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FOREWORD

by Lt Col (Retired) Neale Jouques, OBE

The British Joint Services Command and Staff College is housed in a striking purpose-built building at Watchfield, near Swindon. It has combined the higher command and staff training schools of the three military Services with training for MoD civil servants and foreign students from military forces across the Globe. I was privileged to attend as one of the first students of the new college in 2001. The modern construction is based around a vast circular atrium and stretching out east and west of this core is a long, spine-like corridor, some three storeys high, from which the various lecture theatres, syndicate rooms and accommodation are found. The many inspiring and traditional military paintings inherited from the individual Service colleges would have been lost in such a cavernous space and so the decision was taken to fill the blank walls with a dozen vast prints taken from military photographs of the last one hundred years.

The scale and setting of these images rendered them even more striking and even those views that I had seen before gained a new impact, but one image always drew my eye as I walked past it every day and has remained indelibly etched in my mind since then. It was of a group of soldiers from a Scottish regiment, huddled together against the backdrop of the battlefield of the Western Front. Their demeanour, equipment, shrouded kilts and the grim setting exuded a resolute weariness but somehow the image and emotion captured in each magnified face tells more; a tableau of hope, humour, humanity, comradeship and determination. As a modern soldier I have always been fascinated by the First World War, not for the tales of dramatic battles but in admiration of the individuals who endured the trials of the trenches. Unlike any other episode in Britain’s military past, cinema, literature and historical study have focused on the human tragedy of the ‘war to end all wars.’ It is embodied in the annual Poppy Appeal, albeit that over time pathos has seemed to subsume the important element of learning from what has gone before, and the populist view of ‘lions led by donkeys.’ I have always been somewhat sceptical of such absolute assertions. Certainly there were some poor commanders – just as there have been in many conflicts before and after the First World War – but equally there were many brave and effective ones. I also look to the attrition inflicted on Allied Forces in the journey from Normandy and Kursk to Berlin as evidence that this was not the only example in history of total war and its human cost.

But what has intrigued me the most about the 1914–18 war are the motivations and qualities of the soldiers who participated – personified by those twenty or so faces on the wall of the Staff College. The suggestion that so many thousands were collectively duped or had somehow sleep-walked into Armageddon has always struck me as an insult to the memory of our forbears. Certainly, they were living in a society that had become accustomed to British Forces being engaged in conflicts across the World and the realities associated with participation. These were people with hopes like any of us, who were prepared to forsake their livelihoods and aspirations for a greater good.

Perhaps in the modern age of the individual, such a concept might appear somewhat alien, and the passage of time means that the survivors of the First World War are sadly dwindling. Their firsthand accounts have always been modest and matter-of-fact, which has only served to stimulate my interest. How could such men steel themselves for the rigours of trench life, to be placed in harm’s way time and again and cope with the loss of so many comrades?

I have served in every conflict area the British Army has been engaged in over the last twenty years, most of which have been policing-type roles with only fleeting and abstract threats and experiences. It was not really until 2006 in Helmand Province, Afghanistan, that I came even close to the insight that had eluded me previously of what drove those troops in Flanders. As we now witness in the media, the British Army is engaged in a challenging and protracted counter-insurgency warfare of an intensity not experienced since the Korean War. Daily, servicemen and women play a cat-and-mouse game with the Taleban, witness the loss of comrades, enter areas in the knowledge from electronic chatter that the enemy is preparing to attack, and return to areas where friends have fallen. Their efforts have drawn support and admiration from a public unused to the hardships of war, yet what sustains them is not the knowledge of what is going on back at home or some false bravado that, if it exists at all, is extinguished in the first contact. It is a sense of duty, comradeship and the stoicism that has prevailed on many a foreign field throughout history. In that sense, I believe we have a new-found affinity with those faces from the trenches and can relate to them as individuals. Equally, I have come to believe that we are not so far removed from them as we might think or be led to believe; those values and qualities displayed by past and present soldiers alike, however publicly unfashionable, still course through our culture.

I first met John Oakes when he taught me Biology in my second year at Reading School. The initial impression he gave was of a somewhat severe and distant soul but over time it was evident that he was passionate about his subject, the development of the boys he taught and the school itself. He was fiercely loyal, rightly proud of his Service past and tempered that initial impression with humility and good humour. In a sense he was the absolute embodiment of a school that for 800 years had championed education, character and principles in anyone fortunate to become a pupil. It was the late 1970s and grammar schools – and I suspect many of the teachers working within them – were regarded as something of an anachronism. Yet he, and the School, remained true to its values and do so still today. This is why it seems so entirely apt that John should have prepared a book on pupils past and their experiences in the First World War. In so doing he has brought them alive as individuals, as team members, added colour to the images of those times and paid homage to their motivations and selflessness. His painstaking research and accounts of real people serves as a telling reminder of the human aspect of the First World War, even as it fades further into history, and a reference point for the corresponding attributes illustrated by members of our Armed Forces today.


INTRODUCTION

They send some funny people over here nowadays.

I hope we are lucky and get a youngster straight from school.

They’re the kind that do the best.

Osborne, speculating about a new officer in March 1918 (quoted in R.C. Sherriff, Journey’s End.)

There were well over 250,000 underage soldiers in Kitchener’s new armies during the First World War. In the early stages of the war, numerous young men left their public schools and were granted commissions in the army. Required to lead their men from the front, a disproportionate number of these young officers were killed or wounded. Thousands of them suffered from shell-shock. Many fought brilliantly and gained gallantry awards. Some of their stories are recounted in this book.

Why were they there? As usual, the simple question produces numerous answers which pose more questions. These lead into the special nature of male adolescence, the prevailing state of public opinion, the pay rates of recruiting sergeants, the efficiency of examining medical officers, the overwhelming rush of volunteers during the first months of the war and the confusion surrounding the first efforts to accommodate and train them.

