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IN SEPTEMBER 2002, THE DOORBELL RANG IN A TERRACED house in Kelross Road, north London. On opening the door, the owner was surprised to find a very elderly gentleman outside, walking stick in hand to steady himself. He was with a younger man, who spoke first. ‘Sorry to bother you, but my father lived here in 1917 when the house was hit by a bomb during a Zeppelin raid.’ After a brief conversation, the two men were invited to come in but, rather than heading for the sitting room, the older man walked straight to the kitchen, and looked up. ‘That’s where it came through,’ he said, pointing.

The owner of the house had been aware of the scars on the ceiling, but had never thought anything of them. The house, built in 1892, had been there long enough to have had all number of minor accidents, mostly leaks from the bathroom above, and they had all made an impression over time. Yet the elderly man was in no doubt about the veracity of his recall.

His name was Jack Burton, and he was making a final nostalgic trip back to the places of his childhood. Jack was born and raised in England but had moved to South Africa many years previously and now, aged almost ninety, he had flown with his son the 7,000 miles ‘home’ to see the places he once knew so well and to recall the events of late 1917.

Jack was just four years old at the time but what happened became ingrained on his memory. There had been an air-raid warning, and soon the anti-aircraft battery at Alexandra Palace had begun to pound away at an intruder. Jack remembered:

‘We were all supposed to go down into the cellar. Well, we were having a family party – we didn’t have much – but what we did have were chestnuts and we were roasting them in the fire. We children didn’t want to stop the fun so, when we heard the guns, we just got under a big table in the kitchen; it seemed safe enough. Then there was an almighty bang, and a bomb, which must have come through the roof and through three floors, ended up in the kitchen and on the table. Two of the leaves had broken but it was a very heavy and sturdy table and it saved our lives.’

The current home owner, a friend of one of the authors of this book, knew that we were making a film about the home front as well as writing a book about it, so he took a contact number for Jack while he was staying in England, and passed it on to us. Sadly, Jack was going back to South Africa only days later and so we never met him, and only a telephone call was possible. During this, he told us:

‘Gran came rushing in and grabbed us children out from underneath and we all ran out of the house. Grandfather told the police but when they started inspecting the bomb they found it wasn’t from the Zeppelin, but a shell from the anti-aircraft battery that had failed to explode. The family was very nervous and upset after that. I’d already lost an elder brother in the fighting. Now they were terrified of something else happening and they evacuated my sisters and me to a little village near St Albans.’

Jack’s story was a snapshot, an anecdote of a war now drifting from oral into written or recorded history. Jack is old, very old by almost anybody’s standards, except perhaps by those few who served on the Western Front and survive still. Jack is over a decade too young to be one of those, for they are the oldest of the old. At the time of writing, almost all veterans of the war have died; the official records say that forty-two survive of the six million who fought. As for the soldiers’ counterparts, the women who served, there are a few munitions workers left and one or two nurses or former members of the Land Army. Women tend to live longer than men, yet, as far fewer women served in those jobs than did men in the forces, their cumulative number today is perhaps no more than that of the veterans.

Those who have any memory of the Great War must have been born just before or very shortly after the conflict broke out in 1914. In researching and writing this book, we have sought out the rapidly dwindling generation who lived on the home front at the time. They are a generation that has almost gone: the oldest interviewee will be 110 this year, the youngest in her late eighties. Their stories of life in Britain have, in the main, never been recorded before. Yet they form an intimate portrait of a life that has been largely forgotten by historians concerned with the bigger picture of war on the Western Front, or government policy at home.

In the last ten or fifteen years, we have become accustomed to hearing the voices of First World War veterans in books, and in radio and television programmes. The terrifying world of the trenches that they survived – the mud, the petrified trees and the barbed wire – are now all unforgettably imprinted in our minds, and rightly so. For a long time, those who survived did not speak often of their experiences. The war was so catastrophic and traumatic in its loss of life that for some it had long been a taboo subject. Around a million servicemen from Britain and her Commonwealth and empire died. Two million more were injured or maimed. This was the first truly modern, industrial war and, understandably, most attention has been focused on the story of life and death at the front. However, the war also made a huge impact on the lives of people at home, profoundly touching almost every family in the land.

It is too easy to talk about casualty figures at the front, forgetting that the loss of each and every man meant devastation for a family back home. For all of them there would be four years of hardship, loss, occasional terror and, finally, bittersweet victory.

However, those on the home front were far from passive. Civilians played a vital role in the war effort. Yet, curiously, there has been no broad-ranging oral history of life on the home front during the First World War, such has been the preoccupation with trench life and the fighting soldier. The civilians, the last survivors from those years, also have important and deeply moving stories to tell, essential in helping to chronicle those momentous years. Indeed, only by hearing the stories of life on the home front can we ever gain an accurate perspective of life on the Western Front and the effect of the suffering at home on those who were fighting. Children or teenagers at the time, these are now the last witnesses to the war at home. They are now in their nineties and hundreds, and are a rapidly dwindling community. In writing this book, we have tried to preserve their memories.

In the ageing process, long-term memory is one of the last things to go. In our previous interviews with First World War veterans, we have often been amazed at the recall of detail stretching back over almost a hundred years. Memory is at its sharpest in youth when everything is surprising and new. There were so many questions we wanted to ask these last survivors who kept the home fires burning, in particular about the sacrifices war had forced upon them and their families. How did people at home cope and how far did morale hold up during the war? How did Britain as a nation keep going through four long years of privation and loss?

