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ABSTRACT

The upheavals of the cataclysm of the First World War reverberated through every
corner of British society; how society was reconstructed afterwards 1s the subject of
enormous critical debate. This study examines how masculinities were disrupted and
reconstructed during and after the war. It 1s a study of British men, previously civilians,
who became servicemen in the First World War. It aims to map the continuities and
discontinuities 1n the construction of their masculine 1dentities during war and n 1ts
aftermath in the 1920s.

Pioneered by feminist scholars concerned with analysing the historical construction
of femininity, the study of gender relations has become a significant area of historical
enquiry. This has resulted in a substantial body of historical scholarship on the history of
masculinities and the increasing visibility of men as gendered subjects whose masculintties
are lived and imagined. This thesis is informed by, and engages with, the histories of
masculinities. It also draws on recent historical research on the cultural legacy of the war.

The first chapter explores the subjective responses to becoming a soldier through an
examination of personal memoirs; largely unpublished sources drawn from memories and
written or recorded by men as narratives of their wartime experiences. The subject of the
second chapter is shell shock. The outbreak of shell shock among the troops aroused
anxieties about masculinity. The competing versions of masculimties which emerged in

military and medical discourses is examined. Returning to individual memotrs, the chapter
examines how men produced their own representations of the shell shocked man contesting

other versions. Chapters 3 and 4 focus their attention on the relatively neglected subject of
ex-servicemen’s organisations and the collectivities of ex-servicemen. During and after the

war a movement of ex-servicemen emerged to campaign for justice and fair treatment.

Comradeship underpinned the attempt to forge an ex-serviceman identity and an
examination of veterans’ publications, a largely neglected source, has revealed the tensions
and conflicts which contested this form of masculine identity. Masculine 1dentities, as
citizens and workers, presented a challenge to the potential for a unified, apolitical
movement. Unemployment was a challenge to male identities traditionally secured through

work and masculine codes of independence.
Unlike many studies, this thesis intentionally straddles war and peace. It begins in

1914 and ends a decade later in a society restored to peace but still essentially in the shadow
of war.



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

Chapter One
'Incidents that haunt me'

Soldiers'’ Stories

Chapter Two
'War makes sane men mad'

Shell shocked soldiers and competing masculinities

Chapter Three
'Soldiers from the war returning’

Comradeship and the imagined community of ex-servicemen

Chapter Four

'We are citizens... we are workers'

Broken bodies and the body politic

CONCLUSION

BIBLIOGRAPHY

19

73

148

203

272

282



INTRODUCTION

The images and iconography of the Great War of 1914-18 still resonate in the
imagination today. Trench warfare, gas attacks, barbed wire, poppies and No Man’s
Land are shared cultural referents of that war. The pity of war remains entrenched in
collective memory. Priér to, and especially during, the eightieth anniversary of the
Armistice 1n 1998 the First World War was subjected to a new wave of cultural
representations when a spate of novels, films, television documentaries and journalism
appeared. In the 1990s Pat Barker’s Regeneration trilogy and Sebastian Faulks’s
Birdsong (1994) became best sellers. In a review of the film, 7he Trench (1999), the
directorial debut of the novelist William Boyd, the young male reviewer wrote ‘the
trenches are scars on the national psyche; the War was the fulcrum of the modern age.
People like me can’t imagine it."’

Yet we continue to imagine it. As recently as May of this year, the BBC
- produced a documentary series, The Trench, in which a group volunteers from Hull, men
between eighteen and thirty-eight years of age, volunteered to recreate the experiences of
the 10th battalion of the East Yorkshire Regiment. The First World War, now in
supposedly authentically created trenches, was once again the subject of imaginative

recreation. The persistence of such popular imaginings have been mirrored in the

renewed and substantial body of academic writing about the First World War emerging
from across a range of disciplines from mulitary and diplomatic history, economic, social

and gender history to literary and cultural studies. The war and its impact continue to be

! Andrew O’Hagan, The Daily Telegraph, September 17, 1999



the subjects of intense scrutiny and debate, with previously accepted conventions
challenged and revised. The méaning of the war continues to be a struggle over
representation and a conflict over which dominant memory of the war remains in the
collective and national memory.

The 1mage of the soldier is central to all the popular cultural representations
which are testimony to the persistence of the imaginings of a powerful form of
masculinity. War has been one of the most gendered of human acttvities; soldiering one
of the most sexually differentiated. The imaginings of masculinity are central to this
study which explores the lived experiences of servicemen in the First World War and in
the period immediately following it. Within the extensive body of histonical research
which exists on the First World War, servicemen are ever-present as objects of study,
their experiences filtered through official statistics, surveys and reports. In addition, their
attitudes to war have largely been represented and refracted through the literary output
of, for example, Siegfried Sassoon, Wilfred Owen and Robert Graves. Yet, their
presence as gendered subjects, their masculinities have been largely left unexplored.

This study addresses the omission by making an examination of the masculinities of
servicemen its central focus. It explores the extent to which the war precipitated changes
to former codes of masculinity. It aims to map the continuities and discontinuities in the
construction of the masculinities of British soldiers in the context of the war but its

trajectory moves into the post war period of the 1920s. War brought the experience of

soldiering to a significant section of the male population, men who were generally



soldiers ‘for the duration only’.? The war experience did not end with the cessation of
hostilities but was framed in private memories as well as in public representations. The
meanings the men sought to give to those experiences and the dislocations they felt in
their sense of themselves as men determined the selection of sources and how they were
used. I have prioritised the writings, mainly unpublished and some neglected, of the
unknown men who volunteered for war service and who, on their return, constituted the
body of men known as ex-servicemen. I have also submitted official sources and public
documents to new interrogations as to what insights they might yield into the structuring
and restructuring of masculine identities.

In recent years the objective of ‘making men visible as gendered subjects™ and to
interrogate the conﬁruction of masculinity has produced a significant contribution to the
study and understanding of sexual difference and its manifestations which has been so
much part of a feminist approach. For historians, this has entailed explonng the
historical diversity of masculinities and their formation within specific historical contexts.
The collection of essays in Manful Assertions edited by John Tosh and Michael Roper
(1991) illuminates the socjal and historical production of, for example, the Respectable
Working Man, Imperial Man, the post-war Public School Man and Company Man.
These varied masculinities demonstrate the shift in men’s gender identities in different
historical periods, particularly at times of social change and upheaval, while at the same

time they indicate that male power is more contingent than the term patnarchy allows.

2 Estimates of the percentage vary: Jay Winter estimates that it was almost fifty per cent; others like

Bourke suggest it was nearer twenty two per cent.
> Michael Roper and John Tosh (eds), Manful Assertions: Masculinities in Britain since 1800,

London: Routledge, 1991, p. 1



The use of the term masculinities emphasises the plurality and diversity of men’s
experiences, attitudes, beliefs and so on and which, in turn, are structured by class,
sexual orientation, ethnicity, age and other categories marking difference. Moreover, in
their analysis, Tosh and Roper argue that masculinities are affirmed not only by the social
roles ascribed to men but in their lived experiences, in subjective identities.

The historiography of pre-war masculinity provides a framework for interprétigg
the changes war may have wrought on prevailing ideals of manhood. Much of the work
focussed on manliness as a particular construct of Victorian and Edwardian middle-class
manhood, associated in particular with the public schools.* The qualities of physical
strength, endurance and courage were developed in the new cult of athleticism. Games
played in the public schools had become codified and rationalised, representing an
instrument of discipline for boys learning how to be men with future careers in
go?emment, the military and the administration, both in Britain and in the Empire. While
the historiography of dominant forms of masgulinity prior to the First World War are
pertinent to this study, elsewhere evidence points to the challenges to hegemonic
masculinity at the end of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century. Competing
versions of masculinity are constructed in relation to the ‘other’, women and other men;

normative male heterosexuality always defined in opposition to homosexuality. As

Lynne Segal argues ‘masculinity is never the undivided, seamless construction it becomes

in its symbolic manifestation’.’

Y See, for example, J. A. Mangan and James Walvin (eds), Manliness and Morality: Middle-Class
Masculinity in Britain and America, 1800-19 14, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987
*  Lynne Segal, Slow Motion: Changing Masculinities, Changing Men, London: Virago, 1990, p. 108



The nise of an organised and increasingly assertive feminist movement claiming

rights to social and economic independence and political enfranchisement constituted a
challenge to male authonty. The challenge was also taking place in the family when the

authority of the father was perceptibly shifted by a series of legislative acts such as the

Married Women'’s Property Acts of 1870 and 1882 and the Guardianship of Infants Act
of 1886.