In the course of investigating these matters, it became clear that there was a long history of recruiting very young men into the British Army. What is more, there had been a similar recruitment of adolescent men into the Imperial Yeomanry during the Boer War. This was an uncanny precursor to the recruiting shambles which occurred during the opening months of the First World War. As far as I am aware, no one has yet examined this connection.

Why were the underage recruits not found and sent home? Firstly, they had lied about their age and their relative youth may not have been easy to spot. Many young officers were only in their teens anyway. There are other reasons, some of which have to do with the huge bureaucratic machine which supported the army at war.

The British people embarked on the First World War imbued with an imperial vision tempered by Edwardian liberalism. The army was still largely Victorian in outlook. The necessary reforms to its command structure had only been in place for a few years and its most recent combat experience had been gained in the Boer War. In fact, the principal commanders in the early stages of the war – French, Haig and Hamilton, for example – had come to prominence during the great cavalry actions in the South African veldt. The chief of the Imperial General Staff, Lord Robertson – the man charged with converting the government’s will into military action – had himself been an underage recruit. He, too, had practised his staff work in the Boer War.

Mass volunteering for Kitchener’s new armies was possible because there was a set of conditions in Britain, including the presence of Lord Kitchener himself, which had not existed before and will never be repeated. A significant number of the British people, like their prime minister, H.H. Asquith, were under the delusion that they could win the war and carry on with business as usual. Imbued with imperial ideology and not hitherto challenged with any force, the British were shocked by the opposition that their war in South Africa had engendered and resented the German Kaiser’s political and military support for the Boer republics. From this point onwards, the taint of paranoia infected the collective British mindset and it became pronounced in the summer of 1914. A naval arms race, instigated by the Germans to threaten British sea power, had increased the developing ‘Germanophobia’.

There was a general ignorance of the maintenance and management of mass armies and a lack of industrial preparation for the modern war which was to emerge. The British had always won their wars, but against inferior opposition. They looked upon the German Army as laughable. New army recruits were surprised when they received their first induction into trench warfare to be told the Fritz was a good soldier, not a comic opera buffoon.

The bellicose atmosphere at the time of mobilisation in 1914 was palpable. A flush of imperial optimism followed Kitchener’s call for 100,000 volunteers for his New Army. Among many manifestations of patriotic fervour, some of the faded glamour of Queen Victoria’s golden reign was still discernable. Some notable Boer War ‘Dug Outs’ emerged to try to revive one of the most famous irregular corps of the South African conflict. On 13 August 1914 they placed a notice in The Times which read:

Lord Roberts and Lord Ridley have joined the Committee of the revived Imperial Light Horse, and General Sir Bindon Blood will be the selecting officer. Enrolments are being made at 3, St James’s Street, S.W. Old Members of the regiment are asked to communicate with Mr. J. Fergusson at 3 Neville Street, S.W.

The Imperial Light Horse claimed a connection with the infamous Jameson Raid mounted by Cecil Rhodes’ right-hand man, Dr Leander Starr Jameson. This was the quixotic and doomed raid which so spectacularly failed to achieve a coup in the Boer Republic of the Transvaal in January 1896. The idea that a number of ex-colonial mounted infantrymen would dash out to Belgium to face the might of the German Army in 1914 is ludicrous in hindsight, but the advert was serious enough and Lord Roberts was one of Asquith’s early military advisors.

There is a contemporary picture which illustrates the point for us. Each year on the monarch’s official birthday, the ceremony of Trooping the Colour takes place on Horse Guards Parade. The Foot Guards, dressed in uniforms designed in the Victorian era, execute drills evolved to manoeuvre large bodies of disciplined soldiers to deliver volleys of musket balls. The cavalry regiments manoeuvre their horses at the walk and the trot in formations which were appropriate for the Charge of the Light Brigade in the Crimean War. The King’s Troop of the Royal Horse Artillery trots past the monarch on its superb horses towing obselete but much-revered guns. The monarch’s lesser family watches the military pageant from the old commander-in-chief’s room in Horseguards, the antiquated warren of offices which used to be the army’s headquarters in Victorian times.

Officers from foreign armies and diplomats from strange governments are permitted to watch and admire from stands close to the monarch. It is only after the great parade is over and the ordinary people join in the procession up the Mall to Buckingham Palace that the Royal Air Force, formed at the very end of the First World War, flies over The Mall in the hugely expensive aircraft of the modern war which can deliver bombs with pinpoint accuracy. The contrast is enormous.

It was the Victorian army, as exemplified by the ceremony of Trooping the Colour, that the Lost Boys joined. It had always recruited its best soldiers when they were teenagers. It saw no reason to change its ways, until the old army died in the Ypres Salient and the terrors of modern warfare came home to haunt the British people. The Victorian army was left behind and the modern army, more akin to that which takes the field of battle today, was born. It was realised that the trenches were no place for boys to be but it was too late. There were not enough men left and a conscript army was filled up with lads of eighteen who had been fished out of their homes to fight the last battles of the war. It was at this stage that a large number of boys, too young and naive to fight, were dragooned into the trenches.

This book examines reasons why young men volunteered in droves to fight the Germans and how they trained and were transported to the front. By means of their letters, we are able to get into their way of thinking and experience a little of their life in combat – and the aftereffects on their minds. Some of the myths which have grown up around them are examined briefly, as is the tardy way they were demobilised. Finally, the prospects they faced when they got home are given some thought because it was not a land fit for heroes to which they returned.


1

THE SACRIFICIAL
SCHOOLBOY

But youth’s fair form, though fallen, is ever fair,

And beautiful in death the boy appears,

The hero boy, that dies in blooming years;

In man’s regrets he lives, and woman’s tears,

More sacred than in life, and lovelier far,

For having perished in the front of war.

Tyrtaeus c. 600 BC.

Translated by Thomas Campbell (1777–1844).

‘Rupert Brooke is dead’ wrote Winston Churchill in a brilliant obituary appearing in The Times on Wednesday 26 April 1915.