The challenge was to find the last survivors from the home front. We began tracking them down five or six years ago, when it was easier to find men and women born in the 1890s who had a clear memory of the war in Britain. Some of the stories recounted in this book are from filmed interviews or recordings we made then. One remarkable character we discovered, for example, was Florence Billington from Coventry. Born in 1898, she was a most vivacious and youthful woman with exceptional recall of her war. She had suffered more than most, losing her sweetheart in 1915. Sadly, Florence died suddenly in August 1998, shortly after we interviewed her and just before reaching the hundredth birthday she was so looking forward to. When very old men and women are talking about their childhood and youth, they can seem so young that it is easy to forget how close to death they are.

It was with this thought in our minds that, in the summer of 2001, we renewed our efforts and began a much more thorough campaign to find and record home front stories. But the people who, we hoped, would tell these stories proved very elusive. They were often more difficult to find than the veterans themselves, as the most active of these were relatively easy to meet through the First World War organisations. There is nothing similar for those who served on the home front. There are a few organisations like the Women’s Land Army – but they told us that the last woman known to have served in the war died two years ago.

We resorted to a wide-ranging approach, putting letters in local newspapers right across Britain. We contacted many old people’s homes, made appeals on local radio and spoke to libraries and museums. The Oral History Society has collected and recorded memories for the last thirty years and they and others gave us more contacts. In all, we discovered about 500 new people to talk to. About 100 were selected for interview on the basis of the vividness of their memories and the range of their stories. Our interviewees were drawn from all social classes, though we made a special effort to document the stories of those who came from a poor working-class background. Between 1914 and 1918, British society was rooted in manufacturing industry and marked by deep inequalities. Those who formed the bulk of the working class had to endure the toughest conditions, particularly a poor diet and bad housing, which frequently led to early death. Children born into this background are the least likely to live into their nineties and beyond. They are also unlikely to leave any written record of their lives, and their voices, we believe, give this book a unique flavour.

While conducting research for the book and the television programme, we received a large number of letters from those who had lived through the First World War as children. Their memories were, as one might expect, varied and vivid, and reading them gave us a wide range of anecdotes about the war, many of which have been incorporated into this book. One letter in particular caught our eye. It was from a lady, now in her mid-nineties, who was just six years old when the war began. She had written a lengthy letter but, unsure of what might or might not be of interest, she had slipped from one issue to another as each recollection caught her attention. The result was an interesting letter but one that did not particularly strike us. However, it was re-read by chance and, when all non-essential elements were removed, a terrible picture began to emerge. It is one that corresponds to the image that most people would associate with the First World War. It is one person’s record of systematic and frequent loss, of family, friends and associates. The loss was not necessarily through death; some were ‘only’ irreparably injured physically and mentally by the war. The letter read:

On one occasion we were asked to take some pennies for a collection for the family of one of the youngest members of the Royal Navy to die, Jack Cornwall . . . At Dr Triplett’s school the Headmaster and Mistress lost both of their young sons in France . . . We also had one or more Zeppelins over and a bomb was dropped at Brentford, killing 8 people, this was very frightening . . . My father was shot through the neck, the bullet just missing the jugular vein . . . a few days later my father got double pneumonia and then his wound went septic . . . he slowly recovered. An uncle was wounded and had frostbitten feet, another uncle, a regular soldier in the Royal Garrison Artillery, was wounded, later dying of meningitis . . . Two aunts worked in munitions . . . one getting T.B. from which she died aged 23 years, the other lived on, but her sweetheart was killed in France and later in life she committed suicide. After the war I was working in Ealing Broadway and there was a home (St David’s in Castle Bar Road) for shell-shocked soldiers and even then, some were shaking so much, they could not get their money out of their pockets, it was pitiful to see them . . . My father lived to be 77 but was crippled with arthritis, and had to use a wheelchair to be taken out, we think the poisoning was responsible for it, also the wet and muddy conditions.

We found that many of our interviewees had never spoken to their families in detail, or sometimes even at all, about the suffering endured on the home front. Undoubtedly, this was due in part to the fact that our oldest generation was not brought up to discuss emotions. Their way was the stiff upper lip, the stoic silence. At the time, there was little reason to stir up feelings that were painful, ambivalent and difficult to deal with. In a typically British way, they lay dormant for many years; possibly it was hoped that in time they would just go away. Talking was also inhibited, to an extent, by the belief that the greatest suffering had taken place on the battlefields of France and Flanders; it perhaps seemed self-indulgent to make a fuss about hardships at home. This attitude has remained deeply embedded to the present day, and the recent attention given to Western Front veterans has reinforced it. The soldiers were the only heroes, the men who still managed to rebuild their lives – and live to a ripe old age.

But the hurt and the pain and the repressed emotion of a nation that lost so many of its young men had not gone away. When the questions were asked, many elderly men and women found their voice. They told stories of how they coped with the death of a father or a brother killed in action. Or they recounted how their parents dealt with the loss of a beloved son. In a few families, coping meant never mentioning his name or looking at his photograph again. With little emotional vocabulary to deal with such a family catastrophe, many had tried to repress all feelings, and this had a traumatic and profound effect on the children.

This story of life on the home front has been led and shaped by the interviewees, as well as the subject. Some areas, such as the Zeppelin raids and the problem of food distribution, are so important in the war that they would automatically be covered. However, other subjects virtually forced their way on to the page owing to the quality of the oral history. Chapter 2, on the bombardment of Britain’s east coast in December 1914, is a case in point. Five remarkable interviewees to this now little-known event ensured that a short chapter was devoted to the incident, even though only a few thousand people were affected and the entire attack lasted only a matter of hours.

While the personal testimony taken from our interviews is at the heart of what is new about this book, many other sources – diaries, letters, newspapers and official records – have also been consulted and used where they help to clarify or further illuminate the overall story. In particular, many letters are published here for the first time, while the books we found most useful have been listed in the select bibliography.