The same period saw the emergence of non-normative male sexual 1dentities.
Medical, scientific and psychological discourses sought to distinguish the manly man
from the homosexual. Changes in the law, notably the Labouchere Amendment to the
Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885 made all homosexual acts, private and public,
illegal. This was most famously applied in the Oscar Wilde trials which have been seen
as a critical moment in the opposition between homosexual and heterosexual 1denties.
The apparent collapse of the boundaries of sexual difference provoked a constellation of
anxieties about what has been termed the troubling ‘sexual anarchy’ of the pre-war

years.®

With the outbreak of the First World War, gender relations were reinscribed in
the most traditional ways by calling on perceived age old truths about sexual difference:
men as warriors, protecting the fragile sex thereby appearing to reassert the sexual order.

The extent to which the war altered prevailing ideas about gender relations has been a

question explored in particular by feminist histonans seeking to analyse how femininity

was disrupted, constructed and reconstructed during and after the First World War.

¢ See Elaine Showalter, Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siécle, Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1990; Ed Cohen, Talk on the Wilde Side, London: Routledge, 1993



Susan Kingsley Kent has studied the restructuring of gender relations in the interwar
period and its impact on the feminist movement. She argues that the war was conceived
in gendered terms and that, in the post war periéd, ‘sexual conflict and polarization
between the sexes provided one of the few adequate means by which the political,
economic and social upheaval occasioned by the war could be depicted.”’ Sexualised
discourses were appropriated as part of the attempt to re-establish the gender order and
sexual conflict, based on new discourses of sexual difference, was apparent, in particular
in the competitive post war labour market. However, Kent’s case that the war was
represented predominantly through sexual metaphor and imagery is overstated and
predicated on an assumption of monolithic masculinity invested with undifferentiated
power to dominate women. Her reading takes no account of the disruptive effects of
war on notions of masculinity which, for example, Elaine Showalter explored in her
illuminating study of male war neuroses. The effects of shell shock resulting in male
hysteria, she argues, undermined ‘an ideology of absolute and natural differences

between women and men.”® More fragmentary and contradictory masculinities emerge

from Showalter’s study.

However, the arguments about the disruption and reconstruction of femininity

during the war raise the possibility of different but equally troubling questions relating to
ideas of masculinity in the post-war years. The theoretical frameworks for understanding

how masculinities are produced have taken account of the institutionalisation of

T Susan Kingsley Kent, Making Peace: The Reconstruction of Gender in Interwar Britain, Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 1993, pp. 9-10
* Elaine Showalter, The Female Malady, Women, Madness and English Culture, 1830-1980, London:

Virago, 1985, p. 168



masculinity in relation to the state, the labour market and the family’ and the complex
ways in which dominant definitions of masculinity are affirmed or contested. Thus, as it

has been aptly summarised, ‘manliness is a contested territory; it 1s an 1deological
battlefield’.!® David Morgan’s argument that ‘of all the sites where masculinities are
constructed, reproduced and deployed, those associated with war and the mulitary are
some of the most direct’! is pertinent in the context of this study. However, by
exploring some of the contradictions and ambivalences in military life he suggests that
the linkages between masculinity and the military are, in fact, more tenuous than they
might appear.

Joanna Bourke has made a significant contribution to the study of men and the
First World War. Dismembering the Male approaches the interaction between
masculinity and the First World War ‘only through the corporeal body’."* Inan
exhaustively detailed account of the physical degradation and mutilation of men, she
vividly demonstrates the damage wrought on men’s bodies on an unprecedented scale.
The ways in which the male body was disciplined, inspected and policed by mulitary,
medical and civilian institutions are thoroughly delineated. She also explores the

relationship between the body and the mind through her analysis of malingering in

?  See, for example, R. W. Connell, Gender and Power, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989

1% Nigel Edley and Margaret Wetherell, ‘Masculinity, power and identity’, in Mairtin Mac an Ghaill
(ed.), Understanding Masculinities: Social Relations and Cultural Relations, Buckingham: Open
University Press, 1996, p. 106

' David H. J. Morgan ‘Theatre of War: Combat, the Military and Masculinities’ in Harry Brod and
Michael Kaufman (eds), Theorizing Masculinities, London: Sage, 1994, p. 165

‘2 Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the Male: Men's Bodies, Britain and the Great War, London:

Reaktion Books, 1996, p. 27



relation to war neuroses. A major preoccupation is with the debate about the
decisiveness of the war in changing British society and as the ‘contending authorities
waged war over the male body’ Bourke argues that ‘the techniques used to discipline
men within military contexts were applied to civilian workers between the wars.’"® After
the war as the country forgot the corporeal crisis, the disabled and maimed found
themselves occupying a marginalised existence which they shared with disabled children
and injured workmen. Nevertheless, Bourke’s final conclusion is that ‘military
experiences led to a greater sharing of gender identities’.'* Yet, gender identities and
indeed masculinity itself cannot be fully fathomed only through the body. In Bourke’s
analysis, the psychic and social dimensions of gender and the interaction between social
roles, social relations and subjectivities are left unexplored. Similarly, I suggest, the
reiterated assertion that ‘most men returned gratefully, and happily, to the domestic
fold’", although modified sometimes to acknowledge that returning was not always easy,
also fails to take account of the family as a site of contestation and negotiation of
masculinity and femininity. Moreover, increased female emancipation, politically,

socially and sexually as well as their increased presence in the labour market had turned

‘home’ into a different space.

In contrast to Bourke’s analysis, Graham Dawson’s approach in Soldier Heroes

is to interrogate how masculinities are shaped by a range of cultural representations

which, in turn, constitute subjective identities. He argues that ‘masculine identities are

13 ibid. pp. 30, 252
" ibid. p. 252
' ibid. p. 167



lived out in the flesh, but fashioned in the imagination’; the soldier hero being a powerful
form of imagined masculinity.”'® Dawson examines the imperialist masculinities of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries embodied in two popular heroes, Havelock of
Lucknow and Lawrence of Arabia. Adopting a Kleinian psychoanalytical framework, he
explores how the imagining of masculinities through phantasy organise a sense of self
through the interaction of the psychic and social dimensions of gender. His insights into
the processes involved in establishing a relatively coherent sense of a masculine self have
made a complex but valuable contribution to the theorising of masculinities.

Some of his insights have influenced the way in which some of the sources in this
study have been gsed. A further influence has come from the important contribution
made by historians of the cultural legacy of the First World War. Histonians have long
debated the impact of the First World War on British society trying to disentangle pre-
war trends from post-war developments and to assess the extent to which the war
accelerated or precipitated change. Arthur Marwick was one of the early exponents of
the view that the ‘deluge’ of war fundamentally changed society after 191 8."" His views
have been modified in the light of further studies of class formation and class structure as
well as social policies, standards of living and health and demographic changes. The
debates about the extent to which war changed society have incorporated perspectives

on wider cultural discourses about how the war was remembered.

'¢ Graham Dawson, Soldier Heroes: British Adventure, Empire and the Imaginings of Masculinities, .

London: Routledge, 1994, p. 1
' Arthur Marwick, War and Social Change in the Twentieth Century, London: Longman, 1974

10



An early and influential work which explored how the war was ‘remembered,

conventionalised and mythologised’'® is Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern

Memory (1975). He argues that the war represented a rupturing of pre-war cultural
traditions and modernism, which had developed pre war, came of age during the war and
in 1ts aftermath. Fussell identifies the use of irony as an example of a new mode of
expression appropriate to convey the meaning of war, in opposition to the traditional

shibboleths of patriotism and Victorian certainties and ideals incorporating notions of

honour, glory and valour in battle,

In his illuminating study, A War Imagined (1992), Samuel Hynes also examines

the cultural legacy of the war in recognition that the war was ‘the great military and

political event of its time; but it was also the great imaginative event’.”” While stressing

the continuities with pre-war traditions, he suggests the radical discontinuity between the

past and present opened up a space where the Myth of War was created in which:

a generation of innocent young men, their heads full of high
abstractions like Honour, Glory, and England, went off to
war to make the world safe for democracy. They were
slaughtered in stupid battle planned by stupid generals.
Those who survived were shocked, disillusioned and
embittered by their war experiences and saw that their real
enemies were not the Germans, but the old men who had lied
to them. They rejected the values of the society that had sent
them to war, and in doing so separated their own generation
from the past and from their cultural inheritance.”

