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Summary..

This thesis examines the depiction of combat and the representation of war and

warfare for the period 1914-18 by the British war correspondents of the First World

War. The Great War, the first truly technological and industrialised European war,

presented a unique challenge to the journalists appointed to cover it from the war

zone. They were forced to contend with a war on extended fronts, involving massive

battles fought with novel weaponry and new levels of combat death and injury. On the

Allied side war correspondents faced unexpected censorship measures and exclusion

zones along the various fronts - the result of hostility towards publicity concerning

military operations from Allied governments and military institutions up to the

highest level. While most attention in this thesis is devoted to the Western Front (it

being the dominant theatre both militarily and in terms of media attention) other

theatres of war - such as Gallipoli and Palestine - are not ignored, as they provide an

opportunity to compare and contrast the representation of combat on different fronts.

In the case of the Western Front it is clear that a gulf existed between what the

British war correspondents experienced there and what they actually reported in their

dispatches. That gap between experience and language existed not only for the reason

that the Great War was in many aspects different from previous conflicts - but also

because the correspondents operated under constraints such as external and self-

censorship, an initial period of obstruction on the part of the Allied armies and

governments, and also because the war correspondents (like the British public) had set

out for the war in 1914 with a conditioned expectation of what wars and war reporting

involved (based on their experience of, or exposure to, the reporting of 19th century

wars). This thesis tries to assess and explain the representation of war and the

depiction of combat by Britain’s front-line correspondents during the First World

War. Part of the assessment involves an in-depth investigation of the war

correspondents’ journalistic output to establish how accurate or inaccurate their

reporting actually was. The concluding chapter of the thesis deals with the post-war



recollection by the British war correspondents of their experiences on the front lines

and assesses how they perceived their role as journalists during the war. The chapter

also looks at the ways in which the most distinguished of the war correspondents, Sir

Philip Gibbs, considered the legacy of the First World War, and its impact on post-

1918 Europe.
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Introduction.

How close do the media come to representing some objective reality? The

problem, of course, is that there is no such thing as an objective observer of

reality. All of us use our experiences, personalities, and knowledge to interpret

what we see. The best we can do, then, is to compare media reality with

social reality - a view of the world that is socially derived; that is, what

society knows about itself [ .... ]l

All wars are tragic, but the First World War more than any other conflict continues to

fascinate people, young and old, who perceive it as a terrible symbol of humanity’s

frailties and potential for cruelty.2 The massive loss of life, the alleged incompetence

of military commanders and the belief that an entire generation of young men was

needlessly massacred as "cannon-fodder’’3 comprise the common conception of what

the Great War was really like. Many of those accusations contain an element of truth.

Another widespread belief, which has held fast since World War I, is that the

newspapers of all the combatant countries continually and consistently lied about the

true nature of the war. In Britain the arch-culprits are deemed to have been the war

correspondents - those journalists who observed the battles and then reported what

1 p.j. Shoemaker and S.D. Reese, Mediating the Message - Theories oflnfluences on Mass Media

Content, (New York and London, 1991), p. 2.
2 The exception to this is the case of the United States and the Vietnam War which for ordinary

Americans has superseded the First World War on the emotional scale. For Europeans not even the
Holocaust, without doubt the worst act of barbarity in history, has displaced peoples’ fascination with
the First World War (ironically some historians, most notably Omer Bartov, see the roots of the
Holocaust in the First World War). World War I is commemorated far more widely, appropriately, and
willingly than the Shoah is.
3 Many of the accusations derived from or were perpetuated by the "literature of disenchantment" - a

(mainly British) cultural phenomenon far-reaching in its influence - even unto the present. See, for
example, Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, (Oxford, 1977); Samuel Hynes, The
Auden Generation, (London, 1976) and Modris Eksteins, Rites of Spring- The Great War and the
Birth of the Modern Age, (London, 1989). Sir Michael Howard forcibly challenges the right of those
"high culture" writers (which included the "disenchantment" school of authors) to claim to provide a
definitive interpretation of what the meaning of the 20th century was to those who lived through the
period. Howard argues that the hand-wringing lamentations about the Great War by the likes of Wilfred
Owen and Siegfried Sassoon et al, were ’entirely untypical of the army in which they served [ .... ]’ -

Michael Howard, ’Patriotism at a dead end: the point of wars for the people who fight them’, a review
of Christopher Coker, War and the Twentieth century. A study of war and modern consciousness in
The Times Literary Supplement, January 6, 1995, pp. 5-6.



they had witnessed.4 In the years after the war the British war correspondents were

accused of having deliberately, and with premeditation, ignored the unprecedented

scale of Allied losses, exaggerated Allied victories as well as enemy defeats and

casualty rates, and fabricated tales of German atrocities. In short, the British front-line

correspondents are considered to have turned a blind eye to the horror, and instead

delivered a perverted and euphemistic account of the First World War.5 As a direct

result the phrase "the first casualty of war is truth’’6 has entered the argot of everyday

life, and is repeated ad nauseum whenever the subject of media coverage of conflict

is raised. Indeed one prominent author of the "Literature of Disenchantment" school

even entitled the chapter of his roman 3 clef which dealt with the Press and war

correspondents, "The Duty of Lying".7

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the truth of these allegations and

perceptions - and if they are true to explain how and why the British correspondents

might have provided such a sanitised depiction of the Great War to their trusting

readers.

In attempting to provide a satisfactory explanation for the conduct of the

British war correspondents during the Great War it is necessary to first look to the

period before 1914. The British press as an institution had only become aware of, and

really demonstrated, its influence during the latter part of the 19th century. And the

growth of the press in that time had coincided with a renaissance among Victorian

Britons of the ideals of romance and chivalry. Adventure and acts of gallantry by

gentlemen in all spheres of life had become popular in Queen Victoria’s Britain. The

4 See, for example, St6phane Audoin-Rouzeau, Men at war, 1914-1918 : national sentiment and trench

journalism in France during the First World War, (Oxford, Providence, 1992), trans, by Helen
McPhail, and J.G. Fuller, Troop morale and popular culture in the British and Dominion armies,
1914-1918, (Oxford, 1991).
5 To take just one isolated, but representative, example of that attitude, one historian of the trenches

quotes a Captain T.C. Wilson of the Sherwood Foresters, who said of war writers (which includes the
British war correspondents): ’"All those picturesque phrases of war writers ... are dangerous because
they show nothing of the individual horror, nothing of the fine personalities suddenly smashed into red
beastliness, nothing of the sick fear that is tearing at the hearts of brave boys ... a thing infinitely more
terrible than physical agony"’ - quoted in John Ellis, Eye-Deep in Hell: Life in the trenches 1914-1918,
(London, 1977 edition), p. 176.
6 See Philip Knightley, The First Casualty - From the Crimea to Vietnam. The War Correspondent as

Hero, Propagandist, and Myth Maker, (London, 1975).
7 C.E. Montague, Disenchantment, (London, 1940 edition), chapter viii.
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exploits of explorers like Dr. Livingstone and Sir Richard Burton, and of soldiers like

Gordon and Kitchener were given great publicity by the burgeoning popular press -

not just in the United Kingdom, but throughout the literate world. The advent of

impressive new technologies at the turn of the century and soon after were greeted

with great enthusiasm by people, who saw in the aeroplane, the camera (still and

moving) and telephone and telegraphic communication an aid to romantic adventure.

The press was among the first to seize on the potential of the new inventions, and to

bring news of them to a huge new audience. Newspapers offered extravagant prizes or

sponsored competitions for automobile and aeroplane exploits and races - cross-

country, cross-continent or cross-Channel. The first fliers and drivers were lauded and

promoted in the newspapers as heroes. It was no coincidence that during the First

World War pilots were depicted as "knights of the sky". Modernity was seen as

something positive, and technology was an asset to enable the individual to achieve

even greater feats of glory. Terms like "industrial", "assembly-line", "technological"

did not have the pejorative overtones which they were to possess in later decades of

the 20th century. The primacy of technology on the battlefield would hamper

opportunities for romance and individualism on the Western Front, but very few

people predicted such an outcome in the pre-war years. The press had heralded and

cheered-on the brave new world of industrial and technological progress, but in doing

so had failed either to comprehend or to consider the possible negative impact of the

novelties which seemed to issue forth almost daily from the laboratories and factories

of Europe and America.

Another aspect of pre-war journalism to be noted is that of the pre-eminence

of the written word. The use of photography was still very limited, even at the

outbreak of the First World War. The printed word remained the primary means for

the dissemination of information and news. And in the era of Victorian and

Edwardian adventure the journalist acted as the midwife, reporting on the deeds of the

new breed of hero - the pilot or balloonist or soldier or explorer who sought glory

with the help of engines, aircraft, machine-guns, the telegraph or any other new

3



device which might prove useful to him. Increasingly the journalist took centre-stage,

most obviously if he was a glamourous war correspondent like Winston Churchill, or

a reporter on a quest, like Stanley with his epic search for Dr. Livingstone.

Competition among newspapers drove proprietors and editors into sending their most

popular and renowned correspondents on increasingly exotic and dangerous

escapades - to such an extent that some journalists became their own "scoop". More

and more the ambitious reporter assumed the mantle of soldier, sailor, pioneer,

explorer in order to gain a world-wide exclusives. It was no wonder then, that when

war broke out in 1914, journalists throughout the world eagerly anticipated the

opportunity to make a name for themselves.

It was not just individual journalists who greeted the war with enthusiasm -

newspaper proprietors such as Lord Northcliffe were similarly excited. War was good

news for the press as a whole. It would be fair to suggest that in Britain and Germany

the press wanted war. Conflict was seen as the ultimate boost to newspaper

circulation. The nearer to home a war was the better, and if it involved the armed

forces of one’s own country, that was even better tidings. From the turn of the century

the nationalist newspapers in Germany, and Northcliffe’s popular press in Britain had

deliberately stoked-up the tension between the two countries. Fashoda, Agadir, the

Boer War, and the arms-race had given the newspapers in all the countries involved

the opportunity to engage in journalistic sabre-rattling and provocative jingoism.

Newspapers even began to encroach upon territory normally the preserve of diplomats

- most noticeably when Kaiser Wilhelm gave an interview to the Daily Telegraph in

1908, in which he expressed a desire to maintain friendly relations with the people of

Great Britain.

So, by the time war came in 1914, the British press had been flexing its

muscles to some effect - it had grown arrogant and sure of its power and influence, as

had many of its journalists. War in Europe was welcomed by journalists and the

correspondents sent to cover the fighting from the front lines approached their task

4



with an expectation that the conflict would be yet another adventure with which to

thrill their readers.

When the war came, however, it confounded prevailing assumptions in

various ways. The experience of combat was different to that of the most recent

British wars which tended to have been fought according to an established etiquette of

chivalry and where the primacy of the individual combatant still held sway in battle.

The language, imagery and values through which war correspondents presented

combat to their readers were radically challenged by the disjunction between

anticipation and actual experience.

Furthermore, the war correspondents faced daunting challenges in gaining

access to the fighting in 1914-18. And the organizational responses of the mass

armies on the Western Front to the need for media coverage transformed the nature of

war journalism as an activity.

It is against the background of these two fundamental developments that the

British war correspondents’ portrayal of warfare during the First World War will be

examined. Since, as the quotation at the head of this chapter indicates, there is no

single or "objective" view of reality, a comparative approach is the chosen means of

evaluating the war correspondents’ view against other possible views of warfare in

1914-18. The essential method adopted here is to consider the war correspondents

against the standard of what historians have had to say about the nature of the fighting

and of the soldiers’ experience on the Western Front. Much of the historians’

perspective of course draws on an analysis of the ordinary soldiers’ viewpoint at the

time.8 The object is not to hold the war correspondents up to some ahistorical process

8 Titles relating to the soldiers’ experience: For a good discussion and explanation of the

"communications gap" in the British Army during the First World War see, Tim Travers, The Killing
Ground - The British Army, the Western Front and the Emergence of Modern Warfare 1900-1918,
(London, 1987, 1990), chapters five and seven.
For an analysis of soldiers’ correspondence see Neil Jakob, "Then I entered into the Valley of the
Shadow of Death... " - A study of British and German soldiers’ published letters, 1914-1920,
(unpublished B.A. dissertation, University of Dublin, Trinity College, 1997).
For general and specific analysis on the soldiers’ experience see: Leonard V. Smith, Between Mutiny
and Obedience - The Case of the French Fifth Infantry Division during World War I, (Princeton,
1994).
Peter Simkins, ’Everyman at War’, in Brian Bond (ed.), The First World War and British Military
History, (Oxford, 1991).

5



of judgement, but rather to judge the scenes which they witnessed by an independent

measure which allows some assessment of what the correspondents saw and failed to

see, or witnessed and failed to report. Only with that assessment in mind can an

analysis be attempted of how and why the prevailing language and mindset, and the

constraints of access and censorship, shaped the account given by the war

correspondents to their millions of readers.

All this, however, is premised on establishing what the correspondents

actually wrote. Potentially, the task is daunting. Literally thousands of lengthy

dispatches from the war correspondents were published throughout the war covering a

multitude of topics in a number of military theatres (see Appendix for sample

dispatch). In order to make this material intelligible (other than on a purely illustrative

basis) and to subject it to coherent analysis, a semi-quantitative procedure of analysis

has been devised. Specific periods have been chosen, the justification of which is

explained in the body of the thesis. All the dispatches for those periods have been

read and subjected to two separate lists of questions (see Appendix for

questionnaires), - one dealing with the depiction of combat on the Western Front by

the war correspondents, and the other concerned with the depiction of death and

injury in combat. Each question was applied to a representative number of

correspondents’ dispatches during the years 1914-18 and the "response" or "answer"

Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, (Oxford, 1977 edition).
J.G. Fuller, Troop Morale and Popular Culture in the British and Dominion Armies 1914-1918,
(Oxford, 1990).
Malcolm Brown and Shirley Seaton, Christmas Truce, (London, 1984).
Tony Ashworth, Trench Warfare 1914-1918: The Live andLet Live System, (London, 1980).
John Ellis, Eye-Deep in Hell: Life in the trenches 1914-1918, (London, 1977 edition).
M.G. Miller, ’Lice and Men: Trench Fever and Trench Life in the AIF,’ p. 1., paper presented to the
Second Anzac Medical Society in France, 1993.
Pierre Miquel, La Grand Guerre au Jour le Jour, (Fayard, 1988).
Gary Sheffield, ’Officer-Man Relations, Discipline and Morale in the British Army of the Great War’,
in Hugh Cecil and Peter H. Liddle (eds.), Facing Armageddon - The First World War Experienced,
(London, 1996).
Ian Beckett, ’The British Army, 1914-18: The Illusion of Change’, in John Turner (ed.), Britain and the
First World War, (London, 1988), p. 107.
Eric J. Leed, No Man’s Land. Combat & Identity in World War I, (Cambridge, 1981 edition).
Peter Parker, The Old Lie - The Great War and the Public-School Ethos, (London, 1987).
John Ellis, Eye-Deep in Hell: Life in the trenches 1914-1918, (London, 1977 edition).
Anthony Babington, For the Sake of Example - Capital Courts Martial 1914-1920, (London, 1983,
1985).
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to each question counted. For example, each time a correspondent mentioned an

Allied death in an article then it was counted, or every time a German military set-

back was referred to in a dispatch it was counted as a "response". Because the

reporting of the war by the correspondents was so consistently biased the margin of

error in the tabulation procedure (i.e. the counting of phrases or words) was greatly

reduced. The fact that the questions applied to the reports were so straightforward and

basic also contributed to lowering the margin of error and subconscious bias (which

can never be accurately be measured) of the investigator. Another factor to be noted is

that, with the introduction of the "official" war correspondents from mid-1915 (and

the ejection of the so-called "unauthorized" reporters from France and Belgium), the

fruits of the joumalists’ news-gathering was pooled and this led to a much more

homogeneous style of reporting - thus accounting for the homogeneity in the number

of "responses" gleaned from the war correspondents’ dispatches.

All this permits a qualitative evaluation of the content of the war

correspondents’ reports which is based on a quantitative sampling method which

ensures that the dispatches analyzed are typical and representative. I am confident that

the results of my content analysis would be reproduced if another researcher were to

apply the two questionnaires to the newspapers concerned.

Finally the impact of the war on the war correspondents can be assessed in

another way, by reference to their own retrospective view of their wartime role and

writing. This also becomes an additional measure of the trauma of the war and its

legacy. Both themes form the subject of the final chapter.

7



Chapter One - Apprehensions of War - warfare and war reporting from the

Crimea to the eve of the First World War.

Introduction.

In the modern age war and journalism have become inextricably interconnected -

indeed it might be argued that the chances of success in modem war can be

determined (to some extent) by press and other media coverage, depending on

whether it is favourable or unfavourable.8 And conversely the modem media agencies

have become reliant on the military establishments for access to the fighting and

facilities to enable them to report their war news. This situation arose gradually, as the

culmination of an evolution in both camps - the media and the military - during the

19th and early 20th centuries.

Initially, from the time of Russell in the Crimea,9 the war correspondent was

handled by the state and military institutions very much on an ad hoc basis. Both sides

were, to a large extent, establishing in a reactive process the ways in which they

operated and in how they interacted with each other. The mid-19th century saw an

explosion in the influence and spread of the newspaper press. This was combined

with a dramatic increase in the size of the literate audience in the British Empire, the

United States of America, and many other countries. The various armed forces

throughout the world were wholly unprepared for, and unable to formulate a coherent

policy for dealing with a press which now demanded a front row in time of war. Press

interest was transnational now, and not as insular as it once had been.~0 An American

8 The Vietnam War is a classic example of this syndrome - media coverage of the infamous 1968 Tet

Offensive by Viet Cong and regular North Vietnamese forces, for example, provoked an atmosphere
bordering on panic among the United States government and military. Television footage shockingly
illustrated the military vulnerability of Saigon despite the presence of U.S. forces in the city. Similarly,
TV shots of the young Vietnamese girl running from her napalmed village drew harsh criticism of the
U.S. prosecution of the war from large sections of the American public as well as members of the
country’s political 61ite.
9 William Howard Russell, war correspondent of The Times - considered to be the father of modem
war correspondence.
l0 This did not mean, of course, that national newspapers were no longer chauvinistic and patriotic.
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journalist, for example, felt as much right to follow a war in South Africa as a British

reporter did.

It was equally true that as the nature of the press was changing rapidly during

the close of the 19th century so too was the nature of warfare - and this had an impact

on how the newspaper war correspondent was to cover combat. By the turn of the

century war was no longer a matter of sending an expeditionary force abroad to some

distant region of the Empire with an anxious public reliant on curt dispatches from the

commander-in-chief or descriptive letters penned by some observer and published

long after the events which they described had ended. Now technology, democracy

and a thirst for news had forced the armies of the modern era to accept (with varying

levels of hostility) the presence of reporters in the war-zone, if not on the battlefield

itself. Much later on in this process military men would come to realise that war

correspondents would be easier to control if they were subsumed into the military

structure. As Lyndon Johnson crudely but appositely put it: ’It’s better to have them

inside the tent pissing out than outside the tent pissing in.’ 11

The change in the nature of modem warfare also greatly affected the ways in

which the press could cover battles and military campaigns. As armies grew ever

bigger, more professional and better-equipped and armed, the difficulties facing

journalists who wished to report the new mass wars of 19th and 20th century Europe,

America and elsewhere also increased. The new armies now possessed a much more

bureaucratic character combined in many cases with a realisation that if the press

were not closely "monitored" and supervised then the army in question and its combat

performance might come under uncomfortable scrutiny - and if found lacking their

military failings would be exposed to the world. This was precisely what had

happened on the British side during the Crimean War due to the uncensored criticisms

of William Howard Russell in his dispatches for The Times. Furthermore because

warfare had become much more massive in scale new obstacles were placed in the

11 Johnson was referring to his political opponents not journalists - but the 20th century British army

would have agreed with the sentiment behind the statement.

9



path of the war correspondent. The correspondent now had to be capable of

intelligently assessing the performance of new weapons and tactics, in addition to

reporting on extended campaigns which often took place on lengthy fronts and which

frequently impinged much more on civilian populations than had been the case in the

recent past. Battles were no longer staged in large fields and according to the gallant

rules and etiquette of previous wars. War reporting had changed in large part because

war itself had changed.

Thus, because the nature of warfare had markedly changed during the decades

since the Crimean War, it is necessary to acknowledge and understand that military

evolution in order to put into context the ways in which war correspondents reported

conflicts up to 1914. Further, the issue of war reporters was included in the lack of

pre-1914 preparation for an extended and massive modern war. And to properly grasp

the historical significance of the experience during the Great War of front-line war

correspondence it is necessary also to examine briefly the tradition of war reporting at

the turn of the century which informed and possibly shaped the way in which British

First World War correspondents responded to and reported combat.

The basic contention raised by the topic of pre-1914 war-reporting can be

summarised by stating that: all wars (including fictional ones) predict the next war -

but invariably incorrectly. For example, the reasons for Franco-British appeasement

during the 1930s clearly demonstrate that perceptions of a recent conflict could

strongly influence people’s beliefs of what a future war would be like. Within France

and Britain a sizeable proportion of those nations’ populations adhered to a pacifist or

appeasement philosophy so fearful were they that a new war with Germany would

simply be a repeat of the Great War, with its trenches, gas, shelling, atrocities and

"senseless slaughter" and all the other classic elements of the Western Front.12 This

perception is symbolized perfectly by the construction of the Maginot Line which was

essentially one very long and heavily fortified Western Front trench par excellence.

12 See Samuel Hynes’ discussion of Evelyn Waugh’s Vile Bodies in The A uden Generation - Literature

and Politics in England in the 1930s, (London, 1992 edition), p. 62.
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This chapter concentrates primarily on the South African or "Boer War" (the last war

before 1914 in which the British military was directly involved) - a war which, it is

suggested, led the people of Britain to believe that the next war (the First World War)

would be fought in much the same fashion as the campaign in South Africa had been

fought. People (including influential military figures and journalists) by and large

expected that, regardless of the location, a future war would involve very similar

strategies, tactics, weapons, uniforms and codes of military behaviour as had been

employed for the Boer War. That expectation had been shaped by the war reporting of

the Boer War, and the post-South African war memoirs of participants (military and

civilian). The war reporting of other conflicts, such as: the Crimean War and the

Balkan wars of the early twentieth century are also worth briefly examining in order

to provide a rounded picture of the character of pre-1914 war reporting.

The changing nature of warfare in the 19th and early 20th centuries.

Before the First World War the British Army had primarily been engaged in Imperial

policing and small-scale "bush wars". Since the Napoleonic and Crimean wars Britain

had not needed large regular or conscript armies, relying instead on the power of the

Royal Navy and a small professional force of regular soldiers.13 And because Britain

had last experienced a European war with the Crimean campaign, this led, according

to John Ellis, to a people ’eager for a new mythology of British invincibility that

would wipe out the humiliation of that particular campaign.’ Successes in the African

wars had whetted the martial appetite, but ’it was necessary to ignore the fact that

machines rather than men had been responsible for these victories.’ 14

The British military commanders of the Great War (whose prior experience of

combat had been in African or Indian campaigns) were possessed of a military

philosophy or mind-set forged in the classic, indeed classical, wars of the 19th

century. In 1914 they were confronted with the high technology weapons systems of

13 R.J.Q. Adams and Philip P. Poirier, The Conscription Controversy in Great Britain, 1900-18,

(Basingstoke and London, 1987), p. ix.
14 John Ellis, The Social History of the Machine Gun, (London, 1976, 1993), p. 107.
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the new century. Developments in science and engineering (the offspring of the

Industrial Revolution) allowed assembly lines to churn out in awesome numbers

weapons capable of destroying similarly awesome numbers of men and matdriel.

Bidwell and Graham point out that the new industrialisation of warfare (but

not the consequences - i.e. trench warfare) was apparent to the European armies of

1914. It was recognised that the lethality of new weapons ’would lead to a revival on

a large scale of the use of obstacles and entrenchments, and that attacks in the old

fashion by means of gunpowder and the arme blanche, would be difficult if not

impossible.’ 15

The civil war in the United States, the South African campaign, and the

Russo-Japanese War had revealed the future nature of combat - war would be mass in

character, rifle and machine-gun fire alone could win a battle and artillery (deployed

with new techniques) in concert with other new weapons could transform the

character of combat. ’It was one thing, however, to read the omens correctly, but quite

another to change the ideas of men so traditionally conservative as soldiers.’ 16

The inherent conservatism of soldiers was not the only fault - the British Army

also lacked a clear doctrine of war (the closest concept it had to a doctrine was the

"cult of the offensive"). As Tim Travers has persuasively demonstrated, the British

army reacted to the new primacy of fire-power on the battlefield by overemphasizing

the importance of the offensive as a determining factor in combat. This was coupled

with a belief in the concept of Social Darwinism and ’an anti-intellectual ethos which

rejected theory and doctrine, thereby undercutting alternative concepts to the cult of

the offensive.’ And, equally crucial, within the mindset of the Edwardian officer corps

there existed a (mistaken) belief that future combat was predictable and would occur

within an organized and familiar framework. ’If this was so, then the army with the

strongest offensive spirit [or morale] would clearly win the decisive victory.’ 17

15 Shelford Bidwell and Dominick Graham, Fire-Power: British Army Weapons and Theories of War

1904-1945, (Boston, Sydney, London, 1982), p. 2.
16 Ibid., p. 2.
17 Tim Travers, The Killing Ground. The British Army, the Western Front and the Emergence of

Modern Warfare 1900-1918, (London, 1987, 1990), pp. 37-38.
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The result, in hindsight, was predictable. Despite all the lessons of the

preceding 15 years, in spite of the omens exposed by the introduction and use of new

weapons technology in very recent conflicts and despite the warnings of a very small

minority of British Army officers, the British Expeditionary Force entered the Great

War prepared for an early or mid-19th century campaign. What they encountered was

beyond the understanding of the force commanders - both in the field and in London.