Of the hundred interviewees filmed for the programme, and who are quoted in this book, at least thirty have so far lived to reach their centenaries. There are perhaps two dozen more who have died just short of the mark, or others who are still alive and within two years of joining this elite club. The average age of our interviewees is around ninety-seven or ninety-eight. They are a generation we are about to lose, but those who survive have given us a final glimpse into an era most people must feel has long since disappeared into the historical ether.

It has been fascinating to meet and talk to so many of the nation’s oldest citizens, who spoke with real emotional power and honesty. Their testimony shows the courage and insight we have become accustomed to hear from veterans on the Western Front. Their stories provide a new perception of what it felt like to live through the war, a war that destroyed so many families on a hitherto unimaginable scale. We hope that we have done justice to their memories.

Richard van Emden

Steve Humphries

January 2003


–CHAPTER ONE–

A Nation in Arms
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YEARS BEFORE A SHOT WAS EVER FIRED ON THE Western Front, the British people were already fighting the Germans – at least in their imagination. Since its foundation in 1871, Germany as a nation had gone from strength to strength; indeed, its rise economically and militarily had been meteoric. By the turn of the new century, it could compete with Britain on almost every level. Germany was helped, in no small measure, by a dramatic increase in its population from 41 million to 65.3 million in just forty years. This rise ensured that by 1914 Germany was numerically the largest nation west of Russia, and was more than a third as big again as Great Britain.

For the British, still clinging to world pre-eminence, there was no greater threat, and books and articles speculating about German intentions flooded the market, picturing Teutonic invasions and warning Britain against complacency. Books such as Erskine Childers’s Riddle of the Sands predicted an assault by hordes of enemy soldiers, while spies abounded throughout the island. Such fear was not restricted to the adult world but passed down to the younger generation in magazines and comics, including Pearson’s Weekly, which ran a notably rip-roaring serial that had Germans invading Kent only to be foiled by gallant Boy Scouts.

Then there were the public shows for the whole family to enjoy, such as the floodlit display performed in the grounds of London’s Crystal Palace. In 1907 Vic Cole, a ten-year-old working-class boy from south London, accompanied his family to watch the spectacle. He noted later:

“The Invasion”, as it was called, featured a life-size English village complete with church and pub. Village folk walked slowly from the former and others drank beer outside the latter. Into this peaceful rural scene suddenly a German aeroplane swooped (it ran down a wire) and dropped some bombs which exploded with appropriate noise and a great deal of smoke. When the air cleared, it was seen that German soldiers occupied the village. All ended happily when the Territorials arrived and routed the enemy.’

Ruth Armstrong, the daughter of an agricultural labourer, was not even five when she began hearing about war. She grew up in Wiltshire, in the village of Tilshead, where some of her earliest recollections were of talk between her parents. ‘My mother and father kept on about this Kaiser and I couldn’t think what it was all about and they kept on, “Oh, we’re going to war, we’re going to war.” I didn’t know what war meant, but the memory has stuck in my mind as well as the question, “Who is this Kaiser?” ’

Emily Galbraith, the daughter of a Methodist minister, was born in 1895 in Fenton, a small town in the Potteries. Now aged nearly 108, she recalls with remarkable clarity the pervading acceptance that war would come between Britain and Germany.

‘In 1901, I was at a good fee-paying school in London. In class we had dual desks and I sat next to a German girl and she used to tell me that her king was coming over here to fight my king and her king was going to win. And we sat in these desks and I used to have a ruler and poke her and say my king would win and she used to poke me until we both got sore. Then, after school, on the way home, I took the train from Fenchurch Street Station. Now on this train you went into a cabin before stepping into the main carriage. Boys used to congregate in these cabins and as the train went along, we would pass over fog signals. As the train passed each signal it made a very loud noise, a hefty bang, and the boys used to shout into the carriage, “The Germans are here! The Germans are here!” It was just a bit of fun. But you see, we knew that that war was coming, we knew long before it happened.’

Many boys found the prospect of war exciting, brought up as they were on ripping yarns of empire and the thin red line. Even military disasters and defeats could be ‘spun’ into heroic deeds, from the stand made by Gordon at Khartoum to the later crisis in South Africa during the Boer War. Adult patriotism, along with the threat of a potential enemy, was commonly passed down to children, who accepted the ideas automatically and largely without question. For boys especially, who would one day defend the empire, there were other weekly papers such as The Magnet and The Boys’ Herald, which regaled hundreds of thousands of impressionable young lads with stories of derring-do; there was never any question of who would finally win.

Team spirit, personal sacrifice, dedication to the cause were extolled, teaching those who read such magazines that their country came first, over and above the self. It was a persuasive argument, fostered by the establishment not in a blatant desire to make soldiers of these boys but as a form of social control, to inculcate the notion of duty to a higher national cause.

To become a man entailed accepting a whole raft of ideals, in particular the teaching of what is often known as ‘Muscular Christianity’, which was vigorously taught in public schools. It was in essence a way of living suited to defending Britain and her empire. Boys were meant to be Christian, ready to enforce what was good and true, ‘to fight the good fight’ if necessary. Yet what was good and true was, almost invariably, synonymous with the country’s self-interest. To this end, sports were advocated, as good health was seen as almost a religious and social duty. To achieve this, boys were taught that physical health and fitness were integral to mental strength and fortitude, from which would flow integrity and honesty; no surprise then that The Boys’ Herald was subtitled ‘A Healthy Paper For Manly Boys’.