'8 Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 19735, Preface
'9" Samuel Hynes, A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture, London: Pimlico 1992,

p. IX

2 ibid. p. xii
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The themes of betrayal and disillusionment formed part of the way in which the
war was mythologised particularly, as Hynes argues, in the late 1920s and the following
decade. Bitterness and disillusionment may constitute powerful and resonant elements of
a particular imagining of war and its expression but they could not preclude others. The
experience of grief and loss touched millions of individuals while at the same time its
public expression produced a culture of commemoration. Jay Winter’s study of
mourning, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mouming (1995) explores how bereaved
communities expressed their grief, publicly and privately in the process of coming to
terms with their loss. Concentrating on the theme of loss, his significant contention is
that ‘the Great War brought the search for an appropnate language of loss to the centre
of cultural and political life’.*" In his detailed analysis of a rich array of European
cultural forms, film, painting, literature and the social practices of commemoration,

Winter dissents from previous debates about the ‘onward ascent of modernism’. Instead

he points to the endurning appeal of many traditional motifs:

The strength of what may be termed ‘traditional’ forms in
social and cultural life, in art , poetry, and nitual, lay in their
power to mediate bereavement. The cutting edge of ‘modern
memory’, its multi-faceted sense of dislocation, paradox, and
the 1ronic, could express anger and despair, and did so in
enduring ways; it was melancholic, but it could not heal.*

The need for consolation and the search for meaning was widespread after the

war. The ways in which the war was remembered were critical to the mourning process

1 Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995, p. 5
22 e
1bid.
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and acts of commemoration for both individuals and the nation. Understanding the
processes of remembering and forgetting as well as the mythologies created from war

experiences have therefore been crucial elements in the cultural histortography of the

First World War.
The theorising of masculinities and subjective experiences as well as the literature

on memory and commemoration of the First World War have informed this study. The

chapters follow a form of narrative following men’s journeys to the front and then their

return home. I wanted to discover how men represented their experiences and how, in
the process, their sense of themselves as men was reflected. I turned to the written,
predominantly unpublished memoirs of ordinary soldiers who served in their varying
capacities, mainly on the Western Front. The memoirs were sometimes based on the
diaries which many of these men kept and as relatives frequently preserved therr letters
they too were incorporated into memoirs. Others were personal narratives often
carefully constructed from memories, written and revised after the war was over. They
are self-reflective texts and as such, a rich source for interrogating the ways men

recorded their experiences but also the language they used to represent themselves and

their reactions to those experiences. In addition, the sound recordings held in the Sound

Archive in the Imperial War Museum in London provided another rich source. The
collection of oral interviews with veterans of the First World War were the result of a

project started in 1973. The interviewees were drawn from a range of men of different
classes and geographical locations. They were primarily concerned with men’s
experiences of war and their remembered accounts. Nevertheless, oral histories are
never literal narrations and therefore open to differently - inflected interpretations. The

sources represent, then, personal memories the use of which brings methodological

13



issues into play. These have been explored in Chapter One which examines soldiers’
stories and the compulsion to re-tell stories and to return to the memories of war.
Memories were recalled at different moments in men’s life histories and were therefore
shaped by both past and present experiences. The meanings attached to war experiences
and the language in which they were expressed raises the question of interpretation; these
sources bear testimony to the emotional lives of soldiers. Language and memory prévide

a way of trying to understand the dynamics of subjectivity giving clues as to how

masculine identities were disrupted during the war. The chosen themes of the chapter
emerged from the sources; going to war provided the opportunity for exploring the
different motivations which impelled men to volunteer; estrangement retlected men’s
increasing estrangement from their former selves and from those at home while /oss
explores how men reacted to their perceived loss of themselves. It also incorporates the

profound sense of loss engendered by the death of comrades.

A major source of disruption to any coherent sense of masculine identity was war
neuroses. Chapter Two examines the phenomenon known as shell shock as it was
represented in military and medical discourses. The authorities tried to contend with the
psychic effects of war on the troops within traditional military and medical terms.
Psychological explanations of shellshock emerged to challenge traditional medical

diagnoses. All the texts are open to different readings and I have examined the ways in

which assumptions about masculinity are both hirdden and explicit. The equation of male
war neuroses with the hysteria associated with femininity, as Elaine Showalter argues,

disturbed some traditional assumptions. However, shellshock invoked other disturbing
representations of masculinity which also threatened traditional assumptions about

normative masculinity. Although the subjective experience of shell shock is rarely

14



accessible for 1t 1s usually mediated through those who witnessed its effects or were
authonised to deal with the consequences, the ways in which the shell shocked man is
represented by his fellow men is a central theme of this chapter. In order to pursue this
line of enquiry I interrogated personal memoirs and some published accounts for what
they might reveal about whether men’s perceptions of the shell shocked man challenge or

confirm the categones adopted by the military and medical authorities to account for its

. incidence among certain groups of men.

Most personal accounts are framed by the events of the war itself with little or
cursory attention given to the post-war period. Yet the process of the reintegration of
men into society is critical to an analysis of the re-ordering of gender relations after the
crisis of war and to the question to what extent this represented a transformation in
gender relations as masculinities were reconstructed. In chapters 3 and 4 the study turns
its focus on collective and public, rather than individual, identities. During the war, as
sick and wounded men were discharged from the army, associations of ex-servicemen
were formed in response to the problems associated with return. In the light of the

perceived inadequacies in the treatment of veterans by the state and voluntary
authorities, veterans organised collectively to redress their grievances. As many of the
personal memoirs used here frequently end with Armistice, I found instead a little-used

and largely neglected source of material in the journals of the ex-servicemen’s

organisations, 7he Bulletin, the journal of the National Federation of Discharged and
Demobilised Sailors and Soldiers and The Comrades Journal of the Comrades of the
Great War Association. In addition, the newspaper dedicated to the cause of ex-
servicemen, The Ex-Service Man as well as the miscellaneous papers of, in particular, the

National Union of Ex-Servicemen were examined. The voices which emerge from the

15



ex-servicemen’s movement are never uniform for they represent a broad body of men
with diverse opinions and perspectives. Moreover, in their differences they represent the
tensions and negotiations involved in the struggle to create an ex-serviceman identity.

Stephen Ward and Graham Wootton, the official biographer of the British
Legion, have written histories of the ex-servicemen’s movements.” Ward’s account
appears in a comparative study of other European and American veteran’s organisations
which aimed to look at the impact of veterans on their respective societies in the
aftermath of war. While Waréi concludes that their impact was minimal, Wootton’s
argument is that ‘they were probably high among the important agents of cultural
change... by reconciling change with stability’.** Their accounts inevitably do not
address the central pre-occupations of this study. Other accounts which analyse the
experiences of Australian, French and German veterans have taken a more thematic
approach.” All three are concerned with attitudes, perceptions and memory; the ways in
which war experience was mediated by past affiliations and present discontents are given
full weight. Prost’s examination of the language of the veterans and their political

opinions is particularly resonant with the pre-occupations about gender identity being

examined here. Prost concludes that the political influence of veterans was limited and

= Stephen Ward, The War Generation: Veterans of the First World War, New York: Kennikat Press,
1975, Graham Wootton, The Official History of the British Legion, London: MacDonald and Evans,
1956; Graham Wootton, The Politics of Influence. British ex-Servicemen, Cabinet decisions and
cultural change, 1917-1957, London: RKP, 1963

% Wootton, Official History, p. 47
& Stephen Garton, The Cost of War: Australians Return, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996:

Antoine Prost, In the Wake of War:* Les Anciens Combattants’ and French Society 1914-1939, Oxford:
Berg, 1992; Robert Whalen, Bitter Wounds: German Victims of the Great War 1914-1939, London:

Cornell University Press, 1984
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their ambitious objectives unmet; more significant was ‘the day-today evidence of
camaraderie and mutual help. The prime aim of these unsophisticated and tirelessly
devoted men was to serve their comrades.’* Elsewhere ex-servicemen’s organisations
have been easily dismissed; “all these associations failed to elicit widespread support in
part because their raison d’étre was modelled too closely on a militaristic rhetoric of
mateship’.*’ Bourke’s dismissal is mainly predicated on her repudiation of male-bonding
as anything other than the ‘spurious rhetoric of wartime comradeship.’*®

Comradeship 1s a central pre-occupation of Chapter Three which explores the
formation of the differing associations and interrogates the concept of comradeship
which they all espoused and in which they made emotional investments. The contention
here is that comradeship 1s a more complex concept than is sometimes acknowledged,;
how it was articulated in the veterans’ movement and the meanings attributed to it will
be examined. The commitment to their dead comrades influenced veterans’ attitudes to
the nation’s memorialisation of the dead expressed in national and local commemorative
acts. The ex-servicemen’s publications, especially their journals and newspapers provide
the major source for an examination of their competing representations of the ex-
serviceman and questions the male identities they conferred.