A telegram from the Admiral at Lemnos tells us that his life has been closed at the moment when it seemed to have reached its springtime. A voice had become audible, a note had been struck, more true, more thrilling, more able to do justice to the nobility of our youth in arms engaged in the present war than any other – more able to express their thoughts of self surrender, and with a power to carry comfort to those who watch them so intently from afar. The voice has been swiftly stilled. Only the echoes and the memory remain; but they will linger.

During the last few months of his life, months of preparation in gallant comradeship and open air, the poet soldier told with all the simple force of genius, the sorrow of youth about to die, and the sure triumphant consolations of a sincere and valiant spirit. He expected to die: he was willing to die for the dear England whose beauty and majesty he knew; and he advanced towards the brink in perfect serenity, with the absolute conviction of the rightness of his country’s cause and a heart devoid of hate for his fellow men.

The thoughts to which he gave expression in the very few incomparable war sonnets he left behind will be shared by many thousands of young men moving resolutely and blithely forward into this, the hardest, the cruellest, the least-rewarding of all the wars that men have fought.

No doubt Churchill was genuinely saddened by Brooke’s death but there is room to suspect that he had a further motive for writing so movingly about a young officer at the time of the Gallipoli landings. He had led the faction in government which had proposed the attack on the Turks, who had entered the war on the side of Germany and the Central Powers. It was a tremendous gamble. The strategic objective was the Turkish capital of Constantinople, the city which commanded the links between Europe, Asia, the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. The objective was to be achieved by an amphibious landing on the beaches of the Gallipoli Peninsula, which dominated the Dardanelle Straits leading to the Sea of Marmora and the Bosphorus.

Churchill’s eulogy helped to establish the myth of youth, which was growing around Rupert Brooke. It was also, in modern terms, a spin doctor’s coup. It moved the propaganda war forward by glorifying the notion that it was good and right for the young to die for their country. The influence held by novels, boys’ own papers, popular songs, films, posters, cigarette cards, postcards, school books and commercial advertising over adolescent minds in the years preceding the First World War is worth further exploration.

The power of poetry used in the manipulation of public opinion at that time cannot be overlooked. Poetry and fiction had a disproportionate effect, by feeding the imaginative appetites of its readers. It had an emotional and long-lasting impact by becoming incorporated in its reader’s inner personal narrative. It was hard to escape its effect without conscious intellectual effort and most people were not intellectuals and had other things to do anyway. The popular poets and writers of juvenile literature, by validating the imperial warrior hero, helped to mobilise public consent for the declaration of war and for the recruitment of boys into the army.

The government was aware of the power of prominent authors and harnessed it once war had commenced. Kipling was one of several writers who joined the War Propaganda Unit (WPU) set up on 2 September 1914 by the Liberal MP, Charles Masterman, at the behest of David Lloyd George, then chancellor of the exchequer. Kipling wrote a small booklet for the unit entitled The New Army in Training, which will be discussed later. Kipling was just one of a number of prominent authors who lent their services to the war effort. Masterman persuaded Arthur Conan Doyle, John Masefield, G.K. Chesterton, Hilaire Belloc and John Buchan, among others, to write for him. In all, the War Propaganda Unit published 1,160 pamphlets. Though the WPU may have been an effective propaganda arm during the war, no such organisation existed before hostilities commenced. (Many prominent men, not just Kipling and his fellow authors, actively supported the war; they gave money to raise regiments, made speeches at recruiting drives and even gave up their houses as billets.)

Rupert Brooke has been called a war poet. This is a misnomer. He was a before-the-war poet and his influence on the recruitment of public opinion and on the youth culture of the day was significant. His rise to fame is worth charting.

In September 1914 Churchill, then First Lord of the Admiralty, was persuaded to use his influence and obtained a commission for Brooke in the Royal Naval Division, which was to be despatched with the British Expeditionary Force to France. In the event, the RND was diverted to Belgium following an offensive by the Germans, led by General von Bosler, on 28 September 1914. Von Bosler’s force of five divisions, with its 173 guns, began firing upon the outer south-east forts defending the city and port of Antwerp. The British cabinet was greatly concerned; if Antwerp was captured by the Germans, they might be able to take the French channel ports, making it near impossible to land British troops and supplies for the war in France and Belgium. Consequently, the British government decided to send a division of troops to assist in the defence of the city.

On 2 October the Germans penetrated two of Antwerp’s forts, and Churchill was sent to the city to report on the situation in person. Leaving London that night, he spent three days inspecting the fortifications around the city. He reported to Kitchener on 4 October that Belgian resistance was weakening, and Kitchener despatched the British relief force to Belgium. Landing at Ostend on 6 October, it was too late to save Antwerp. The city was evacuated the following day and its Belgian military governor formally surrendered on 10 October. The British intervention prolonged the defence of Antwerp for a few days and Rupert Brooke was a participant in one of the first British engagements of the First World War.

After Antwerp, Brooke wrote of his passion for war in an explicitly youth-oriented sequence of sonnets which he called ‘1914’. They were a call to arms for his generation and they articulated sentiments held by a significant number of young male adolescents. One stanza of his sonnet, ‘The Dead’, glamorised the sacrificial schoolboy and had a disproportionate effect on the mobilisation of consent, a key factor in the manipulation of public opinion:

Blow out, you bugles, over the rich Dead!

There’s none of these so lonely and poor of old,

But, dying, has made us rarer gifts than gold.

These laid the worlds away; poured out the red

Sweet wine of youth; gave up the years to be

Of work and joy, and that unhoped serene,

That man calls age; and those who would have been

Their sons, they gave their immortality.