Boxing, rugby, football and cricket would instil discipline, teamwork and duty, and would set boys on the right path for life. As a by-product, such training would be of immense help should the boys be needed to play the ‘greater game’ against an enemy. Sport, in and out of school hours, built character, as Richard Hawkins, born into an upper-middle-class family, recalls: ‘My father and I used to do a lot of boxing when I was a boy. He used to kneel down so as to get to my level and then we would spar. On one occasion my parents had to call in the doctor because was a bit swollen round the glands; they thought I’d got mumps. Well, I hadn’t; my father had let fly perhaps a little bit too much.’

When war broke out ten years later, the then nineteen-year-old enlisted straight away, without question. ‘It was our duty, nothing out of the ordinary, it was obvious, to protect our country. We were the best country in the world. Oh, I don’t think we gave anyone else a thought, there was no need to. We had to go and defend the country against all invaders and to give, if necessary, our lives to do it.’

The ideals of Muscular Christianity percolated through to the lower-middle and working classes through youth organisations such as the Church Lads’ Brigade, the Boys’ Brigade, the Scouts and the Sea Scouts. Yet, before ever joining, the raw material, the boys themselves, had to be taught notions of obedience and conformity. This was first taught at home, then reinforced in school with cast-iron authority, as Londoner Vic Cole recalled.

‘The discipline at school was to be marvelled at. At the first few strokes of the assembly bell, kids would drop all games and snap into their class formation like guardsmen. There were several teachers who could rap out words of command like sergeant majors. The children would spring smartly to attention at the order, right or left turn as one man and march into their respective classrooms.’

A respect for discipline was maintained even out of school:

‘Although somewhat given to violent combat as a means of settling disputes, they were on the whole a pretty good lot of youngsters at school. Fights, though frequent, were kept clean and proper by mutual observance of the so-called “fair-play” code of those days, which laid down the various conditions under which blows could or could not be exchanged. To strike a boy smaller than oneself was definitely not done. This would bring forth cries of “coward” and “bully” or “hit one yer own size!” ’

While Vic’s schooling was rough and tumble, there were many other children in the poorest areas whose education was far more confrontational. In many schools, notions of obedience and discipline were frequently contested by older, increasingly marginalised pupils, who had little interest or belief in such codes of conduct.

It has been estimated that approximately 40 per cent of boys joined one or other of the formal youth organisations, drawn into a world in which patriotism, teamwork and mutual help were extolled as manly virtues. It is self-evident that there was another 60 per cent who were not attracted to such organisations. These were children primarily from the poorest families, boys who frequently felt little connection to the nation’s prevailling hopes and objectives. These children were suspicious of the Scouts and the Boys’ Brigade, seeing them as an attempt to exercise authoritarian control over their lives. The fact that ‘subs’ were charged to take part hardly improved matters, for it was money that the poorest families could ill afford. It is not surprising that many continued their disorganised lives, preferring unfettered fun in the back street to controlled games in the Scout hut.

The boys who did join, while attracted from many walks of life, were generally those who were ‘better behaved’. Boys’ organisations were in action everywhere. There were exhibitions at Earls Court and the Crystal Palace, where Boys’ Cavalry Brigades drilled and paraded, sponsored by some of the big daily newspapers, particularly those that led the way in reporting the ‘German threat’, such as the Daily Mail. It did not require a great leap of imagination to see these Boy Scouts, with their badges, bands and banners, making the transition to the army when the time required. These organisations had been designed to give boys experience of the adventurous life most craved. Nevertheless, when war broke out, when thousands of young men flocked to join up, those who had learnt some semblance of drill or musketry in the Scouts or Boys’ Brigades were at a distinct advantage, as one officer commissioned into Kitchener’s volunteer army saw. ‘You had four platoon sergeants which you had to choose from your men,’ recalled Richard Hawkins, ‘and by Jove if one had been in the Boy Scouts, well, he was a corporal straight away. Otherwise we had no previous experience of soldiering.’

In the days before war broke out, it would appear that only the politicians were undecided as to whether Britain should be plunged into a general European conflict. The Prime Minister, Asquith, noted in his diary for 31 July:

We had cabinet at 11 and a very interesting discussion, especially about the neutrality of Belgium . . . are we to go in or stand aside? Of course everybody longs to stand aside, but I need not say that France is pressing strongly for a reassuring declaration. We are under no obligation [to France so] that we could give no pledges and that our actions must depend upon the course of events . . . and the direction of public opinion here.

If Asquith was worried about public opinion, then he only had to look out of his window or drive around in his car for reassurance. Of course there were dissenting voices. The veteran politician and former Labour Party leader, Keir Hardie, made an impassioned speech against the war on 2 August, and later a small anti-war rally took place in Trafalgar Square. But these demonstrations quickly fell away once war was a reality. The pretext for going to war, according to a vocal and vociferous press, was an invasion of Belgian soil by Germany, and the public was seemingly in almost full support. When Germany did indeed invade Belgium, on 3 August, the country at large was hardly surprised when Britain declared war the next day. That afternoon, as Asquith’s car left Parliament, the Prime Minister noted, ‘It is curious how going to and from the House we are now always escorted and surrounded by cheering crowds of loafers and holidaymakers.’

That weekend there had been a bank holiday, which meant that at the precise moment Britain plunged into war, an unusually large number of people were in the capital. The Times had reported the excited mood:

A great majority of these holidaymakers had been attracted to London by a desire to be present in the capital in this moment of grave crisis. They were eager for news and impatient to learn what part England was to play. Miniature Union Jacks and tricolors were sold in the streets, and quickly bought . . . In the evening thousands of people gathered in Trafalgar Square and the Mall and outside Buckingham Palace. Up and down the Mall, processions, carrying Union Jacks and the French tricolor, marched continually, cheering and singing . . . The demonstration of patriotism and loyalty became almost ecstatic until at last the enormous crowd eventually dispersed in processions which flooded the streets of the West End.