Some ex-servicemen’s organisations insisted on their political neutrality. Using

‘some of the same sources, Chapter Four turns the attention to soldiers’ politics; political

struggles within and between the organisations and in the wider political and economic

% Prost, In the Wake of War, p. 148
Y Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 155

# ibid. p. 153
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context. For the first time in 1918, with the passing of the Representation of the People
Act, previously disenfranchised men were incorporated into the national polity as
citizens. This gave added weight to their demands for justice and for full inclusion in the
nation for which they had served in war. The return to the much-heralded ‘land fit for
heroes’ was a painful one for many ex-servicemen. Loss, a recurring motif, registered
powerfully as veterans sought reintegration into civil society. Re-establishing relatis}ely
secure male identities associated with work proved elusive as ex-servicemen constituted
a significant percentage of the unemployed resulting from the end of the post-war boom.

Assumptions about the masculinity embodied in the men who went to fight in the
First World War, to do their duty for King, Country and Empire, seemed to re-establish
traditional notions of sexual difference. The instability, sexual, political and social, of the
pre-war years appeared to fade away as the nation harnessed its war effort on all fronts.
However, the war unleashed new uncertainties and opened up new fissures. The search
for consensus after the war was implicated in the reconstruction policies designed to
herald the transition to peace. Received ideas about the soldier hero construct of

masculinity, like male bodies, foundered in the onslaught of mechanised warfare.
Soldiers are the subjects of this study. The ways in which war disturbed their imagined

and lived masculine identities and how they were reconstructed in the transition to peace

are its central themes.
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Chapter One

‘INCIDENTS THAT HAUNT ME’

Soldiers’ Stories

‘I, and I expect, those who returned, still go through it at the fireside or in
nightmares.”’ So wrote Hiram Sturdy in his memoir of the First World War. Sturdy was
Scottish but enlisted at the recruiting station in Caerphilly, South Wales where he insisted
on joining the artillery as a gunner. His war story, wnitten twenty years after the war,
unfolds in carefully crafted hand-wrntten pages illustrated throughout by simple but
evocative water colour drawings. The inability to forget and the involuntary recurrence

of war memories, even in the apparent tranquility of the domestic hearth, was a condition

Hiram Sturdy shared with many other veterans:

It is now ten years since those four years of slaughter came
to an end, but there are incidents that stand out in my
memory as if they happencd but yesterday, incidents that
stand out in every little detail, incidents that I shall never
forget. In fact, incidents that haunt me.?

The repetition of the word ‘incidents’ signals the compulsion to return to the war
experiences and to find a way of incorporating them and giving them meaning. The

enduring effects of the war experience are suggested by their ability to recur as haunting

! Hiram Sturdy, IWM Con Shelf
2 W. A. Quinton, IWM 79/35/1
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memories. Shortly before his death in 1974, at the age of seventy seven, Edmund

Blunden poignantly acknowledged:

My expenences in the First World War have haunted me all
my life and for many days I have, it seemed, lived in that
world rather than this.?

Re-remembering the war for many veterans ‘became something like a life work’.
This chapter examines the stories told by men of a central emotional experience in their
life histones, that of being a soldier in the First World War. Memories, for some,
continued to inhabit their psyches long after the war was over. In revealing the psychic
as well as the social structuring of memory, the stories also reveal the impact of war on
individual subjectivities. For war and the military represent one of the major sites where
hegemonic masculinity is constructed and reproduced. Thus men’s stories afford insights
into the ways war confirmed, challenged or disrupted a form of hegemonic masculinity
represented in the figure of the soldier hero. The personal stories which are the subjects
of this chapter are not only men’s stories but specifically soldiers’ stones.

Samuel Hynes entitled his study and reflections on men’s accounts of their

experiences in the two world wars and the Vietnam war, The Soldiers’ Tale.* His
concern too is with personal narratives, usually written retrospectively, and how these

war memoirs form a particular class of writing which he distinguishes from

autobiography, travel writing and history while suggesting they contain elements of each.

3 Quoted in Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1977, p. 256
‘  Samuel Hynes, The Soldiers’ Tale: Bearing Witness to Modern War, London: Allen Lane, 1997
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Stories are what he finally opted for, echoed by one of his storytellers, Philip Caputo. In
the prologue to his memoir of the war in Vietnam, Caputo points to the complex layering

in his apparently simple story, a story which is shared by other soldier writers in different

wars.

This book does not pretend to be history. It has nothing to
do with politics, power, strategy, influence, national

interests, or foreign policy.... It is simply a story about war,
about things men do in war and the things war does to them.’

The stories that soldiers tell are as Edmund Blunden wrote ‘very local, limited,
incoherent’ while Richard Holmes, the military historian, similarly suggests that what is
recalled is not the big picture but ‘disconnected snatches of unrelated events glimpsed
over the parapet of a trench, through a rifle -sight or across the tail-board of a truck’.’
The desire expressed by Blunden’s ‘I must go over the ground again’’ is also what
compels other soldier writers to give form and meaning to these random images. Caputo
also asserts the validity of individuals to bear witness to their actions in war and the
legitimacy of their stories, perhaps perceived as marginal to or subversive of the official
public narratives in cultural circulation. National imaginings at the outbreak of the First
World War invoked the abstract qualities of the soldier hero or warrior knight,

chivalrous, dutiful and patriotic, ready to fight and, if necessary die for King, Country

> Philip Caputo, 4 Rumor of War, London: Macmillan, 1977, p. xi
® Richard Holmes, Firing Line, London: Pimlico, 1994, p. 154
’  Edmund Blunden, Undertones of War, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982, p. 8
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and Empire. Nevertheless darker, less readily acknowledged images frequently lurk 1n

opposition to officially sponsored models of masculinity.
For war demands of men that they transgress the moral values of civil society, to

engage in violent acts against other human beings, to break the taboo of killing and ‘to
make use of powers that civil life forbids to the ordmary citizen’.® The things war does
to men are to inflict physical hardship, privation and suffering. And in the process,
something else war does to men is to change them. Samuel Hynes, who was a Marine

bomber in the Second World War, emphasises:

No man goes through a war without being changed by 1t, and
in fundamental ways. And though that process will not be
explicit in every narrative - not all men are self-conscious or
reflective enough for that - it will be there. Change - inner
change - is the other motive for war stories: not only what

happened, but what happened to me. °

Similarly Richard Holmes, who also has personal experience of combat, writes:

Battle is a watershed even in the lives of those who survive it
without visible scars.... Most ex-soldiers remember war with
mixed feelings, aware that it has altered the way they look at
the world, conscious that they have faced perhaps the
greatest challenge of their lives, grateful for some elements
of the experience and profoundly moved by others. *°

In his study No Man's Land, Eric Leed examines the precise ways in which personalities

were transformed by the First World War, how men were made strange by their

® Martin Green, The Adventurous Male, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania University Press, 1993, p. 4
° Hynes, Soldiers’ Tale p. 3
19 Yolmes, Firing Line, p. 394
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experiences and how they drew on ‘the cultural repertoires of meaning to define felt
alterations in themselves.”'! Soldiers’ stories provide a means of examining these
assertions for they are concerned with, and work through, the relationship of the past to

the present and the interaction between public narratives of war and private memory.

Individual reactions to war expressed within the narratives of soldiering also represent

the struggle to establish meaning in the process of integrating the expernences into a

sense of self.

The sources of the stones under consideration are both written and oral, from
both working- class and middle-class men with experiences on the Western Front, Many
ordinary men in the extraordinary circumstances of soldienng in the First World War
kept diaries, wrote letters (albert censored) and in some cases after the war, wrote their
memoirs, sometimes based on their diaries and usually never intended for publication.
Memoirs written after the war provide the main source with some additional material
from letters and diaries. Some writers worked and re-worked their personal accounts
long after the war was over, sometimes revising their views as their experiences took
different shape in their memories over time. Captain Dible who served as a Medical
Officer in the Royal Army Medical Corps wrote his memoirs based on letters and diaries

as well as his own recall of events. He wrote the preface in 1964 in which he writes:

'\ Eric Leed, No Man's Land, Combat and Identity in World War 1, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1979, p. ix
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This is not a diary; neither is it a history. It is a series of
disconnected monologues, interspersed with occasional
letters; written from time to time and as the spirit moved me;
discoursing upon happenings to myself and those around
me...] have wnitten here my ideas, my tnals, and my sorrows-
for this is mostly a chronicle of troubles and vain efforts-for

my own later amusement. '

Similarly, another memoir was first drafted in 1922, re-written between 1936 and 1937
and then put aside for fifteen years and slowly re-written until it was completed in
January 1960. Although it was never intended for publication it was not destroyed,
nevertheless there was a hope that it would ‘come to rest in some museum or junk-heap,
and there be fingered by searchers for detail.”"? It i$ significant that both these memoirs
were written by officers serving as Medical Officers and both, in their different ways,
allude to the fact that they were not combatants on the front line and thus were unable to
write, in Gameson’s phrase, ‘epic accounts’, those associated with the ‘warriors’.
Nonetheless, their memories of war were central emotional experiénces of their lives to
which they were compelled to return. Several of the accounts by men of the ranks testify |
to the same process of the compulsion to tell their stories, often carefully typed or hand-
written, sometimes with titles and prefaces as if to constitute ‘proper’ books. Some
show evidence of re-drafting or the production of alternative versions of particular
events or responses indicative of the struggle to find an appropriate language which

continued well into the post war period.