On St George’s Day, 23 April 1915, Rupert Brooke died of blood poisoning resulting from a mosquito bite while on his way with the Royal Naval Division’s Hood Battalion to take part in the Gallipoli landings. Dean Inge read out one of his sonnets, ‘The Soldier’, from the pulpit of St Paul’s cathedral on Easter Sunday 1915:

If I should die, think only this of me:

That there’s some corner of a foreign field

That is forever England. There shall be

In that rich earth a richer dust concealed;

A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,

Gave, once, her flowers of love, her ways to roam,

A body of England’s, breathing English air,

Washed by rivers, blest by suns of home.

And think, this heart, all evil shed away,

A pulse in the eternal mind, no less

Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given;

Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day;

And laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness,

In hearts at peace, under an English heaven.

This was no new concept arising out of Brooke’s poems and Churchill’s intervention but, like all effective propaganda, it exploited and legitimised a widely-held sentiment. It is easy to find it exhibited in the obituaries of too many boy soldiers. Here are some of those published in the Roll of Honour in The Times.

Second Lieutenant Dudley Hurst-Brown, R.F.A., who died on June 15th from wounds received the same day in Flanders, was 18 years old on June 8, … He was educated at Cardwalles, Maidenhead, and Winchester, where he was in the O.T.C., and it was his intention upon leaving Winchester in the autumn of this year to proceed to Oxford and enter the Army through the University, the same as his elder brother, but, war breaking out, he immediately offered his services and received his commission in the Special Reserve on August 11, 1914. He was at the front for five months, during which time he went through some of the most severe fighting, but escaped injury until receiving his fatal wound. In his letter received the day before his death he stated how glad he was to be at the front, although the fighting was becoming frightful and that he saw little chance as a junior officer of ever getting safely home again, and concluded the letter with the famous Latin epitaph of Horace, ‘Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori’.

Dudley Hurst-Brown had left his schoolroom to fight at the age of seventeen. He knew he would die but was motivated by the prospect of honourable sacrifice.

A further search at random among the obituaries in The Times for July 1916 all too easily reveals boys who went straight from school into the army and thence to the killing fields. In common with Dudley Hurst-Brown, they were often public schoolboys who had been in the Officer Training Corps:

Lieutenant Alexander James Begg, Highland Light Infantry, who died on July 10 of wounds received on July 1 … he was awarded the Military Cross for conspicuous bravery in organising and carrying out a successful raid on the German trenches in April, when he was wounded. Educated at Glasgow Academy and Fettes College, he played in the football team and the fives team, and was a cadet sergeant in the O.T.C. He received his commission on leaving school in September 1915.

Lieutenant James Stanley Lightfoot Welch. Yorkshire Light Infantry … educated at the Preparatory School of Upper Canada College, Toronto and Yardley Court, Tonbridge, and at Rugby where he was a member of the O.T.C., and a scholar. In 1913 he was elected to an open scholarship at King’s College, Cambridge, and would have gone up to Cambridge in October 1914. When war broke out he applied for a commission, and was gazetted in October 1914, being promoted the following May. A letter from his commanding officer says that whilst he was leading his platoon against the enemy he was first wounded by a bullet and fell, but was immediately afterward killed by a shell. His last words to his platoon were Never mind me – carry on.

The Times, 13 July 1916.

A few days later and the following obituary appeared:

Second Lieutenant J. Victor Sinnet-Jones, Royal Welsh Fusiliers, who fell last week in France … was educated at Llandaff Choir School and at King’s School, Worcester, where he was prominent in work and games. He obtained a temporary commission from the School O.T.C. in August last instead of going to Oxford to prepare for holy orders. His elder brother in the same regiment fell earlier in the war.

The Times, 27 July 1916.

That these schoolboy soldiers and many others like them died in July 1916 is no surprise; that was the first month of the deadly Battle of the Somme. An offensive was launched with the aim of making a breakthrough in the German lines for a cavalry attack. The infantry offensive was preceded by a great deal of artillery work. The tasks the gunners undertook were varied. They were required to interrupt the work of the German staff, disrupt their supply lines, knock out their artillery and break their communications systems and, as far as possible, destroy their front line fortifications and make gaps in the barbed wire. They also needed to kill or incapacitate German troops and reduce the morale of the survivors. The Germans were particularly rich in machine guns which they had sited with care and protected well to resist the best efforts of the British artillery. It takes a great deal of time to train gunners properly. That was a luxury the New Army volunteers lacked but, even so, they gave a good account of themselves. At dawn on 1 July 1916, following an intensive ‘shock and awe’ artillery barrage on the German fortifications, the Allies attacked along a twenty-five mile front. The British troops, who were funnelling through gaps in their own wire, were mown down by withering fire from the numerous German machine guns, which were sited to aim at their legs and lower bodies.

On the first day the British lost around 1,000 officers and 19,240 men. The battle continued until 18 November, by which time approximately 95,675 British were dead. These figures must be viewed with some caution, however, because there were not enough clerks in the British Army to compile accurate statistics.

Kitchener’s New Army took the brunt of it all but it must be remembered that it was fighting German veterans who were well protected in cavernous strongholds dug in chalk. Against all precedents and expectations, there were very few British stragglers. Shells and streams of machine-gun bullets made gaps in the lines of khaki figures but the survivors continued to surge forward with dogged determination. Only well-led and well-motivated men could have survived such an ordeal without breaking. The men of the New Army entered the Somme as sporting athletes and emerged as cautious professional soldiers.

The proportion of young subalterns who were killed, wounded or hospitalised with shell-shock was inordinately high. They led their men in battle and that required extraordinary courage, which must have been the fruit of intense indoctrination. In the early years of the war the similarity of their education is striking. They were mostly ex-public schoolboys who had been members of the Officer Training Corps. It is no surprise to find that 516 Old Harrovians were killed in the First World War, approximately one every three days.

The lowest age for the recruitment of officers during the First World War was officially seventeen years and six months and a good number of them were killed before they were eighteen. They were, of course, adolescents and particularly vulnerable to propaganda. The term adolescent was not in regular use in 1914 but it serves well enough to describe that period between childhood and adulthood, through which the human animal must, perforce, pass. In some societies there are initiation ceremonies to mark developmental changes. In modern Britain there is a heavier emphasis on this period than there was in the early twentieth century but there is every reason to believe that the developmental changes took place then as now, though with some emphasised and others muted by the impact of different environments.