As a result of the British military’s historical inability to conduct offensive operations

based upon the principles of co-operation, co-ordination and concerted use of tactical

weapons, the B.E.F. found itself having to learn all those lessons ’during a never

ending battle in which many of those best qualified to analyse events were lost.’ 18

So, in the years leading up to the First World War, and despite the impact of

the Industrial Revolution in Europe upon the Continent’s armed forces,19

conventional military wisdom in Europe was inclined towards a belief that "the next

war" would be characterised by mobility on the battle-field and the primacy of the

offensive. This paradigm was based mainly, it seems, on the models suggested by the

Napoleonic Wars and the German wars of unification. While military analysts

recognised the impact of increased fire-power on the battlefield (arising from

technical improvements and developments in munitions and arms), such changes

were explained away by their consideration that such an increase in fire-power would

in fact ’make attacks more effective and place a premium on rapid, decisive

movements.’ In other words, mobility and the primacy of the offensive would actually

benefit from the introduction of machine-guns, quick-firing artillery, cartridge rifles

and all the other new weapons of war which were ubiquitous by the beginning of the

20th century.2° Other soldiers took an even more conservative line. For example,

General Sir Evelyn Wood, when discussing the role of cavalry in war, derisively

18 Shelford Bidwell and Dominick Graham, Fire-Power: British Army Weapons and Theories of War

1904-1945, (Boston, Sydney, London, 1982), p. 3.
19 Which resulted in the placing of’extraordinary new resources’ in the hands of the various European

military forces. See David G. Herrmann, The Arming of Europe and the Making of the First World
War, (Princeton, 1996), p. 21.
2o Ibid., pp. 21-22.
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noted, ’the announcement of each improvement in firearms since the days of "Brown

Bess," [which] has been accompanied with the confident assertion by many infantry

soldiers [...] that the days of cavalry have passed away.’ Wood argued that on the

Continent use of cavalry was very much in vogue for the good reasons that ’because

the conditions under which rifle practice is executed in peace and war differ so

materially as to furnish but unreliable data on which to base deductions of any value,’

and while weapons were constantly being improved:

the human heart remains the same. Discipline enhances its military value, but

then thorough discipline cannot be acquired in a few months, and with the

immense growth of armies, the time the infantry soldier is kept under training

is so reduced that it is possible this, or the coming generation, may see a

repetition of glorious cavalry achievements such as astonished the world

eighty years ago.21

Thus, only 20 years prior to the First World War we see a distinguished general

officer adhering to the mindset which proclaimed the inviolability of morale and

discipline on the battlefield regardless of the advent of new military technologies.

Combat success depended in large part on the fibre of the men, and if soldiers were

not inculcated with the appropriate martial spirit and ardour (which in itself,

according to Wood, was a lengthy process) then such success could not be counted on

by commanders. Victory in war therefore might be achieved by the traditionally-

trained cavalry corps of the various armies.

To turn to more specific examples: Gerd Krumeich in his analysis of the

military significance of the French "People’s War" against the invading Prussians

1870-71 notes that Colmar vonder Goltz (the 19th century German military historian)

intended with his study of Gambetta and his armies ’to awaken German authorities to

21 General Sir Evelyn Wood, Cavalry in the Waterloo Campaign, (London, 1895),

http ://www.hillsdale.edu/dept/History/Documents/War/19c/1895 -cavalry.htm.
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the new possibilities opened up for the wars of the future by Gambetta’s mobilization

of national energies, the new people’s war.’ Yet von der Goltz concluded that

Gambetta’s war had been unsuccessful. And ’although the German war theoretician

was unsettled by this new force in the conduct of war, the Gambetta experience is

more a warning to him than an impetus for change.’ Krumeich continues by

suggesting that the French held a similar ambivalent view of the "People’s War"

where ’it was considered more a dangerous disruption of order than a productive

innovation in the theory and practice of war.’22 Such conflicts then, were considered

the exceptions which proved the rule.

David Herrmann encapsulates effectively the broad consensus of opinion

among Europe’s military high commanders during the 19th and early 20th centuries

when he observes that ’the history of recent wars seemed to suggest that the side that

seized the offensive would win. Frederick the Great and Napoleon had gained their

most spectacular victories by means of aggressive maneuvers that had repeatedly

overwhelmed their opponents.’ Herrmann goes on to explain that the military lessons

of the American Civil War were dismissed in Europe because that conflict was seen

as anomalous (especially in light of the classic offensive-style Franco-Austrian,

Austro-Prussian, and of course Franco-Prussian conflicts) - ’a struggle of hastily

levied civilian armies, quite unlike the more thoroughly trained and professionally

officered European forces.’ The opposing American armies also fought under

conditions that did not seem to apply to a future European war. And although the

Boer War was a conflict in which ’the British army in South Africa repeatedly

faltered in advances against rapid fire from the Boers’ modem German-made rifles,’23

the next big war - the Russo-Japanese War overshadowed the South African

experience in the ongoing military theory debate.

22 Gerd Krumeich, ’The Myth of Gambetta and the "People’s War."’ pp.643-644., in Stig F/3rster and

JOrg Nagler, (eds.), On the Road to Total War: The American Civil War and the German Wars of
Unification, 1861-1871, (Cambridge, 1997).
23 David G. Herrmann, The Arming of Europe and the Making of the First World War, (Princeton,

1996), p. 21.
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As 1914 and the likelihood of a great continental war approached, the belief

among European military commanders that such a war would be short exercised ’a

dominating influence not only on military preparations before 1914 but also on the

course of the ensuing conflict.’24 As Brian Bond has written, ’the ingredients for a

catastrophe in the event of a general European war had been in existence for a decade

or so before 1914.’ And while a small group of military commentators were alive to

the potential catastrophe, they lacked the vital power of influence over either policy or

strategy. As Bond notes, armies had evolved into massive and unwieldy instruments

of war which militated against the decisive victories of the Napoleonic era. Moreover,

’despite a good deal of theorizing, there was scarcely any practical pre-war

preparation for a mass industrial conflict requiring drastic state control of manpower,

industry, transport and commerce’ in the years leading up to the outbreak of the Great

War.25

War reporting from the Crimean to the Balkan Wars.26

Traditionally war is very much an arena where notions of masculinity, virility and

chivalry come to the fore.27 The most obvious figure expected to promote and enact

the virtues of courage, stoicism, virility and chivalry, is the soldier. As Graham

Dawson sees it, ’among the most durable and powerful imaginings of idealized

masculinity within Westem cultural traditions are those which have crystallized

24 Brian Bond, War andSociety in Europe 1870-1970, (Leicester, 1983), p. 83.
25 Ibid., pp. 98-99. See also, John Gooch, The Plans of War." The General Staff and British Military

Strategy c. 1900-1916, (London, 1974), Chapter 10 - ’Democracy at War’.
26 For detailed, though very conventional, accounts of 19th and early-20th century war reporting see,

R.J. Wilkinson-Latham, From our special correspondent - Victorian war correspondents and their
campaigns, (London, 1979) and Philip Knightley, The First Casualty - From the Crimea to Vietnam."
The War Correspondent as Hero, Propagandist, and Myth Maker, (London, 1975).
27 Opportunities for acts of chivalry exist to a lesser extent in recent times - for various reasons.

Michelle Perrot suggests that, in the French case at least, the Great War ’far from liberating,
contributed to putting them [women] back in their place - and putting men in theirs. It seems that the
moral effects of the war helped to consolidate traditional values and gender relationships.’ - Michelle
Perrot (trans. by Helen Harden-Chenut), ’The New Eve and the Old Adam: Changes in French
Women’s Condition at the Turn of the Century’, p. 60 in Margaret Randolph Higonnet, Jane Jenson,
Sonya Michel and Margaret Collins Weitz (eds.), Behind the Lines: Gender and the Two World Wars,
(New Haven, London, 1987).
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around the figure of the soldier as hero.’28 But it can be seen that such imaginings also

revolved around the figure of the war correspondent, who, in many senses was a

"pseudo-soldier".29 And as one anthropologist views it, after studying the

autobiographies of war reporters: ’The practice of war reporting seems an endless

dance with death [...] a life of close and constant contact with extreme violence.’3°

The depiction of themselves as heroic figures is also a characteristic to be found in

many war reporters’ memoirs - of any era. Like any other profession, war

correspondents possessed a group-identity - in part fostered by themselves through

their reporting and autobiographical writings. The newspapers also played a key role

in this process of creating a very distinctive group-identity. This was achieved, for

example by prefacing war correspondents’ by-lines with the title "Special

Correspondent" - the intention being to denote them as being above the "ordinary"

reporter in the journalistic hierarchy. Since the era of Russell of The Times an air of

mystique, danger and glamour had surrounded the persona of the war correspondent -

and at least since the Boer War an element of boastfulness was apparent when war

reporters discussed their adventures (pace Winston Churchill’s account of his time as

a war correspondent in South Africa).3~ So, the essential features of the group-identity

of the war correspondents comprised qualities of 61itism, heroism, virility/masculinity

(by virtue of the fact that they voluntarily entered the war zone), and adventurism.

Cunning was another essential characteristic of the war correspondents (in the sense

that they had to overcome many obstacles - for instance evading censorship, arrest or

restriction of movement imposed by the host army).

28 Graham Dawson, ’The Blond Bedouin: Lawrence of Arabia, imperial adventure and the imaginings

of English-British masculinity’, p. 119 in Michael Roper and John Tosh (eds.), Manful Assertions:
Masculinities in Britain since 1800., (London, New York, 1991).
29 During the First and Second World Wars war correspondents wore the uniforms of the armies to

which they were attached, and even held the honorary rank of officer. While in the field they were
reliant for shelter, transport and rations on their host army. See chapter 2 of this thesis for a detailed
discussion of the war correspondent as "pseudo-soldier".
30 Mark Pedelty, War Stories: The Culture of Foreign Correspondents, (New York, London, 1995), p.

30. Although Pedelty’s anthropological study is confined to modem war reporters in E1 Salvador he
does make some incisive general comments which apply equally to the war correspondents of the 19th
and early 20th centuries.
31 See Winston Churchill, My Early Life, (London, 1930) - Fifth impression (1965) cited here.
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As well as being exponents, consciously or unconsciously, of the qualities of

masculinity and virility, war correspondents further acted as promoters - even

propagandists - of the ideals of the Victorian male. And as John Home has

commented: ’[...] chivalry and knighthood were nothing if not about the gendering of

society.’32 That is to say, chivalry involved a demarcation of gender - men were the

heroes, women were cast in the role of victims to be saved by the virile male. The

ideals of the Victorian and Edwardian male included heroism, chivalry and much the

same characteristics which defined the group-identity of the war correspondents. In

effect for war reporters to be qualified to chronicle the exploits and adventures of the

heroic British male in combat, the war reporters had to possess similar attributes to

the men they were writing about. Dawson argues that ’imagining the soldier as a hero

has always been achieved through the telling of stories about his dangerous and

daring exploits in time of war: about, that is, his adventures.’33 Within that context the

"Special Correspondent" was seen as the most appropriate type of journalist to report

on the exploits of soldiers in battle.

The rise to fame in Britain (and other countries) of the "Special

Correspondent" was the result of, and paralleled, the rise in profile of the popular

newspapers during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. One historian of the press

states that by the close of the 19th century the press in Britain operated on a national

scale, and a significant proportion of the public would either have read a paper daily

or conversed with someone who had. ’The influence of the press is suggested by some

of the events of the [Victorian] period: the political effects of sensational court cases

and the growth of the cult of monarchy point in that direction.’ Moreover, in time of

national excitement (such as during a war) the British public eagerly awaited the latest

editions for news of adventurers and soldiers like General Gordon in Khartoum or the

32 John Home, ’Chivalry in the trenches. The ideals of knighthood and the Great War’, (unpublished

paper, Dublin, n.d.), p. 4.
33 Graham Dawson, ’The Blond Bedouin: Lawrence of Arabia, imperial adventure and the imaginings

of English-British masculinity’, p. 119 in Michael Roper and John Tosh (eds.), Manful Assertions."
Masculinities in Britain since 1800., (London, New York, 1991).
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outcome of a major aeronautical event.34 Cyril Bainbridge has calculated that by 1871

the number of British newspapers stood at 1390, of which an impressive 99 were

daily papers. By the 20th century the figure had risen to 2488 British newspapers

(national and provincial).35 The rapid expansion of the press in Britain was the logical

result of a rising population who now had more disposable income and benefited from

the inception of free primary education.36 However, while there was a steady growth

in literacy among the British population from the 19th century onwards, this did not

necessarily result in an increase in political sophistication. Paul Kennedy paraphrases

the thinking of Conservative Party officials. They suspected, according to Kennedy,

that the ordinary man in the street did not buy a newspaper to reinforce their political

outlook: ’"So long as it gives them full details on sport, war, crime, etc., they don’t

trouble about the politics of the paper, but read its political articles,’ and over time

became susceptible to the political line of the particular paper)7

We now turn in some detail to the pre-1914 reporting of war by the British

press. In the history of British war reporting three defining conflicts stand out in the

evolution of modern war correspondence: the Crimean War, the South African War

and the Balkan wars of 1912 and 1913.

The Crimean campaign is notable because it marked the beginning of British

professional and dedicated war reporting.38 Certainly previous wars had been reported

on by newspapers, but the Crimean War was the first conflict covered by a

professional journalist in the field for the duration of the fighting.

The South African (or Boer) War merits attention by virtue of the fact that it

was a modern 20th century war, and was reported on by journalists with all the

technological accoutrements (telegraphic communication, rail transport) at their

34 Lucy Brown, ’The Growth of a National Press’, p. 133., in Laurel Brake, Aled Jones and Lionel

Madden (eds.), Investigating Victorian Journalism, (London, 1990).
35 Cyril Bainbridge, Chapter 7 - ’The Formative Years’, p. 33 in Cyril Bainbridge (ed.), One Hundred

Years Of Journalism - Social Aspects Of The Press, (London, 1984).
36 Paul Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism 1860-1914, (London, 1980, this edition,

1992), p. 361.
37 Ibid, p. 362.
38 Dedicated in the sense of the journalist being a specialist, by and large confined to reporting war.
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disposal. The British Army in the South African War was a much more organised and

professionalised force than its Crimean predecessor. It was also more bureaucratised -

and this, as will be shown, had a major effect upon the coverage of the war by the

accompanying corps of war correspondents.

The Balkan wars of 1912-13 also marked a watershed for the international

press. For many the fighting in the Balkans foreshadowed a Europe-wide war. It also

might be suggested that the Balkan Wars were seen as a dress-rehearsal for the British

correspondents who would soon be sent to cover the Great War in 1914.

Modem war reporting is generally agreed to have been pioneered by William

Howard Russell when he covered the Crimean War for The Times of London. His life

story and career as war correspondent has been well documented, so this section is

confined to a brief analysis of his reporting from the Crimean front.39

The Crimean War was, even by the standards of 19th century warfare, a

particularly unpleasant campaign. The protagonist armies were badly-equipped,

badly-fed, and at times badly-led. Until Florence Nightingale took action the medical

and hospital services for the British contingent were of very poor quality. Soldiers

tended to die in hospital as much as on the battlefield. William Howard Russell

chronicled the tragedies as much as the triumphs of the conflict from the outset of that

war. Despite overt hostility from the British expeditionary force commanders and

early hardships (the Army initially refused to provide him with any facilities,

including food and shelter) Russell - a man of dogged temperament - managed to

deliver over the course of the campaign a series of searing critiques and accounts of

the fighting in the Crimea. Russell was always in the thick of the action and observed

then reported what he witnessed with such unprecedented candour that he is credited

with bringing down a British government such was the uproar his dispatches

provoked.

39 Biographies of Russell include; Alan Hankinson, Man of Wars: William Howard Russell of The

Times, (London, 1982).
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A very typical Russell dispatch from the Crimean War is that of September

19, 1854. Russell was riding at the very front of the British march when they

encountered the Russian forces. The amount of detail and the lack of censorship is

apparent in Russell’s report - in which he describes the skirmish (at an undisclosed

location), the tactics employed by both sides, then concludes with an account of the

aftermath of the fire-fight. One paragraph in particular reveals the freedom which

Russell as an eye-witness had to report what he witnessed:

It is impossible to form an accurate notion of the effect of our fire, but it must

have caused the Russians a greater loss than they inflicted upon us. We lost

six horses, and four men were wounded. One of the wounded men rode coolly

to the rear with his foot dangling by a piece of skin to the bone and told the

doctor he had just come to have his leg dressed. Another wounded trooper

behaved with equal fortitude and refused the use of a litter to carry him to the

rear, though his leg was broken into splinters. It was strange, in visiting the

scene where the horses lay dead, that the first feeling produced on the

spectator, when the horror of seeing the poor animals ripped open by shells

from chest to loin, as though it were done by a surgeon’s knife, had subsided,

was that Sir E. Landseer, in his picture of War, must have seen one of the

animals before us - the glaring eyeball, the distended nostril, the gnashed

teeth, being all true to life.4°

It is clear that Russell was allowed the freedom to roam around the battlefield at will,

see what he wished and most importantly - to report what he wished. The image of the

wounded soldier so seriously injured that his limb was barely attached to his body

must have been a terribly disturbing mental picture for the readers back home. Russell

40 William Howard Russell in Roger Hudson (ed.), William Russell Special Correspondent of The

Times, (London, 1995). This book is a Folio Society publication and the extracts are reprinted from
The Times, Daily Telegraph and Army and Navy Gazette - the extracts appear as they did in the
original version.], p. 15.
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was not, as his reputation made clear, a journalist prepared to spare his readers the

gory details of battle and the quality of British leadership. This freedom was strikingly

illustrated by his comments on the conduct of the campaign by Lord Raglan. Writing

in his dispatch about the reason for the "extraordinary" delay in the British forces

attacking the Russians beyond the Alma river, Russell remarked:

That Lord Raglan was brave as a hero of antiquity, that he was kind to his

friends and to his staff, that he was unmoved under fire, and unaffected by

personal danger, that he was noble in manner [...] I am ready to admit; that he

had many and great difficulties to contend with I believe; but that this brave

and gallant nobleman had lost, if he ever possessed, the ability to conceive and

execute large military plans - and that he had lost, if he ever possessed, the

faculty of handling great bodies of men, I am firmly persuaded.41

Once again the level of press-freedom is quite apparent. Not only could the Crimean

War correspondent describe combat from an eye-witness perspective, he could also

criticise the leadership qualities of the commander-in-chief- while the war was still in

progress.

The inevitability of violent death and injury on the battlefield was another

issue which Russell reported on in his inimitable and blunt way. He shared with his

readers the scene after the battle of the Alma had ended:

The Russian dead were all buried together in pits, and were carried down to

their graves as they lay. Our parties buried 1,200 men. The British soldiers

who fell were buried in pits in the same way [ .... ] It was a sad sight to see the

litters bome in from all quarters hour after hour - to watch the working parties

as they wandered about the plain turning down the blankets which had been

stretched over the wounded, to behold if they were yet alive, or were food for

41 Ibid., p. 16.
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the worms, and then adding many a habitant to the yawning pits which lay

with insatiable mouths gaping on the hillside - or covering up the poor

sufferers destined to pass another night of indescribable agony. The thirst of

the wounded seemed intolerable [ .... ]42

The language employed in Russell’s dispatches was uncompromising - the imagery

shocking and horror-inducing. This was the reality of war; mass graves for thousands

of corpses, the dead and dying scattered across the battle-field - literally food for

worms. At least the dead were no longer suffering, unlike the wounded who were

forced to spend days and nights in the open awaiting treatment, all the time enduring

great agony.

Bravery as a quality in combat was a component of war welcomed and praised

by Russell in his dispatches. He recounted, in his report of the British attack at Redan

on June 1 8, what he called a short, desperate and bloody struggle. ’Our soldiers,’ he

commented, ’[...] met the enemy with the bayonet too, and isolated combats occurred

in which the brave fellows who stood their ground had to defend themselves against

three of four adversaries at once.’43 And in another report he likened the combatants

to Homer’s heroes so coolly did they face the fighting.44 The courageous actions of

individual men were also lauded by The Times correspondent. He recorded the

heroism of an army surgeon of the 7th Hussars who having ’perceived the danger of

His Royal Highness [an unidentified English duke], and with the greatest gallantry

and coolness, assembled a few men of the Guards, led them to the charge, and utterly

routed and dispersed the Russians’, thus saving the duke’s life. By contrast, it was

alleged by Russell that gallantry and chivalric behaviour was sometimes lacking

among the Russians. He wrote that the ’conduct of the Russians towards the wounded

[British] Guards’ officers was brutal in the extreme. Russian officers were seen

42 Ibid., p. 21.
43 Ibid., p. 75.
44 Ibid., p. 57.
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passing their swords through the bodies of our men, and pointing to their troops to

bayonet them as they passed.’45

It can be unequivocally said that William Howard Russell’s reporting of the

Crimean War was remarkably free of outside interference, either from the British

government or the British army. He reported acts of individual and collective bravery,

and gallantry; he praised the skill of the enemy when he felt it was due, and he

possessed a keen eye for what had actually occurred on the battlefield - he was thus

able to provide a good assessment of the strategic and tactical aspects of the various

battles which he had witnessed. He was at times highly critical of the general staff of

the British forces - mentioning commanders by name and apportioning blame directly

to those whom he felt deserved it - especially Lord Raglan. His reputation as the

greatest war correspondent seems well deserved, especially when it is recognised that

Russell never shied away from the bloody nature of war- he unflinchingly, and in

detail, described the state of wounded men, the presence of corpses, and the horrific

ways in which men on both sides of the war met their deaths. It is perhaps because he

was the first real war correspondent, and so an unknown quantity, that the British

government and army allowed him so much freedom to report the Crimean campaign.

Although separated from the Crimean War by only four decades, the Boer War

marked a quantum leap in the nature of warfare. Soldiers began to wear khaki for the

first time, and bolt-action rifles (which allowed a very high rate of fire in the hands of

a trained rifle-man), machine-guns, telegraphic communication, guerrilla warfare,

mounted infantry and the use of trains for military purposes all made their mark (if

not their

however

d6but) on the character of the British way of war. Modem technology,

grudgingly the Victorian officer corps accepted it or tried to ignore or

obstruct it, was becoming more and more prevalent and ubiquitous in the war zone.

The technological battlefield was now an undeniable reality. That said there was still,

even on the cusp of the new century, plenty of opportunity for individual officers and

men of courage to make their mark in combat. The machine-gun had not yet displaced

45 Ibid., p. 39.
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the cavalryman with his sabre or lance - the difference between victory or defeat could

still, in South Africa, be decided by what was essentially a knight on a steed.

Conditions were also changing for war correspondents. During the South African War

censorship became apparent.

However, a factor almost as important in shaping the reporting environment of

the Boer War as press censorship was the influence of Field-Marshal Lord Kitchener.

No less than in the case of the First World War, Lord Kitchener was the b~te noire of

most of the war correspondents who covered the Sudan and South African campaigns.

Kitchener’s ill-concealed animosity towards the press had emerged clearly during the

successful British military action in the Sudan (1896-1898). The Field-Marshal’s

detestation of newspapermen derived from his belief that they posed a significant

threat to military security. During the opening stages of the Sudan campaign,

Kitchener had ordered the accompanying corps of correspondents confined to base

camp only to have Lord Salisbury intervene and overturn that instruction. Such

external "meddling" must have served only to harden Kitchener’s attitude towards war

journalists. For, from that point onwards, ’he treated them [the correspondents] with

animosity and refused to grant interviews’ - with the exception of Hubert Howard of

The Times and G.W. Steevens of the Daily Mail, who were admirers of the Field-

Marshal and expressed that admiration in their newspaper dispatches. Kitchener’s

contempt of the press corps was most famously revealed when, shortly before the

battle of Omdurman in September 1898, a number of reporters gathered outside his

tent awaiting a statement. After keeping the journalists waiting in the hot sun for

some hours, Kitchener emerged and strode imperiously past the expectant newsmen,

roaring: ’Get out of my way, you drunken swabs!’46

However, one distinguished correspondent, Colonel Lionel James of The

Times, perceived Kitchener’s view of journalists in a completely different light. As

such his perception should be included. While he admitted that the Field-Marshal’s

46 George H. Cassar, Kitchener - Architect of Victory, (London, 1977), p. 95; Trevor Royle, The

Kitchener Enigma, (London, 1985), p. 123; Philip Magnus, Kitchener - Portrait of an Imperialist,
(London, 1968), p. 124.
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officers ’avoided discussion of immediate military affairs,’ when in the company of

journalists, they were otherwise ’pleasant and helpful.’ James recalled visiting

Kitchener in Atbara and finding him in good humour. ’He talked of his [military]

preparations in a general manner [...] and ended the interview by saying dryly, "If ever

you want anything, come to me; I can do more for you here than anyone else."’ This

characterisation of Kitchener was at complete odds with the prevailing wariness of his

temperament among the majority of the Sudan campaign correspondents. As James

put it, ’I certainly had not found in his manner any of that austerity or aloofness that I

had been led to believe was the make-up of his official bearing.’ In fact James was to

discover over subsequent years that in all his dealings with Kitchener he found him

consistently reasonable though forceful. As far as The Times’ correspondent was

concerned, the reason for Kitchener’s supposed uncompromising behaviour towards

the press lay in the fact that he ’refused to be hampered by indiscreet journalists’ while

commanding a force in battle. The true fault lay with the journalists themselves.

’Special Correspondents,’ Colonel James averred, ’have sometimes lost, in their

anxiety to nourish the pages of their Journals, the true perspective of their significance

in war. It was a matter in which this tendency was observed that first brought the

Sirdar [Kitchener] into conflict with his Press Correspondents [ .... ]’ While there is an

element of truth in James’ accusation he was being extremely misleading when he

suggested that ’in my experience I have never met a public man who knew better the

value of the public Press. What was more important, he also knew its limitations, and

that is where the Pressmen who broke a lance with him came to grief.’47

Those correspondents who avoided conflict with the commander-in-chief

garnered his approbation - most notably G.W. Steevens. When Steevens died on

active duty during the Boer War, Kitchener spoke of his admiration for the dead war

correspondent. ’He [Steevens] was such a clever and able man,’ Kitchener said. ’He

did his work as correspondent so brilliantly, and he never gave the slightest trouble. I

wish all correspondents were like him. I suppose they will try to follow in his

47 Lionel James, High Pressure, (London, 1929), pp. 60-62.
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footsteps. I am sure I hope they will. He was a model correspondent, the best I have

ever known [ .... ],48 Kitchener’s brief eulogy is interesting in that it contains subtle

hints that Steevens’ colleagues were less than professional. By holding Steevens up as

the epitome of the war correspondent Kitchener was clearly suggesting that the

remaining joumalists suffered by comparison and could try to emulate the deceased

reporter. In fact, Kitchener’s statement was little more than a rather spiteful critique of

the South African campaign correspondents disguised as an epitaph for Steevens.

Despite Colonel James’ assertions such was in keeping with Kitchener’s character.

The fact that so many journalists spanning the conflicts from Sudan to the Great War

were firmly convinced of Kitchener’s antagonism towards the press greatly outweigh’s

the praise of individuals such as Steevens, James and the rest of the favoured group of

journalists of the Boer War.