12 Captain J. H. Dible, IWM Con Shelf
13 Captain L. Gameson, IWM P.397
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The other source of stories used here 1s oral interviews from the collection in the

Sound Archive at the Imperial War Museum. The project to record military and civilian
experiencés of the First World War was started in 1973. Most of the interviews used
here were recorded in the 1980s by which time most of the men were coming to the end
of their lives, being late eighty and ninety year olds. Their memories were therefore of
events which had taken place nearly seventy years previously so their recollections were

those of old men looking back on their young past selves mediated by many other life

experiences. The direction of questioning was set by the male interviewers with the form
of each interview starting with pre-war life and ending with some reflections on the
impact of war. Some of the areas covered therefore had a direct bearing on the issues
being explored here.'* While the use of oral history'sources is usually made by the
practitioners involving a personal relationship with the narrator, this was clearly not the
case here. However, most of the interviews used here, are without transcripts so that the
active process of listening to the stories being recounted was not mediated by the written
word and therefore, importantly, retained what Alessandro Portelli has called the orality
of oral sources.”” As Portelli argues, transcripts follow grammatical rules, particularly of

punctuation, which ‘hardly ever coincide with rhythms and pauses of the speaking

' The interviews were not at all formulaic and encouraged informants to express far more than the
‘facts’ of the events of the First World War. Thanks to Peter Hart of the Sound Archives at the Imperial
War Museum, London for discussing his experience of interviewing veterans. The written sources were

selected from the collection of unpublished diaries, letters and memoirs held in the Department of

Documents at the Imperial War Museum.
!> Alessandro Portelli, *The Peculiarities of Oral History’, History Workshop Journal, No. 12, Autumn

1981
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subject’.’® Similarly, silences, body language and changes of tone and intonation can be
flattened out in the process of transcription whereas the process of listening retains a
vividness and emotional impact for the listener. ﬁowever, arguments such as Portelli’s
are responses to the critical scrutiny which has been applied to the use and validity of
oral sources in reconstructing the past, especially the relation of personal reminiscence,
seen as small-scale, to the historians’ task of mapping large-scale continuities and
discontinuities. The question of how to read the stories being told in both the written
and oral testimonies under consideration here has entailed engaging with the debates on
oral history and popular memory which are pertinent to the issues of memory and
masculinity.

The soldiers’ stories under discussion form part of the genre of war literature
created during and after the First World War. The focus is on ‘unknown ‘soldiers as
opposed to the writers whose work constitutes what are regarded as the classics of the
genre, for example, Robert Graves’s Goodbye To All That, Edmund Blunden’s
Undertones of War, Siegfried Sassoon’s The Complete Memoirs of George Sherston
along with their German counterparts, Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western
Front and Emst Junger’s Storm of Steel. Inevitably, the genre of war literature has been
dominated by male writers nonetheless women’s lives too were profoundly affected by

the war and some were equally compelled to make sense of the catastrophe through the

telling of a personal story. Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth 1s perhaps the best known
example, produced by ‘a growing sense of urgency’ to record what the war meant to her

generation. In exploring why she chose finally to wnte her own story, rather than

' ibid. p. 98
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pursuing her original idea of a novel or reproducing parts of the diary which she kept

from 1913 to 1918, she concludes:

There was only one possible course left - to tell my own

fairly typical story as truthfully as I could against the larger
background, and take the risk of offending all those who
believe that a personal story should be kept private, however
great 1ts public significance and however wide its general
application. In no other fashion, it seemed, could I carry out
my endeavour to put the life of an ordinary individual into its
niche 1n contemporary history, and thus illustrate the
influence of world-wide events and movements upon the
personal destinies of men and women. !’

The telling of war stones stimulated a particular consciousness of language and
literature for, as Fussell suggests, ‘the presumed inadequacy of language itself to convey
the facts about trench warfare is one of the motifs of all who wrote about the war’.!® He
also vividly demonstrates how men of all ranks sought, through traditional literature,
euphemism, cliché and jargon to express the inexpressible. The struggle to find an

appropriate language to reflect the realities of warfare also entailed an engagement with

form. The narrative or story is a form which shapes and organises experience but it is
not merely a reflection of the real, a literal narration. For stories are not only told they
are lived through in the imagination and in the social and psychic shaping of memory.
Narrative is an interpretative device through which the narrators discover meaning and a

sense of themselves in terms of class and gender as Carolyn Steedman’s Landscape For

‘" Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth, 1933: London: Virago edition 1978, p. 12
'8 Fussell, Modern Memory, p. 170
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A Good Woman * demonstrates in the story of two lives, her own and her mother’s.
Steedman explores further the uses of narrative as an interpretative device in her analysis
of a nineteenth century radical, John Pearman who was a soldier and in later life, a
policeman.” His autobiographical memoir is set in the context of other nineteenth
century military autobtographies written by working-class men. Although as she points
out, soldiering was an uncommon experience in the nineteenth century there were more
military autobiographies than for example those written by miners or agricultural workers
whose experiences were far more common.

What, then, 1s the significance of these soldiers’ stories as Steedman calls them?
Soldiering, she suggests, ‘was the most common metaphorical expression of a man’s
life’. In one sense these stories are gender specific in reverberating with powerful

imaginings of masculinity with, as Graham Dawson delineates, the epitome of manhood

embodied by the soldier hero:

The soldier hero has proved to be one of the most durable
and powerful forms of 1dealised masculimty within Western
cultural traditions since the time of the Ancient Greeks.

Military virtues such as aggression, strength, courage and
endurance have repeatedly been defined as the natural and
inherent qualities of manhood, whose apogee is attainable
only in battle. Celcbrated as hero in adventure stories telling
of his dangerous and daring exploits, the soldier has become

a quintessential figure of masculinity.”

12 Sce Carolyn Steedman, Landscape for a Good Woman, London:Virago, 1986, especially Part One,

‘Stories’, pp. 3-24
2 Carolyn Steedman, The Radical Soldier’s Tale, London: Routledge, 1988

1 ibid. p. 37
22 Graham Dawson, Soldier Heroes: British adventure, Empire and the Imaginings of Masculinities,

London: Routledge, 1994, p. 1
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The soldiers’ stories work within the tradition of romance, of male romance and
adventure, one which engages with audience expectation. The underlying narrative
structure of ‘a drama of alienation, journeying and arrival; and of course the compulsion
of conflict’® is precisely what renders these stories their mythical and metaphorical
qualities. However, these stories may exist as marginal to other stories central to the
dominant cultural discourses and from that conflict emerge stories which allow ‘the
expression of psychological complexity to some men using them’.?* For the journey at
the heart of the soldiers’ stones is not only an external one but also a psychic one
through an imaginative landscape where the soldier confronts fear, aggression, loneliness
and powerlessness. For Steedman, the powerlessness of the soldiers and the
unacknowledged recognition tﬁat war was ‘something not to do with them’ *°, was
something done to them, means that these narratives cut across gender and are narratives
of class rather than masculinity. However, as Graham Dawson suggests, these stories
can be read as ‘class-specific masculinities’ and he ﬁjr;her argues that in the contrast

between suffering and privation and the romance of adventure ‘the soldier now appears

as a complex, nuanced imaginative figure, and soldiers’ stories as modes for imagining
alternative forms of masculinity’.”® Since the soldier hero is a hegemonic form of

masculinity, soldiers’ stories may reveal the tensions between idealised versions of

masculinity and lived experiences.

s Steedman, Soldier’s Tale, p. 37

% ibid. p. 17
ibid. p. 42
% Dawson, Soldier Heroes, p. 22

&
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The ‘popular-memory’ approach developed by Dawson and others has offered a
way of understanding the interaction between public narratives of war and private

memory. The cultural practice of composing stories works within public narratives,
shared images of the soldier hero, for example, which are in cultural circulation in the
form of comics, popular fiction and school texts. These cultural forms often represent
idealised masculinities in which the individual may make investments since ‘men ma)} |
strive to become the man they would like to imagine themselves to be.”®” At another
level, the composing of a story of a personal past involves a striving ‘for a version of the
self that can be lived with in relative psychic comfort’.® In this approach, the act of
remembering involved in the structuring of personal narratives 1s both socially and
psychically situated.