The human brain develops to cope with the physiological changes taking place during adolescence. The parts controlling all the other regions shift during this time. In the words of Professor Nicholas Allen of Melbourne University: ‘Your 6ft 2in son can manage some very complicated work yet still does dumb things.’ In fact, his brain is still developing and will go on doing so until he is around twenty.

Adolescence is a period in which self-image is very important. Young people are constantly focusing on the reaction of what we now call significant others, such as friends, family members, role models and leading personalities. They will try to adopt styles of behaviour or appearance which conform to the ideal of the moment. This was particularly significant at the time of signing up for military service and was heavily influenced by the imperialist ideology and hero cult prevalent in 1914.

Adolescents can be persuaded to search for identity in a destructive way, by being cruel and intolerant towards people who are different to themselves in ethnicity, nationality and mode of dress. Thus they can be influenced by propaganda to focus their intolerance on another race or people and to resort to violence or take up arms against them. In 1914 the German was represented as the ‘Despicable Hun’ who murdered Belgian women and children and who aspired to invade Britain and curtail her empire.

In adolescence there is a sense of invulnerability, yet to be modified by experience. In 1914 and 1915 this influenced the decision to enlist and the real dangers of war to be ignored or, at least, overlooked. It is that sense of invulnerability which now contributes to the number of temporary roadside shrines, so common on British roads, marking the places where young men have killed themselves and often their passengers by driving recklessly.

They are opportunists. The dream of returning home, secure in proven manhood, immunised by gallantry medals and heroic scars from the criticism of parents, peers, teachers, employers and rivals, and the prospect of compliant feminine attention, led quickly and directly to the recruiting office. The adolescent tendency to act impulsively is illustrated in the case of sixteen-year-old east Londoner, H. Sullivan, who enlisted in June 1915. He wrote:

I was looking at some Army posters in Commercial Road. A recruiting sergeant tapped me on the shoulder. ‘What about it mate? Like to join?’ – I was about to say I am only sixteen, changed my mind … thought here’s a lark! I said, ‘Yes mate, if I’m big enough!’

He joined the Shoreditch Battalion (20th Middlesex Regiment). Another sixteen-year-old, Alfred Allen, was so infatuated with the bands patrolling the streets of Brighton that he volunteered at his local drill hall. George Coppard was only sixteen when he was so roused by the news placards at every street corner and the military bands blaring out martial music that he could not resist volunteering. (All three quoted from Simkins, Chapter 6.) The analysis of adolescence is derived from my own experience as a House Master who lived under the same roof as forty-five boys between the ages of eleven and nineteen for ten years. Since practical experience is rarely accepted over the opinions of experts, I have severely paraphrased the work of Erik H. Erikson in his Adolescence et crise: la quête de l’identité, (Flammeron, Paris, 1972).

On 27 June 1944 Herbert Hoover, sometime President of the United States of America, reminded his audience that ‘Older men declare war. But it is youth that must fight and die.’ After the Great War, aged politicians were criticised for their role in sending young boys to the front to be killed or maimed. One provocative view, that of Gunnar Heinshon in his book Shöne und Weitmacht, is that societies with a high population of young men are apt to resort to violence to solve political or ideological problems.

Heinshon argues that in these societies there are not enough positions to provide all the young men with status. Becoming a military hero offers a way for younger male siblings to gain approval. He also argues that societies in which large families are common are more likely to go to war than those with small families. The fewer children per family, the less expendable they become. He goes on to suggest that when fifteen to twenty-nine year olds make up more than thirty per cent of the population, violence is more likely to be used to resolve disputes. Germany’s nationalism during the First World War may be explained in this way.1 In the light of these assertions it is interesting to note that England’s population grew from 15.91 million in 1841 to 36.07 million in 1911 and that women were not able to vote in general elections until after the war.2

In early twentieth-century Britain, where large families and primogeniture prevailed, the army provided a career for the younger sons of upper-class families. Most upper and many middle-class boys were sent away to boarding school at the age of eight and lived in male communities for most of their early lives. They were prepared for war and indoctrinated with an aggressive imperialist ideology by zealous school masters. Juvenile literature, as we will see later, encouraged adolescent warlike tendencies. Britain in 1914 would seem to have borne out Heinshon’s hypotheses.

That there were a large number of underage soldiers in the army during the First World War is undisputed. The minimum age for voluntary service was nineteen for private soldiers. This means that every underage recruit who joined as a private solider declared his age as nineteen on his attestation form. My own rough estimate of how many boys there were is based on counting the number of boys of eighteen and under and also of nineteen and underrecorded on the memorial rolls compiled by two schools.

Out of the 523 entries where the true age of the soldier is recorded on the memorial roll made by Friends School, Lisburn, 4.8 per cent of the dead were under eighteen. From the same memorial list 10.5 per cent of the men were nineteen and under when they were killed. From the Reading School memorial list the figure for those of eighteen and under was 3.5 per cent. From the same list, 14.1 per cent were nineteen and under. The average of the two figures for the eighteen and under group is 4.15 per cent and for the nineteen and under group is 12.3 per cent. According to a grave count made at Tyne Cot Cemetery, nearly twenty per cent of those headstones on which the official age of the soldier was engraved commemorated boys of twenty and younger.

The United Kingdom’s total war dead was in the region of 908,371. Based on the two school samples, that would give a total of 37,697 who were eighteen or under when they died and 111,730 who were nineteen or under. The number of men mobilised during the war was 8,904,467. The ratio of dead to mobilised is about 1: 9.8. This would give us a very rough estimate of 360,000 young men aged eighteen or under and over 1,000,000 aged nineteen or under who were in the army during the First World War. Richard Van Emden, who is the most likely to be accurate, first estimated that 250,000 boy soldiers served in the Great War. He has since made it clear that he believes the figure is higher. As time passes we may arrive at a better estimate.