For those reporters convinced since the Sudan of "K’s" antipathy towards the

press, the Field-Marshal’s behaviour changed little when the Boer War began in

October 1899. From his assumption of overall military command in October 1900 he

’had tightened up military censorship and had made it an offence for soldiers to

discuss the war with the accompanying correspondents. He also believed that there

was little to report and that therefore information should be kept to a minimum.’49

This is a crucial point regarding Kitchener and the press. During wartime, and

especially in a theatre of operations, there is no such thing as "nothing to report". A

good war correspondent will find plenty of material to dispatch to his or her editor,

even during periods of calm. It was precisely because information was kept to a

minimum that Kitchener asserted that there was no news to report. What he should

have realised was that if an information vacuum was deliberately created then

correspondents would devise other means of filling it. Such a situation would also

tempt less ethical journalists into fabricating news. Thus, in June 1901, for example,

Edgar Wallace of the Daily Mail submitted a false report of Boer atrocities. It caused

48 Kitchener quoted in James B. Rye & Horace G. Groser, Kitchener in his own words, (London,

1917), pp. 160-161.
49 Trevor Royle, War Report, (London, 1987), p. 77.
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a furore in the UK and the Daily Mail faced censure from the House of Commons.

Eventually the row died down. ’Kitchener, though, never forgave. He had Wallace

arrested and sent down to Cape Town under an armed escort. Censorship was stepped

up for a week or two.’50

The Boer War was to be one of the most widely reported conflicts of modern

times. The Times had, at one stage, 20 reporters in the field, headed by Leo Amery.

Other newspapers represented included the Daily Telegraph, the Illustrated London

News, the Pall Mall Gazette, and the New York World. British, European and

American newspapers and magazines fielded almost 300 war correspondents at one

point during that war.51 Weight of numbers, however, seems not to have intimidated

the British Army into relinquishing their control of information out of South Africa.

Philip Knightley asserts that ’the correspondents worked under harsh and repressive

censorship. One censor used to throw correspondents’ dispatches straight into the

wastepaper bin without bothering to read them, [ .... ]’ According to Knightley, and

apart from the exceptional few (e.g. Richard Harding Davis, G.W. Steevens and

Bennet Burleigh) ’the rest of the correspondents either were crushed by censorship,

joined the atrocities campaign, or were incompetent and wrote nonsense.’ Knightley

believes that during the Boer War, Britain ’never had a full and accurate picture of

what was happening in South Africa. The correspondents blamed the military for this,

claiming that censorship kept the public ignorant. The military blamed the

correspondents and the public [ .... ],52

One of the journalists who refused to be cowed into submission by the British

Army was the Special War Correspondent of the Daily Telegraph. As early as

November 21, 1899 Bennet Burleigh reminded his readers that ’an active censorship

of Press telegrams’ existed in South Africa. Burleigh felt the most sensible method of

preventing correspondents inadvertently providing intelligence to the enemy was to

establish the censorship in London. ’A London censorship,’ Burleigh argued in the

50 Ibid., p. 79.
51 Ibid., p. 69.
52 Philip Knightley, The First Casually, (London, 1978), p. 75 and p. 77.
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Daily Telegraph, ’at least would ensure that people at home would not be

misinformed, or kept too much and too long in the dark respecting the actual progress

of their war.’ Such a scheme would ensure that ’the question of what should or should

not be made public could then be amicably discussed by editors and the War Office

authorities, far fom the scene of operations.’53 This advice was ignored.

Another war correspondent, Alfred Kinnear, who accompanied Methuen’s

force, became so utterly disillusioned and frustrated with the ’delays, the "red tape"

with its strangling meshes, the ruthless censorships, the cruel obstruction offered to

the Pressmen’ that he left South Africa in disgust. Kinnear angrily recalled one

particular incident involving him and a Major Haking, the chief censor. Haking

refused to pass a story by Kinnear and his colleagues on the grounds that

Headquarters had not yet given it clearance. ’"If you are so anxious [...] to justify your

existence,"’ Haking suggested, ’"you may say that we have hoisted a new Union Jack.

It is the old pattem in newer colours. I think it looks very bright and fresh; don’t you

agree with me?"’ On a subsequent occasion a junior censor declined to pass a cable

which included details of Kruger’s personal habits on the grounds that ’the message

was disrespectful to the President of the South African Republic.’54

The above isolated examples mentioned by Kinnear are quite revealing when

it comes to the issue of censorship. It seems that the censorship system during the

Boer War was quite a casually managed mechanism - what should or should not be

censored was left to the judgment and initiative (or prejudice) of individual censoring

officers (who were also fighting-soldiers and drawn from the junior to middle ranks of

the officer corps). This allowed a junior officer to refuse to pass derogatory remarks

concerning the arch-enemy Kruger because it was ungentlemanly to cast slurs

regardless of the victim’s identity.

Bennet Burleigh frequently bemoaned the lack of co-operation towards the

war correspondents from the military authorities. With the arrival of General Buller at

53 Bennet Burleigh, The Natal Campaign, (London, 1900), pp. 86-87. It should be noted that Burleigh’s

account was published before the end of the Boer War.
54 Alfi’ed Kinnear, Across Many Seas, (London, 1902), pp. 370-371.
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Frere in early December 1899 expectations were high that the relief of Ladysmith was

imminent. ’All that, and much more, I, and no doubt others longed to wire home. But

the Press are once more in leading-strings. Our military masters are very careful of

correspondents [ .... ],55 Burleigh wrote of how the correspondents were forbidden from

accompanying a big cavalry reconnaissance. The journalists resorted to ’the next best

thing: went to the piquet-lines, and saw nearly everything that was done from that

point of vantage.’56 The Daily Telegraph reporter scornfully refuted the reasoning

behind the restrictions on the press - namely the fear that the Boers should glean

important military information from journalists’ dispatches. ’As if they [the Boers] did

not have a spy in nearly every Dutch farmer, and as if there were not daily railway

communications with Durban, and wires round to Pretoria via Laurenco Marques.’57

And even if the Boers’ more obvious information-gathering channels were disabled

there remained the corps of foreign consular agents whose dispatches could not be

censored by the British Army. ’But, in addition thereto, I fear - nay, have strong reason

to suspect - that there are persons who, under the guise of innocent private wires, and

notwithstanding their pledges of honour, are communicating information which

pressmen are not permitted to send to the outer world.’ Burleigh thus derided the

British military censorship as mostly a sham and a delusion. ’But the first and last

voice in the matter lies with the public, and if they are content, enough said. Still,

should a day ever come when things go wrong and official reports are mistrusted, how

is the nation to be saved from panic and folly?’58

Yet, less than a week later Burleigh modified his harsh criticisms of the

military command. Buller had paid a visit to the correspondents and mollified them to

a certain extent. However, the general reiterated the injunction on journalists leaving

the base without permission. ’Personally, he wished us to see everything,’ Burleigh

reported, ’and he would not have been averse to our accompanying the reconnaissance

55 Bennet Burleigh, The Natal Campaign, (London, 1900), p. 150.
56 Ibid., p. 150.
57 Ibid., p. 151.
58 Ibid., p. 151. Such a day did come when in August 1914 Arthur Moore’s infamous "Amiens

Dispatch", published in The Times, did result in national panic.
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the other day [...] but he did object to correspondents moving about at any time by

themselves, or wandering out and in from camp to camp.’59

The Times war correspondence and the Boer War - a case-study.

In December 1899, The Times of London began its coverage of what was to quickly

become known as "Black Week" - a period of successive British defeats at the hands

of the Boer forces. On December 10 a British force under the command of

Lieutenant-General Sir William Gatacre attempted to recapture the Stormberg railway

junction, located 50 miles south of the Orange River in the Cape Colony. Gatacre’s

force of 3,000 man and supporting artillery faced 2,300 Boers commanded by General

J.H. Olivier. When the battle began the British suffered 135 dead and 696 men

captured by the enemy. Boer casualties were trivial in comparison. After losing his

way during the night-time approach march Sir William had commanded his troops to

attack ’a Boer position surmounting a precipitous rock face. When the attack failed he

withdrew, but the order to retreat did not reach over 600 men’ who remained on the

rock face and they were captured by the Boers.6° As a result of the humiliating defeat,

Gatacre was dismissed. Stormberg was only the first of three defeats in six days,

giving rise to the appellation "Black Week." In conjunction with the other two

defeats, at Magersfontein and Colenso, British military confidence was severely

shaken.61

The war correspondent of The Times, while admitting that British losses at

Stormberg were heavy, held that the fault for the setback lay firstly with the native

guides who ’led us wrong’ and secondly that ’our men were surprised [...] after a very

trying night march.’ Even so, the correspondent’s praise of British Army sang froid

was undeniable: ’At the most critical time the 2nd Battalion Northumberland Fusiliers

and the 2nd Battalion Royal Irish Rifles behaved as if on a field day.’62 Yet highly

59 Ibid., p. 183.
60 See Bryan Perrett, The battle book . crucial conflicts in history from 1469 BC to the present,

(London, New York, 1992).
61 Ibid., p.
62 The Times, December 11, 1899, p. 7. The dispatch was submitted on December 10 from Molteno.
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critical comments were contained in both The Times and Reuters’ correspondents’

dispatches.63 For example: ’the attack was delivered against the wrong part of the

enemy’s position, where the hill was quite impregnable [ .... ] Subsequently [during the

British retreat] [...] disorder ensued, augmented by constant shell from the heights.’64

The Cape Town correspondent of The Times went even further by repeating an

allegation by the Argus newspaper that ’the [British] artillery fired on a body of our

own men who had not yet retreated out of a hollow, wounding several.’65 And the

following day the reporter commented that ’there was no genuine attack delivered by

our troops, who were taken completely by surprise [...] and the men [were] simply

rushing at the nearest hills without orders and without knowing exactly where the

enemy might be.’ Also, ’the chapter of untoward accidents is endless. Ill luck pursued

the [British] columns from the first start. The task intended was feasible but that

which they were made by these errors to attempt was impossible. The march was too

long and the enemy’s position impregnable.’66

Despite such negative commentary the reports of the battle of Stormberg by

the Times correspondent and Reuter’s representative continued to follow the standard

model of 1 9th century war reporting. Reuter’s correspondent reported on December 12

that: ’Notwithstanding the suddenness and fierceness of the [Boer] attack, there was

not the slightest confusion or consternation. General Gatacre and his officers with the

utmost coolness and promptitude brought the column into line of action.’67 Thus the

classic depiction of the typical British general as stoical and unruffled by adversity

was maintained by the correspondent. The Reuter’s journalist continued this image of

such grace under pressure further on in the dispatch when he wrote admiringly of how

Gatacre and his officers masterfully controlled their soldiers in the face of a Boer

63 The Times routinely published Reuter’s agency reports, a tradition carried on during the First World

War. By tradition, and with only few exceptions all Times correspondents remained anonymous,
another tradition maintained throughout World War I.
64 The Times, December 12, 1899, p. 5. The dispatch was submitted on December 10 from the

’Southern Frontier - General Gatacre’s Reverse.’
65 The Times, December 13, 1899, p. 7. The dispatch was submitted on December 11 from Cape Town.
66 The Times, December 14, 1899, p. 5. The dispatch was submitted on December 11 from

Bushmanshoek.
67 The Times, December 12, 1899, p. 5.
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artillery bombardment: ’The enemy’s practice was good, their shells dropping and

bursting along the roadway close to our men, but so skilfully were the troops handled

that not a man was hit during this stage of the retirement.’6g

The bleakness picture intensified when reports came in of the battle at

Magersfontein (December 10-11, 1899). The Times report on December 14 was

headlined ’GREAT BATTLE NEAR THE MODDER - HEAVY BRITISH LOSSES -

GENERAL WAUCHOPE KILLED.’69 The Highland Brigade had advanced on the

Boer trenches and were met with a withering fusillade of rifle-fire, ’and the entire

brigade, after attempting a charge which failed, retreated, leaving hundreds on the

veldt.’7° The Times correspondent added that matters might have been much worse if

the Boer fire had not been aimed high. Only after many hours of skilful tactical

manouevring were the Boers cowed. The dispatch gives a very detailed account of the

British force’s movements and tactics, in addition to naming the units involved. To

give an example of the extent of the war reporter’s descriptiveness:

The Guards supported [the Royal Horse Artillery] on the right, extending

nearly to the Modder River, which was held by the Yorkshire Light Infantry.

The rest of the 9th Brigade was held in reserve entire. The left was composed

of the Highland Brigade and was supported by eight guns. The Mounted

Infantry and the 12th Lancers patrolled to the north, finding the enemy

intrenched [sic] east from the kopjes.71

The Reuter’s correspondent provided a similar and also highly-detailed account of the

first day of the battle. He also referred to the chivalric attributes of the British Army:

68 Reuter’s correspondent, The Times, December 12, 1899, p. 5.

69 The Times, December 14, 1899, p. 5. The dispatch was submitted on December 12 from the Modder

River.
7o Ibid., p. 5.
71 Ibid., p. 5.
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Reforming under the shelter of a fold in the ground, the Highlanders held their

ground with the utmost gallantry. They were joined later on by the Gordons,

and the Brigade then fought its way to within 300 yards of the enemy,

displaying the most desperate valour and dash.72

In his dispatch on December 15, the Reuter’s correspondent found time, in the midst

of reporting on a bloody battle with heavy British losses, to praise the military savoir-

faire of the Boer commanders - describing their tactics as ’admirable.’ Again the

conduct of the British was depicted as being ’gallant’ in the face of heavy casualties

and an apparent Boer superiority in fire-power and position. The reporter gave very

detailed estimates of Boer casualties and losses. Interestingly, the Reuter’s

correspondent, while he mentioned that 37 British officers from the Highland Brigade

had been killed, injured or had gone missing, did not give any figures for other ranks.

And, while remarking that the Boers had fought bravely, the Reuter’s correspondent

stated that ’all the [Boer] prisoners agree that they are suffering terrible loss through

sickness.’73 This may or may not have been true.

The Times final coverage of the battle at Magersfontein admitted quite openly

that ’our casualties were very heavy, the Highland Brigade suffering most severely.’

No precise figures of dead or wounded were given, but judging from the previous

days’ dispatches it would seem that a lack of information rather than censorship would

account for that. The Boers were also reported to have sustained heavy losses: ’Our

[British Army] balloonist reports that 1,000 Boers were killed on the kopjes alone.’

He added that ’the pluck [a word very closely associated with chivalry] and bravery of

the enemy were undoubted.’74 British gallantry was yet again on show at

Magersfontein as described by theTimes reporter:

72 Reuter’s correspondent, The Times, December 14, 1899, p. 5. The dispatch was submitted on

December 11 from north of the Modder River.
73 Reuter’s correspondent, The Times, December 15, 1899, p. 7. The dispatch was submitted on

December 11 from ’Battlefield, North of Modder River.’
74 Anonymous, The Times, December 18, 1899, p. 5. The dispatch was submitted on December 13

from the Modder River via Cape Town.
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A splendid example of coolness was shown during the battle by Babington’s

Horse Artillery reserves. They were shelled successfully, but not a driver

moved or dismounted, and the sergeant-major walked in front of the column

criticizing the formation and inspecting the harness as if on parade [ .... ] 75

The third British military defeat of "Black Week" was the battle of Colenso

(December 15, 1899 - also known as the battle of Tugela River) when the British

column led by General Sir Redvers Buller tackled General Louis Botha at the town of

Colenso south of Ladysmith. Buller was commanding a relief force attempting to

reach Ladysmith. The British force comprised 21,000 men, five field artillery batteries

and fourteen naval guns. Botha had only 6,000 men and eight guns.TM

The first front-line battle report from the Times correspondent appeared in

that paper on December 20. His opening sentences were blunt. ’General Buller

delivered this morning [December 15] a direct frontal and flank attack on the Boer

position to the north of the Tugela. The attack failed.’ The reporter mentioned that

losses among the Connaught Rangers and Royal Dublin Fusiliers were heavy. In fact

the Times correspondent referred to British losses four times in his dispatch, but no

mention was made at all of Boer casualties - it seems they suffered none. That

disparity was put down to the fact that while the Boers ’had not more than ten guns

[...] they were well placed and well served. The fire from the Maxims and Nordenfelts

was particularly galling. Our loss was heavy.’77 The Reuter’s correspondent, though

also acknowledging that the British losses were heavy, insisted that because both

sides had sustained heavy losses the day’s fighting had ’ended in a drawn battle.’7s

75 Ibid., p. 5.
76 Bryan Perrett, The battle book : crucial conflicts in history from 1469 BC to the present, (London,

New York, 1992).
77 Anonymous, The Times, December 20, 1899, p. 5. The dispatch was submitted on December 15

from Chieveley Camp.
78 Reuter’s correspondent, The Times, December 21, 1899, p. 5. The dispatch was submitted on

December 15 from Durban.
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The situation failed to improve the following day as The Times correspondent

reported that ’Captain Schofield, Captain Congreve, and Lieutenant Roberts, with two

teams [...] made a very plucky attempt to save the guns [which had been abandoned in

battle by the British the previous day], but failed.’79 The final dispatch concerning

Colenso, which appeared on December 23, contained more bad news. A frontal

assault on Boer positions had failed, resulting in a retreat with ’extremely heavy’

losses. The Connaught Rangers had been hit by the new shrapnel shells. At another

point of the battlefield British units were severely depleted by Boer rifle fire, to the

extent that almost all of the officers were wounded, ’and so many horses were killed

that it was found necessary to abandon ten guns.’ The Boer fighters were entrenched

in completely impregnable positions, from where they inflicted much damage on their

enemy. The only comfort to be found was the correspondent’s assessment which

admitted heavy British losses, ’but the proportion killed is small to that of wounded. It

is impossible to estimate the enemy’s losses.’80

Assuming that the coverage of the war by The Times is representative of Boer

War front-line reporting, it can be stated that the war reporting of that conflict did not

disguise losses by British forces, was at times critical of the British military leadership

and unafraid to praise the fighting skills of the Boer guerrillas. Gallantry was seen by

the correspondents as a sine qua non of 19th century warfare - the fact that most of

the officers commanded on horseback tended to add to the perceived atmosphere of

chivalry in combat. The pivotal role of artillery, heavy and light, was apparent to the

war correspondents reporting for The Times, but ironically the deployment of heavy

artillery pieces on the battlefield depended on horsepower. And if a horse was shot by

the enemy then it often meant that the gun had to be abandoned. It can be seen even

from this brief examination of Boer War front-line reporting that dispatches were

invariably highly detailed, lengthy, and very descriptive. Most of the reports are so

dense with detail, including the names of British commanders, units, location of

79 Ibid., p. 5. The dispatch was submitted on December 16 from Chieveley Camp.

8o Anonymous, The Times, December 23, 1899, p. 5. The dispatch was submitted later in the day on

December 16 from Chieveley Camp.
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positions and camps as well as detailed casualty figures that one wonders what

exactly was being censored from the dispatches such was the freedom of reporting

apparent in the journalists’ articles.

In 1912 war erupted in Europe. Ethnic tension and expansionist ambition had

finally sparked a major war in the Balkans. Aware that the conflict held the potential

to escalate into a general European war the international press corps was determined

to get as close to the military action as possible.

Philip Gibbs caught his first glimpse of war, and first practised the hazardous

profession of war correspondent during the First Balkan War. In 1923 Gibbs recalled

that he had been:

excited by this chance of becoming a war correspondent, which seemed to me

the crown of journalistic ambition [ .... ] I little knew then that my squalid

experiences in the Balkan campaign would be but the first faint whiff of war

with which, two years, two years later [...] I was to become familiar in its daily

routine, in the midst of its monstrous melodrama.81

The First Balkan War was not a good war to cover as a correspondent according to

Philip Gibbs and Bernard Grant in their account: Adventures of War with the Cross

and the Crescent 82 Gibbs cautioned the reader that the book contained:

but meagre descriptions of the battles which were fought with such startling

rapidity by the Bulgarians and their allies [ .... ] The reason for this omission is

a simple one. Neither I nor my friend [Grant], nor any other correspondents,

were allowed to see very much of the fighting [...] we were treated by the

81 Philip Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, (London, 1923), p. 179.
82 Philip Gibbs and Bernard Grant, Adventures of War with the Cross and the Crescent, (London,

1912). Gibbs wrote the large part of the book. He had been employed by The Graphic to cover the First
Balkan War.
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military authorities on each side, not as war correspondents, but almost as

prisoners of war - not as friends but as enemies of dangerous character.83

Writing in 1 9 1 2, Philip Gibbs saw the role of the war correspondent in a way slightly

different to how the war reporters of previous conflicts perceived their profession.

Accepting that it was paradoxical, Gibbs argued that a battle was not the most

interesting aspect of war. Correctly remarking that a war is more than the sum of all

its battles, and further noting that battles now took place on extended fronts (where

the correspondent might see only a small part of the grand scheme of things), he felt

that it was important for the war correspondent to cover events and incidents prior to,

and after, the battle. The correspondent’s task was to show the human side of war.

Gibbs wrote:

[...] as some historians of war forget, the real enduring drama of it is to be

found not in military facts and and figures, but in the human side of it. To

students of history it is good and necessary to know the exact disposition of

troops on the battlefield, the conduct of certain regiments, the mistakes or

brilliant actions of commanding officers, the geography of the battle, and the

statistics of victory or defeat, but to most of us these things are dull, and do

not speak.84

The public should be told of the effect war has on the ordinary peoples of the

countries at war, Gibbs suggested - what he called ’the strange amazing drama of

great peoples suddenly breaking away from all the familiar toil and duties of their life,

and plunging into a fantastic and terrible adventure [ .... ]’ Gibbs then made a

controversial claim, namely that by looking at the supposedly "trivial" aspects of war

that ’the reader may realise vividly the real meaning of war.’85 Of course, despite his

83 Philip Gibbs, Adventures in Journal&m, (London, 1923), pp. 1-2.
84 Ibid., p. 4.
85 Ibid., pp. 3-4.
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swipe at the "dullness" of military histories, it is possible that Philip Gibbs promoted

his idea of pointing up the ancillary impact of war simply because he was unable to

witness much of the fighting in the Balkans. For if he was not in a position to be able

to regularly report on combat, could he then claim to be a "war" correspondent?

Gibbs later wrote of his Balkan experience that it ’gave me a little apprenticeship, but

not much, for the sights of the war that was to come.’ 86

Turning now to Gibbs’ "meagre descriptions" of the Balkan battles; how did

Gibbs report on a campaign which took place so close to the outbreak of the First

World War ? Described by Philip Gibbs as the greatest of the war, the battle of Lule

Burgas began on October 28/29, 1912 and Gibbs provided a highly detailed account

of the engagement in Adventures of War with the Cross and the Crescent (even

though he was not witness to the combat). It was estimated by the war correspondent

that the Turkish forces lost approximately 50,000 men at Lule Burgas - which by

itself indicates the mass nature of the Balkan campaign. The rout of the Turks at Lule

Burgas, was so complete, according to Gibbs, that having sustained such high losses

and losing almost all their guns, in their retreat they were ’such a rabble that they had

no further fighting value until they had reformed at Chatalja.’87

The battle contained some similarities to the fighting of the Great War, such as

the use of trenches, massed artillery and the existence of Red Cross camps to succour

the battle casualties. Cavalry squadrons were also evident in the combat-zone, in their

traditional role as forward reconnaissance and skirmishers. But the main point to note

about Gibbs’ reporting of Lule Burgas is its clinically detached, emotionless tone - the

reader could probably have guessed that Gibbs was not present while the battle raged.

Certainly he delivered a highly detailed account of the tactics employed, the numbers

involved, the topography of the front, and the consequences of the fighting. Yet there

is no depiction of the true nature of the battle, in comparison to how Russell and other

86 Ibid., p. 189.
87 Philip Gibbs and Bernard Grant, Adventures of War with the Cross and the Crescent, (London,

1912), p. 66.

39



witness-correspondents of previous wars had reported combat.88 In the twentieth

century war reporting had become technically easier, but at the same time much more

vulnerable to external interference.

Conclusion.

If, as some historians believe, the twentieth century really began only in 1914, then it

is also true to say that modern war reporting, as we know it today, began that year too.

As will be seen in subsequent chapters the war correspondents were forced to adapt to

the unique challenge of mass industrialised warfare. Yet as the sections in this chapter

dealing with the wars before 1914 have shown, the conditions under which the front-

line correspondents operated had already begun to change. William Howard Russell,

for example, would have found the restrictions imposed on war reporters in the Boer

War and Balkan wars stifling. As armies became more professional and

bureaucratised (as well as recognising the power of the press) so they became more

effective at placing obstacles in the path of the war reporters. During the Boer

campaign press freedom often depended on the personal antipathy or lack of it

towards the newspapers of the military commanders and their subordinates. Personal

connections also played a part - Winston Churchill’s passage was eased by his

friendship with individual officers or his family’s influence. By the time of the Balkan

wars the issue of war correspondence vis-h-vis the military was much more dependent

on policy and guidelines dictated from above by governments and the various military

authorities - and framed in such a way that the correspondents were always at a

disadvantage. Governments and armies had finally realised the potential damage

which could be caused by newsmen travelling unsupervised around the war-zone - but

such a change was to be deemed very much to the detriment of press freedom.

Furthermore, the tone of war reporting during the 19th century, as well as the self-

image of the war correspondent, fostered a conventional heroic and chivalric view of

combat.

88 Ibid., pp. 66-72.
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Chapter Two - "The Fog of War": the British War Correspondents and access

to the Western Front~ 1914-1918.

Introduction.

Bearing in mind the pre-eminence of the Western Front as a military theatre of

operations, the theme of this chapter is the access the press had to that front and the

effect such considerations had on the ability of the war correspondents to properly

report on the military conflict. The phrase: "properly report" the war alludes to the

expectation among the British reading public, and of course the reporters and their

newspapers that the Great War would be reported in much the same manner as

previous conflicts involving the British Army had been. It had been the tradition,

since the era of Russell of The Times in the Crimea that reporters would accompany

the Army in the field and keep the public informed of the progress of the particular

war. For the newspaper press and the reading public there was no reason for them to

think that that tradition would change in 1914. But, as this chapter will show, the

traditional forms of war correspondence would change radically from the outbreak of

war.

The raison d’etre of the correspondents was, obviously, to inform their readers

of the fighting in France and Belgium. Before that could be done it was necessary for

them to be able to travel to the scene of the combat, and as will be shown, that was

not as simple a task it had once been. And when they did reach the war-zones the

correspondents next faced the difficulty of effectively representing the fighting to

their newspaper audiences - often at an international as well as national level (Philip

Gibbs’ dispatches for the Daily Chronicle, for example, were syndicated throughout

the United States). In subsequent chapters of this thesis the question of how

effectively the war reporters depicted the reality of the Great War as it was

experienced by the soldiers in the field will be raised.