The ‘popular-memory’ approach developed and built on some of the early
critiques of oral history. Since some of the accounts under consideration here are oral

testimonies, the debates are pertinent. Critics of oral history pointed to the unreliability

of memory which implied distortion or misrepresentation of the ‘facts’ coupled with
misgivings about the unrepresentativeness or atypicality of the interviewees. In other
words, how ‘factual’ are oral sources? A further area of criticism quegtioned the value
of subjective, individual memories set against objective historical analyses of the
processes of social change. In response to such theor;ztical and methodological

criticisms, oral history practitioners defended their practice by reference to the inherent

bias in all historical sources and the necessity for interpretation and selection in any

7 ibid. p. 23
% ibid.
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historical writing. Furthermore, the validity of oral sources could be safeguarded by the
checking of individual respondents’ ‘facts’ against other sources. Similarly, the interview
method itself was justified by recourse to methodologies employed in other academic
disciplines, for example, quantitative sociology with its sampling techniques and in the
careful attention to ensuring the standardisation of sets of questions and in some cases,
statistical analysis of the data gained from the interviews.” Utilising these ﬁ'amewofks, it

was argued, made it possible to reconstruct the past ‘as it really was’.

However, an early radical critique of oral history was offered by Luisa Passerini,
herself involved in oral history in her study of Turin factory workers’ attitudes to fascism
in the inter-war years.”® Arguing against the predominantly factual use of oral sources,

she asserts the ‘peculiar specificity of oral material’ and the use of different conceptual

approaches to reveal those specificities:

Above all, we should not ignore that the raw matenal of oral
history consists not just in factual statements, but is pre-
eminently an expression and representation of culture, and
therefore includes not only literal narrations, but also

dimensions of memory, 1deology and subconscious desires. 3

By rejecting the 1dea of memory as simple recall, Passenni suggested a far more

complex reading of oral history sources which embraces culture, 1deology and

“ For an example of an early response to critics, see Trevor Lummis, ‘Structure and validity in oral

evidence’, in Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (eds), The Oral History Reader, London: Routledge,

1998
% Luisa Passerini, *‘Work Ideology and Consensus under Italian Fascism’, History Workshop Journal,

No. 8, Autumn 1979.
L jbid. p. 84
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consciousness and an understanding of subjectivity. The tenﬁ subjectivity refers to
individuality and self awareness while incorporating the sense of the subject as dynamic,
shaped in relation to particular discourses and practices through conscious and
unconscious processes. Individual memories draw on cultural repertoires of language
and meaning which may influence what is being expressed but also on the symbolic
content of individual desires and fantasies. Understanding that memories are not
necessarily fixed but are transformed by subsequent experiences, changes in personal
circumstances and in individual subjective consciousness, points not to the ‘unreliability’

of individuals’ memories but rather to the complex links between the past and the

present:

Memories of the past are, like all common-sense forms,

strangely composite constructions, resembling a kind of
geology, the selective sedimentation of past traces. *

In the process of sedimentation, some past traces may be deeply repressed; traumatic
memories of war experiences for example. The desire to forget involves strategies of
containment of feelings of loss, fear and pain which are then expressed through silences,

omissions, slips of the tongue, dreams, body language and so on.

An illustration of how personal stories involve an effort to contain some of the

conflicts of the past is the work of Alistair Thomson. In his interviews with veteran

Anzacs (the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps) Alistair Thomson suggests that

acknowledging psychological processes led to ‘new understandings of the personal

32 Popular Memory Group, ‘Popular memory: theory, politics, method’ in R. Johnson et al (eds),
Making Histories; Studies in history-writing and politics, London: Hutchinson, 1982
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impact of war, and of what could not be publicly expressed’.”> Repressing painful,
troubling memones and past traumas or trying to resolve contradictions involves an
engagement with dominant forms of memory. The public Anzac legend, associated with
Gallipoli, which developed post war was intrinsic to the making of Australian manhood
and nation and provided the framework for his veterans’ stories. Thomson’s study of the
dynamic relationship between the legend of the Anzacs, including its recent cultural
representations in films such as Peter Weir’s Gallipoli, and veterans’ memories shows
the power of national myth in the construction of individual memories. Thomson
demonstrates the interactions between public or popular memory and individual memory
and the constant negotiation between them. He adopts the ‘aptly ambiguous’ term
‘composure’ to describe the processes of negotiation which enable individuals to achieve
‘an alignment of our past, present and future lives’.”* However, subjective composure is
not just a private process for it depends on social recognition and the confirmation of
identity and a view of the world which fits other collective identities. Soldiers’ stories
accordingly may be shaped by certain public perceptions and may differ in what is told to
different audiences. Different kinds of recognition also influence which imaginings of
masculinities enable some form of subjective composure. The ways in which individual
memories draw on cultural repertoires of the meaning of war and secondly, their impact
on constructing male identities provide an interpretative framework for exploring the

stories told by First World War soldiers.

33 Alistair Thomson, ‘Anzac Memories: Putting popular memory theory into practice in Australia’, in
Perks and Thomson (eds), Oral History Reader, p. 302.
*ibid. pp. 300-1

33



The following discussion is structured around three themes which have been
chosen from the personal testimonies as representative of key moments in a man’s re-
telling of his experiences of being a soldier. As the majority of the narratives were
produced by men who volunteered rather than being conscripted, the first theme, going
fo war, relates to the motivations of men as they made the transition from civilian life to a
military one. The second theme, estrangement, analyses the experience of being made
strange and the ways in which the familiar and the known were transtormed. The final
theme addresses loss. Feelings of loss run through many of the personal stories.

Unlike the nineteenth century armies engaged in minor campaigns in colonial
wars, the First World War brought the experience of soldiering to a wide cross-section
of men. The enthusiasm with which thousands of men all over Europe volunteered was
unexpected. In Britain, the causes of political and social unrest appeared to be set aside
as men of all political persuasions and social classes flocked to the recruiting stations
fired with a common purpose. From a society which was fractured and fragmented came
a unifying national sentiment, a feeling of community. An effective war propaganda
machine rolled into action urging men to take up arms against the hideous ‘Huns’ in
defence of Belgium which was represented as small, weak and feminine. The
propaganda appealed to traditional qualities of manhood; duty, chivalry, and honour,
both in patriotic terms, for the nation and country and in the familial sphere for
protecting their women and children. "The propaganda called up the gendered
associations of war reproducing deeply embedded divisions between masculinity and
femininity. For many, intrinsic to the notion of being a soldier was, as J. B. Priestley
wrote ‘a challenge to what we felt was our untested manhood’. Indeed, the propaganda

of the recruitment campaigns had effectively appealed to traditional manly imagery; the
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subliminal message of the now famous Kitchener poster Your Country Needs You was
the injunction - to be a man. The figure of the soldier occupied a central place in the
national narrative of war which called on traditions of past military and impenal glories;
men were expected to fight and, if necessary, die for their country. The outbreak of war
in August 1914 offered men the opportunity to participate in what Richard Holmes
evocatively calls ‘the most passionate drama of all’.3* In the first eighteen months of the
war 2.4 million men responded to the call and volunteered.