Were boy soldiers unique to the First World War? Apparently not. In The Times dated 24 April 1901, someone, calling himself Reform was writing about soldiers’ pay at the time of the Boer War. Part of his letter reads:

As no attempt is made to ascertain the real age of a recruit and as children of 14, 15 and 16 are enlisted, it is impossible to arrive at a just average. That average is probably well under 18 on enlistment, and when the soldier becomes officially 20 and therefore available for service in any climate he is frequently under 19.

The writer goes on to estimate that 40,000 recruits were annually enlisted at the age of eighteen and states: ‘how many soldiers under 20 sent to the seat of war we will never know.’

Reform’s views are reinforced in the following undated letter written by drummer John Hammond, Royal Berkshire Regiment, who was less than pleased that his battalion was stationed on the Isle of Wight during the Boer War:

Well, in the first place, I am happy in my regiment. I have been appointed effective drummer, and now I clear 9½ d a day pay which I think very good for a boy of 15, don’t you?

Also my regiment feels it very keenly that we are not being sent to the war in South Africa. I think it a shame, as the 1st Royal Berks distinguished themselves at Tofrek, on the 22nd March, 1885, and were made a royal regiment on the field of battle. I am sure we should give a good account of ourselves in South Africa if we only had the chance to go. As it is, they are bringing the Royal Sussex Regiment from Malta preparatory to sending them to South Africa, and sending us to Malta to linger in obscurity.

We have one consolation, however. There is a rumour that the Abyssinians intend overrunning the Soudan, so if we are at Malta we may have a chance at them. I am sure Menelik will find the men he can’t lick in my regiment.

Thomsett is getting on well. He is also an effective drummer. All our old boys are getting on famously. We are going to have our photo taken in Khaki and I will send you one as soon as I can.

Well, I think this is all now. I hope my next letter will be from the front, either South Africa, Kruger or Menelik, it don’t matter which.

John Hammond had a command of English which would not have been common among soldiers at that time. His letter is quoted in A.H. Cockerill’s book Sons of the Brave, which is primarily about old boys of the Duke of York’s Military School. Founded in 1803, it still specialises in educating soldiers’ sons and daughters. John may have been a Dukie.

Cockerill also quotes a letter which he received from John Holland who had been a pupil at the Royal Hibernian School, the Irish equivalent of the Duke of York’s School. In 1902 Holland was fourteen years old when he enlisted in the 91st Foot in Dublin. He writes:

Our turn came for India very early in 1903. We had a month’s leave first, then 18 of us, five sergeants, five boys and eight men, left on the troopship Sardinia. The ship also had many warriors going to Sudan, Egypt and South Africa … We reached Bombay at last and, as the harbour was so shallow, we were landed by barges. A short time later a few of us, all strangers to each other, lined up at the bar. I was last in the queue and because every one said the one behind them was paying I was caught to pay it all …

Cockerill, who studied the history of the Duke of York’s School and the Royal Hibernian School extensively, concluded that these institutions produced boys who constituted the army’s preferential stock and provided the army with its NCO core. His records show that there were 1,640 ex-pupils of the Duke of York’s School serving in the army in 1900, of which 258 were boy soldiers who had gone directly from school into the army.

In 1914 the British people had gone to war in a mood of happy optimism. They had answered the call to arms in their droves and the volunteer soldiers, drawn from all the classes and corners of the land, had marched guilelessly to war. No other country could have raised and trained so many volunteers and the mood and the response was echoed throughout the British Empire. Of the 25 million people of the so-called White Empire, 857,000 served in the war and 141,000 were killed. India provided 1.5 million men to fight in Europe, Mesopotamia and elsewhere. By the end of it all, the British Empire was the world superpower, with the largest fleet of warships, the largest air force and the largest army. Somehow, however, everything had changed. The glory, the sense of superiority, the conviction and the certainty had been drowned in the putrid mud of the killing fields in Flanders. This haunting little poem by Siegfried Sassoon shows the awful contrast between the reality in the trenches and the war fever in Britain:

I knew a simple soldier boy

Who grinned at life in empty joy,

Slept soundly through the lonesome dark,

And whistled early with the lark.

In winter trenches, cowed and glum,

With crumps and lice and lack of rum,

He put a bullet through his brain.

No one spoke of him again.

You smug-faced crowds with kindling eye

Who cheer when soldier lads march by,

Sneak home and pray you never know

The hell where youth and laughter go.

Rudyard Kipling, the imperial poet, had lost his eighteen-year-old son Jack in the Battle of Loos. This was the battle in which eighty per cent of the British attacking force was killed or wounded and it was said that here chivalry disappeared to give way to the new tempo of battle and the rule of the machine. It was also the battle which made the British government painfully aware that voluntary recruiting alone would not supply replacements for the dead and wounded in this new type of warfare and that conscription would be necessary.

The men who survived aged rapidly and many succumbed to shell-shock. Robert Graves wrote that officers were at their best having spent three or four weeks at the front, after which neurasthenia set in, and that those between the ages of twenty-three and thirty-three could count on a longer useful life than those older or younger. Oakes and Parsons, who studied the relationship between age and death rate and rank and death rate for old boys of Reading School, broadly support Graves’ observations and they also assert that by far the most dangerous rank to hold in the British Army of the First World War was that of second lieutenant.

The imperialist ideal, which embraced the concept of patriotic sacrifice in justifiable war and which claimed support from the established church, did not survive intact in the trenches and the killing fields of the First World War. The intense and prolonged horror of trench warfare was so far in excess of any previous experience that it cast those who extolled war as liars, no matter that those who propagandised the war fervently believed what they said and were guilty only of error. To lie is to say something that is not true in a conscious effort to deceive. It was an error, though, because they could and should have learnt the lessons of the American Civil War and the Russo-Japanese war, during which there were intimations of the horrors to come. They should also have known that adolescents are easy prey to warlike propaganda and to have kept so many boys in that hell on earth is not easily understood today.