However, before turning to that issue it is necessary in this chapter to examine

the difficulties faced by the war correspondents from 1914 to 1918, as they strove to
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convert what they witnessed on the battlefields (or on some occasions - mostly during

the early months of the war - what they heard at second-hand) into coherent, accurate

and comprehensible news. Included under that rubric is an examination of how and

why conditions changed over time; from a period of governmental and military

hostility towards the war correspondents in terms of access to the fighting (from

August 1914 to May/June 1915), to a gradual relaxation by mid-1916 of onerous and

often irrational press regulations. This chapter also includes an examination of the

ways in which the war correspondents attempted to evade the proscription on visiting

the Belgian and French war-zones during the early months of the war. Additionally it

provides a brief treatment of how Britain’s politicians and military leaders viewed the

whole idea of war correspondence. The role of the various British censoring agencies,

will only occasionally be adverted to in this chapter as the subject has been dealt with

by such historians as Nicholas Hiley. The main focus of this chapter is that of access,

and control of access, to the Westem Front of the British war correspondents.

As the dominant theatre of the British Army during the Great War, the

Western Front naturally attracted the largest number of war correspondents. At one

point, during the autumn of 1914, there were at the very least 50 English-language

war reporters (of varying levels of competency and experience) operating in and

around the Franco-Belgian war-zones. It is unsurprising that the German invasion of

Belgium and northern France should have been accompanied by an attendant invasion

of war correspondents, for by 1914, the press was the primary provider of news in the

belligerent societies. Certainly the medium of film had been in existence as a

recognisable form since 1895; yet even upon the outbreak of war almost two decades

later it was still in its infancy. For the most part film-making concentrated on fictional

melodramas or easily recorded and pre-planned historic events such as coronations,

royal visits and sporting meetings. Logistical as well as cultural difficulties made it an

impossibility for film-makers to engage in news-gathering in any meaningful sense.

Similar constraints applied to broadcast radio, which as a mode of dissemination was

even more primitive and unlikely a news-medium. Thus the newspaper press (and to a
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much lesser extent journals such as The Pall Mall Magazine) was the major source to

which the British people turned to for news and current affairs during the period

1914-1918.~ It followed naturally that since the Western Front was the dominant

theatre, containing the largest concentration of British forces, it should have been

covered by the largest number of journalists. That also meant that the British public

received most of its war news from the Western Front as the other theatres had far

fewer war correspondents, and in some cases those distant theatres were less directly

relevant to Great Britain. A news-story involving British troops on the Western Front

would tend to receive considerably more coverage in the United Kingdom press than,

for example, an operation in Africa concerning Portuguese forces.

The theatres receiving less attention from the British newspapers included: the

Eastern Front, the ill-fated Gallipoli expedition, the Balkans, and from 1915 onwards

the Italian and Salonika fronts. In the Middle-East, Mesopotamia and Palestine

(receiving its moment of fame with Allenby’s triumphant Messianic entry into

Jerusalem) were reported on by small cadres of journalists. In Africa, the mismanaged

campaign in German East Africa and the German South West Africa theatre were

covered by an even smaller pool of correspondents.

The problem of gaining access to the Western Front as it was faced by the war

correspondents falls into two distinct period divisions. Firstly, during the early months

of the war when the correspondents were "unauthorised" or "illegal" they found it

extremely and increasingly difficult to travel to the location of the actual fighting. As

will be demonstrated in this chapter it was often only by chance or by dint of sheer

ingenuity that any of the host of unauthorised correspondents managed to get close

enough to the combat to have the opportunity of reporting on what was occurring.

Secondly, from mid-1915 until the end of the war the officially accredited war

correspondents found themselves dependent on the British Army and its political

masters. The authorised correspondents were now unable to visit the war-zone of their

1 See: J.O. Baylen, ’The British Press, 1861-1918’, in The Encyclopedia of the British Press, 1422-

1992, edited by Dennis Griffiths for a cursory precis of that process; and Stephen Koss, The Rise and
Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume II, (London, 1984), especially Chapter 7.
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own choosing; they might only travel to the parts of the front-line permitted and

chosen by their hosts at G.H.Q. Thus, to some extent, the news agenda during the

early part of the authorised war correspondence was controlled by the General Staff.

Certainly by the middle of 1916, the official correspondents received almost complete

co-operation from the British Army, but there still remained a residue of mistrust until

the summer of 1917, when the war reporters (including all the Allied press

representatives) were fully briefed in advance of Army operations. After that almost

nothing was kept from the war correspondents. By 1918 the journalists could travel at

will (although still accompanied by their Army Press Conducting Officers) reporting

what they wished. Also dealt with in this chapter are the efforts made by the

politicians, newspaper proprietors, editors, and journalists to improve conditions for

war reporting. Conversely, in the case of the British government, it is important to

establish what steps the political and governmental authorities took to obstruct the

task of the war correspondents in their endeavours to witness and then report the

fighting on the western front.

The ’unauthorised’ war correspondents.

A number of these issues had come to the fore before the Great War, in a muted or

modest fashion, when on November 5, 1913, the Royal United Service Institution was

addressed by H.A. Gwynne, editor of the Morning Post newspaper.2 The subject of

Gwynne’s lecture, ’The Press in War’, was a prescient one. For many of the concerns

raised in Gwynne’s paper were to become vitally important less than one year later.

1914 would see the British press become involved in a bitter struggle with the Allied

governments and armed forces who, during the first few months of the Great War,

seemed determined to stifle any detailed or comprehensive reporting of the military

hostilities on the Western Front. The lecture was chaired by Reginald Brade who

would soon come to play a defining role in the contest between the press and state.

2 The Morning Post was considered the favoured organ of serving and retired British officers.
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Before a distinguished audience of military men, academics and journalists,

Gwynne set forth his ideas on what form he believed the relationship between press

and government should take in the course of any future war. It was essential to debate

such a matter in peace-time, ’since the chances are that a system hastily devised [to

control the war-time press] just before or at the moment of an outbreak of hostilities,

may do more harm than good.’3

Gwynne defined the adversarial relationship between the state and the press in

terms of a struggle between ’Publicity v. Secrecy.’ In time of war, the government had

the right to expect the adherence by all to the principle of secrecy concerning military

operations, Gwynne explained, but that expectation had to account for and make

provision for the equally compelling demand of a free press to a reasonable level of

freedom of information. Gwynne iterated that point by stating, ’Every man, woman,

and child in England, directly or indirectly, relies upon the Press for its daily news,

and in the event of a war this dependence upon and eagerness for news would be

intensified one hundred-fold [ .... ]’ In effect, the audience (and by implication, the

agencies of state which a number of them represented de facto ) was being warned

that it would be unreasonable, indeed unacceptable in a democratic society to impose

a permanent blanket censorship on war news in any future war. Such a situation

would render the war correspondent impotent.

Gwynne proposed a solution which would ’satisfy the demands of the

authorities for secrecy and the natural desire of the people for news [ .... ]’ The solution

would be a compromise acceptable, Gwynne felt, to all sides. He proposed the

establishment of a committee of ten journalists, carefully selected for their discretion.

This committee working in conjunction with the Admiralty and the War Office,

would be solely responsible for the dissemination of war news.4 What is unclear here

is whether or not the ten journalists would operate from the war zone or from within

the United Kingdom. Moreover, Gwynne’s scheme appears to have been based upon

3 Journal of the Royal United Services Institution, (RUSI), December 1913, p. 1616.
4 Ibid., pp. 1616-1620.
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the supposition that any future war would be decided quite rapidly. He said, ’we can

eliminate from the list of possibilities a war which might last for a year or so.’

However what is of interest with regard to Gwynne’s paper is not the mechanics per

se of his proposed press committee or his erroneous but understandable forecasts

pertaining to a future conflict. Rather, it is the way in which he conceived of the

relationship between the state and the press during war-time. And that relationship

had to account for, as Gwynne made clear in the course of his lecture, ’the fact that we

have not been engaged in a European war for such a great number of years that the

public is unaccustomed to restrictions on the news supplied to it by the Press.’

Technological advancement had also made the public accustomed to receiving news

rapidly. Yet this improvement in communications technology also made it possible

for the enemy spy to forward the fruits of his or her espionage much more speedily.

All these recent developments, Gwynne warned, made it vital, (regardless of the

expected duration of a future war) for a re-evaluation of the government-press

relationship. All the above issues were to have an appreciable impact on the work of

the war correspondents of the Great War.

On the specific issue of war reporters, Gwylme made a novel suggestion. He

explained that for a war correspondent, speedy communication was considered

essential. Yet such a situation, Gwynne believed, was ’the very thing that the

conductors of modem warfare would least desire, for early information, even in the

case of a successful battle, might rob a commander of the fruits of victory.’ Gwynne

continued, saying that ’Anybody who has seen modern warfare will realize how

difficult it is to perceive the difference between an engagement which is part of a

bigger scheme and the battle which is to definitely decide the day, and, perhaps, the

campaign.’5 As will be shown in subsequent chapters, many of the First World War

correspondents expressed similar sentiments on that point, and the same judgement

would be expressed in the Houses of Parliament. Gwynne therefore urged that in the

future ’Press correspondents [...] should not be allowed to send off their dispatches

5 Ibid., pp. 1622-1623.
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until the General commanding thinks that the time is ripe.’ Such a practice would also

engender a more coherent and connected reporting of operations in place of the

current system of news disseminated in ’scraps and snippets.’ Gwynne declared

himself fully in favour of such a plan.6

Perhaps the most striking element of H.A. Gwynne’s address to the Institution

lay in the fact that during the course of the post-lecture discussion only two members

of the audience adverted to the South African War as a precedent for the issue of war

correspondence. For example, Captain Harold Fisher went so far as to assert that ’one

of the weak points in [Gwynne’s] lecture is that we are not given any cases in point

where the dissemination of news by the Press has been proved to be of any material

advantage to the enemy.’ Fisher continued by saying that while such instances had

occurred, they had been rare and outweighed by the advantages brought about as a

result of press dispatches from the Front. That was a plausible proposition - yet in

illustrating his point by example, Fisher cited the Crimean War as a precedent;

namely W.H. Russell’s reports from that campaign - but he declined to mention the

most recent major British military adventure, the South African War. Captain Fisher

conceded that while Russell had committed at least one dangerous error in mentioning

in a dispatch the location of a British powder magazine in the Crimea - it had been the

editor’s fault for not censoring that information before it reached the printed page.

Moreover, and here lay the Captain’s salient argument, without the presence of

Russell in the Crimea, the unacceptable medical conditions suffered by the British

Army would never have been revealed to the public. Without Russell ’should we have

had the Army Medical Service as it exists to-day [ .... ]?’ Fisher demanded.7 No

mention was made of similar instances which may have existed in the South African

theatre. This is a crucial point. During the course of a discussion in 1913 about the

methods by which a war-time press in the future should be handled, an audience

composed of military, press and academics inexplicably neglected to seek patterns or

6 Ibid., pp. 1622-1623.

7 Royal United Services Institution Journal, 1913, pp. 1624-1626.
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precedents which might have occurred during the United Kingdom’s most recent war,

which had ended only a mere eleven years previously.

Captain Fisher was only the exemplar of that prevailing attitude. Major

Stewart Murray was content to refer back to 1866 and an episode which had taken

place involving the Prussian advance on Vienna. The substance of Major Murray’s

allegation (concerning irresponsibility on the part of a Vienna newspaper) is

unimportant. But what is important was Murray’s ignorance or unconsciousness of a

modem British precedent as opposed to his cognizance of an obscure mid-19th

century Austrian incident. Even Charles Lowe, a former Berlin correspondent of The

Times, could only think to recall the (even by then) hackneyed anecdote whereby in

1870 the French were defeated at Sedan supposedly on foot of a press telegram

appearing in a British newspaper.8

Brigadier-General Long was, apart from H.A. Gwynne himself, the only

audience member to include the second Boer War in the debate. Nevertheless the

General’s comment was hardly based on firm evidence, and bore no true relation to

the issue of war correspondents or press-control. He declared ’There is not much

doubt that the talking in the House of Commons [which would have been reported in

the press] prolonged the South African War by possibly eighteen months.’ Nobody

opted to follow up Long’s citing of the Boer campaign. Instead Captain Charles Slack

and Dr. Miller Maguire proferred the examples of the Marengo campaign and Metz

respectively. It was left to the speaker himself to introduce the South African War as a

case-history in any meaningful sense. Gwynne described that war as ’the case of a big

war where there was no restriction. There was a censor, of course, but I think a vast

amount of information was given away to the Boers through Delagoa Bay.’9 Despite

that tantalising remark yet again the distinguished gathering at the Institute failed to

discuss in depth the experience of the British Army and press during the South

African war. Why they did not do so is unclear. One possible explanation is simply

8 Ibid., p. 1627.
9 Ibid., p. 1630.
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this: for the British Army the South African campaign was considered an anomaly.

That war had been fought in a form alien to the British experience of warfare until

that date. The conflict with the Boers was, in the military mind, essentially a counter-

insurgency campaign against a guerrilla army often without clear objectives or

strategies. As such that war was seen by the British military establishment as an

historical aberration, an experience which would not be repeated. Therefore despite

the introduction of new fighting methods - especially the machine-gun - and a new

kind of warfare it was probably thought unnecessary for lessons to be learned and

applied to future campaigns.

While it would be wrong to extrapolate too much from that debate at the

Royal United Services Institution, it is perhaps understandable that even with the

quite representative and undoubtedly articulate (not to mention historically aware)

audience present, no significant weight was attached to the war correspondence

experience during the South African War. What is certain, however, is that those who

did contribute to the discussion were for the most part conscious of the various

tensions then existing between the desire for news and the need for secrecy in war-

time. And some, including Captain Fisher and Major Murray believed (albeit in vague

terms) in some sort of compromise acceptable to both Press and State.

H.A. Gwynne had not been alone in pondering the fraught question of press

control during war-time. Lord Hankey, Secretary to the Committee of Imperial

Defence (C.I.D.) during the Great War, recalled the many attempts made since the

turn of the century to address that very question. The Committee of Imperial Defence

had tried its hand fruitlessly in 1904 and in 1906. Then in 1907 and 1908 the

Admiralty failed to come to resolve the issue.1° ’In March 1909 the matter passed back

to the Committee of Imperial Defence. It was a veritable game of battledore and

shuttlecock!’ Hankey saw the nub of the problem being the fact that ’the

representatives of the Press agreed that some form of control in war was logical and

necessary, but every attempt to put powers of control into statutory form was objected

10 Lord Hankey, The Supreme Command, 1914-1918, (London, 1961), p. 113.
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to.’ Despite those difficulties, the fact that the British Government was actively

thinking about the issue of war reporting would seem a positive sign - a dialogue had

been established for the first time between the press and the government with specific

regard to the logistics of war correspondence. Yet the true motivation on the part of

the British government was undoubtedly a desire for control of the news-gathering

media. Again, in March 1910 Asquith appointed Winston Churchill to head ’a strong

sub-committee [...] to try to solve the difficulty but not much progress was made.’ll

Progress had been made, however, by the autumn of 1912 after Reginald

Brade, secretary of the War Office and his Admiralty counterpart Graham Greene

were ’commissioned to take the matter up on new lines.’ They did so - Brade and

Greene completely by-passed the newspaper editors and the Newspaper Association

and instead established direct contact with the newspaper proprietors. The

breakthrough was due largely to the efforts of Sir George (later Lord) Riddell (the

proprietor of the News Of The Worm - the deputy chairman of the Newspaper

Proprietors Association (N.P.A.) - a position he held throughout the Great War) that

’an amicable arrangement was reached for a system of voluntary censorship.’ The

amicable arrangement consisted of a Joint Committee comprising Admiralty/War

Office and N.P.A. representatives who would meet from time to time and who were

’to assemble immediately an emergency arose in order to decide what should or

should not be published.’ Such a committee was bound to have a marked effect on the

work of the war correspondents of the next conflict. The ill-fated 1910 sub-committee

was reconstituted with a new chairman, the M.P. Colonel John Seely (Secretary of

State for War) and ’it was decided that the new arrangement was a great advance on

the previous position and should be given a fair trial.’12

Hankey considered the new consultative framework to be a success, one which

’was loyally observed by the Press on the outbreak of war. More elaborate

arrangements had to be introduced as the war progressed [e.g. the Official Press

1 l Ibid., pp. 113-114.
12 Ibid., p. 114.
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Bureau], but they were based on the voluntary principle.’ Hankey was correct in

stating that the controls introduced as the war progressed were voluntary in principle -

but voluntary only in a legalistic sense for, as will be shown in a subsequent chapter,

failure to observe the censorship could (and in a number of cases did) result in

extremely severe penalties under the terms of the Defence of the Realm Act. Lord

Hankey was also correct in his assertion that the ’difficult problem of control of the

Press in time of war has never been solved in any country in such manner as to give

satisfaction to all parties concerned.’13 When war broke out in August 1914, of all the

interested parties, the war correspondents were to be the group most dissatisfied with

the new arrangements.

On the outbreak of war the British press faced myriad difficulties in

maintaining their duty as providers of war-news within the United Kingdom. Stephen

Koss, the historian of the British war-time press has argued that during the Great War,

’the general tendency in the press, as in the country at large, was one of submission.’

The primary motivation for newspaper editors during the war was that of maintaining

’national solidarity - or, failing that, its semblance - in the face of a world crisis [ .... ]

In addition, there were practical considerations in favour of conformity. Fighting for

their very survival, newspapers hesitated to assume further liabilities’ by antagonising

the government through publishing articles critical of the prosecution of the war.14

Koss has further suggested that ’the imperatives of total war did not divert

newspapers from their established loyalties or diminish their ardour. Agitations were

not abandoned, but merely rechannelled [ .... ] In so far as guidance and

encouragement were needed, journalists received both in bountiful measure from

frustrated politicians, who furtively adopted them as surrogates.’ 15 In fact, according

to Koss, the British government saw in the press a useful agent in the campaign to

maintain civilian morale and in attacking that of the enemy. The press could also be

13 Ibid, p. 114.

14 Stephen Koss, The R&e and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume H: The Twentieth Century

(London, 1984), p. 243.
15 Ibid., p. 245 and 249.
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relied upon to attempt to influence international neutral opinion. Koss quotes J.A.

Spender’s belief that propaganda might be considered as important as munitions. As

Koss’s analysis has it, ’the distinction between publicity and propaganda - the latter

remaining a nebulous concept which had yet to take on its modern stigma - was

difficult to draw. Under the circumstances, both were regarded as legitimate

extensions of diplomacy, born of the same impulse, and differing mainly in the levels

at which they were pitched. Indispensable to each other’s success, they were

commodities that were packaged as much for domestic as foreign consideration.’ In

that context newspapers ’as the purveyors of national publicity, qualified as

instruments of propaganda.’16 J.M. Bourne’s analysis concurs with that idea. The

British press, Bourne asserts, ’undoubtedly helped to sustain the war effort [ .... ]

[because] the press in general, and the mass circulation dailies and their owners in

particular, believed newspapers had a duty to maintain civilian morale at home and

support for the army abroad. This made censorship virtually unnecessary.’ Bourne

further declares that the press enhanced civilian and military morale. ’Newspapers

offered no challenge to the war’s perceived legitimacy. They denied a platform to

individuals and groups who did.’ These excluded groups ranged from pacifists to

socialists, and the general press policy of exclusion helped contribute to an

atmosphere which made anti-war protest unwise. Bourne further concludes that the

British press perceived the war in simplistic terms, especially when it came to ’the

relationship between civil and military power [...] The role of politicians was to take

all steps necessary to provide the army with everything needed to win the war and

then stand back and allow the soldiers to get on with it. "Moderation" became

regarded as a kind of treason. The press’s mounting hostility to Asquith was

occasioned by his alleged inability to take the war seriously. The spirit of criticism

with which the press greeted his actions was entirely absent from its treatment of the

military.’ 17

16 Ibid., pp. 238-239.
17 J.M. Bourne, Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918 (London, 1989), pp. 207-208.
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In terms of "commandeering" the press for officially-sanctioned propaganda

regarding the war, apart from being utilized to encourage enlistment and war loans

subscription, there seems not to have been any concerted effort in this regard. When

the British press indulged in what might be categorised as war propaganda, the

evidence suggests that it was stimulated by the traditional patriotism (and sometimes

jingoism) of British journalism. For example, during the war in order to ’rouse the

country, newspapers waged a hysterical campaign against anything and anyone

contaminated by German associations, which they took to denote German

sympathies.’18 Trevor Wilson has also noted this rabble-rousing anti-German

propaganda among the Northcliffe press and other jingoistic newspapers. And such

violent outbursts were not confined solely to the Germans. Other targets included

’selected members of the Government, conscientious objectors, aliens resident in

Britain (including Jews and even Belgians), and bearers of foreign-sounding

names.’ 19 Wilson, like Koss, notes that much war-time propaganda was not officially

inspired. Much of the unofficial propaganda was provided by the press, ’which,

though under considerable constraints when it came to publishing military

information, enjoyed a pretty free rein in the area of propaganda- as long as it was

not of a sort to "discourage recruiting".’2°

In fact, Koss insists that the British newspapers were free agencies, and they

brought a ’welter of pressures to bear, many of which cancelled each other out; in this

respect, they pretended to power, whether or not they actually contrived to wield it.’21

18 Stephen Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume H: The Twentieth Century

(London, 1984), p. 256.
19 Trevor Wilson, The Myriad faces of War - Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918, (Cambridge &

Oxford, 1986), pp. 401-402.
20 Ibid., p. 739.
21 Stephen Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume H: The Twentieth Century

(London, 1984), p. 274.
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One press historian, Martin Walker believes that the First World War saw the most

distinguished British newspaper The Times at its worst. ’It co-operated almost eagerly

with the new and clumsy censorship arrangements [in 1914]. Its readers were never

told of the shattering French losses of 250,000 men in the Battle of the Frontiers, and

six months were to pass before it was deemed safe to tell them of the catastrophic

defeat of the Russian allies at Tanneberg [sic].’ Walker goes on to remark that The

Times declined to publish Lord Lansdowne’s famous letter in 1917 calling upon the

British government to come to a negotiated peace with Germany. And one major

characteristic of the newspaper during the war was it use as ’one more weapon in

Northcliffe’s vendetta against the Asquith government.’22 Lord Northcliffe believed

that his appointment as British Director of Propaganda in January 1918 related to the

uncritical stance of his newspaper towards the British Government. He wrote to his

editor, Geoffrey Dawson, ’"I do not wonder that The Times is regarded as a

government organ ... it has been very non-critical for months.’’’23

Fleet Street wielded tremendous influence during the war. J.M. McEwen has

written that during the early part of the war as a result of the government’s obsession

with secrecy and security ’a vacuum was created which the press had no choice but to

fill. No amount of censorship [...] could blunt the power of the printed word.’

McEwen also believes that the dearth of official war news resulted in newspaper

editors publishing ’all sorts of stories and speculative articles, often of doubtful

value.’ Before the war, according to McEwen, the press had taken its lead on the great

issues of the day from the politicians. But after the war had broken out the British

newspapers found themselves lacking any clear guidance. The result was that ’editors

and leader writers were unusually well placed not only to catch and reflect, but indeed

22 Martin Walker, Powers of the Press: The World’s Great Newspapers (London, 1982), p. 42.
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create, a widespread mood of dissatisfaction with the existing order of things,

government above all.’24

Meantime the press correspondents on the Continent were confronted with

more obvious logistical difficulties as they attempted to report directly on the

hostilities in France and Belgium. In a detailed reminiscence of the period he spent

supervising the work of the Allied and Neutral war correspondents, Neville Lytton

delivered a number of scathing judgements on the attitude of the War Office and

British Army towards the war reporters. As Lytton described it; ’it was not till Mr.

Hamilton Fyfe sent his sensational despatch [regarding the Amiens defeat of August

1914] that the War Office woke up and saw the importance of doing something.’ That

something resulted in the relatively short-lived "Eyewitness" scheme, personified by

an intelligent but journalistically untrained colonel, E.D. Swinton, who had been

chosen to dispense the literary bromides on behalf of the British Army. Lytton

described the programme as ’absolutely wrong. The public is very loath to swallow

"peptonised dope".’25

On September 7, 1914 Emest Swinton had been ordered to report to the War

Office. He was received by Lord Kitchener himself- ’His instructions to me were to

go to G.H.Q. [...] for the duty of writing articles on the operations of the Army.’

Swinton’s articles, after initial field censorship in France ’were to be sent direct to the

Secretary of the War Office for Lord Kitchener’s personal approval before

publication.’26 Swinton was to be, to all intents and purposes, a public relations officer

23 Lord Northcliffe quoted in ibid., p. 42.

24 J.M. McEwen, ’The Press and the fall of Asquith’ in The Historical Journal 21, 4 (1978), pp. 864-

865.
25 Neville Lytton, The Press and the General Staff (London, 1921), p. viii.
26 Ernest Swinton, Eye-Witness, (London, 1932) pp. 39-40. Winston Churchill had recommended

Swinton to Lord Kitchener, as Churchill had admired the pseudonymic writings on soldiering by
Swinton. Swinton was to later provide a somewhat more positive contribution to the war-effort with his
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in the field for the British Army. But a "P.R." man could never be an acceptable

substitute for the independent civilian witness, namely, the war correspondent.

Immediately on arrival at G.H.Q. France, then located at Coulommiers,

Swinton encountered two despondent British war correspondents who had been

arrested and ’ordered to clear out that day under dire penalties for non-compliance.’

The colonel sympathised with the men’s predicament which he considered

unfortunate, ’If the War offered a chance to anyone, it did so to the professional war

correspondent.’ That "deportation" of the unauthorised correspondents ’brought me to

a closer realization of my own responsibilities and the reason for my presence at that

spot.’27 In other words, Ernest Swinton was perfectly aware that he was the sole

authorised provider of eye-witness war news from the front to the British public.

However, it is in discussing the philosophy of his position as Army war correspondent

(as opposed to civilian correspondent) that we see the adversarial nature of the Army-

Press relationship illustrated. For Swinton: ’The principle which guided me in my

work was above all to avoid helping the enemy. This appeared to me even more

important than the purveyance of news to our own people.’ As will be shown in

subsequent chapters of this thesis, few civilian war correspondents would have agreed

with such a summation of the role of war journalist. Most of the correspondents

believed that it was possible to tell almost the whole truth about war without aiding

the enemy. Unlike his civilian counterparts, Swinton deliberately reported with the

German audience in mind as well as the British public: ’For the Germans, [...] I

endeavoured to dispense doses of lowering medicine with a few drops of poison

added where possible.’ For those in Britain, ’I essayed to tell as much of the truth as

was compatible with safety,’ a position no civilian war reporter would have disagreed

with, yet Swinton went further - ’to guard against depression and pessimism, and to

promotion (according to him anyway) of the tank (coming up with the idea of that weapon after having
seen a caterpillar tractor demonstration in Britain in the years before the war).
27 Ibid., p. 47-48.
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check unjustified optimism which might lead to a relaxation of effort.’28 Thus, "Eye-

witness" made clear that a major part of his duty as military war correspondent was to

act as a protector and promoter of morale.

