embarkation at each port was to be controlled by an Embarkation Staff Officer, nominated by the War Office, with a number of assistants. These appointments were to be filled by Staff College students, a clear indication of just how vital this operation was considered. Southampton, the main port of embarkation and where the BEF HQ would form, was allocated no less than four embarkation staff officers and nineteen assistants.24

The BEF was given three French ports for disembarkation – Boulogne, Le Havre and Rouen. These would also act as bases, with Le Havre as No. 1 Base, Rouen No. 2 and Boulogne No. 3. From there, the troops would be taken by train to their concentration areas. The railway system, however, would remain under French control and there was a stark difference in the two philosophies for running a military railway system. The British believed in running medium-sized troop trains at speed, while the French ran very long trains at slow speed. This meant that a French troop train could lift one battalion but it took two British trains to do the same. Since the mobilization plans could not guarantee to put the two halves of a battalion on the same ship, it was decided that, on landing in France, units would remain in their port of disembarkation for some twenty-four or forty-eight hours to allow them time to come together again prior to being moved to the BEF’s concentration area. To this end, each base had what was called a Large Rest Camp to accommodate the units while they were waiting.25 All requests for trains were to be addressed to the French military and not the civilian railway authorities. It was laid down that only the three base commanders, a member of the Inspector General of Communications (IGC) staff at the advanced base and the AQMG at GHQ within the concentration area could submit requests. Under these conditions, it was accepted that the Director of Railway Transport (DRT) did not have a worthwhile role to play and so he was to remain in Britain for the time being. Instead, an Assistant Director (ADRT) was to be deployed, with the tasks of administering the railway organization, including the one railway company RE which was to be sent, and providing technical advice to the IGC, liaising with the General Staff at GHQ and generally becoming familiar with the French railway system. The mobilization instructions made it clear that the ADRT was not to interfere with the railway arrangements and was to keep strictly to his brief. To assist him, the ADRT was provided with six Deputy Assistant Directors (DADRT), three of them Staff College students. One would remain at Southampton, one would go to each of the three disembarkation ports, one to the advanced base, which was to be Amiens, and one to the concentration area. None, however, would be directly under his command. In addition, twenty-four Railway Transport Officers (RTO) would deploy to the concentration area – two each to the detraining stations which the BEF expected to use. They would liaise with the local French military authorities and assist with the billeting of the arriving troops. The majority of the RTOs were drawn from the Reserve of Officers, but there were also nine Staff College students detailed.26

Once the BEF had deployed to France, its modus operandi was governed by Field Service Regulations 1914, which came in two parts. Part I covered all operational aspects, while Part II included organizations and administration. An abbreviated version was contained in the Field Service Pocket Book. The army in the field was headed by the commander-in-chief and his staff, but his force was divided into two basic parts: the combat element, represented by the army corps, of which he was in direct command; and the lines of communication, which were the responsibility of the Inspector General of Communications. The IGC was the designated commander of all units on the lines of communication (LOC), apart from those charged with their defence, which were under the control of GHQ. The IGC was responsible ‘for the disposition of all reinforcements, supplies, and stores on the LOC, and for sending up to within reach of field units all such requirements as are communicated to him from time to time’.27 It was a concept which had been developed to cater for home-based forces fighting in wars around the Empire, when the lines of communication were inevitably very long and required an overall coordinator to act as a link between the home base and the army in the field. But the IGC operated partially in a vacuum. He was not part of GHQ and hence found it difficult to comprehend the commander-in-chief’s future intentions. The result was that it was almost impossible for him to exercise that fundamental principle of logistics, foresight. He could only react to events, as he was soon to find out. Equally problematical was the fact that he had no say on the stores being shipped from Britain. These were province of the QMG at GHQ, who sent his requirements directly to the War Office. The flaws in this system had been pointed out at the annual CIGS’s conference held at the Staff College, Camberley, in January 1914. Indeed, one critic of the system called the IGC a mere ‘traffic manager’. However, Sir John French, the CIGS at the time, was not convinced that any change in the regulations governing the role of the IGC was needed.28

On 28 June 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, was assassinated with his wife by a Serbian separatist in the Bosnian provincial capital of Sarajevo. This set in train a series of events which made a clash between Europe’s two armed camps – the Central Powers and the Triple Entente – increasingly inevitable. Serbia resisted Austria–Hungary’s demands for its officials to conduct an investigation of the outrage in Serbia itself. On 28 July, Austria–Hungary declared war on its small neighbour. Berlin then warned Russia not to go to the aid of its fellow Slavs, but two days later, as Austrian artillery bombarded Belgrade, a full Russian mobilization was ordered. This brought France in alongside her ally and on 3 August Germany declared war on her. Only Britain remained on the sidelines, but not for long. Indeed, steps were already being taken to prepare for the imminence of war.
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