Viewed from the trench, wallowing in filth, assailed by constant danger, the intractable problems of strategy and tactics were of little importance. It made little difference to those who constantly smelt the odour of decaying bodies and saw young boys killed indiscriminately that the problems of trench warfare baffled everyone until the techniques of battlefield management and the appliance of military science were developed later in the war. To many of those who were marched into the fields of fire of German machine guns, the fault lay with the generals and their staff officers. They were seen as incompetent, indifferent, distant and bloodthirsty. After experiences like that the traditional compact between rulers and the ruled, which had been the glue which held the army together, was severely tested.

Those war poets who had entered the war imbued with patriotic fervour expressed their change of perspective through their poetry. Siegfried Sassoon wrote the intensely warlike poem ‘The Kiss’, in which he deliberately linked the glories of the Great War with heroic battles of the past. However, as the war progressed, he wrote in his poem ‘Base Details’ of how the old reverence for authority was breaking down, by satirising scarlet majors, that is majors who wore red tabs on their uniforms to show that they were on the staff:

If I were fierce, and bald and short of breath,

I’d live with scarlet Majors at the Base,

And speed glum heroes up the line to death.

You’d see me with my puffy petulant face,

Guzzling and gulping in the best hotel,

Reading the Roll of Honour. ‘Poor young chap,’

I’d say – ‘I used to know his father well;

Yes, we’ve lost heavily in this last scrap.’

And when the war is done and youth stone dead,

I’d toddle safely home and die – in bed.

It was true that schools, vicars, teachers, dons, poets and politicians lauded the sacrificial schoolboy and framed war in heroic terms. It is also true that many young men absorbed the story and went to war imbued with Homer’s line ‘Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori’ deep in their psyche. Dudley Hurst-Brown, for example, wrote of it in his last letter home. It is not difficult to find Great War memorials with this line inscribed on them. One such is in Reading School Chapel. Wilfred Owen drew another conclusion in one of the most devastating of all his powerful poems:

GAS! Gas! Quick, boys! – An ecstasy of fumbling,

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling,

And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime.

Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light,

As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,

He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace

Behind the wagon that we flung him in,

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,

His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin;

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,

Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest

To children ardent for some desperate glory,

The old lie: Dulce et decorum est

Pro patria mori.

Whilst attacking the old lie, the war poets were aiming their shafts at the public schools and their imitators.

After the conscription of single men between the ages of eighteen and forty-one was introduced in February 1916, 2 million additional soldiers were raised, with more after May when married men were also conscripted. In July of that year the Somme offensive began, with 60,000 British casualties on the first day. By the last year of the war, Britain was running out of manpower. Therefore, age for service was expanded, both downward and upward, so that by the spring of 1918 many divisions were composed of men who might well have been at school. In the context of the sacrifice of youth, why was the fact so readily overlooked that by the winter of 1918 about half of the 1.85 million British troops serving in France and Belgium were eighteen years of age?

When the Germans, strengthened by many thousands of soldiers released from the fight with Russia, launched Operation Michael in March 1918, it was a British Army containing a large number of conscripted adolescents which bore the brunt. The German aim was to divide the French and British armies, a matter of some importance to them since the Americans had arrived in force. A total of sixty-three German divisions attacked over a sixty-mile front held by twenty-six British divisions. The attack was preceded by the most ferocious artillery bombardment of the war. The German assault finished on 5 April, by which time they had taken 90,000 British prisoners and had inflicted 164,000 casualties on the British and 70,000 on the French. Jon Savage quotes a British lance corporal who wrote about the bombardment:

My section included four youths just turned 18 years, who had only been with our company for three weeks and whose first experience of shell fire it was and what an experience. They cried and one kept calling ‘mother’ and who could blame him, such hell makes weaklings of the strongest and no human nerves or body was ever built to stand such torture, noise, horror and mental pain.3

These were not well-fed public school volunteers hardened by years of sport and discipline. They were largely urban youths who had been malnourished, badly housed and poorly educated for much of their lives. Had the war poets written about the appalling depravation of the urban poor, they may well have had a point. They did not, and the evidence that the poor and half starved were being conscripted lies in dusty records of tedious conferences – hardly the stuff of poets but necessary for historians.

For example, on 9 July 1917, the chairman of the Parliamentary Committee, which was appointed to enquire into the conduct of medical examinations under the Military Service Acts, read out a circular written by the Deputy Director of Medical Services in the Northern Command and addressed to the presidents of the medical recruiting boards under his control. In it the Deputy Director instructed the boards to:

understand that every man who was of any potential use whatever in the Army for fighting, marching, digging, hauling, cooking, engine driving, motor driving, or as a baker, a draughtsman, an electrician, a telegraphist and telephonist, or a member of one of the many other trades necessary for the maintenance of an army, must be placed in one category or another, and must not be lost to the army by being found permanently unfit.4

The boards were told to reduce their percentage of rejections to the lowest category. The same Deputy Director was later to write that, when inspecting a certain labour battalion, he was:

shocked to see the specimens of humanity which have been accepted as potential value to the army – men almost totally blind, deformed, of the poorest physique, men of doubtful intellect, men almost unable to stand, men with paresis which rendered locomotion almost grotesque, several cases of insanity which told their tale at a glance. This scandal must stop.