Further reflecting on his role as soldier/journalist Swinton remarked: ’the

professional, hundred-per-cent, hard-faced he-soldier man called me with scorn a

"blank journalist": and the professional pale-faced wielder of the pen with equal

heartiness cursed me for a "blank blackleg." ,29 The oaths of the newspapermen were

perhaps more justified than those of the military. For example, on one occasion,

Swinton recalled, the Germans were causing the Allies some considerable difficulty

on the Aisne with their massive ranks of artillery, ’In one despatch at this time, in the

hope of inducing the Germans to economize, I took some trouble to give an

exaggerated account of the manner in which they were wasting expensive

ammunition.’ He felt justified ’in misleading our people at home if by doing so I

could help the men in the front line.’30 The conscience of a civilian war correspondent

would have been troubled by promulgating what was clearly blatantly untruthful

propaganda. Undoubtedly the appointment of Colonel Swinton was a condescending

and wholly inadequate substitute for proper reporting of the fighting on the Continent.

The "Eye-witness" scheme was so ridiculed that, paradoxically, it may well have

added pressure on the War Office to allow authorised war correspondents permission

to go to the war.

By contrast an example of the enlightened attitude to the issue of the press and

the war correspondents held by some in the military was Major-General Sir C.E.

Callwell, (Director of Military Operations at the War Office for the first seventeen

months of the war).

General Callwell was quite stinging in his criticism of the attitude of the War

Office - ’It has to be acknowledged that the Press was badly treated by the War Office

and G.H.Q. at the outset.’ Indeed, he correctly perceived the Army-Press relationship

28 Ibid., p. 53.
29 Ibid., p. 57.
30 Ibid., pp. 64-65.
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in terms of a contest in which the military authorities held the most power. On the

specific decision by the War Office in 1914 to ban war correspondents from the front-

line, Callwell stated ’that the newspapers were treated injudiciously and that the

decision was wrong. I was, indeed, placed in the uncomfortable position of

administering a policy which I disliked, and which I believed to be entirely mistaken.’

General Callwell went further when he declared that the decision ’practically

amounted to a breach of faith.’31 Sir George Riddell concurred with that assessment in

an address delivered by him to the Royal United Services Institution in 1921: ’the

British effort [until May 1915] was seriously prejudiced by the attitude of the War

Office to the Press [ .... ] The public were deprived of reliable information concerning

the War [ .... ],32 And perhaps equally painful for Riddell and his fellow N.P.A.

members, the attitude of the War Office meant that the newspapers could not fully

capitalize on the biggest story of the century thus far. War inevitably stimulated

soaring newspaper sales - but only if the newspapers were capable of covering the

war.

Callwell detailed the intricate preparations made by the War Office prior to

1914 in order to allow war correspondents to cover a future military conflict. On

notice of mobilization, a ’regular organization for the purpose [of providing transport

and all other facilities for the war correspondents] actually took shape automatically

within the War Office, in concert with the Press [ .... ]’33 Moreover since 1911/12,

according to General Callwell a small staff, commanded by a General Staff officer

specifically appointed for the purpose ’came into being pari passu with G.H.Q. of the

Expeditionary Force on the historic 5th of August [1914].’34 Again, Sir George

Riddell provides corroboration for Callwell’s allegations, when during the course of

his 1921 R.U.S.I. lecture he mentioned that the original intention had indeed been

’that war correspondents should proceed to the Front. The late Major A.G. Stuart was

31 C.E. Callwell, Experiences of a Dug-Out, (London, 1920), p. 311.
32 George Riddell, Royal United Services Institution Journal, 1921, p. 386.
33 Callwell, Experiences of a Dug-Out, p. 311.
34 Ibid., p. 312.
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told off to act as Press Officer, having been in control of the Press representatives at

army manoeuvres in 1912 and 1913.’35

As Callwell described it ’The General Staff had [...] gone out of their way to

impress upon correspondents at [the 1912 and 1913] manoeuvres that they ought to

regard the operations in the light of instruction for themselves in duties which they

would be performing in the event of actual hostilities.’ In light of such an

undertaking, it was hardly surprising that the press was enraged by the "breach of

faith" when the War Office refused correspondents leave to tour the front in 1914.

The result of course was that many correspondents ’proceeded to the theatre of war

without permission, while experienced journalists, deluded by past promises,

remained patiently behind hoping for the best.’36 Again we can see in the journalists’

reactions to the War Office refusal for leave to follow the B.E.F. that an expectation

had existed on the part of the press and the public that no obstacles would be placed

in front of those correspondents who wished to go to the war. Indeed the fact that the

inexperienced correspondents went ahead to the Continent without permission

indicates a belief that once at the Front the war correspondents would be able to cover

the war as they had always done.

Upon the outbreak of war there had ensued the predictable scramble by both

seasoned and novice war correspondents across the Channel. For many this would be

the most important news assignment of their careers.

Robert Scotland-Liddell, writing for Nash’s and Pall Mall Magazine was one

of the fortunate few reporters able to cover the fighting with little interference from

the Allied civil and military authorities. Because of the confused and confusing nature

of the fighting during the early weeks of the war, as well as the relative fluidity of the

front-lines it was ironic that a surprising number of the war correspondents were

capable of much ease of travel throughout France and Belgium (and in the case of

Granville Fortescue even behind the German lines.) During the retreat from Mons, for

35 George Riddell, Royal United Services Institution Journal, 1921, p. 389.

36 Callwell, Experiences of a Dug-Out, p. 312.
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example, a situation of panic and lax official control existed. As a result of this the

military authorities of all the combatant nations had little time

unauthorised

checkpoints,

newspapermen. Moreover, even when challenged

many of the reporters found that by presenting any

to bother with

by pickets and

official-looking

document (be it Ascot enclosure passes or any type of document bearing an official

stamp) they were waved through. And even in cases where journalists were arrested

by local officials, it was normally on the suspicion that they were enemy agents. Once

their bona tides were established the reporters were usually released. For example,

Scotland-Liddell spent a number of weeks reporting from Belgium during the German

attack and invasion of that country. Initially he faced some such difficulty upon his

arrival in Antwerp where understandably the Belgian authorities were suspicious of

all strangers.37 Scotland-Liddell was arrested but soon released after his identity had

been ascertained. Anxious to visit the front-line, he managed to obtain a pass from the

local military commander which allowed him freedom of movement, but not access to

scarce motor vehicles. The correspondent decided to travel by foot towards Malines

and the south. His luck was in, as en route to Malines, Scotland-Liddell was given a

lift by a Belgian Red Cross official, Captain Albert de Keersmaecker. De

Keersmaecker allowed the war correspondent to accompany him for the next few

weeks, giving Scotland-Liddell the opportunity to witness the fierce fighting around

Belgium.38 Again, the anarchic nature of the early period of the war allowed the

correspondents liberties that would not have been possible when the front solidified.

That is to say, by linking up with an undeniably authorised official such as de

Keersmaecker, a war reporter might travel with ease to the war-zone, witnessing at

the very least the direct aftermath of the combat while shielding himself by working

for a recognised agency such as the Red Cross. Philip Gibbs was a temporary

stretcher-bearer on the Western Front, while Robert Scotland-Liddell later worked in

a Russian field-hospital on the Eastern Front. Such an occupation ensured that the

37 Robert Scotland-Liddell, The Track of the War, (London, 1915), p. 34.
38 Ibid., p. 37.
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attention of the military and police authorities was not drawn to the journalists. But

such work was by its very nature temporary and the war correspondents tended to

move on after a short time.

Granville Fortescue, "Special Correspondent" of the Daily Telegraph also

operated from Belgium during very early August 1914, it being his good fortune to

have been in Belgium ’When diplomatic relations were broken off between the

nations which are now striving for supremacy in Europe [ .... ]’ Stationed at that time in

Brussels, yet convinced there would be fighting to be witnessed around Li6ge,

Fortescue (an American citizen) made ’frantic but unsuccessful efforts to rouse the

American Minister, Mr. Brand Whitlock,’ to secure for him (Fortescue) a pass which

would permit him to follow the Belgian Army into action. Fortescue attributed his

failure to get a laisser-passer to the fact that ’In these modem days a war

correspondent is about as welcome as a Catholic priest in Ulster. He is looked on as a

sort of intemational spy,’ bound, however inadvertently, to leak information of use to

the enemy.39 Apparently the French authorities were as hostile to the press as their

British counterparts.

Displaying a spirit of determination shared by most of his fellow war

journalists, Fortescue decided to attempt to reach Li6ge without the aid of a military

pass. Travelling in a hired car, Fortescue was tumed back at Louvain. Then at Namur,

after successfully negotiating a number of checkpoints, Fortescue was firmly but

politely prevented from going any further by a Belgian Artillery officer who had

known the correspondent previously. All subsequent attempts to reach his destination

by road failed. Fortescue was becoming discouraged. Upon his return to Brussels he

had a flash of inspiration - perhaps he could reach Li6ge by train. To his amazement

Fortescue discovered that he could.4° Soon after he reached the war-zone outside

Li6ge and was able to report on the heavy fighting taking place there.41 Once more the

39 Granville Fortescue, At the Front with Three Armies, (London, 1915), p. 10. For a good account of

the experience of the American war correspondents on the Western Front, including Fortescue, see;
Emmet Crozier, American Reporters on the Western Front, 1914-1918, (Oxford, New York, 1959).
4o Ibid., pp. 21-24.

41 Ibid., p. 31.
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chaotic nature of the war in late 1914 was highlighted by the fact that Fortescue had

simply bypassed official obstacles by travelling by train to his destination. It was a

relatively simple task for the allied military forces to set-up checkpoints on roads

upon which they were advancing or retreating - whereas with the large numbers of

civilians or refugees travelling by rail it would have been a considerably more onerous

requirement to have comprehensively and effectively monitored such large numbers

of people.

Meanwhile in France the situation regarding the war correspondents was

considerably more problematic. One journalist, William Beach Thomas of the Daily

Mail and The Times, had weighing on his mind a reported statement by Winston

Churchill in September 1914 to a colleague of Beach Thomas. According to Beach

Thomas’ acquaintance, Churchill ’told him for his information that the war was going

to be "fought with a fog" and the best place for correspondence about the war, was

London.’42 This ’in spite of repeated promises,’ Ellis Ashmead Bartlett of the Daily

Telegraph asserted, ’that we should be allowed in the field, and in spite of making

every preparation in accordance with the regulations laid down by the War Office

[...]’43

Despite Churchill’s advice and War Office instructions (from Lord Kitchener)

that the correspondents should not travel to the Continent, a large number of

journalists disregarded all such injunctions. The majority had very little difficulty

reaching France and Belgium - it was after they arrived there that the true problems

became evident. Arthur Moore reported back to the Times upon his arrival in Paris by

a circuitous route through Europe. Moore had submitted all the relevant paperwork at

42 Sir William Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, (London, 1920), p. 57. Something of a

Wodehousian character, Beach Thomas’ pre and post-war joumalism concentrated on the study of
nature and country life.
43 Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett, Some of My Experiences in the Great War, (London, 1918), p. 34. Perhaps

the most unpopular (within the profession) of the Great War correspondents, Ashmead-Bartlett often
aroused the ire of those with whom he came into contact. His relationship with General Sir Ian
Hamilton in Gallipoli deteriorated to the extent that Ashmead-Bartlett was exiled from that theatre.
However, to be fair to the reporter, it may have been because he took his occupation so seriously and
uncompromisingly that he sometimes tended to alienate those around him. He was undoubtedly a brave
reporter as he did put his career in serious jeopardy with his allegations regarding General Hamilton’s
alleged incompetence.
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the Quai D’Orsay where he learned that ’No one seems to know how soon we shall be

allowed to go [ .... ] We shall have to go where we are allowed, not where we

choose.’44 Even as late as August 17, the managing editors of The Times were not

certain that official correspondents would not be allowed with the various Allied

forces, as evidenced by Wickham Steed’s letter of instruction to George Adam;

’Difficulties have arisen with regard to sending David Fraser as a correspondent with

the [British] expeditionary force, but we are trying to overcome them,’ and ’[Moore]

should if possible join the French army that is operating in the direction of Strassburg;

but of course, if only one Correspondent is to be allowed to go to the front, he had, I

suppose, better go to Chalons.’45

J.M.N. Jeffries, one of the Daily Mail’s war reporters recalled arriving in the

Belgian town of Mettet around the middle of August 1914. Mettet at that time was a

French Army Headquarters, ’and here a very polite but sardonic staff-officer [...]

intemed me [and Jeffries’ companion, another journalist, Douglas Crawford] willy

nilly for the night.’46 Escorted to the temporary gaol for correspondents, situated in the

local inn, Jeffries was surprised to discover three other war reporters under arrest. The

trio were all French, and one, Eug6ne Tardieu was a close relation of the future Prime

Minister.47 Evidently the French Army

leniently than their foreign counterparts.

Julius M. Price the "War-Artist

declined to treat French journalists more

Correspondent" of the Illustrated London

News was no stranger either to apprehension by the military authorities. On his first

attempt to reach the front, near Clermont-en-Argonne, Price was promptly arrested

and escorted back to the rear.48 Subsequently arrested at Revigny,49 Price was sent

back to Paris under close guard and apparently by a deliberately circuitous and time-

consuming route. Upon reaching Paris, Price asked for a letter from the British

44 Times Archive (T.A.), Steed-Moore Correspondence, August 16, 1914.
45 Times Archive, Wickham Steed (General) Correspondence File, August 17, 1914.
46 J.M.N. Jeffries, Front Everywhere, (London, 1936), p. 117.
47 Ibid., p. 118.
48 Julius M. Price,On the Path of Adventure, (London, 1919), pp. 222-226. Price’s bohemian
appearance may have contributed to the frequency of his arrests.
49 Ibid., p. 232.

63



Ambassador, confirming Price’s credentials. The letter resulted in the reporter’s

release on parole on condition that for the following eight days he would speak and

write nothing of what he ’had seen or heard in Verdun [Price had managed to witness

some fighting there].’5° He agreed.

It would be incorrect to assume that nothing went well for the war

correspondents during the war of movement in the summer and autumn of 1914. One

reporter whose early experience of operating in France had been positive was Gerald

Fitzgerald Campbell a ’special correspondent’ of The Times in Eastern France.

Campbell believed the reason for his initial trouble-free foray into was France was

due to his working for The Times; and that ’In the course of our wanderings together

[Campbell was assisted by Fleury Lamure an animated and excitable French journalist

employed by The Times as a general "fixer", driver, translator, etc.] we found that the

French military and civil authorities highly appreciated the fact that the newspaper

which most of them consider the greatest of English journals had associated a

Frenchman with me in the work of writing about the operations of their frontier force.’

Unlike the much put upon group of his fellow war-journalists Campbell found that

’from the first our path was smoothed.’5~

Based at Nancy from September 1914 until January 1915, after which even

Campbell was excluded from the military zones, the British reporter and his assistant

’visited a large part of the front from Verdun to Ferette [ .... ] Sometimes we were in the

trenches, a bout portant [sic] of the enemy’s rifles, and for four months hardly a day

or night passed when we did not hear the sound of the guns.’52 Campbell’s dispatches

garnered the approval of Geoffrey Robinson, editor of The Times, who in a letter

marked "Private and Confidential" to Sir Owen Seaman on August 31, 1914

commented that Campbell ’did extremely well for us in the early days of the war. That

was the sort of stuff which the public ought to have - good, breezy accounts of actual

50 Ibid., p. 243.
51 Gerald Fitzgerald Campbell, Verdun to the Vosges, (London, 1916), pp. v-vi.
52 Ibid., p. vi.
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fighting written by an eye-witness - without mentioning any places or dispositions.’53

Campbell had spent the first few weeks of the war in Belgium, then had transferred

himself to France where his articles were considered by the Times editor to have been

"first-class" despite ’the maddening eccentricities [of the French Censorship] -

sometimes passing your perfectly harmless place-names, and sometimes cutting them

out wholesale,TM Dawson obviously counted Gerald Campbell as one of his best war

correspondents. He wrote to Campbell praising him for his ability to ’have managed to

be in as good a place as possible and,’ for submitting ’by far the best general articles

which we have had from France.’55

Two other Northcliffe men faced a much less welcoming reception from the

French and British authorities in France. Hamilton Fyfe of the Daily Mail and Arthur

Moore of The Times 56 had travelled as far as British G.H.Q. at Le Cateau in early

August 1914. Fyfe’s presence at Le Cateau was reported to the Provost-marshal

Colonel MacDonogh, by a staff officer with a personal grudge aginst the war

correspondent. Fyfe and Moore were directed to appear before the Provost-marshal,

who, after a brief and brusque exchange with the journalists informed them that they

were under military arrest.57 The following morning Fyfe and his companion were

’forced to sign a promise that we would keep out of "the zone of the British armies".’58

It is interesting to note that the war correspondents were considered gentlemen

enough that the British army trusted them to abide by a document which they had

been coerced into signing. It was the equivalent of an officer giving his "parole" to his

captors, promising not to attempt an escape. As mentioned above, Julius Price had

also been forced to sign a non-disclosure guarantee in order to gain his freedom. In

53 Times Archive, Amiens File, August 31, 1914.
54 Times Archive, Dawson-Campbell Correspondence, September 29, 1914.
55 Ibid., October 8, 1914.
56 Fyfe may possibly have meant G. Ward Price (he is confusing in this matter as he later describes his

companion as Ward Price rather than Arthur Moore) but it is most probable that it was Moore rather
than Ward Price involved in the incident mentioned.
57 Hamilton Fyfe, My Seven Selves, (London, 1935), pp. 177-178.
58 Ibid., p. 178.
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1 91 4 a war correspondent’s word was considered his bond thus equating him (in that

context at least) with the level of officer or gentleman.

John Boon, who had been arrested in September was certain that the

Northcliffe newspapers were the victims of unfair attention by the British military

authorities. In a letter to Lord Northcliffe Boon remarked on ’the feeling shown by the

General Headquarter staff against The Times and Daily Mail. Particularly they

denounce the "enterprise" of these papers as jeopardising the safety of the army and

consequently of the country itself.’59 That attitude probably emerged from the

widespread reaction to Arthur Moore and Hamilton Fyfe’s infamous Amiens dispatch,

which resulted in The Times and Daily Mail receiving highly unfavourable attention

and vilification both within and without Britain. Another Times reporter, M.H.H.

Macartney wrote in November to his editor decrying the lack of facilities available to

the war correspondents and that ’the British [authorities] are absolutely implacable as

they are open neither to blarney nor logic.’6°

Geoffrey Dawson was much exercised by the precarious position of his war

reporters; ’I can see the difficulties of the authorities, though I think they are managing

the thing very badly.’ His only suggestion was that as Gerald Campbell had done, for

the Times men to ’settle down quite openly with the cognizance and approval of some

French general [...] and not to run any risk of being regarded with suspicion.’61 And

later that month Dawson, on hearing that French restrictions appeared to have been

relaxed somewhat, suggested that ’the only possible course is to treat them [the French

authorities] with perfect frankness and to make friends on the spot.’62 Dawson realized

that his reporters would receive little cooperation or assistance from the British High

Command, whereas as evidenced by Gerald Fitzgerald Campbell’s trouble-free forays

individual French commanders had a less restrictive and more open response to

Northcliffe correspondents.

59 Northcliffe Papers, ADD 62326, September 12, 1914.
60 Times Archive, Macartney-Dawson Correspondence File, November 17, 1914.

61 Ibid., November 14, 1914.
62 Ibid., November 26, 1914.
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Philip Gibbs, like Campbell of The Times had a much more untroubled period

of reporting from France during the early months of the Great War. Despite

concluding that having no legal status the war correspondents ’were outlaws, subject

to immediate arrest (and often arrested) by any officer, French or British, who

discovered us in the war-zone,’ he decided to go to France anyway.63 Gibbs’

experience however was that for quite a time the rules were impossible to enforce

uniformly given the nature of the war in Europe until around January 1 91 5. This was

despite Lord Kitchener’s clear orders ’that any journalist found in the field of war

should be instantly expelled and have his passport cancelled.’64

Mingling with the omnipresent crowds of refugees Gibbs realised that

’Dressed in civilian clothes, unshaven and unwashed, like any of these people, how

could a correspondent be distinguished or arrested? Who was going to bother about

him?’ Gibbs’ freedom of movement was further aided by the fact that, in common

with his colleagues, he possessed a pass issued by French headquarters entitling him

to receive communiques daily from the War Office in Paris in addition to a large

collection of locally issued passes with which he was able to bluff the mainly

officially insecure French soldiers. Perhaps of most use to Gibbs were the conflicting

attitudes towards the correspondents of the French military and civil authorities. In

general the military was usually hostile while the ’civil authorities - prefects, mayors,

and police - favoured our presence, desired to let us know the suffering and heroism

of their people [ .... ] Often they tumed a blind eye to military commands, or were

ignorant of the orders against us.’65 That very localized and atomised French

bureaucratic policy of dealing with the war reporters made it considerably more

difficult for the British (and indeed the French) High Command to enact an effective

system of tracking and denying the war correspondents access to the fighting.

Kitchener and the War Office back in Whitehall might issue edicts and prohibitions,

but such instructions would not necessarily be effectively implemented in France or

63 Philip Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, (London, 1923), p. 220.
64 The French authorities had similar instructions.
65 Ibid., pp.220-221.
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Belgium during the early months of the war. However by January of 1915, when the

Western Front had solidified, the war correspondents found it increasingly difficult to

evade the Allied military authorities. By early 1915, many war correspondents found

it impossible to do their jobs properly and they returned to their countries of origin. A

large number of their colleagues had already been forcibly sent home after their

arrests by British and French military officials.

Harold Ashton, war correspondent of The Daily News reached the war-zone

after a lengthy and time-wasting voyage via the North Sea. His initial difficulties were

of his own making. For some inexplicable reason Ashton believed a fierce naval

battle in the North Sea was imminent upon the outbreak of war. Intent on witnessing

the battle he travelled to Rosyth in Scotland. There Ashton loitered around the port

for a few days before managing to gain passage on board the ’Silver Star’ a Danish

food ship engaged in transporting bacon to Europe.66

A number of valuable days were then wasted as the ’Silver Star’ meandered its

way across the North Sea replete with bacon, a salty captain and a mysterious Russian

possessed only of evening dress. Finally Ashton reached France and immediately

headed directly to Paris.67 It would be a number of weeks before Ashton reached the

fighting which was taking place in the Marne Valley in early September 1914.68 For

every resourceful and enterprising correspondent such as Philip Gibbs or Robert

Scotland-Liddell there was an inept and incompetent one like Ashton who either

believed the War Office when it said official correspondents would "eventually" be

allowed on the Continent, or else muddled their way to France and Belgium trusting

their luck rather than their initiative and intelligence. Some were lucky and did

manage to report on the battles, but most were either quickly arrested or voluntarily

returned home without having achieved much of note.

66 Harold Ashton, First from the Front, (London, 1914), pp. 9-14. Among the most eccentric of the

unauthorised war-correspondents, Ashton was also, during the early months of the war, perhaps the
most incompetent.
67 Ibid., p. 47.
68 Ibid., pp. 86-87.
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The Daily Chronicle special correspondent, G.H. Perris encountered only

minor difficulties upon arrival in Paris. These were mainly of a bureaucratic nature -

although it was not possible for him to get permission to enter the war-zone.69 This

was on September 9, 1914. Yet only five days later Perris recorded in his diary; ’I

have now been able to run out to Meaux, and obtain a clear impression of the

battlefield of the Ourq.’ Although he had not been arrested, Perris was fearful of such

an eventuality - ’not that an arrest can involve any great discomfort, but because, for a

journalist, the heaviest penalty is simply to be shut out of the field of action.’7° If

being shut out of the field of action was a heavy penalty, then equally punishing was

the fact that by being arrested the war correspondent lost invaluable time with which

to forward his dispatch to his newspaper. As H.A. Gwynne had recognised in his 1913

speech to the Royal United Service Institution, delays were frustrating to the reporters

as they tried to get their news back to their newspapers. And since, during the period

of "unauthorised" war correspondence the journalists frequently had to deliver their

articles by courier (and sometimes even in person themselves to London,) any time

lost through detention constituted a serious professional obstacle for the war

correspondent.

Unlike Julius Price who, as previously mentioned, had been arrested and

forced to pledge his confidentiality as to what he had seen at Verdun in

August/September 1914,71 Perris simply drove to the fortress on December 1, 1914

despite it having ’been sealed fast for the last four months [...] against the Teutonic

intruder, and no less against the prying journalist.’ This, in stark contrast to the heavily

guarded perimeter of Paris. As Perris described it; ’There was no more apparent

difficulty in getting into Verdun than in going down to Brighton for the week-end.’72

Perris neglected to explain or could not explain the lack of security around Verdun.

69 G.H. Perris, The Campaign of 1914 in France and Belgium, (London, 1915), pp. 156-157. The war-

correspondent as contemporary historian. Some of Perris’ chapters rival the best of J.E. Edmonds
official history of the Great War.
70 Ibid., p. 220.

71 Price,On the Path of Adventure, pp. 243-244.
72 Perris, The Campaign of 1914 in France and Belgium, p. 235.
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As indicated by his eye-witness accounts of the major battles of 1914 in France and

Belgium, Perris had no subsequent problems reporting the early stages of the war.

J.M.N. Jeffries was not as fortunate as G.H. Perris. While still operating in

Belgium he found himself confronted by what he considered the completely unfair

and unwarranted interference of the British and French authorities regarding war

correspondents in Belgium. Jeffries had been present in Mons on August 17, 1914

’and I think I should have been there on the 23rd, when our first cavalry patrol

entered, but for untoward circumstance.’ According to Jeffries the French were

displeased with the relaxed attitude of the Belgian censorship to foreign

correspondents. This in turn led to demands from the French press for parity of

treatment to enable their reporters to cover the activities of France’s armed forces.

Furthermore the French government, Jeffries alleged, were angered by the dispatches

of some of the foreign reporters which tended to show the French army in a poor

light.73 It seems the French complained to the governments of their allies.