Vic Cole was just one of the many thousands of people who witnessed events that day.

‘The evening newspapers were all pretty certain that before many hours Britain would be at war with Germany. In the afternoon I went up town and wandered about in front of Buckingham Palace and down the Mall. There was a great crowd of people outside the Palace and other crowds were congregating in Whitehall and towards Westminster. Later on that night, just before midnight, the word went around that, the ultimatum having expired, we were now at war with Germany. I was terribly excited; the thing that people had been talking about for years had at last come about and at any moment (I thought) the invasion of England would begin. I conjured up brave visions of myself lying behind a hedge, rifle in hand, firing round after round at hordes of Germans advancing through the fields of Kent on their way to besiege London. I wanted to be in the army with a gun in hand like the boys I had so often read about in books and magazines. Little did I realise in those days how well I had been brainwashed.’

Broadly speaking, the British public had little doubt that the Germans were responsible for the war, that Britain’s hand had been forced. As one patriot, a young girl who was to work in nursing, munitions and the Land Army, wrote, ‘I believe we’re fighting for an ethical truth, and that the war is a struggle between civilisation, and all it stands for, on one side, against Germany’s barbarism, which seems the result of their extraordinary rapid and material progress of the last forty years, which isn’t based on a solid civilisation.’ Her words were determined and sure, a mood reflected by most who associated themselves with the views of ‘middle England’. Yet behind such words of courage there was anxiety and fear, particularly among those old enough to know better.

Florence Nield, a working-class girl from Swansea, was at home when war broke out.

‘The newsboy was outside calling out that England had declared war on Germany. I was not quite fifteen years old at the time and I was quite pleased, being a youngster, I thought it was like two people sparring up to each other. My mother and father were on the doorstep and I said, “Oh lovely, we’re going to have a fight, you know,” and I was surprised when my mother gave me a quick slap.’

No one wanted to contemplate a war lasting beyond Christmas time, and there was a deep-seated desire to see it won convincingly and quickly. There was an inherent public belief in the capabilities of the British army when called to action; although in truth most military commanders, Lord Kitchener among them, saw that the war would be anything but short. Britain’s small, highly trained regular army was no match in terms of numbers for the huge German forces which, within a week of mobilisation, had 3.8 million men under arms. Kitchener foresaw that a new citizens’ army would be required, made up of volunteers.

In times of war, the government had envisaged that the regular and Territorial armies would simply grow organically, taking on new recruits and expanding as required. Lord Kitchener, who had little enough faith in the prowess of the new Territorial Force formed in 1908 with part-time soldiers, originally meant for home defence), decided to discard the idea and, as the new Secretary of State for War, create an entirely New Army of 100,000 men. However, such was the apparent enthusiasm to fight that some 300,000 civilians enlisted in August, before word ever got out that this New Amy was needed. Then, when Kitchener launched his famous appeal, epitomised by the poster ‘Your Country Needs You’, there came a second, spontaneous response, hundreds of thousands of men besieging recruiting stations set up right across the country.

One of the first to enlist, even before the appeal, was farmer’s son George Whitehead, the eldest brother of seven-year-old Len, who recalls:

‘Everybody was terribly excited, and there was nobody more excited than my elder brother George. He was going, he said, “first thing tomorrow morning”. We were having a bit of leg pulling and we sang him the song:

No more will I work in the harvest to reap the golden corn

But I’m going to join the army and I’m off tomorrow morn.

Hurrah for the scarlet and blue

See the helmets glitter in the sun

See the bayonets flash like lightning

To the beating of the old militia drum.

‘Dad didn’t want him to enlist, he tried to persuade him against going so soon – stop to see the harvest in. But George was keen to go and here was his chance, and he went into my mother’s bedroom – she was not very well at the time – and he picked up a stick which she used to rap on the floor if she wanted anything. “This is how I shall strut about the London parks,” he said, jokingly of course. It was the glamour of it all, nobody sort of gave it a second thought that they might never come back.

‘In the early part of the war, small squads of soldiers used to march through the villages – it was part of the recruiting drive, you see, and they sang a song, “You ought to join Kitchener’s Army. Seven bob a week, plenty of grub to eat, great big boots make blisters on your feet, you ought to join.” Of course we used to run alongside these soldiers; they had a drum and a fife band, or a bugle. I think we used to poke fun at them. It wasn’t military music but enough perhaps to stir some young men to want to join up.’

One of those eager to go was Jack Davis, then nineteen years old and working at the National Liberal Club in London’s Whitehall Place. He had not seen the popular hysteria on the streets as he had been working, but that did not matter and he went along to enlist on 3 September, during the first week of Kitchener’s appeal. Of all those men who enlisted, Jack, now aged 108, is possibly the very last surviving volunteer.

‘I was in the Boys’ Brigade and was a member of an athletics club too, so I both accepted discipline and had an organised life. It meant the call of the army quite naturally attracted me. I enlisted at New Scotland Yard with thirty of my colleagues, en masse, because our manager at the Liberal Club was a patriotic Frenchman and so we had no difficulty joining up and letting the women take over our jobs. Then we had a night out, the group of us, for once you had accepted the traditional king’s shilling, you’re in. So, it being our last night of freedom, we made the best of it with the boys. We were told to assemble at St Martin in the Fields, on the forecourt, the next morning, and there we were, 750 of us, all young civilians all eager for what we thought was excitement. Once the roll call was taken and all other details completed, we were marched to Paddington Station where a special train took us all to Falmouth. It was only then that we knew that we were going to join the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry.’