Contrary to the view that military service was an escape from unemployment, Jay
Winter has concluded that the early rush to enlist was from men in the most well-paid

manual occupations with even higher levels of recruitment of non-manual workers:

Unemployment did not fill the ranks of Kitchener’s army,
popular sentiment did. The protection of ‘little Belgium’, the
defence of the empire, the need to be seen to be doing one’s
military duty alongside the men of one’s district or village;
these may sound like outworn clichés today, but 1n 1914 they
had force and substance in the minds of ordinary people. *°

For example, by mid-1915, over 230,000 miners - approximately one-quarter of the
workforce - had enlisted, especially from areas such as Durham, Glamorgan and

Northumberland despite their history of pre-war militancy; ‘sentiments about nation and

empire, rather than discontent, were behind mass enlistment in this industry.”*” The

> Holmes, Firing Line, p. 6
% Jay Winter, ‘The Army and Society’, in I. Beckett and K. Simpson (eds), A Nation in Arms,

Manchester; Manchester University Press, 1985, p. 197
37 Jay Winter, The Great War and the British People, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985,

p. 35
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response of the miners was reflected in other skilled trades and by February 1915, 15 per
cent of the industnal workforce were in uniform and ‘particularly high enlistment rates
were registered 1n engineering, chemicals and iron and steel’ rather than in the more
precarious trades.*®

These skilled men often found themselves under the command of young ex-public
schoolmen who swelled the ranks of the officer class. A man who at the age of tweflty
was an officer in charge of a battaiion which included many Durham miners, recalled an

incident in training at Blandford in Dorset:

You can imagine Durham miners didn’t neced much teaching
how to dig! I'll never forget, one of the other battalions
challenged our company to a trench digging competition.
We didn’t say a word, after all they were challenging us.
When the day came, our chaps were pretty well down and
out of sight and our challengers were still scratching the
surface. We had to admit that our chaps were all miners. *

Inculcated on the sports field of his minor public school with notions of the healthy body
as an attribute of manliness, he commented on the ‘physical unfitness of the troops’ he

observed during basic training. A certain pride can be detected in the apparent health
and vigour demonstrated by his company of miners as they defeat their opponents with
ease. What could not have been anticipated was that this seemingly innocent game

played out in Dorset would be transformed into a nightmare when faced with the horrors

of trench warfare.

8 ibid.
?  Arthur Watts, IWM 8278
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As the military histonan S. L. A. Marshall observed, the average soldier goes to
battle, ‘the supremely testing experience of his lifetime, almost as a total stranger.’*’ The
unreality of their visions of war were probably shared by the officer and his men but their
class position would have influenced their motivations for volunteening. The young
officer would have been conditioned by his education to associate war with honour,
glory and heroic self-sacrifice and to readily assume his position as a leader of other men.
Patriotism and the power of nationalist and impenialist rhetoric and propaganda also had
its appeal for sections of the working class despite the high level of industrial unrest prior
to the outbreak of war.

What was also being appealed to were specific versions of masculinity associated
with the skilled working man. Keith McClelland argues that while work was the place
where skilled men’s identities were partly constructed, collective organisation especially
the trade union shaped their sense of being independent men, sustaining a collective and
individual moral responsibility. Such indepéndence and a culture of respectability was
maintained by the ability to support a wife and children, the wife playing a crucial role in
cultivating domestic skills and providing a respectable retreat from the world of labour.*!
The call to enlist may well have resonated with a sense of moral responsibility to the
nation coupled with the desire to protect their fanﬁlies'and communities and by

extension, small, feminised Belgium. Perhaps too a relatively secure male identity, or at

least male pride afforded by the mastery of a skill and some degree of control over their

““ Quoted in Holmes, Firing Line, p. 73
‘1 Keith McClelland, ‘Masculinity and the representative artisan in Britain, 1850-1880°, in Michael
Roper and John Tosh (eds), Manful Assertions, Masculinities in Britain since 1800, London: Routledge,
1991, pp. 74-87
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work and working conditions could resonate with public represe:ntations of the soldier
hero as confirming, and conforming to, what it means to be a man.

Yet while the idealised soldier hero was a powerful imagining of masculinity,
regular soldiers were frequently regarded with contempt and displays of militarism with
fear. The objects of the Boy Scouts movement which were designed to instil discipline in
boys were not always seen in a favourable light among the classes 1t set out to imprc;ve.
It has been argued that organisations such as the Boy Scouts and Boys’ Brigade were
more attractive to the upwardly- aspiring working classes and lower middle classes; the
‘hooligans’ or ‘rough lads’ remained impervious to the ideals of Christian manliness.*

One man who enlisted at the age of eighteen in 1915 wrote of local attitudes to his pre-

war activities at a Boy Scout camp:

There must have been more than a hundred boys at the camp.
We did a lot of work during the day- you could call it
playing at soldiers. It really was army training for boys and,
of course, it wasn’t approved of by a good many people for
that reason. They thought it was turning us into soldiers.
Two or three years later we were all soldiers anyway. *

Nonetheless, many boys and men had a stake in defining their masculinity in the

public representations in circulation in the call to arms. The war cast its shadow over

2 John Springhall, ‘Building character in the British boy: the attempt to extend Christian manliness to
working-class adolescents, 1880-1914°, in J. A. Mangan and James Walvin (eds), Manliness and
Morality: Middle-Class Masculinity in Britain and America, 1800-1940, Manchester: Manchester

University Press, 1987
43 S. E. Butler, IWM 86/2/1
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men who were not combatants who were too young to fight. Christopher Isherwood

was of that generation, yet the war provoked the question of identity for Isherwood:

Like most of my generation, I was obsessed by a complex of
terrors and longings connected with the idca of “War’.
‘War’, in this purely neurotic sense, meant, The Test. The
test of your courage, your matunty, of your sexual prowess.
‘Are you really a Man?’ Subconsciously, I believe, I longed
to be subjected to this test; but I also dreaded failure, 1
dreadcd failure so much - indeed I was so certain that I

should fail - that consciously, I denied my longing to be

tested altogether. I denied my all-consuming morbid interest

in the idca of ‘war’. “

Being a soldier was the ultimate test and hopefully, proof of a coherent and secure

masculine identity, emphasised by the use of capital letters. Yet at the same time the

precariousness of such an identity is acknowledged by reference to unconscious desires,
fantasies and fears. Fear of failure, of not passing ‘The Test’, undermined a man’s sense

of himself. A similar conflict was expressed in a London journalist’s memoir published in

1930. On board a troopship he reflected:

I began to think that I was rather a mug for being there. I
needn’t have been. 1 had joined rather late, but still as a
volunteer,.. [ had no inclination at all for soldiering and
privately knew myself to be a coward. Then what was I
doing in that rotten cattle-boat, probably on my way to a
bloody death? Professor Freud might answer the question.
I hated being thought a funk. I had the strongest disapproval
of young and fit civilians without dependents, but could not
express it while I was a civilian myself. I found it very
uncomfortable to crawl about in a lounge suit while most
men of my age were in khaki.

“ Christopher Isherwood, Lions and Shadows, London: Hogarth Press, 1938, p. 16
© Ex-Private X, War is War, quotcd in Hynes, Soldiers’ Tale, pp. 49-50
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Volunteering was not always a matter of free choice, even a reluctant one as in the
example above. There was often pressure on men to enlist from family, community and
in some cases, from employers. Although much of the propaganda utilised images of
women to urge men to enlist nevertheless, as Michael Kimmel suggests ‘manhood is
demonstrated by other men’s approval. It i; other men who evaluate the performance...
masculinity as a homosqcial enactment is fraught with danger.’** Displaying weakness in

the face of other men was something to be feared.:

I was loath to go. I had no romantic illusions. I was not
eager, or even resigned to sclf - sacrifice, and my heart gave
back no answering throb to the thought of England. In fact, I
was very much afraid, and again, afraid of being afraid,
anxious less I should show it. *’

The competitive scrutiny of other men and the fear of non-conformity would have played
its part in, for example, the formation of the Pals battalions, units made up of friends and
workmates from the same localities or workplaces. However, there were other
motivations for enlisting and accepting the challenge of becoming a soldier.

Eric Leed argues that war was an imagined liberation from and counterweight to
industrialisation and the conflicts of economic and social life endemic to the ‘machine
age’. Similarly war also offered a release from normal economic activity of a commercial

age, ‘the antithesis of the boredom, materiality and mechanization of everyday life’.* An

illustration of Leed’s thesis was provided by a man who had been a Post Office clerk at

4 Michael S. Kimmel, ‘Masculinity as Homophobia’, in H. Brod and M. Kaufmann (eds), Theorizing

Masculinities, London: Sage, 1994, pp. 128-129
Y’ Guy Chapman, A Passionate Prodigality, London: Mayflower-Dell edition, 1967, p. 8

¢ Leed, No Man's Land, p. 66
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the time who reca]led, ‘It was to me a great relief to get away from the office, I hated
being tied to a desk.”® Moreover, clerical work had been transformed by the perceived
invasion of large numbers of women into an area of ‘women’s work’. Male clerks
experienced the process as emasculating.’® The possibility of escape from the
monotonous routines of daily work and perhaps domesticity as well meant the war could
be imagined as a release into new freedoms and new challenges. For the call to volunteer
was also an invitation to engage imaginatively and concretely in the nisks and challenges
of adventure and in the imaginings of alternative masculinities.