So, on August 17, 1914, Sir Edward Grey, presumably at the request of the

French, forwarded a message ’through our Embassy to the Belgian Government "to

protest against the too great facilities given to British correspondents in Belgium." ,74

Gerald Campbell had also incurred the displeasure of Sir Edward and the Belgian War

Office who had ’all said that I must not stay in Belgium [ .... ] Two days ago an Express

correspondent was expelled, though some correspondents seem to be still tolerated at

Ostend.’75 Believing expulsion and deportation of the entire contingent of war

correspondents to be imminent Jeffries attempted unsuccessfully to flee the country. It

soon became clear however, that the Belgians had disregarded the British request and

the correspondents continued their work relatively unmolested. Possibly because of

the unique situation pertaining to Belgium, that country felt it needed all the good

publicity it could get. If the foreign war correspondents penned dispatches on the

"heroic stand" of the Belgian army perhaps morale might be raised - and maybe even

73 J.M.N. Jeffries, Front Everywhere, (London, 1936), p. 118.
74 Ibid., p. 119.
75 Times Archive, Fitzgerald-Campbell - Dawson Correspondence, August 1914.
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the Americans might intervene. Yet that was hardly the point. The nub of the matter

was that the intervention of the Quai D’Orsay and Sir Edward Grey had added a new

but (fortunately for the correspondents) short-lived dimension to the saga of the

unauthorised war correspondents - namely that of diplomatic/political interference

from a third-party attempting to prevent the correspondents from fulfilling their

duties. It was stressful enough for the war reporters to have to constantly worry about

inadvertently leaking military information, or being shot as spies without having to

contend with the additional stress of having to be wary of the diplomatic niceties. Sir

Edward Grey had no reasonable grounds for requesting that the Belgian Government

crack down on the British correspondents in Belgium.

Philip Gibbs, reminiscing in 1923, recalled the most common difficulties

faced by the war correspondents, including that of running literally into the military

authorities - including the German Army. Hamilton Fyfe, Gibbs wrote, ’was caught in

a motor-car by a patrol of German Uhlans, and only escaped becoming a prisoner of

war by an amazing freak of fortune.’76 Fyfe and Arthur Moore had been stopped on

the way to Clermont around August 26, 1914 by a patrol of eighteen Uhlans. Fyfe’s

first fear was that he and Moore would be shot as spies or imprisoned in Germany for

the duration of the war. With quick thinking Fyfe produced his passport which, unlike

Moore’s, did not show his occupation as journalist. Adding to the two men’s fear was

a rumour heard by all the war reporters that the German authorities had ordered

journalists to be shot on sight as de facto spies. Fyfe seemed to have convinced the

Uhlan officer that he and Moore were private citizens travelling from Beauvais to

Paris; for after searching the car and confiscating a pistol and maps the officer waved

the newspapermen on to Paris via Clermont.77 In fact the German had been leading

the two reporters into a trap as the area around Clermont itself was crawling with

large numbers of German troops - of which the Uhlan patrol was an advance scouting

party. Obviously they did not wish to advertise their presence by opening fire, so they

76 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 222.
77 Fyfe, My Seven Selves, pp. 183-185.
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directed the journalists on to Clermont where they would be dealt with by the larger

force. Fortunately Fyfe and Moore were apprised of the military situation just before

entering Clermont. They turned back and sped safely back to Beauvais.TM The two

journalists were fortunate that they were not captured by the German force at

Clermont as there was a genuine possibility that even if not executed as spies, they

could at least have been imprisoned or even shot by mistake. The illegal war

correspondents faced such threats daily in 1914 France and Belgium. Moving around

willy-nilly on an almost ever-changing front they were confronted with the

omnipresent danger that they might inadvertently encounter trigger-happy troops of

either side at worst, or at best temporary arrest by local police forces which would

waste valuable time which could be used more profitably to transmit their dispatches

back to their newspapers.

George Carnock of the Daily Mail also narrowly escaped being shot as a spy -

but by French forces on that occasion.79 As mentioned previously, during early 1915

the Allied military authorities began to seriously deal with the problem of

unauthorised war correspondents - on the orders of Lord Kitchener according to the

vast majority of those journalists operating on the Continent at the time. Prior to that,

in December 1914, the restrictions on reporting appeared temporarily to have been

somewhat relaxed. As Gerald Campbell reported to his newspaper, ’It requires great

pressure to get a movement of any sort, but the French have now given a lead in the

matter of taking selected parties to the front, and the British are, no doubt reluctantly,

following suit.’ Moreover, ’the censorship is admitting things which it would certainly

have rejected a few weeks back, though it still has some ugly skeletons in its

cupboard [...],80 Paradoxically it was probably this relaxation in press restrictions

which ultimately prompted Kitchener’s instructions to round up the "illegal"

newspapermen. For having more freedom to report the correspondents took full

advantage, thus infuriating the British Secretary for War.

78 Ibid., p. 185.
79 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 222.
8o Times Archive, Fitzgerald-Campbell - Dawson Correspondence, December 1, 1914.
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Gibbs was himself arrested as a consequence of the crackdown on the war

reporters in early 1915. The ’net was drawn tighter, until, in the first months of 1915,

it was impossible for any correspondent to travel in the war-zone without arrest.’8~ It

should be noted though, that even with the inception of the official war correspondent

scheme in mid-1915 there still remained a number of illegal war reporters on the

Western Front. Gibbs had returned to Britain temporarily where he was informed that

Lord Kitchener had ordered his arrest on sight. So, on his return journey to France, ’I

was arrested before I left the boat at Havre and taken by two detectives to General

Williams, the camp commander.’s2 Williams ordered that Gibbs be placed under open

arrest, and for ten days the correspondent was detained incommunicado until a

friendly detective passed a message to Gibbs’ paper the Daily Chronicle. General

Williams then allowed him to return to Britain.s3 On the next occasion Philip Gibbs

returned to France it would be (to him) in the unexpected capacity of officially

accredited war correspondent.

So, the period between August 1914 and May/June 1915 had been a unique

time in the relatively short history of British war correspondence. It was the first time

that war correspondents as a category were forbidden to accompany a British army in

the field. From initially being fobbed off by the War Office in the autumn of 1914

with the promise that correspondents would "soon" be permitted to go to the

Continent to Kitchener’s alleged threat some months later to have unauthorised

correspondents shot on sight, the war reporters faced an unprecedented challenge. The

challenge was how to successfully report on the battles and attendant "sideshows" of

the Great War without being arrested, deported, or even killed accidentally while

operating in and around the fighting. Perversely the organisation the journalists were

attempting to reach in order to write about was the very organisation committed to

capturing the newspapermen. So the nearer the correspondents got to the combat the

81 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 222.
82 Ibid., p. 228.

83 Philip Gibbs, Life’s Adventure, (London, 1957), pp. 112-113; and Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism,

p. 228.
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nearer they also got to their would-be captors. Yet, as indicated by the recollections

and accounts of the war journalists, the military situation on the Western Front for the

first few months was confused and disordered. And that atmosphere provided the

correspondents with the opportunity to travel behind, around and sometimes even in

front of the battle-lines of France and Belgium enabling them to at least cover some of

the more significant clashes between the Allies and the German forces.

As the Westem Front gradually solidified and trench-warfare became the

norm, and as the military authorities established a more permanent and pervasive

presence by the winter of 1914/15 it became virtually impossible for war

correspondents to operate effectively. They could no longer mingle anonymously with

crowds of refugees, nor could they continue to career around the countryside in search

of war. For by late 1914 everyone knew where the front-line was with the result that

the task of monitoring individuals by the military and civil authorities became much

easier and considerably more efficient. The Allied military and governments were

now in full control, and they would not tolerate newspapermen roaming at will in and

around the war-zones.

By January 1915 the vast majority of those "illegal" war correspondents who

had not yet been arrested and deported realised that their only option was to return

home and await with uncertainty the decision of the War Office regarding the issue of

access to the fighting for officially recognised war correspondents. This would not be

a simple matter. Both on the Western Front and within Britain there existed a deep-

seated hostility and insensitivity on the part of the High Command and a significant

number of ministers and M.P’s towards the need (and many argued - the right) to

report the war in an accurate and informed manner. Certainly there were exceptions at

all levels (at the War Office, Sir Reginald Brade; and at G.H.Q., Sir John French).

However in 1914 those who wished to have the war "fought in a fog" dominated -

with Lord Kitchener the most implacable opponent of calls for extensive press

freedom during war-time. It was only towards the end of 1915 after the inception of
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the official war correspondents scheme that much of the mistrust between the Army

and the press would begin slowly to dissipate.

The official war correspondents.

By mid-1915 the War Office finally ceded to pressure from the newspaper

proprietors, editors and other interested parties and established the system of official

war correspondents. From that point on, access to the front, and therefore the ability

of the press to provide war news turned on the balance of power between journalists

and military officers within this new arrangement. The relationship between the press

and the State had now taken a radical turn. Not all the changes were welcomed by the

newspapers. From a force of over fifty English-language war correspondents roaming

around Belgium and France relatively unchecked in August 1914, with virtually every

British newspaper (including some of the provincial press) represented in some form

the entire British press found

output of just five reporters.

changed beyond recognition. On the positive

had been legitimised - they no longer

harassment from the civil or military

itself in May/June 1915 relying completely on the

The war-time environment for journalism had been

side, the official war correspondents

feared arrest, detention or unwarranted

authorities. Indeed, as the authorised

correspondents had been issued with officers’ uniforms (minus insignia) with green

arm-bands, Vauxhall cars, a chateau in St. Omer, and a group of travelling censors -

they looked in many respects to be a part of the military structure. They even held the

honorary rank of Captain. And more exciting for them, the correspondents were

promised regular access to the front-lines. From there they could witness the combat

from an advantageous viewpoint without having to worry as they had had to a few

months previously. Everything they might possibly require - from accommodation to

communications facilities - was to be laid on by the Army.

The advances in technology which H.A. Gwynne had spoken of in his speech

before the Royal United Service Institution as making the public accustomed to

receiving news rapidly was a boon to the official war correspondents. In place of
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reliance on tramp steamers and couriers or obstructive civilian telegraph-operators,

from mid-1915 the authorised correspondents simply handed their completed (and of

course censored) dispatches to their Press Conducting Officers who then had them

telegraphed or telephoned directly to the War Office in Whitehall. From there they

were delivered quickly to the waiting newspaper offices. Still, the means of

communicating the journalists’ reports remained firmly in the hands of the Army. And

that ensured that the very contingency of which Gwynne had warned his audience of

in 1913; - "early information, even in the case of a successful battle, might rob a

commander of the fruits of victory" - would assuredly not happen. It was not a case of

the British Army possibly delaying correspondents’ dispatches. Rather it was a case in

which the war correspondents waited until a particular battle or operation was

completed before writing up their reports. In the days of the unauthorised

correspondents such a relaxed attitude was impossible, what with a desire for

"scoops" and the mad scramble to submit dispatches before the news contained within

them became stale.

Of course there was a price to be paid for all the above facilities provided by

the new Army-press arrangement. Most significant was the total and complete loss of

opportunity for independent war-reporting. The official war correspondents could

only go where they were allowed to go (that injunction was to be relaxed to a certain

extent by 1918 when the correspondents could request to be taken to a chosen

location). In effect they were to be shepherded around by their Army Press

Conducting Officers. Certainly the correspondents would be escorted to areas where

the fighting was most consequential. However the point to note is that the journalists

were now relying on the Army for access rather than on their own initiative.

A further disadvantage with the official correspondents scheme lay in the fact

that there were only five reporters assigned to cover the whole of the B.E.F.’s

activities on the Western Front on behalf of the entire U.K. press, with just one man

representing the United States. It was almost as if the War Office had taken the advice

given by H.A. Gwynne in 1913 when he had suggested the composition of a
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committee of ten joumalists who would be solely responsible for the dissemination of

war news. It was a tribute to the determination and stamina of the six reporters (and

their three temporary substitutes) that they remained at their posts until 1919. It was

not ideal, however, to have a pool of only five British journalists to cover the

hundreds of miles of the Western Front. As time went on the newspapers called for

more correspondents to be assigned to that front - but without success.

So, with the establishment of the official or accredited war correspondents

group in 1915 the British press, in the shape of the selected journalists, found itself on

the weaker side of the balance of power between themselves and the Army High

Command. It is also worth stressing here that with the systematisation of the Western

Front by the Allied forces there followed a logical organising of the war

correspondents as a unit or group. The Western Front epitomised the application of

industrial methods to warfare - with its massive support services in the rear (trains,

food, ammunition supply, administration, discipline). It was only natural that when

the war correspondents received official sanction they would be allotted their place

within that system. Of course it also followed that in imposing a very strict unit

identity on the reporters the military command could all the more easily supervise and

monitor that group’s activities. While historically war correspondents had tended for

obvious reasons to stay close to each other - they had always had the option to follow

their own leads. Now they could no longer do so. By becoming, however unwillingly,

an identifiable component of the system of a modem army the war correspondents

had lost a part of their independence that had previously been taken for granted.

To see how that situation changed over time it is necessary to examine the

genesis and evolution of the official war correspondents scheme from early 1915

through to 1918.

William Beach Thomas of the Daily Mail ascribed the ’adoption of a definite

policy on war correspondence’ towards the middle of 1915 to the unceasing efforts of

Lord Northcliffe,84 and other interested parties (including former United States

84 Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, p. 103.
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President Theodore Roosevelt). Prior to the permanent system of official

correspondents the War Office had begun to make arrangements for journalists to

make short visits to the war-zone. Sir Reginald Brade showed George Riddell of the

N.P.A. in February 1915 a memorandum ’describing proposals for sending out war

correspondents on a trip round the British lines and for the issue of periodical

bulletins as to the result of military operations in France.’ The memorandum had been

approved by Lord Kitchener and forwarded to the Prime Minister who had written

"Excellent. H.H.A." at the foot of the memo.85 It was a positive move but it was not

sufficient for the newspapers who continued to campaign for permanent

correspondents at the front. Moreover, while Kitchener was prepared to allow war

correspondents to visit the front he made it abundantly clear that it would be on the

condition that such visits would only be of a temporary short-term nature.

G. Valentine-Williams, a Daily Mail correspondent, was one of many

journalists convinced that nothing would come of such temporary visits. In a letter to

Lieutenant-Colonel Brinsley FitzGerald (A.D.C. and secretary to Field-Marshal Sir

John French) Valentine-Williams angrily alleged that the temporary tour of the front

was just ’another attempt to scotch the question of the [war] correspondents - the

selection to be made in the Bureau of the War Office. The whole affair [is] a War

Office trip under War Office guidance; after the fifteen [journalists] have made their

trip we shall never hear anything more.’s6 Valentine-William’s suspicions would prove

groundless. For in April Riddell met with Lord Kitchener in another attempt to

change his mind - but Kitchener stood firm, insisting that while he had nothing

against war correspondents per se, he had to abide by the wishes of General Joffre

who was firmly against the idea of permanent correspondents.

Despite Kitchener’s protestations Riddell told him that, ’"You cannot keep up

the people’s enthusiasm and interest without giving them more frequent and detailed

accounts of the heroic doings of the troops." K. replied, "I don’t see the necessity." ,87

85 Riddell Diaries, ADD 62975, February 10, 1915.
86 Imperial War Museum, Brinsley-Fitzgerald Papers, pp/mcr/118, February 11, 1915.
87 Riddell Diaries, ADD 62975, April 22, 1915.
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But finally on May 6, 1915 Riddell achieved the breakthrough. ’I have at last arranged

with Sir Reginald Brade [who had always been in favour of war correspondents and

had from the outset worked to help Riddell and the N.P.A. succeed in their campaign]

that the correspondents are to go out [permanently]. They are being sent out without

K[itchener]’s knowledge. The arrangement is that they are to go on a short tour, which

is to be indefinitely prolonged.’ What is of immense interest here is the fact that Brade

and Riddell had acted in direct defiance of Lord Kitchener’s express wishes and had

bypassed his control. Their justification was that ’[Sir John] French wants

correspondents, so he has agreed. K knows nothing about details and so Brade is

making the arrangements which are undoubtedly in the public interest. It is an

interesting comedy - the way the Empire is managed [ .... ],88

Lord Northcliffe had remarked on Field-Marshal French’s lack of hostility to

the concept of official war correspondents in a letter to Riddell in April, 1915.

Northcliffe stated that ’General French has come to the same opinion as the Germans,

that war correspondents are necessary to armies, [...] in order that the troops may read

about the war in which they are engaged, and, secondly, so that the public may know

about their relations and friends and the war itself,m9 Harry Lawson, M.P. (later

Viscount Burnham) the proprietor of the Daily Telegraph provides further evidence

of French’s willingness to allow accredited war correspondents in France and

Belgium. During the course of a dinner in France in June 1915, attended by Sir John,

Lawson and Lord Esher, Field-Marshal French said, ’that he had always been in

favour of having Press correspondents out in France, but that he had a long and bitter

struggle against the War Office, which had put every obstacle in his way.’ French

detailed how after much trouble he had broken down the opposition of General Joffre

to war correspondents - going to the extreme length of threatening Joffre by warning

him that ’he [French] would not be responsible for the discipline of the British Army

88 Ibid., ADD 62975, May 6, 1915.
89 Northcliffe letter to Riddell, April 1, 1915 in Royal United Services Institution Journal, 1921, p.

396.
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if correspondents were not allowed at the front, under proper supervision.’9° With

Joffre’s permission granted Kitchener no longer had any real grounds upon which to

maintain his own animosity to the idea of official correspondents.

So, as mentioned, Brade, Riddell and French went ahead with the scheme of

authorised correspondents. Naturally Kitchener would discover eventually what had

been done, but Brade, Riddell and French were confident enough that if they

presented Kitchener with afait accompli he would just have had to accept it.

Perhaps one explanation for Field-Marshal French’s relatively generous

treatment of the war correspondent question lay in his friendship with the military

correspondent of The Times, Colonel Charles ,ft, Court Repington which dated back a

number of years. The fact that French counted a military journalist among his closer

companions must indicate a distinct lack of hauteur towards newspaper reporters

(which was certainly not the case with Lord Kitchener). Furthermore the details of the

so-called "Shells Scandal" of May 1915 support that assertion. For French, wishing to

undermine Kitchener, fastened on the lack of shell supplies to the B.E.F. on the

Western Front. And using the device of an interview with his friend Repington

(considered by contemporaries a most disreputable and shady character - a point

admitted privately even by Repington’s employers at Printing House Square), Sir John

launched an attack on Kitchener’s munitions policy with the infamous article of May

14, 1915 in The Times. The explosive article was headlined: ’NEED FOR SHELLS.

BRITISH ATTACKS CHECKED. LIMITED SUPPLY FOR THE CAUSE.’ That

enfilade assault was immediately followed by a press campaign approved by Lord

Northcliffe against Lord Kitchener. Lloyd-George, apparently the gray eminence

behind the Northcliffe publications onslaught (the Daily Mail joined in the chorus of

disapproval - and would be punished by the nation’s disapproval soon after) on the

Secretary of War, had supplied further damaging material to Repington for use

90 Burnham Papers, pp/mcr/296, June 28, 1915.
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against Kitchener.91 The finer details of that particular political battle are not

important here. The vital point here is that because Sir John French felt it necessary to

use the press (specifically the Northcliffe press), to further his own position there had

to exist an implicit quid pro quo between the Northcliffe newspapers and himself.

And due to the fact that Northcliffe was desperate to have his correspondents

accredited to the British army he would have been agreeable to helping Field-Marshal

French. While Northcliffe’s main aim in that conspiracy was the downfall of Lord

Kitchener with whom he had become disillusioned, the tantalising prospect of having

a pro-press Commander-in-Chief indebted to him must have had some relevance to

the whole ’Shells Scandal’. The above accounts in some way for Sir John French’s

amenability to the demands for authorised correspondents.

Not surprisingly the situation pertaining to war reporting vastly improved with

the inception in May 1915 of the permanent officially accredited war correspondent

scheme. H. Perry Robinson was chosen to represent The Times and Daily News,

Percival Phillips was appointed on behalf of the Morning Post and Daily Express,

with Philip Gibbs as representative of the Daily Chronicle. Beach Thomas reported

for the Daily Mail from June 1915 (replacing Hamilton Fyfe) and Herbert Russell

covered the war for Reuter’s. From time to time a substitute might replace one of the

accredited correspondents, as H.M. Tomlinson was to do for H. Perry Robinson.92

H.W. Nevinson, Filson Young, and George Dewar were also temporary substitutes,

and Frederick Palmer was ’for a long time the sole representative of the United

States.’93 The backgrounds of the officially accredited British war correspondents

(and their temporary substitutes) from 1915-1919 were as follows:

H. Perry Robinson who reported for the Times and Daily News was born in

1859 in the United Kingdom and was educated at Westminster and Oxford. Before

the First World War he lived in the United States from 1883-1900 and worked as

91 David Woodward, Lloyd-George and The Generals, (Newark, London, Toronto, 1983), p. 51 and;

Emmet Crozier, American Reporters on the Western Front, 1914-1918, (Oxford, New York, 1959), pp.
102-103.
92 Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, pp. 103-104.

93 Ibid., p. 104.
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Campaign Director for President McKinley in 1896, and was a member of the New

University club. He was knighted for his service as a war correspondent and died in

1930.

Percival Phillips, born in Pennsylvania in 1877 and educated at Pittsburgh

reported for the Morning Post and Daily Express newspapers during the Great War.

He had covered numerous international conflicts between the years 1873-1913,

including the war bteween Greece and Turkey in 1897 and the Spanish-American War

in 1898. He too was knighted after the First World War and died in 1937. He was a

member of the Garrick, Savage and other clubs in London.

Philip Gibbs, the most famous of the war correspondents was born a Catholic

in 1877 and educated privately. He reported for the Daily Chronicle and Daily

Telegraph during World War I after previously covering the 1912 Balkan War.

Knighted after the war Gibbs died in 1962 and was survived by his son the novelist

Anthony Gibbs. Gibbs was a member of London’s Reform club.

William Beach Thomas covered the war for the Daily Mail from June 1915

until the end of the war. Born in 1868 he had been educated at Shrewsbury and

Oxford the First World War was the first conflict he reported on. In common with

most of the British war correspondents he was knighted and died in 1957. He had

been a member of the Authors’ club.

Hamilton Fyfe refused to accept his knighthood at the end of the war. A

member of the Labour Party and the Savage club, Fyfe was born in 1869 and educated

at Fettes. He reported for the Daily Mail from the Western Front until June 1915

when William Beach Thomas replaced him for the duration of the war. He died in

1951. Fyfe had held the position of Special Correspondent with the Daily Mail from

1907-1918.

Herbert Russell, Reuters wire correspondent on the Western Front was born in

1869, educated at the Royal Grammar, Newcastle and had no previous experience of

reporting wars before 1914. He was knighted after the war and died in 1944.
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H.M. Tomlinson acted as a temporary subsitute for H. Perry Robinson of the

Times and Daily News. Prior to the Great War he had had no experience as a war

correspondent. Bom in the United Kingdom in 1873, Tomlinson died in 1958, and

had been awarded various foreign decorations. His education interrupted when his

uncle took him from school and placed him as a clerk in a shipping office. His time

there engendered an abiding love of the sea. He then became a successful travel writer

until the outbreak of war in 1914. After his stint as war correspondent he became

literary editor of The Nation.

H.W. Nevinson, a temporary substitute from 1918-1919 had numerous stints

as a war correspondent before the First World War. Born in 1856, his educational

background is unknown. An honorary member of both the Athenaeum and the

National Liberal clubs, Nevinson died in 1941.

Filson Young was bom in Ireland in 1876 and served as a substitute

correspondent for the British press during 1916 and 1917. He had earlier reported on

the South African war in 1899 and 1900, and died in 1938.

George Dewar, another substitute correspondent during the war was bom in

1862 and educated privately and at Oxford. Before the Great War he had no prior

experience as a war reporter. However most of his time during the war years was

taken up with editing The Saturday Review from 1914-1917. A member of the Junior

Carlton he died in 1934.

Frederick Palmer, the U.S. press representative with the British Army in

World War I was bom in 1873 and educated at Allegheny College where he gained

his B.A. and LL.D. He then went on to study for a Litt.D. at Princeton. Palmer

reported on munerous conflicts from 1897-1912. He resigned as official war

correspondent soon after America’s entry into the war and won a D.S.M. and ended

the war with the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel in the United States Army. He was a
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member of the Century club in New York and the Cosmos club in Washington D.C.

Palmer died in 1958.94

Initially, and on this all the official correspondents were in agreement, the

’appointment and work of [the] five official war correspondents [...] caused an

extraordinary amount of perturbation at British General Headquarters.’95 Philip Gibbs

was certain that the Regular Army officers were extremely hostile to the

newspapermen and the idea of having them at the war-zone at all - ’they were deeply

suspicious that we might be dirty dogs who would reveal military secrets which

would imperil the British front. They had a conviction that we were "prying around"

for no good purpose, and would probably "give away the whole show".’96

Neville Lytton, the member of the G.H.Q. Staff responsible for the war

correspondents (firstly the French, then in 1917 Lytton supervised all war reporters)

believed that while the system of accredited war correspondents was fine ’the attitude

of the General Staff remained all wrong for many months to come.’97 As Lytton

perceived it; ’The soldiers’ ideal of the newspaperman was that he was a badly bred,

ill-mannered, uneducated fellow who revelled in indiscretions.’98

On the face of it, it may seem surprising that the Regular officers and High

Command of the British Army held such an idea of the average journalist. For after all

many of the official war correspondents were public school or privately educated

(Frederick Palmer held a D. Litt from Princeton) and obviously of the middle and

upper-middle classes. However, since the 1890’s Britain had experienced a surge in

the number of popular daily and weekly newspapers - the so-called "Northcliffe

Revolution." That revolution resulted in a vulgarisation of the popular press. So, by

1914 the journalist as a figure in society, which had never really achieved an

94 All the above biographical information comes from Who Was Who?, Vols, III (London, 2nd edition,

1967); IV (London, 4th edition, 1984); V (London, 5th edition, 1980); VI (London, 2nd edition, 1979)
and Obituaries from The Times, 1951-1960. In the case of Frederick Palmer the information comes
from Who Was Who in America, Vol III. Some of the temporary correspondents are not listed in any of
the biographical dictionaries of Times obituaries - their life and times remain a mystery.
95 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 230.
96 Ibid., p. 230.
97 Lytton, The Press and the General Staff p. viii.