Two nights later, it was Vic Cole’s turn to enlist.

‘September 5th 1914, George Pulley (son of our local butcher) and I attended our first and last recruiting meeting. A leather-lunged gentleman was urging the crowd to throw up their jobs and fight. The way he spoke, it was just a matter of coming up, drawing a rifle and ammunition and proceeding straight away to France. The sergeant already had his eagle eye upon George and I and he was most pleased to greet us, possibly because out of all that crowd we were the only ones to join up that night. When I got home, my poor aunt and gran could scarcely believe their ears. Hardly waiting to close the door, I called out, “I’ve joined the army!” “Oh dear! Oh dear!” said Gran. “My poor boy.” Neither of them were at all demonstrative but when I sat down, Gran put her old arm about me for a moment. My aunt shed a tear and then said, “Well, I suppose you’d like a cup of tea now.” ’

Across the length and breadth of the country, thousands of recruitment rallies were held. Posters were placed on every available hoarding to announce that a ‘Public War Meeting’ would occur at a certain place and time. On such occasions, a recruiting officer would ‘attend to give information and speak’ – although why anyone should need persuading to join the army was something of an enigma, for, as one poster noted, pointedly, ‘ALL MEN who have already made up their minds to act for their Country’s good and their own, can be attested after the meeting.’ In the exuberance of the moment, Vic had enlisted, a decision made by thousands of others tempted by recruiting sergeants who often let it be known that every girl liked a boy in uniform.

Over-enthusiasm to play a part explains why many young men were enlisted, but by no means all. Some men simply spoiled for a fight, or felt the war gave them a chance for redemption. One interesting case is that of Arthur Borton, an upper-middle-class boy educated at Eton. He had proved to be nothing other than a failure in civilian life, losing money hand-over-fist in misguided business ventures. His family despaired. The outbreak of war offered him a final chance to prove his worth. Over the following four years, he turned out to be a consummate soldier, winning the Victoria Cross and the Distinguished Service Order for bravery, only to lose his way again once the war was over and he was demobbed. Arthur’s case was clearly exceptional in terms of the awards he won, although many civilians who were turned into soldiers probably identified with his story.

In reality, there were a myriad reasons for enlisting. Everyone had their own: many were tempted by friends, others just followed the works crowd down to the recruiting office. Some were bored, sick of repetitive jobs, others were ‘encouraged’ out of their employment and into the army. And then there were the 500,000 men made redundant in the weeks after war broke out as industries shed employees in the face of economic uncertainty. For these men, many of whom would soon be hungry, the army at least guaranteed the bare essentials of food, clothing and accommodation.
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A notice inviting people to attend a public meeting, which was nothing more than a recruitment rally.



In Jack Davis’s case, as perhaps with most volunteers, there was not one defining motive but rather an assortment of reasons for enlisting.

‘I don’t think people realised the seriousness of it then. We understood that we were in danger from the Kaiser and that we had to defend our territory by all means. It came as no surprise that war was declared. For me it was a bit of excitement and I thought, “Well, might as well enlist” – “fresh fields” and all that. I never realised then what it meant, we had no idea what we were going into. My first six months at the front were characterised by part depression and part disbelief that this could be war.’

The Butler family from Canning Town in London were to prove themselves one of the more patriotic families in the war. As soon as war broke out, Harold, the eldest son, enlisted into the cavalry before later being transferred to the infantry. He was followed not only by his two brothers but by his father, who was in his late forties and technically over-age for service. Harold had enlisted so quickly that by early September he was not only thinking about leave, but had already learnt a cunning way of getting it.

11/9/14

My dear Sister

I am getting along nicely thank you, I wish I were nearer so as to see you more often, still if ever I can get leave I will be over like a shot. I have played my fiddle here, they are all mad on it, one corporal with tears in his eyes handed me some money after I played ‘Cavalleria Rusticana’ but of course I refused it. Well Elsie look after dear old Ma, and give her a few, or at least give her heaps of kisses for me and remember me to Dad and Walter.

I remain your affectionate brother, Harold

PS If a letter was sent to me telling me that Ma was very ill etc, I could show it to the Major and he may let me have a couple of days leave, so please send one to that effect, stating this: ‘Mother is ill, etc etc try and get home to see her etc . . .’

Not all jumped straight into the fray. Emily Galbraith’s family agonised over whether her brother Peter should enlist. Before the war, the family very firmly believed that killing was wrong in all circumstances.

‘Peter and I were great pals and he was very clever and ambitious. He had studied at Palmer’s School at Greys in Barking, and wanted to be a missionary. My brother, indeed the whole family, were conscientious objectors. Shortly after the war broke out, we sat in the house discussing the matter, as my brother was wondering whether he, in fact, ought to volunteer. We were talking, whether it would be right or wrong to join, to go and kill people, and of course we said no, it was wrong, “Thou shalt not kill”. We were in mid-discussion when my brother suddenly stood up and said, “You know, Mother, supposing people were to come into this room,” and he pointed, “come in that door and attack you and Emily.” He said, “I shouldn’t sit here and let them do it.” So he said, “I’ve got to go, the Germans are coming here, we all know the stories they are telling. I’ve got to protect you from them. I’m not a conscientious objector; I’m here as a defender and I’ve a right to defend you.” That was my brother’s attitude. We didn’t want to go and fight anybody, we wanted to live in peace. However, we weren’t allowed to because of Germany, it wasn’t our fault.’