The adventure romance takes the soldier hero on his quest from a safe familiar
world into the unknown where, having conquered all manner of physical obstacles,
fought valiantly in battle and proved his moral and physical courage, he returns home,
unharmed and triumphant, a hero. In his memoir, John McCauley records his

anticipation of going to war, already imagining himself as a hero of an adventure story:

My own reflections then were: How romantic 1t wall be, what
can war be like? I might just be 1n time to see the end if I join
up at once. My imagination was running away with me.

The spirit of adventure impelled me, as it did millions of
boys and young men like me all over the world. I was
getting elated at the promise of the great adventure. |
pictured myself coming back and telling my friends what a

glorious thing war was. '

“  Clifford Lane, IWM 7257
0 Meta Zimmeck, *Jobs for the Girls: the Expansion of Clerical Work for Women, 1850-1914" in

Angela V. John (ed.), Unequal Opportunities: Women's Emp!oyment‘in England 1850 -1914, Oxford:

Basil Blackwell, 1986
1 John McCauley, IWM 97/10/1
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The sense of excitement and adventure was clearly the impetus to enlist for Rowland

Luther, a nineteen year old from a South Wales mining town:

The strange thing about it all was that we knew we were

going to the front to kill, die or suffer terrible wounds, yet
not one man was dispirited. This indeed was a wonderful
army - civilians turned soldiers in a few months. We were
all young - I was nineteen - I do not think there was anyone
over 24 years of age, except the Major and Sergeant-

Major.”

Being aware of the harsh realities of war was not necessarily a deterrent as the
psychologist William James observed in 1910, ‘showing war’s irrationality is of no effect
upon [modern man]. The horror 1s the fascination. War is the strong life; it 1s life in -
extremis’ > The desire to go to war outweighed even the evidence of what war might

inflict on men. While in barracks in Shoeburyness, John McCauley met wounded men

returning from the front:

[ listened to their stories of the horrors and hardships they
encountered in the fields of Flanders and France. They had
seen war. Their spirits were subdued. Their harrowing tales
left no impresston upon me. My dcsire to get out to the front
and see for myself what it was like grew stronger than ever.”

For young men particularly, the opportunity to leave civilian life for unknown adventures

as soldiers was almost irresistible. A man who joined up at the age of fifteen and a half

2 Rowland Luther, IWM 87/8/1
*> Quoted in Holmes, Firing Line, p. 59
4 John McCauley, IWM 97/10/1
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relived the enthusiasm seventy years later: ‘I wanted to be in it, it was something, when

the war started I wanted to be in it’.>>

Adventure stories, especially war stories, were the staple of juvenile literature
from the 1870s onwards, aimed specifically at boys and furnishing their imaginations
with heroic figures. Perhaps going to France held out similar possibilities of adventure as
the Frontier and the exotic regions of the Empire which were the locations of G. A.
Henty’s stones, for example. Henty’s output was prodigious as were the sales of his
books, each selling about 150,000 copies in Britain alone. He wrote eighty historical
adventure stories for boys as well as contributing to the Boys’ Own Paper. The class
readership of this genre of gender-differentiated juvenile literature has been defined by
some historians as lower middle class and upper working class>® and therefore they argue
did not influence the imaginations of the majority of working-class boys. However,
similar adventure stories appeared in 7he Gem and The Magnet which were designed for
a mass popular readership and were full of the exploits of heroes winning victories,
whether at school, in the classroom or sports field or in fulfilling their imperial mission,”’
There is certainly evidenqe of a spirit of adventure compelling young men to volunteer

from the sources being used here. A private described ‘four hundred happy-go-lucky

fellows’ starting on a great adventure:

> Joseph Pickard, IWM 8946
*¢ Springhall, ‘Building Character’, pp. 63-68

> See, for example, Kelly Boyd, ‘Knowing Your Place: the tensions of manliness in boys® story papers,
1918-39°, in Roper and Tosh (eds), Manful assertions, pp. 146-8
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War to us was a glorious thing, an affair of honour and we
discussed (the) future with enthusiasm. Not that we spoke of
the battle front, and the fact that some of us would never

come back for, strange to say, this was never mentioned °°

Some older men especially those with families or established careers experienced
a conflict of interest when considering volunteering. At the outbreak of war, Guy
Buckeridge was thirty four years old, unmarried and a member of a ‘united family, a little

dull and homely perhaps... life appeared settled in easy paths.”>> However:

after discussion ,we all decided to volunteer, though we were
convinced that in the end we should all suffer loss of

ordinary opportunity of progress, pecuniary loss and a
breakdown of our personal hopes and ambitions. %

Sadly, their predictions were correct; a cousin who lived with them was killed and three
brothers were wounded. Consequently, ‘none of these have since been able to reach

their previous standard of living.” What was at stake for a middle-class recruit was the
potential loss of earnings which would threaten a middle-class man’s status and sense of

independence. The reference to ‘personal hopes and ambitions’ emphasise the
importance of individual achievement in the construction of middle-class masculinities.
Moreover, the individual decision made within the confines of the family circle contrasts
with the more collective responses found among the miners for example or in the Pals

battalions. Although Guy Buckeridge felt he had neither experience nor knowledge that

®* W. A. Quinton, IWM 79/35/1
**  Guy Buckeridge, IWM P273

% ibid. .
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was useful for active service, nevertheless his sense of duty finally overrode his jndividual

concerns and he enlisted in February 1915.
In the climate produced by the outbreak of war he may also have felt compelled
to prove his manhood, to pass the test. However he experienced a sense of discomtort

when he joined his fellow recruits carrying a suitcase containing his belongings:

At that time I felt I was unusual and cursed the suitcase and
all it contained. There is nothing a normal man resents more
than appearing different from the accepted conception of

what is correct. !

Under the gaze of the other recruits, he felt humiliated by his attention to his personal
belongings, a fastidiousness more associated with feminine behaviour. His acute sense of
not conforming to the shared manly image of the potential soldier was significant enough
to be recorded in his ‘Memoirs of His Army Service in the Great War 1914-18 by Guy
Buckeridge’. Clearly never intended for publication, his memoirs were found after his
death in 1956 but as they were undated it is impossible to verify when they were written.
In the process of composing his memoirs he had to explore, and finally express, the
tension between his image of himself and what he saw as a ‘correct’ version of
masculinity constituted by the behaviour and attitudes of the other recruits. On

occasions he felt his sense of self threatened by alternative versions of masculinity.

However, his middle-class attributes of self control reasserted his power over his own

actions and gave him a sense of superiority over his fellow working-class recruits. For

example, in the midst of the mélée of leave takings as men set out for the front “some

¢l jbid.
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were hysterical, some ribald, some maudlin, according to the nature of those concerned’
which Buckendge found ‘very disturbing’, he reflected ‘I have no use at any time for
emotion, it seems to me that one can never do justice to feelings and they are better left
unexpressed’.®’ Nonetheless, the act of %ting itself forces him beyond a mere factual
recording of events which took place into the articulation of the meaning and exploration
of the emotional and psychic responses engendered by those experiences and finally to
give expression to them. The award of a Distinguished Conduct Medal which publicly
affirmed and recognised his contribution in the war and the pnvate process of recording
his memoirs allowed him to acknowledge and come to terms with other discomforting
selves.

As argued earlier, many soldiers’ stories are structured simularly to adventure
narratives but there is also another narrative which can be detected; that of a narrative of
self or selves, the pre-war, civilian self, the soldier or war self, and the post-war self.

The sense of disruption and discontinuity is what drives the narratives of soldiers’ stories

and what distinguishes them from the Western tradition of male autobiography which
Bella Brodzki and Celeste Schenck delineate as the presentation of a unified,
transcendent and representative self. In their project to theorise women’s
autobiographical writings, they cite the example of Barthes subversion of the male
autobiographical form, Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes as a model of

‘nonrepresentative, dispersed, displaced subjectivity’,*’ more aligned with women’s

°2 ibid.
®3 Bella Brodzki and Celeste Schenck, Life/Lives, Theorising Women's Autobiography, Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1988, pp. 1-6
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subjectivities. While with a post modern sensibility, it is impossible to understand female
and male subjectivity as either unified or coherent, reading soldiers’ stories as disruptive
of a sense of identity points to the ways in which war provoked male gender anxieties.
Being a soldier is a defining moment in the construction of self, a particular version of
masculinity but also simultaneously, because war legitimises killing and opens up the
possibility of the humiliation of being a coward it can also represent a “potential shameful
moment filled with meanings that must continue to be repressed and distorted if a viable
self is to be maintained.’®® Maintaining a viable or coherent sense of self can be achieved
by forgetting. As Bert Rudge put it: ‘I forgot it all. You had to go back to work’.®’
When in the interviews men were asked to reflect on whether the war had changed th<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>