98 Ibid., p. viii.
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established good reputation anyway, was diminished in some eyes. This may explain

the consideration among many British Regular Army officers at all levels that

journalists were "dirty dogs" and badly-bred, uncouth men who were pathologically

indiscreet and bound to reveal damaging information to the enemy. Of course, that

was a prejudiced and caricatured belief- a belief which, from 1915 onwards, was

gradually broken down by the good behaviour and responsible attitudes of the official

war-correspondents. It was only as a result of that process of rapprochement during

the period 1915-18 that British officers of the higher ranks entered into a "gentleman’s

understanding" with the joumalists. That agreement was expressed in the form of

more detailed briefings, and almost unrestricted access to the combat-zones.

Concomitant with that burgeoning relationship was the acceptance by the General

Staff and the Regular officers that the patriotism of the British war correspondents

(and the good faith of the U.S. representative, Frederick Palmer) was never in

question. Naturally, the "temporary officers" came from a different cultural tradition

to that of the Regular British officers and thus did not have to overcome such a large

psychological obstacle as their more conservative colleagues and superiors. However,

it did not really matter what the "temporary officers" thought of the correspondents as

it would be quite a time before they reached the highest echelons of the British

military command structure.

It should be noted that even during the early months of the official war

correspondents scheme there were exceptions to the anti-press attitude. Men such as

General Charteris, (later to become Haig’s Director of British Military Intelligence)

who judged that ’It is impossible for us here to realize how ignorant the public must

be, and in writing the copy that the public requires, one must begin with the

knowledge of how little they know.’99

Beach Thomas concurred with Neville Lytton - while the War Office had

indeed agreed to the principle of official correspondents it ’still clung to the idea of

99 J.V. Charteris, At G.H.Q, (London, 1931), p. 80. Perhaps the most senior British officer on the

Western Front to have discussed Press matters in any detail in his diaries or memoirs.
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escaping any publicity not officially provided. Six months more fighting by

newspaper proprietors, especially Lord Northcliffe and Lord Burnham, and by our

group on the spot were to elapse before General Haig and the rest made a final

surrender [...],100 While Haig’s perceived inflexibility would soon disappear after

assuming full command of the British Expeditionary Force, before that stage he was

criticised by the reporters for his unnecessary strictness where press matters impinged

on his area of command.

It was the generals, according to Philip Gibbs, who among all of the G.H.Q.

staff were the most distrustful of the five war correspondents. Gibbs was convinced

(writing in 1923) that many of the constraints imposed on the war reporters, until

forced off by the correspondents or their superiors, ’were much more to safeguard the

reputation and cover up the mistakes of the High Command than to prevent the enemy

from having information which might be of use to him.’1°1 A number of the earlier

regulations concerning the war correspondents were very restrictive but that is not to

suggest that the explanation for this lies in a fear on behalf of the generals of their

reputations being tarnished by what the reporters might write. Gibbs provided no

evidence to support his accusation. Perhaps the most crucial military figure after Lord

Kitchener was Sir Douglas Haig. It was Haig who wielded the most power over press

matters in the war-zone. Haig appears to have had little to say on the matter of war

correspondence and Army-Press relations. His most detailed exposition on this matter

is contained in a letter to Lady Haig on November 18, 1916. He wrote that all press-

related issues were handled by Brigadier-General Charteris, ’who has a section in his

office which deals with them.’1°2 At least one newspaper editor believed Haig had no

interest in anything to do with the press. H.A. Gwynne, still editor of the Morning

Post wrote to General Haig in December 1915, ostensibly to congratulate him on his

appointment as C.I.G.S. It is unclear if Gwynne’s purported admiration for Haig was

100 Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, p. 105.
101 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 230.
102 Robert Blake (editor),The Private Papers of Douglas Haig, (London, 1952), p. 180. A predictably

taciturn record of his war-experience.
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genuine or not (it probably was). What is clear is that the newspaper editor was

convinced of Haig’s ’utter disregard for the Press. I write as an Editor and a journalist

and yet I confess that your invariable attitude of not caring an iota for the Press, has

always pleased me.’103 There may have been something in Gwynne’s assertion. In

general the Commander-in-Chief reserved his audiences with the press to a select few,

such as Lord Northcliffe, Geoffrey Dawson (later Robinson) the editor of The Times,

and H.A. Gwynne. Haig proclaimed that his message was the same to all the

newspaper people he met with; ’[...] I tell them all that they can go anywhere, and see

whoever and whatever they like, but I beg them to remember that we all have the

same objective viz., beat the Germans - so that they must not give anything away

which can be of use to the enemy.’ Such a claim was, for the most part accurate. By

late 1 9 1 6, as will be shown, the authorised war correspondents were indeed allowed

much freedom of movement (on condition that they were accompanied by an Army

Press Conducting Officer) and were given access to much sensitive and secret

information detailing planned operations.

As for the war correspondents themselves Haig stated; ’I must say that the

correspondents have played up splendidly. We never once had to complain of them

since I took over command.’1°4

To return to Haig’s claim that the correspondents had virtual freedom of

movement, only the previous year, on June 13, 1915 Sir Douglas recorded in his diary

the salient points of a luncheon meeting he had had with Percival Landon, the special

correspondent of the Daily Telegraph and Lieutenant-Colonel Brinsley FitzGerald

Aide-de-Camp and secretary to General Sir John French. Haig was petitioned by

Landon to ’relax my [Haig’s] order that "no correspondents should be allowed to go

beyond the Lawes River towards the front." He admitted that I had good reasons for

objecting to the presence of correspondents after Repington’s article in The Times

about our gun positions near La Couture.’ This record shows that correspondents were

103 H.A. Gwynne Papers, HAG/II, December 20, 1915.
lO4 Haig in Blake, The Private Papers of Douglas Haig, p. 168 & p. 180.
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on Douglas Haig’s direct recommendation proscribed from certain areas of the front -

this admission appears, on the face of it, to contradict Haig’s earlier assertion that he

allowed the press to go wherever they wished. However if damaging information was

being revealed to the enemy Haig was perfectly justified in taking such action. And to

further illustrate an apparently enlightened attitude towards the war correspondents,

Haig wrote; ’I said that if a correspondent wished for any good reason to go forward

beyond the line named, I would have each case considered on its merits, and if the

reasons were adequate a "pass" would be granted.’ Haig’s policy toward seems to have

been reactive rather than pro-active. That is to say, Haig only took punitive action

against the war reporters when he felt they had compromised military operations or

transgressed regulations in what they wrote for their newspapers. Douglas Haig, when

he became Commander-in-Chief, did not actively seek to place obstacles before the

correspondents, and that contrasted with the inflexible attitude of Lord Kitchener who

was opposed in principle to the concept of war correspondents. All in all it seems

Haig did attempt to treat the war joumalists in an even-handed and fair manner.

A plausible explanation for Haig’s laissez-faire attitude towards the press in

general and the war correspondents in particular in part lay in the fact that Haig had

little knowledge of the way in which newspapers operated - he appears to have been

quite na’l’ve in that regard. And perhaps recognising his own na’fvet6, and seeing how

Sir John French had been discredited and dismissed partly because of his intrigues

involving The Times and the Daily Mail over the ’Shells Scandal’, Haig wished to

remain as uninvolved in press matters as possible. While it is true that Haig did on

rare occasions use the newspaper press for his own ends he did so only through his

dispatches, over which he had total control and did not require any experience of

press manipulation.

An example of Haig’s relative and understandable ignorance regarding the

modalities and practices of the press arose on February 1, 1917 when the British

newspapers reprinted an interview granted by the Commander-in-Chief to a number

of French joumalists. During the course of the interview Haig expressed himself
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unrestrainedly, including in his discourse an assertion that the Allies would soon

breach German lines. He followed this with a discussion of the preparations for such

an operation. To make matters worse Haig had complained of the shortage of guns

and shells. As General Charteris ruefully recorded in his diary on February 20; ’The

whole show was really very unfortunate and is a strong reminder that the B.G.I. [Head

of Military Intelligence] should not go home for anything more than two or three

days.’ Quite simply what had happened was that the completed articles had been

submitted by the French reporters to Charteris and ’were sent with my attention drawn

to one or two paragraphs marked with blue lines which the censor had put on them;

these I looked through and censored from a military [my emphasis] point of view, and

gave them back to the messenger [...] in the full expectation that permission to publish

would be obtained from the C.G.S. or Sir Douglas. By some error this was not done,

and the articles appeared in France,’- and in a somewhat garbled fashion in the U.K.,

causing the inevitable uproar. That controversy illustrated clearly that, firstly Haig

relied too heavily on his subordinates. Lord Derby had expressed that very sentiment

in a letter to Lloyd-George on December 11, 1917; ’I think Haig is very misguided in

the Staff he keeps about him. He is one of those men who is so thoroughly loyal to his

subordinates that he will not recognise that his own position is threatened by that

loyalty [ .... ]’ That over-reliance on his subordinate officers led Haig to assume that

Charteris would fully and not just provisionally censor the French interviews; instead

of taking the responsibility upon himself to ensure that he was not misrepresented or

to allow such dangerous details through. Certainly Sir John French would not have

made such a fundamental error. The War Cabinet also recognised Haig’s lack of

appreciation of the niceties of journalism as evidenced by Lord Derby’s (junior

minister at the War Office) letter to the Prime Minister in the immediate aftermath of

the interview d6b~cle. Derby wrote; ’I do hope that you will check Curzon’s desire to

send a telegram to Haig forbidding [my emphasis] him to have further interviews [ .... ]

Of course, if you like to say in a telegram that you think it would be advisable in any

further interviews not to give any forecast of future operations and to confine himself
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entirely to past matters, I do not think the same objection would arise.’ In effect Haig

could not be trusted around journalists and was henceforth to be muzzled. So, Field-

Marshal Haig seems certainly to have left press matters to Charteris because he knew

little or nothing of the workings of newspapers and newsmen - and painfully realised

it. Furthermore Haig remained mostly non-interventionist in press concerns because

he had no real interest in them per se. Haig was the antithesis of Sir John French in

terms of attitudes to the press. French was only too aware of the potential rewards of

manipulating the newspapers, while Haig had no firm opinions either way regarding

the practice of journalism. For Douglas Haig, as a general rule, the war

correspondents and their newspapers could report what they wished as long as they

did not demonstrably jeopardise the war-effort.

Lord Kitchener was even more Manichean in his approach to the issues of

censorship and treatment of the press. Put simply, but accurately; censorship was a

positive necessity and the press was considered a negative but inevitable aspect of a

national war effort. (See Chapter One above for a detailed explanation of Kitchener’s

view of journalists and journalism).

Moreover the day-to-day policy of Army-Press matters were deputised to

General Charteris. Charteris, as evidenced by remarks made by the official

correspondents, also possessed an enlightened attitude to press issues. He recorded in

his diary on March 3, 1915

British and one American

how he welcomed the first short-term visit of the five

accredited war reporters. The visit was, Charteris

considered, ’the first concession to the quite legitimate demand of the great British

public for independent news served up in a more palatable form than by Official Eye-

witnesses.’ Despite his belief that the Eye-witnesses were not as unpopular as claimed

by the newspapers, Charteris realized that ’Sooner or later unofficial [sic] [he meant of

course ’official’] war correspondents were bound to come, and I am glad it is now.TM

Over a year later, on June 4, 1916, General Charteris wrote in his diary of how

he expected ’difficulties with the Press. The official communiquds are being criticized

105 Charteris, At GHQ, p. 79.
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as incomplete and bald, the correspondents dispatches as too heavily censored.’ The

general accepted the first criticism as justified but not the second; ’About the Press

correspondents we can do nothing more than we are doing. They can write up

incidents as much as they like and are given every facility for collecting them, but

they must not disclose either our intentions or the location of our troops.TM Charteris

believed the criticisms emanated from the newspapers (he had no difficulties in his

relationship with the war-correspondents themselves) and not from the public. Indeed

General Charteris was quite matter-of-fact in his dealings with the official

correspondents - he seems to have regarded them in some sense as yet another

responsibility which he would discharge as fairly and scrupulously as he would any

other assignment. The correspondents ’will be given full facilities for seeing whatever

can be seen. The officers with them have authority to interview staff officers to get

detailed information.’ Furthermore, all the latest information was to be made

available to the journalists which they could then use in their articles,~07 subject of

course to the requirements of the censorship.

The following month, July 1916, Charteris mentioned pressure again being

exerted by the newspaper proprietors who wished each newspaper to have its own

representative in place of the pool system of six reporters each writing for a number

of papers. Sir George Riddell had had a long discussion with Sir Reginald Brade

about the issue of the war correspondents in France in July 1916. The two men had

talked of the demand for extra correspondents, but ’Brade thinks the military

authorities will raise difficulties.’~°8 Brade was correct. The first call for extra

accredited correspondents had been made as early as June, 1915 when at a meeting of

the Council of the Newspaper Proprietors Association ’a resolution was passed

unanimously asking for four more authorized correspondents, two of them to

represent the Scotch and Northern newspapers.’1°9 That request had been refused. And

106 Ibid., p. 146.
I o7 Ibid., p. 149.
108 Riddell Diaries, ADD 62978, July 19, 1916.
109 Brinsley-Fitzgerald Papers, 4/11, June 23, 1915.

91



once more, in 1916, General Charteris was adamantly opposed to the idea: ’It is quite

impossible. We could not control a crowd of correspondents, nor could we ensure that

all of them would be as responsible as the present ones are.’l l0 It would indeed have

been highly impracticable for the Army to provide the requisite resources and

facilities for a large number of war correspondents, as well as coping with the hugely

increased demand on the censorship system. Once again, Charteris directed his

criticism at the newspapers and their proprietors, rather than at the war reporters, for

calling for such an expansion in numbers.

The issue returned to prominence once again that July during a visit by Lord

Derby amid further complaints over press facilities. ’The Chief [Haig] put the whole

problem of the Press before him [Derby]. He seems satisfied, but says there is a strong

demand from the newspapers for a Special Correspondent for each paper.’ General

Charteris reiterated his belief that such a move would be ’very dangerous.’ He knew

the Armies would be displeased with larger groups visiting the front more frequently,

and accommodation would also be difficult to obtain. And since every article had to

be signed by Charteris or a Staff officer, ’it would be quite impossible to read through

twelve dispatches.’111 Charteris must have been relieved when the request for extra

correspondents dissolved. While obviously annoyed and irritated by what he

considered unjustified criticism and demands from the newspapers, General Charteris

continued to view the reporters in a good light: ’[...] we have had no difficulty at all,

so far, with the correspondents themselves.’ With the exception that is, of an unnamed

Australian war reporter [probably Keith Murdoch] whom Charteris effectively banned

from the Western Front as the Australian ’had been very difficult on a previous

visit.’ 112

By July 1916 Brigadier-General Charteris declared: ’All the troubles regarding

the Press and the correspondents seem to be satisfactorily settled.’ Except for the

small matter of H. Perry Robinson of the Times - of whom Charteris had a high

llO Charteris, At GHQ, pp. 153-154.

ill Ibid., p. 155-156.
112 Ibid., p. 157.
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opinion. Robinson ’has throughout acted as doyen of the Press correspondents, and

been most helpful.’ Because of an imminent transfer Charteris was concerned that

Robinson, one of the most operationally well-informed correspondents ’might let

something slip out in conversation at home. And he knows so much that the risk is

too great, during a battle.’ Charteris proposed to ask Lord Northcliffe to have

Robinson temporarily sent to the south of France and thus ’keep him from the risk of

contamination until the battle [of the Somme] has developed a little further.’113 It was

a compliment to the industriousness of the war correspondents that General Charteris

should consider one of them so knowledgeable about military operations that he

wished him to be "quarantined". But it was also somewhat derogatory for Charteris to

have believed the reporters’ discretion so fragile that, once away from the war-zone, it

could not be relied upon.

On October 7, 1916 General Charteris met with the editor of the Times

Geoffrey Dawson whom Charteris considered ’very helpful.’ Dawson proposed three

changes regarding the war correspondents’ situation. Firstly, the Times editor felt that

leave and a change of personnel would allay the risk of the journalists becoming

irritated with each other - a fairly frivolous matter. Secondly, that ’they are too much

shadowed by junior Press [Conducting] Officers’ and something should be done

about that. Finally, Dawson believed that it was vital that advice and guidance from

’some competent military authority’ should be made available to the war reporters

when writing their articles. Charteris rejected the first suggestion as being

impracticable as the battle of the Somme was still on-going. However he recorded in

his diary that he had taken steps to investigate the second request. As for the third

request, the General was quite revealing as to the nature of the relationship between

Staff officers and the war reporters. ’The ordinary Staff officer dislikes the Press

correspondents, and does not get on well with them.’ And continuing rather

disparagingly, Charteris declared, ’There is a risk also lest any military opinions the

ll3 Ibid., pp. 157-158.
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correspondents advance would all dance to the tune of their bear-leader.’ll4 This

meeting revealed that Charteris was open and amenable to requests of a serious nature

- but also that he had some slight contempt for the war correspondents.

On November 13, 1916, Brigadier-General Charteris recorded that he had

been in written contact with Sir Frank Swettenham (then Chief Censor) concerning

the work of the war correspondents. Swettenham had stated that ’(1) The reports of

depreciation in the morale of the enemy cannot help us and may help the Germans to

take steps to remedy any rot which has set in. (2) That writing about tanks may take

away from the Germans the fear of the unknown. (3) Publication has few advantages

and many disadvantages.’ Charteris disagreed with all those criticisms (although he

does not make clear whether or not he made his objections known to Swettenham).

The general absolved the Army from such criticism by writing that the Army did not

use the correspondents to publicise the views of the Army, nor was the Army

responsible for the content of the journalists’ articles, ’except to see that no valuable

military information is given away. The articles are the general impressions gained by

the correspondents by their own observations.’ He went even further by asserting that

the Army could in no way be held accountable for the political effect of the war-

correspondents’ articles in Britain, as ’our censorship is not final’ - the Official Press

Bureau censorship was (though only in very unusual circumstance) the last resort

against journalistic indiscretion in war. In a barbed comment Charteris recommended

that Swettenham, ’if he wants to counteract any effect of the correspondents’ articles,

should do so by inspired leading articles, or by an official caveat.’115

The following year, on April 12, 1917, Charteris received

telegram from Lord Northcliffe ’"Press work prompt and greatly

an encouraging

interesting the

public," which is very gratifying to the Press department and to the correspondents.’

This during the battle of Arras for which the war correspondents ’played up

extraordinarily well both prior to the attack and particularly for the last few days.’116

114 Ibid., p. 173.
115 Ibid., p. 177.
116 Ibid., p. 213.
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However General Charteris still did not have a high opinion of some of the war

reporters, as on September 1917 he described Philip Gibbs’ writing as ’"horror-

mongering stuff"’ l l7

But how did the war correspondents themselves view the Staff officers and

generals who now played a crucial part in the way in which the journalists discharged

their duties? Despite professing a desire only ’to record the truth as fully as possible

without handing information to the enemy,’l ~8 the early months of their attachment to

the British army remained troublesome for the official correspondents. Although the

correspondents considered themselves responsible and circumspect enough to report

without external censorship the military authorities ’were so nervous of us in those

early days that they appointed a staff of censors [i.e. the Army Press Conducting

Officers] to live with us, travel with us, sleep with us, read our dispatches with a mass

of rules for their guidance [ .... ],ll9 Beach Thomas expressed his preference for those

Army Press Officers who had formerly been Indian civil servants -’they had this

additional virtue that they were not afraid of the army. Just before I reached Tilque the

chief of them was told in precise terms to "waste the time of the correspondents.’’’120

Beach Thomas saw no reason why the message would have been fabricated by the

conducting officer and he accepted it as truth. Philip Gibbs attributed the victory of

the war correspondents over the unreasonable demands of the censorship and over the

early ’narrow and unimaginative prejudice of elderly staff officers’121 to the Army

Press Conducting Officers. They ’saw the absurdity of many of the regulations laid

down for their guidance [...] and they did their best to interpret them in a free and easy

way, or to have them repealed.’ Indeed, a number of the Army Press Officers

jeopardized their careers in ’putting up a stiff resistance to some new and ridiculous

order from G.H.Q.’122 Those Press Officers also facilitated the difficult work of the

~17 Ibid., p. 254.
118 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p.231.
119 Ibid., p. 231.
120 Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, p. 105.
121 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 235.
122 Ibid., p. 234.
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correspondent at the front by, for the

joumalists to the best of their ability, by declining to

numerous other small ways- all of which was deeply

correspondents.

most part, defending the interests of the

"waste their time" and in

appreciated by all the war

Neville Lytton was adamant that ’in the early stages of the war the facilities

were not nearly great enough, and the censorship imposed upon them was much too

severe [...],123 Hamilton Fyfe cited one Press Conducting Officer, Edward (C.E.)

Montague formerly of the Manchester Guardian as a prime example of the over-

zealous censorship official: ’He was by a long way the worst censor of all. He sniffed

danger in the most harmless statements.’ 124

But over time the animosity and hostility towards the correspondents gradually

evaporated. Gibbs and his colleagues ’made friends with many generals and officers

[ ....] [who] were surprised to find us decent fellows, and pleased with what we wrote

about the men.’125 As Lytton remarked - ’In 1917 the facilities went on increasing and

many of them [the reporters] became such friends with commanding officers that they

were welcomed wherever they went.’126

In fact by 1916 the War office and the Army had come to place almost

complete trust in the integrity of the war reporters. H. Perry Robinson reported to the

editor of The Times on June 1, 1916 concerning a meeting attended by the official

correspondents, the Commander-in-Chief (Haig) and later the Army Press Conducting

Officers ’in the endeavour to find ways of giving the public more news from this

Front. The disposition seems to be to assist us as much as possible.’127 It was decided

at the conference that a weekly summary of the recent operations would be compiled

by the correspondents based on access to Army Reports. Access to the Army Reports

on a daily basis in order to give a more detailed version of the official communiquOs

had also been granted. Perry Robinson saw those new facilities as ’a serious effort [...]

123 Lytton, The Press and The General Staff p. ix.
124 Fyfe, My Seven Selves, p. 227.
125 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 231.
126 Lytton, The Press and The General Staff p. x.

127 Times Archive, Dawson - Perry-Robinson Correspondence, June 1, 1916.
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being made to help us to send more matter in the nature of actual news [ .... ]’128 This

d~tente was illustrated clearly when on the eve of the first battle of the Somme in

July 1916 General Charteris met with the correspondents at Amiens and ’announced

the Great Endeavour and suggested an appropriate spot beside the road into Albert for

watching the battle.’ This was the turning point in the military-press contest - despite

Beach Thomas’ claim that he and his colleagues had been supplied (apparently

intentionally) with misleadingly optimistic reports of British progress on the Somme.

What was important to the journalists was that from that point onwards their

dispatches could be passed in a considerably longer and much more descriptive form.

Allied to that was Lord Northcliffe’s belief that ’for the first time they [the British

public] were to be allowed to hear what was happening to their civilian army [And]

the army in general at last perceived that publicity was a necessary accompaniment of

an army composed of men recruited from every class and county.’129

The reason for that radical change of heart in reporting regulations on the part

of the British High Command lies in the fact that the Somme campaign was a unique

event in the history of the British Army. Up to that point, and from its very origins,

the British Army had been allowed to fulfill its role and prosecute its wars with

relatively little care for what the British public (as opposed to the British government)

knew or thought of the Army. Traditionally the Army had been a breed apart from

general society and as such had no practice at, or indeed desire to engage in, what is

now called "public relations." The battles of the Somme changed all that. July 1,

1916, saw the first modem British volunteer citizen army enter battle. The Somme

was the first real combat test of the new Kitchener Armies, and as such the public (i.e.

the families of the Kitchener soldiers) had the right to be told of what was happening

to their men at the front. The British High Command realised and accepted the

validity of that argument and adjusted their press policy accordingly. Moreover, the

fact that technological progress now enabled the newspaper press to rapidly report and

128 Ibid., June 1, 1916.
129 Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, p. 109.
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disseminate news of events from abroad must have made that argument all the more

irresistible for the War Office and G.H.Q.

Prior to July 1916, most noticeably during the tenure of Charteris’ predecessor

General MacDonogh, ’Hardly a week passed without some vexatious rule to cramp

our style by prohibiting the mention of facts far better known to the Germans than to

the British [ .... ],130 Not even the names of regiments involved in battles might be

passed by the censor: ’Owing to this lack of freedom it cannot be said that the

accounts of the early battles - Neuve Chapelle, Festubert, Loos, and the early phases

of the Somme - gave any idea of the true psychology of the fighting man.TM

Philip Gibbs felt the ruling of the censorship to have been at its most ruthless

during the battle of Loos in September 1915. ’General MacDonagh himself used the

blue pencil ruthlessly, and I had no less than forty pages of manuscript deleted by his

own hand from my descriptive account.’132 Gibbs apportioned the blame for such

strictness to General Haig (at that time commanding First Corps).

To William Beach Thomas ’Temperamentally, and by training, General Haig

was opposed to war correspondents.’133 During Beach Thomas’ first interview with

Haig, the General mentioned the incident of Colonel Repington’s [the Times military

correspondent] dispatch which had allegedly resulted in a battery being shelled by the

Germans.TM Beach Thomas felt certain that Haig expected the same level of

carelessness from the official correspondents.

Hamilton Fyfe recalled a speech delivered by Haig soon after assuming the

position of Commander-in-Chief. The general informed the assembled war

correspondents that he was aware of their desire to write articles which would be ’

"something for Mary Jane in the kitchen to read." ,135 Philip Gibbs, present on that

occasion, claimed (in 1946) that upon hearing that speech he ’would not let him

130 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 232.
131 Lytton, The Press and The General Staff p. ix.
132 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 232.
133 Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, p. 105.
134 Ibid., p. 105.
135 Field-Marshal Haig quoted in Fyfe, My Seven Selves, p. 224.
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[Haig] get away with that, and told him that it was not only for Mary Ann [sic] that

we were writing, but for the whole nation and Empire, and that he could not conduct

his war in secret [ .... ],136 After that outburst Gibbs, discovered that Haig’s attitude

changed fundamentally and that he ’gave us everything we wanted, and more access to

information than any war correspondents have had.’~37 Moreover ’from that time

onward [December 1915] we were given full liberty of movement over the whole

front, and full and complete privileges, never before accorded to war correspondents,

to see the army reports during the progress of battle, and day by day [...]’ Gibbs also

considered Haig’s Director of Intelligence, Charteris quite co-operative as he ’devoted

a considerable amount of time to our little unit, and in may ways, with occasional

tightening of the reins, was broad-minded in his interpretation of the censorship

regulations.’138 However, even as late as November 1916, the war reporters were

unsure of the good-intentions of G.H.Q. At that juncture the correspondents were

ordered to move their quarters to a new location. This went against the wishes of the

joumalists who felt that they would not be ’as useful as in the past. Possibly we are

wrong, and it may be that those who order the move are in a better position to judge

than we. Anyhow we are to go.’139 Of interest here is not the fact that the war

correspondents were being moved against their will - there were no further complaints

(and their dispatches did not suffer). Rather what should be noted is that there still

existed (however minor it may have been) an atmosphere of mistrust of the military

by the reporters.