The defeat of Germany was expected by Christmas, but in the meantime certain people on the home front took precautions, just in case. At the start of hostilities there had been a rush to stock up on food, with those who could afford it buying large quantities of non-perishables, in particular sugar and tinned foods. Although the bank holiday had been extended to prevent a run on the banks, retail shops had reopened as normal on the Tuesday, 4 August, and were besieged by women, shelves being cleared of food in many towns. On 9 August, the Tottenham and Edmonton Herald reported the case of a lady who walked into a grocer’s store in Palmers Green and spent the huge sum of £17. So effectively did she empty the shelves that it was forced to close for three days until new supplies could be obtained.

As a result of such panic buying, wholesale prices rose quickly. The Hull Daily Mail reported that in Grimsby the price of wholesale flour had risen from 27 to 40 shillings per 20-stone sack. Invariably such rises hit the shops, and prices of staple foodstuffs briefly spiralled, the price of bread nearly doubling. ‘The stories of food-hoarders are already beginning to be numerous and amusing,’ wrote Edward Heron-Allen in his Journal of the Great War. ‘One hears of dowager duchesses raiding country towns in their Rolls-Royce cars and Daimler limousines, and returning to their baronial halls buried under heaps of ham, bushels of artichokes and pyramids of tinned meat and sardines.’ Such self-serving behaviour was hardly patriotic, although those who could afford the food, like Heron-Allen, sought to justify their expenditure as almost altruistic. ‘I am patriarch of a tribe of twenty-five – it behoves me to make some small provision of food as well as of money, however wildly the people who are not in a position to do so will rave about the unpatriotism of “hoarding”.’ His logic was simple. If the war ended quickly, then his hoarding would be irrelevant, while in a long conflict he would ensure that he could rely on his private supply, removing him from the queue for future foodstuffs.

The panic abated within days, although the problem of severe food shortages was to recur later in the war. On 8 August the government passed the Defence of the Realm Act, giving it almost arbitrary power to act to protect national security. This Act was extended and amended later in the month and at various times throughout the war, and an ever-lengthening list of orders was sent from ministries, controlling any aspect of life deemed important, from lighting restrictions to trading hours, from food prices and control to press reporting of the war. To guarantee a steady supply of food, a Cabinet Committee on Food Supplies was set up, while Parliament passed the Unreasonable Withholding of Foodstuffs Act, an anti-profiteering measure designed to ensure that no one hoarded food beyond what was personally consumable, while the state’s assertion of control over the railway network appeared to make sure that supplies would not be interrupted.

The initial shock of actually being at war passed and thousands of holidaymakers poured down in mid-August to the beaches of Eastbourne, to take in the seasonal sun. ‘That a Great War was in progress seemed inconceivable,’ wrote one onlooker; ‘the sands were thick with chairs.’ Those who went to the beach were not necessarily inactive. While there were over 5 million women in employment, more than twice as many, 12.9 million, did not work. Many of these women turned to knitting, with apparently unbounded zeal. They knitted scarves, gloves, waistcoats and socks, on the beach, on trains, on trams, in theatres and in parks. Emily Galbraith was touring in Scotland with her minister father soon after war was declared. ‘Everyone started knitting for the war effort. I remember we were staying on the shores of Loch Fyne and the women were knitting and they appealed to my father if it was right or wrong to knit socks on Sundays for the soldiers, and my father said it was quite right and they were all very pleased.’

In the world of paid work, many jobs that traditionally employed women were axed, such as in the garment industry, the fishing industry (where women were employed as fish gutters), and among confectionery makers. In all, some one in seven women lost their jobs, and charities were set up to find them employment. Those industries that had shaken out almost half a million male workers during the first days of the war were traditionally male-dominated; when they later looked to refill the vacancies they would consider only other men, not women. As the unions had yet to agree to giving jobs to women, they gravitated towards the secretarial and clerical posts vacated by men enlisting; indeed, 50 per cent more women were to work in white-collar jobs during the war than in industry and agriculture.

The vast majority of these ‘new’ workers were married women tempted back into work, or girls who joined the workforce earlier than normal, and they were often consummately exploited. Relatively few middle- and upper-class women had worked before the war, but some were now coaxed into the labour force – though in the main, gravitating towards those jobs most associated with ladies of social standing, in purely supervisory roles or in professions such as nursing.

There was a numerically small, elite group of women who wanted to be directly involved in the war. One observer, Elsie Knocker, wrote: ‘Committees proliferated, all intent on beating each other in the race to get to “the Front”, and most of them, especially those involving women, rejected by the War Office and the British Red Cross. Many ideas burned out in a blaze of talk or died in a welter of vagueness. Others crumbled at the first touch of reality.’ This writer later proved to be one of the more determined and remarkable women of the war, when, with a friend, she set up and privately financed an emergency post, close to the front line at Pervyse, to treat wounded soldiers.

It was a similar spirit of adventure that encouraged many young girls to join the Voluntary Aid Detachments, or other groups such as the Women’s Emergency Corps that encouraged women to train as doctors, nurses and motorcycle messengers. Later in the year, the Women’s Defence Relief Corps was formed, as well as the Women’s Hospital Corps and the Women’s Police Volunteers. War was exciting, and the same sort of infectious desire that had made men become ‘involved’ also effected a similar response among young women who came mostly from financially stable backgrounds – or, in other words, women who could afford to be excited about this new challenge in their lives.

Many remarkable women came from this social grouping but they were the exception, for the numbers involved, as a proportion of the total female workforce, were relatively small. Emily Galbraith’s was typical of the spirit shown by young, well-to-do girls at the time, anxious to capitalise on their new-found freedoms.