On 17 July 1917, the same committee commented that:

the Pensions Minister, Mr. Barnes, had stated in the House of Commons that ‘they’ had dealt with about 10,000 cases, by way of pardons and otherwise, of men who ought never to have been in the Army. The committee was quite convinced from that statement that there were many men in the Army who should not have been there.5

When reading the words of Private William Holmes, there can be very little surprise that he remembered two very young recruits between sixteen and seventeen years of age, who, when ordered to attack, cried their eyes out and ran away. They were, said Holmes, caught, charged with desertion, stripped of their regimental insignia and shot.6

For the modern Briton, the inescapable fact that the army, despite its manifest faults, won the war in the end is not as important as the dreadful losses. Somehow the last battles of the war have slipped from the public memory. As a respected teacher of history remarked recently, it is almost impossible to find a pupil who can name a battle in which the British were on the winning side. The British prefer to remember Loos, Ypres and Passchendaele. A great many young men gave their lives so that their country might defeat an enemy they saw as in the wrong. They fought at the behest of their political leaders who have, by and large, escaped the blame. It is as though the dreadful losses were for naught.

In the Court Circular published in The Times on 20 January 1919, a citation for the award of a Victoria Cross to a Private Thomas Ricketts appeared. It was unusual for the King’s personal private secretary to include a long citation in the regular and formulaic press release of Royal comings and goings. We can assume that it was of great importance. It read:

For most conspicuous bravery and devotion to duty on the 14 October 1918, during the advance from Ledeghem, when the attack was temporally held by heavy hostile fire and the platoon to which he belonged suffered severe casualties from the fire of an enemy battery at point-blank range. He volunteered to go with his section commander and a Lewis gun to attempt to outflank the battery. Advancing in short rushes under heavy fire from enemy machine-guns, their ammunition was exhausted when still 300 yards from the battery. The enemy, seeing an opportunity to get their field guns away began to bring up their gun teams. Private Ricketts at once realising the situation, doubled back 100 yards under the heaviest machine-gun fire, procured further ammunition, dashed back again to the Lewis gun, and by very accurate fire drove the enemy and the gun teams into the farm. His platoon then advanced without casualties and captured the four field guns, four machine-guns and eight prisoners. A fifth field gun was subsequently intercepted by fire and captured.

By his presence of mind in anticipating the enemy intention and his utter disregard of personal safety, Private Ricketts secured the further supply of ammunition.

On Sunday 19 January 1919 King George V was at York Lodge, Sandringham, to where he invited a courageous boy soldier for a private investiture, having learnt that he was on his way home to Newfoundland at the end of his war service. The King was extending a special honour by presenting the Victoria Cross to a boy of seventeen in the privacy of his favourite, but modest, home in Norfolk. He made a considerable effort to entertain the boy during his visit.

The lad was given lunch in a private room before going to meet George V in the sitting room of York Lodge at 2 p.m. There the King, dressed in civilian clothes, read out the citation and pinned the VC on his tunic and they chatted for a good ten minutes. Afterwards, the young hero was taken to the gardens to meet Prince Olav of Norway, Queen Mary, Queen Alexandra, Queen Maud of Norway and Princess Victoria. The Queen Mother was moved by the occasion and pinned a rose from the garden beside the VC on the boy’s breast. There will have been a number of good reasons for the King to have given personal recognition to No. 3102 Sergeant Thomas Ricketts of the 1st Battalion, Royal Newfoundland Regiment. (Ricketts had been promoted to sergeant in the field, in recognition of his outstanding bravery.) He came from Newfoundland, Britain’s oldest colony, whose soldiers had fought valiantly in the last battles of war, as had the Canadians and Australians. But perhaps it was also Thomas Ricketts’ extreme youth which impressed the King, who introduced him to his guests as the youngest VC in his army.

Thomas was born on 15 April 1901 at Middle Arm, White Bay, Newfoundland. He was fifteen years and four months old when he travelled to St John, where he enlisted on 2 September 1916. He shipped out to Britain on 13 January 1917. After training at Ayr, he went to France on 10 June 1917. He fought with his battalion at Cambrai, where his brother, George, was killed and on 20 November he was wounded by a bullet in the right thigh. He was evacuated to Wandsworth hospital in England and returned to France on 4 April 1918. King George V had joined the Royal Navy at the age of thirteen. Many of the midshipmen manning the boats during the Gallipoli landings in 1915 were thirteen or not much older.7

Mass death devastated all the belligerent armies. By the beginning of 1918, the combat soldiers were exhausted. The Russian Revolution, the French Army mutinies of 1917, the Italian defeat at Caporetto and the decline in manpower all pointed to considerable problems for the Allies. However, the British Army did not mutiny, despite the heavy losses it had sustained and despite the extreme youth of half of its soldiers. There were a number of reasons for this. Postal censorship had expanded from its original remit of security to that of scrutinising soldiers’ letters for signs of disaffection. The British commanders were well aware of what made soldiers unhappy and made ready concessions to popular taste in the provision of rest and relaxation. Discipline, of course, played an important role and capital punishment was ever present as a threat. Whilst the numbers vary from source to source, the British courts martial appear to have produced 3,080 capital convictions, out of which 346 were executed. The summary nature of the courts martial can be criticised and there is a strong argument in favour of a pardon for many of those who were executed.

On the whole, the British managed their soldiers better than their allies did. Officers carefully left the application of bad language and abusive discipline to N.C.O.s and, thus, neatly remained one degree removed from the immediate problems of minor insubordination. The recognition and better treatment of shell-shock by the British hospitals did much to advance the understanding and management of behaviour under severe pressure. The British class system, though it was greatly modified in the trenches, was still a powerful controlling force. There were also rewards. The powerful incentive provided by field promotions and, especially, the distribution of gallantry awards was probably more significant than we have hitherto realised. The British were monarchists and they were motivated by the possibility that they may receive recognition from their King for gallantry in action in the form of an MC or MM. The sovereign’s role in the maintenance of morale may have been more significant than many modern historians believe. That is, perhaps, why King George V was so careful to make special arrangements to invest Sergeant Ricketts with his VC and to see that the citation was carried in full in the Court Circular in The Times.

In the chapters which follow, arranged as they are in thematic rather than chronological order, there is an attempt to understand the recruitment of boys straight from school, their motivation and their behaviour in war.
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