‘I wrote to Lord Kitchener while I was at a girls’ college training to be a teacher in Derby and said we were able-bodied young women and I didn’t see why we shouldn’t be a Home Guard and fight at home so as to let the boys go and do the job of fighting the Germans. I asked whether he would allow us, because we were capable and could protect our country, to learn to fire a rifle. Shortly after, I received a very nice handwritten letter back from Kitchener and he said he didn’t approve of women fighting; it was the men’s job to look after the women, but he thanked me very much.’

There were thousands of women employed in jobs of great drudgery, to whom the excitement of war was distant. They were poor, inarticulate, and would never have dreamed of writing to the local vicar, never mind the Secretary of State for War. One sixteen-year-old girl recalled being in domestic service on a farm in Yorkshire, and being unaware that Britain was even involved in an international conflict. The farm was isolated, and the owners never spoke to her unless it was to point her in the direction of the next job. There were no newspapers to read, and so she was unaware of the fighting until, in November 1914, a chance conversation enlightened her. This case was unusual but not unique, and many women working on farms could live through the war with relatively little or no contact with the consequences.

Living on an isolated Scottish farm near Balerno, Maria Pettigrew was nearly twenty-one years old and heavily pregnant with her first child when war broke out. Now aged 109, she recalls that the war had little effect on her husband’s and her daily life.

‘My husband was a ploughman, and was in a reserved occupation. We worked very hard, getting up at 4.50 a.m. with my husband not finishing until 6 p.m. Even then he had to go and look after the horses at night, in his own time. We had enough food and, as the war went on, we were required to put any surplus out, such as eggs or milk, to be picked up by the authorities for distribution elsewhere, which we did, of course, though we made sure we had enough first. I was soon a young wife with a young family, and my life was centred on the house, and I had plenty to do there.’

Only towards the end of the year did it become apparent that the rapid enlistment of skilled and semi-skilled men into the army was causing a great shortage in the labour market and in the industries essential to the prosecution, even the continuation, of the war. This was the unforeseen downside to all the wild enthusiasm for war. Skilled workers, vital to the war effort, were presenting themselves in large groups to enlist and serve together. Some 160,000 miners joined up in the first six months of the war, as did 10,000 engineers, while agriculture and transport were also badly hit. The army had traditionally relied upon vagrants, the temporarily unemployed and the hungry to fill the ranks; now, under Kitchener’s free-for-all, the technically able and highly educated were enlisting too. The effect was to seriously undermine the economy, causing a serious dislocation within essential industries. Only in time would the government act to help manage the problem, ordering the discharge of a number of men, including miners, who were vital to the war economy. The politician’s predicament of discouraging the enlistment of highly skilled men, when they were keen to fight, was never entirely resolved.

The reality was that women were desperately needed to fill the gap in the labour market, but the approval of the trade unions to ‘dilution’, the employment of unskilled women in jobs previously restricted to craftsmen, was required. Such approval was not taken for granted, and there was much horse-trading before large numbers of women entered the market. Even then, it was not until April 1915 that the number of employed was equal to that before the war. The big difference came with pay in war-related industries where, in time, women were to earn wages undreamt of elsewhere.

For those whose husbands had gone to war, there were separation allowances to offset the loss of income. The rates had not increased since the Boer War ended in 1902, but rose to 12s 6d (62p) a week with an extra 2s (10p) for each child, even though the actual dispersal of the money was anything but quick or free from confusion. The amounts rarely compensated the family for the financial loss, and while soldiers at the front could allocate part of their wages to families at home, any allowance from a private’s income of 7s (35p) a week was likely to be meagre.

In the first weeks and months of the war, both the government and commerce strove to give the impression that it was ‘business as usual’, and notices saying as much were displayed in shop windows. The first war budget in November maintained the perception that things were all right, with an increase in income tax paid for by the middle classes and a small increase in tax, most notably on beer. Once the economic gloom in the first days of war had subsided, there was, as in most war economies, a boom, as government spending rose dramatically and this money was filtered through the economy. In many cities, restaurants appeared full, and theatres were packed, but the consequent rise in the price of basic foodstuffs hit many of the poorest in society with disproportionate effect. Within months, it was found that the price of flour had risen by 75 per cent, and meat by an average of 9 per cent. Sugar was increasingly hard to find and the spectre of a shortage across the UK saw even restaurant-goers secreting sugar in their pockets, for later use.

According to the men of the original British Expeditionary Force (the regular army sent to France), the only restaurants worth considering were those in the German capital. Within two weeks of war breaking out, the force was pouring towards the Channel ports in trains, along the sides of which was commonly chalked ‘Next Stop Berlin’. As they left England and crossed the Channel to France, they left their barracks empty for thousands of Territorial soldiers and, in time, the new recruits who were busily signing up. As the regulars fought the Battles of the Marne, Aisne and later the First Battle of Ypres, the new Kitchener units began their training in parks, on commons and on barrack squares.

As with most children whose fathers were in uniform, six-year-old Ellen Elston was very proud of her dad. He was a company sergeant major in the East Surrey Regiment, a regular who, in the first instance, remained in England to train some of the new recruits.

‘I remember going with my mother and brother on a visit to see my dad at Dover Castle. Dad had to drill the men and it was exciting to see all the soldiers lined up and our own dad taking them through their paces. We thought that was marvellous, watching through the arrow slits in the wall. Afterwards all the men clustered round him and us; these were the sergeant major’s kids, and we were carried around the square on the men’s shoulders. One or two of the men put their new stiff hats on our heads, and others gave us a few coppers in change, so that we had lots to talk about when we went back to school.’

In Liverpool Florence Billington witnessed the transformation of these civilians into soldiers.

‘I and my friend Alice would be out shopping, getting something for tea, and all these young men were coming past, all like in a regiment, but in their ordinary everyday civilian clothes.
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