It was in June 1917, according to William Beach Thomas, that the British

military authorities finally fully discarded any significant opposition to the war

correspondents.140 This was made clear during the battle of Messines. It was at that

point of the Great War that the correspondents ’came into close touch with General

136 Philip Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, (London, 1946), pp. 167-168.
137 Ibid., p. 168.
138 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 233.
139 Times Archive, Dawson - Perry-Robinson Correspondence, November 23, 1916.
140 Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, p. 119.
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Plumer’s army and his Chief of Staff, General Harrington [sic], [who] started an

arrangement which afterwards became general throughout the armies.’ 141

On the eve of the Messines battle, Harington assembled the by now large force

of Allied official correspondents (which now included American, French and Italian

representatives) and proceeded ’to have his say, to put all his cards on the table. He

sketched the great battle of the morrow, described exactly how the waves of troops

were to go forward and where. He gave us elaborate barrage maps, and maps with the

brown, green and blue lines marked.’142 General Harington’s candidness stunned

Beach Thomas and naturally his fellow correspondents must have also been surprised.

’We were a long way from Mr. Churchill’s doctrine in 1914 that the war was to be

fought in a fog and the only place for a war correspondent was in London!’143

Harington and fellow generals continued the new policy of absolute openness

with subsequent battles; before each offensive the general would call in the

correspondents and ’give a detailed staff lecture - laying before them with absolute

trust the enemy order of battle, our own order

barrage maps, the arrangements for supply

of battle, the objective maps, the

and transport, the engineering

preparations, and every detail of staff work necessary for a modem battle.TM

Philip Gibbs recounted the daily routine of the official war correspondents as a

constant regime of movement ’[...] we set out constantly to the front - every day in

time of active warfare - through Ypres, if Flanders was aflame, or through Arras, if

that was the focal point, or out from Amiens to Bapaume and beyond, when the

Somme was the hunting ground, or up by St. Quentin to the right of the line.TM Each

day the correspondents visited the trenches, spoke with battalion officers, ordinary

soldiers as well as German prisoners while all the time witnessing offensives, counter

offensives and artillery bombardments.146 Such a tiring routine took its toll on some

141 Lytton, The Press and The General Staff p. x.
142 Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, p. 120.
143 Ibid., p. 121.
144 Lytton, The Press and The General Staff p. x.
145 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 243.
146 Ibid., p. 243. & Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, p. 117.
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of the reporters. H. Perry Robinson by October 1916 felt that ’since the war began I

have done a good deal of arduous, and sometimes dangerous work.’147 So much so

that the managing editors of The

Gerald Campbell (at that time

Times considered replacing Perry Robinson with

attached to the French armies). A managerial

memorandum recognized that ’Perry Robinson is tired, and is very anxious to spend a

month or two in Switzerland,’ where he had to contend with the added stress of a son

suffering from medical problems.148 The Chief himself (Lord Northcliffe was called

that by all his journalists) was aware of the toll such a demanding regime of work

could cause. In a letter to the writer Joseph Conrad in August 1916, he declared ’The

newspapers do not convey the great accomplishments of the British and French

armies in the battles of the Somme. I think the correspondents are a little tired. Going

as I did with a fresh eye from England, I saw things in their proper aspect [...]’149

By 1917 the routine included the aforementioned briefings by the various

Corps commanders, after which the reporters usually broke for some sleep then would

’proceed by motor to some hill-top just behind the battle-line.’Is° Each of the

correspondents would assign themselves a particular sector of the battle-front (by

drawing lots) and having parked their cars at a safe distance advanced on foot right

onto the front-line. ’We got as far as possible into the traffic of supporting troops,

advancing guns, meeting the long straggling procession of "walking wounded" [...]

watching the fury of shell fire from our own massed artillery, and the enemy’s barrage

fire.’lSl

Meanwhile some of the war reporters would have engaged in "corps-

crawling", which entailed visiting Corps H.Q. for the latest information on the

progress of the battle. They would then be joined by those journalists who had been

deployed on the battle-line. Next the correspondents returned to their quarters, pooled

their information and rapidly wrote-up their dispatches, which would then be

147 Times Archive, Managerial File 1905-1931, October 21, 1916.
148 Ibid., November 15, 1916.
149 Northcliffe Papers, ADD 62334, August 7, 1916.
150 Lytton,The Press and The General Staff p. xi.
151 Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, p. 244.
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censored by the accompanying Army Press Conducting Officers.152 Finally the

dispatches were telephoned back to the War Office in London who ’had no right of

censorship, and our dispatches were untouched after they had left our quarters. Nor

were our newspapers allowed to alter or suppress any word we wrote.’153

While Neville Lytton made no mention of any difficulties between General

Charteris and the correspondents, the same could not be said for Charteris’

replacement General Cox. Cox, who took over from Charteris in early 1918 ’wished,’

according to Lytton, ’to get rid of all encumbrances from the Intelligence branch that

might possibly interfere with his main work.’ The war correspondents and their

attendant considerations (i.e. censorship) were such an encumbrance. Lytton believed

Cox to have been ’terrified lest, in the middle of some critical situation on the front,

he should find himself swooped down upon by the Northcliffes or the Beaverbrooks

and called to task for some error in censorship.TM To avert such a catastrophe, Cox

simply transferred press-related duties elsewhere, this move resulted in a re-

organisation of the Army-press structure which served only to make Lytton’s job more

difficult and onerous. Lytton now had a number of new superior officers, as the

Censorship and Press department had been transferred to a G.H.Q. branch entitled

"Staff duties".155 One of Lytton’s new superiors, General Dawnay (head of Staff

Duties) was deemed by Lytton wholly unsuited to his new responsibilities; ’he planed

too high to have any sympathy with the Press [...] to him newspapers were a morass

of inaccurate information and bad writing, and he took no interest in them.TM

However, conditions must not have significantly deteriorated as not one of the official

correspondents deigned to mention Dawnay in their reminiscences published either

during or after the Great War.

152 Ibid., p. 244. & Lytton,The Press and The General Staff p. xi.
153 Ibid., p. 244.
154 This says more about the fearsome reputation of Northcliffe, and the press-barons in general than it
does about the quality of Cox himself.
155 Lytton, The Press and the General Staff pp. 140-141.
156 Ibid., p. 142.
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Conclusion.

In conclusion, a clear pattern emerges from an examination of the travails of the war

correspondents from 1914 to 1918. From the initial chaotic and confused nature of the

early combat in late 1914 the correspondents found themselves operating in a hostile

environment of fluid and unstable front lines, official harassment and a complete lack

of on-site official guide-lines. That turned gradually into a defined Army and War

Office policy of arrest and deportation of journalists by January 1915 - ironically

brought upon the reporters due to their success in covering the war. Contrast that with

the situation in 1918 wherein the war journalists were shown almost everything to be

seen on the Western Front, and made privy to all but the most sensitive military

information while being incorporated into the British war-machine.

To be more precise - in 1914 the war correspondents were "free" to go where

they wished, observe what they desired and write whatever they wanted (albeit with

the approval of the Press Bureau in London - but still by-passing any British Army

field censorship - a crucial point) as long as they were lucky enough or clever enough

to circumvent the multifarious obstacles placed in their paths. The unauthorised war

correspondents thus owed nothing to anyone in officialdom. In 1918, by contrast, as

the culmination of an evolving process for the previous two years, the official war

correspondents were still free to travel almost anywhere on the front-line, witness

whatever battles were occurring and report whatever they wished. But they did so

subject to the censorship of the Army Press Conducting Officers and the General Staff

in the field, and only because the War Office and the General Staff decided to grant

them such freedom of movement. However unwillingly the official correspondents

may have admitted it (and they never did explicitly) they were now indebted to, at the

most obvious level, the British General Staff. The question to be posed is this; was

this implicit debt repaid by a conscious or unconscious change in the presentation,

content and style of the correspondents’ dispatches from mid-1915 onwards? Does an

analysis of the dispatches of the unauthorised correspondents during the period

August 1914 to May 1915, in tandem with those of the official war correspondents
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from May/June 1915 until 1918, reveal a discernible change in the way the Great war

was represented? In other words did the war-dispatches of the authorised

correspondents attempt to reflect accurately the reality of combat on the Western

Front? Or conversely, were the official war correspondents influenced by being

subsumed into the military organisational structure into presenting a more optimistic

and misleading depiction of the war to their readers? Those issues will be dealt with

in subsequent chapters.

Moreover, and even more fundamental, are the effects which the unique and

unprecedented nature of the Great War had on the process or mechanics of news-

gathering by the war correspondents - both authorised and unauthorised. In order to

appreciate and comprehend fully why the war correspondents reported on the war in

the way they did it is essential to be aware of the external conditions which shaped the

environment in which they operated. As H.A. Gwynne had explained to the Royal

United Service Institution audience prior to the war, the war correspondent was

considered a potentially dangerous figure and thus had to be supervised to some

extent by the State, either by the home government or by the military bureaucracy in

the field - and preferably by both. As was shown in this chapter the system of press-

control and the attempted exclusion from (then controlled access to) the war-zones of

the Western Front of the correspondents dictated the conditions of news-gathering,

one of the prime factors shaping how war correspondents portrayed the war of

attrition and mass death. Furthermore, for the first time in British history, the war

correspondents found themselves (after 1915) inducted into the organisational

framework of the British Army - in effect becoming yet another component of the

massive web of civil-military bureaucracy which was the inevitable by-product of

modem industrialized world war. That idea of the war journalist as "officially

accredited", and somehow an accepted element of the war machine was to be repeated

in an even more sophisticated fashion during the Second World War.

With the transformation of warfare itself during the 1914-18 period came an

inescapable transformation of the practice of modern war correspondence. Now the
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war reporter in the battle area had to contend with "hostile" military organisations

(and pervasive domestic and field censorship) which in scale alone dwarfed anything

previously experienced by correspondents who had known preceding conflicts. The

war reporter of the First World War also confronted the logistical nightmare of

endeavouring to report on battles which were often fought on ninety-mile fronts,

while attempting to translate to his readers the reality of mass technological warfare.

All the old rules of war correspondence (and indeed of warfare itself) had been

brushed aside, resulting in the modern war correspondent having to completely re-

assess his role and way of working in the face of those new realities of war. War

correspondence was no longer an adventure - it had become something strange and

new to experienced and novice war journalists alike. Essentially the war

correspondents of the Great War acted as sometimes unwilling and unwitting pioneers

of war reporting in the twentieth century.
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Chapter Three - Reporting the war: the Depiction of Combat on the Western Front,

1914-1918.

One cannot tell England things which England would like to know without also

telling incidentally things which might be of service to the enemy. One can only

do one’s best to show that the story is a brilliant one without disclosing

injudicious details.50

Introduction.

The four years of the war placed the five British press correspondents (and one American

- Frederick Palmer) in the unenviable position of having to cover a massive conflict

taking place over a huge Western Front. Among the many unique aspects of the Great

War was the level of fatalities and casualties suffered by the Allied and Central power

troops during the long and bloody struggle. John Terraine in describing the Western Front

observed that it was, ’for the nations whose armies were devoured by it, a shocking

phenomenon. This shock was produced by the great losses which the armies sustained,

both cumulatively and incident by incident, apparently for little purpose.’51 Certainly

external as well as self-censorship would ensure that a completely accurate description of

such costly combat could not be presented to the public. Furthermore, the British war

correspondents had to confront the novel forms of warfare which quickly became

apparent during the first year of the war, in addition to the warfare of attrition which

caused the unprecedented casualty levels on both sides. Also, the correspondents had to

report such developments within the parameters (from 1915 onwards) of the official war

50 H. Perry Robinson, The Times, July 10, 1916, p. 9.
51 John Terraine, The Western Front, 1914-1918, (1964), p. 13. Terraine argues that in fact the losses on

the Western Front were not as serious as those on the less publicized Eastern Front; giving the example of
Russia having sustained losses of three million men in the period 1915-16.
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correspondent system (discussed in Chapter Two) with its attendant advantages and

constraints upon their ability to report the fighting.

Yet another aspect of the unique nature of the First World War which confronted

the war reporters was the inability of the pre-existing language and values of war

reporting (discussed in Chapter One) to contend with the style of fighting on the Western

Front. And finally, the correspondents had to mediate between the military reality as they

saw it, military objectives as G.H.Q. presented these, and the journalists’ own sense of

what their newspapers’ proprietors and readers wanted to, or should read, as expressed by

the quote from H. Perry Robinson at the head of this chapter.

It is against this set of factors, and using the method outlined in the introduction,

that this chapter assesses how the war correspondents reported combat on the Westem

Front.

Combat on the Western Front - the historians’ perspective.

Before proceeding with an analysis of the depiction of combat during the war on the

Western Front by the war correspondents, it is necessary to provide a contextual

benchmark against which the nature of the correspondents’ reporting may be more fully

appreciated.

From August 1914 until late September of that year the nature of combat in

France and Belgium is defined as "open warfare" or a "war of movement", which despite

the introduction of many novel weapons of a highly technical nature, and severe casualty

rates - particularly among the French - ’reinforced conventional representations of

combat, with epic tales such as "the capture of German flags" and "the bayonet charge.’’’52

Despite the continued use of conventional representations of combat, the fighting itself

showed that war in the twentieth century was a different phenomenon from clashes of

52 John Home, ’Soldiers, Civilians and the Warfare of Attrition - Representations of Combat in France,

1914-1918,’ in Frans Coetzee and Marilyn Shevin-Coetzee (Eds.), Authority, Identity and the Social
History of the Great War, (Oxford, 1995), p. 226.
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previous centuries. For instance, Trevor Wilson has described the battle of Mons of

August 23, 1914 as unprecedented for a number of reasons. Firstly it was fought in an

urbanized industrial area; it was the first battle which saw aeroplanes being directly

deployed in combat as (artillery spotters); and the amount of shells used against the

British ’seemed so vast as to herald a new form of war - one in which heavy industry was

threatening to render obsolete the skills and valour and endurance of individual fighting

men.’53 Wilson also provides an explanation for the genesis and rapid development of

trench warfare on the Western Front, demonstrating how an infantry tactic which taught

the soldier to dig in (temporarily) when under attack or holding a newly-won position

quickly became established as an organic and unexpected strategic reality. Trenches ’were

intended only to provide a breathing space,’ but they soon became permanent fixtures

coalescing into one endless line separating the warring armies. And with the new forms of

weaponry coming on stream since 1914, trenches were becoming increasingly difficult to

neutralise. ’Barbed wire entanglements, rapid-firing rifles, machine-guns, and shrapnel

had together made it purposeless to launch cavalry against an unbreached trench

system.’54 So, with the attendant stalemate and lack of ability to dismantle the opposition’s

entrenchments French army generals, for example, failing to devise ’any other doctrine

that promised military success, [...] persisted in

against invariably superior defensive firepower

a strategy of hurling masses of men

- with results often of hundreds of

casualties for every yard gained, and some one million French soldiers dead even before

the siege of Verdun.’55 This style of warfare, the so-called offensive ~ outrance or "cult of

the offensive" was pursued by the British as well (the Germans concentrating on attempts

to knock Russia out of the war maintained a primarily defensive military policy on the

Western Front until 1918) and continued throughout 1915.

53 Trevor Wilson, The Myriad Faces of War, Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918, (Cambridge, 1986), p.

42.
54 Ibid., p. 102.
55 Leonard V. Smith, Between Mutiny and Obedience - The Case of the French Fifth Infantry Division

during World War I, (Princeton, 1994), pp. 12-13.
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The year 1916 is rightly overshadowed above all else by the Somme campaign.

There was much optimism among the Allies that the offensive would strike the long

hoped-for knock-out blow which would re-establish open warfare - enabling the Allied

armies to take the initiative, bring the war to the Germans and achieve victory. Although

new weapons had been introduced during 1916, such as light trench mortars and light

machine-guns, the style of warfare remained relatively unchanged.56 Offensive 6 outrance

continued to be the order of the day. The nub of the problem which led to such carnage on

the Somme according to the historians’ consensus, is that the commanders on the ground

lacked sufficient guidance from the general staff. Once the whistle was blown and the

men went over the top there was no effective communication between the battlefield and

general headquarters. As one military historian has succinctly observed: ’The entire army

resembled a floating and helpless whale, powerful in itself, but lacking co-ordination,

proper purpose and articulation.’57 On the German side of No-Man’s-Land, ’following the

Moltkean tradition, [the Germans] were better at delegating command, and allowed

greater initiative to their battalion and divisional commanders.’ This ensured they were

more flexible during the fighting and ’adapted to local circumstances,’ - unlike their

British opponents.58 The end result in November was considered by many at the time and

today to have been a bloody shambles. The statistics, no matter how they are arranged,

remain staggering. On the first morning 60,000 British soldiers advanced towards the

German lines - in half an hour 30,000 were casualties of war and by day’s end the figures

had risen to double that number. 20,000 men lay dead.59 At the end, and ’at a cost of

415,000 casualties, in a series of conflicts of a ferocity never before envisaged, the British

had inched their way forward over a narrow strip of territory, falling short of many of the

56 Trevor Wilson and Robin Prior, Command on the Western Front - The Military Career of Sir Henry

Rawlinson 1914-18, (Oxford, 1992), pp. 137-138.
57 Tim Travers, The Killing Ground - The British Army, The Western Front and the emergence of modern

warfare, 1900-1918, (London, 1990 edition), p. 189.
58 Hew Strachan, European Armies and the Conduct of War, (London, 1983), p. 141.

59 Trevor Wilson, The Myriad Faces of War, Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918, (Cambridge, 1986), p.

323. And J.M. Bourne, Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918, (London, 1989),p. 59.
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objectives they had set themselves for the first day [original emphasis] of the offensive.’6°

The only crumb of comfort for the Allied High Commands lay in the fact that German

losses were at least equal to and probably higher than Allied dead and wounded.61 ’The

German Army was never quite the same again after the Somme.’62

1917 was remembered in the inter-war years for Passchendaele in much the same

way as 1916 remains notorious as the year of the Somme. The months prior to the

massive offensive in Flanders were preceded by two encouraging highpoints, the battles

of Arras and Messines. As will be shown however, many historians consider these two

battles to have been quite minor or unexploited victories.

Arras is considered a limited British military victory because it was blocked when

it attempted to ’expand the initial salient’ and Messines likewise because its very

objectives - while achieved - were in themselves limited. Terraine, while accepting that

Arras was an unambitious operation describes the attack at Messines as ’one of the

completest victories of the war.’63 Much of the success in the battle at Arras is credited to

the British artillery units’ increased firepower. The Canadian Corps alone had the

dedicated support of over a thousand artillery pieces, and the ammunition used by the

weapons was of improved quality.64 Once again, at Messines, artillery played a crucial

role in the military success. Under the guidance of General Plumer, 2,500 guns were

arrayed along a 9-mile front (to that date the heaviest concentration of artillery since the

war began). The Royal Flying Corps also played a significant part in the operation. The

infantry had been well-rehearsed in their role too. ’The Battle of Messines was a

vindication of careful planning, overwhelming concentration of artillery, limited

60 John Terraine, The Western Front, 1914-1918, (London, 1964), p. 81.
61 Hew Strachan, European Armies and the Conduct of War, (London, 1983), p. 141.
62 J.M. Bourne, Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918, (London, 1989), p. 67.
63 Hew Strachan, European Armies and the Conduct of War, (London, 1983), p. 141. And John Terraine,
The Western Front, 1914-1918, (London, 1964), p. 144.
64 J.M. Bourne, Britain andthe Great War, 1914-1918, (London, 1989), p. 73.

110



objectives and methodical advance.’65 The two victories, as well as lifting morale also

augured well for the immediate future. Passchendaele was to be the next big battle.

In their highly detailed and carefully analytical study of Passchendaele, Robin

Prior and Trevor Wilson encapsulate the significance of the operation within the strategic

context of 1917. They conclude that Passchendaele (also known as the Third Battle of

Ypres) resulted in approximately 275,000 casualties (including casualties incurred during

Messines) of which 70,000 were fatalities and an unknown number wounded so severely

that they would never return to the line. No ground of significance was taken and the only

"good" to come out of the whole battle was ’a great diminution in the fighting strength of

the enemy, although to a lesser extent than the reduction of Britain’s forces.’66

Furthermore, "Third Ypres" exacted a further though less tangible price than the high loss

rate: ’Several witnesses relate the harm dealt to the morale of Britain’s fighting men by

their involvement in such barren operations.’67

1916 and 1917 had been bad years for the British army on the Western Front. All

the successful operations in those two years were more than overshadowed by the

bloodshed of the Somme and Passchendaele. But the situation was to deteriorate even

further in the spring of 1918. The Kaiser’s offensive of March 1918 brought the Allies

closer to the brink of defeat than at any time since the retreat from Mons in the autumn of

1914. The so-called "Kaiserschlacht" or "Spring Offensive" was in fact the opening stage

of a desperate military gamble by the German High Command. It was a gamble which the

Germans would ultimately lose but in early 1918 that was by no means known to the

Allied general staffs. As far as Haig and Joffre were concerned the German armies had

the capability to breach the stalemate on the Western Front and convert that breach into a

full-scale victory.

65 Ibid., p. 73.
66 Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, Passchendaele - The Untold Story, (London, 1996), p. 195.
67 Ibid., p. 196.
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The first day of the German attack, March 21, was disastrous for the British army.

At dawn 6,608 German guns opened fire with unprecedented precision and intensity.68

Almost 100 square miles of ground had been wrested from Allied control with the

Germans penetrating to a depth of four and a half miles at one sector of the front.

Casualties for March 21 are estimated to have been 38,500 with the Germans sustaining

around 40,000.69 The Fifth Army under the command of General Gough faced the worst

part of the German onslaught. The situation rapidly became clear, the Allies were in

desperate straits. ’Communications were immediately reduced to a shambles. The front

broke in two places. Plans for repairing the breach in co-operation with the French

collapsed [ .... ] Attempts to maintain a continuous line precipitated a rapid retreat as

successive formations found their flanks exposed.’70 The Germans pressed on inexorably,

with key towns such as P6ronne, Bapaume, Albert and Ham falling to the Kaiser’s

advancing troops within a week. The Fifth Army retreated ’in an increasing state of

disintegration.’71 On March 28, Gough was replaced as commander of the Fifth Army by

Rawlinson, who acknowledged that the situation was serious and that Amiens, a major

Allied rail centre, might fall. ’Thus the situation confronting Rawlinson appeared

altogether bleak. Yet his fears of the imminent fall of Amiens did not come to pass.

Gradually the German advance on the front of his Army slowed.’72 At this point the

German troops were overcome by fatigue ’and unable to resist the temptation of looting

the rich British stores that were now falling into their hands, the attacking troops were

slipping out of control and were no longer responding to orders.’73 By April 5 the Allies

had repulsed the last of the German attacks and the British army had regained its

68 Martin Van Creveld, Command in War, (London, 1985), p. 179.

69 Trevor Wilson, The Myriad Faces of War, Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918, (Cambridge, 1986),

pp. 559-560.
70 J.M. Bourne, Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918, (London, 1989), p. 85.
71 Ibid., p. 85.

72 Trevor Wilson and Robin Prior, Command on the Western Front - The Military Career of Sir Henry

Rawlinson, 1914-18, (Oxford, 1992), p. 282.
73 Martin Van Creveld, Command in War, (London, 1985), p. 181.
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composure and its control. The end result of the Kaiserschlacht was that ’the Germans

had purchased a tactical success at the price of a strategic calamity [ .... ] This meant for

Germany that the war could not be won.’74

Combat on the Western Front - the war correspondents’ perspective.

In examining the depiction of the war by the correspondents, one is confronted with the

journalistic output of four reporters for the years 1914-1918.75 That amounts to many

thousands of press dispatches. A manageable and representative method of sampling is to

select a number of major battles and to analyse the war reporters’ articles concerning

them. The infrequent and random nature of war correspondence during the period from

autumn 1914 to the summer of 1915 (see Chapter 2 of this thesis) has made it necessary

to use a slightly different selection approach to that employed on the other periods of the

war. Therefore, selecting the first two months of the war, August and September 1914,

the first seven consecutive front-line dispatches from the start of the war (which span the

two months) have been picked for analysis. In 1916 the month of June has been chosen as

a comparison period to the "exceptionality" of the Somme. Choosing the Somme as the

major offensive of 1916, further sampling within that lengthy offensive has been made -

selecting three separate weeks, one in July during the opening stage of the campaign; a

second week, in September when the offensive was well underway. And finally, one

week in mid-November when the final Somme battle was being fought. In 1917 the battle

of Arras in April and the battle of Messines of June 1917 have been selected for analysis.

The first week of the Passchendaele campaign has been included, it being similar in many

ways to the Somme, and also because it served as the largest offensive of that year. For

1918 the entire war correspondent output for the so-called "Kaiserschlacht" or Spring

74 Trevor Wilson, The Myriad Faces of War - Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918, (Cambridge, 1986),

p. 564.
75 Harold Russell, one of the official correspondents, is excluded from this study as he was a wire-service

reporter and as such his dispatches were sporadic and often extremely brief, thus not amenable to a
systematic content-analysis.
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Offensive from late March to early April 1918 has been chosen for examination. The

Kaiser’s offensive stands as probably the sole moment of the whole war in which the

Allied armies came near to defeat. As such it bears close scrutiny.

To each dispatch published during those battles a set questionnaire has been

applied (See Appendix.) comprising 20 questions in addition to a short summary of each

report (see Appendix). Questions posed included: ’Are negative phrases (for example,

"retreat", "surrender", "defeat" or "deadlock") used in the dispatch regarding British or

Allied forces?’ Or: ’Are positive phrases (for example, "advance", "victory", "P.O.W.

capture") used in the dispatch regarding German forces? And: ’Is the effect of firepower

mentioned in the dispatch?’

1914.

The first battles, August - September 1914. 76

As the months in question, August and September 1914, marked the period before the

Western Front evolved into rigid and universal industrialized trench warfare it is germane

to enquire whether or not the war reporters used industrial or technological terminology

as it related to the fighting. Of the 28 dispatches analyzed, it is interesting to find that 23

revealed that the correspondents were indeed aware that the war in 1914 was one which

relied on modern technology and infrastructure, that is, on technologies more usually

associated with civilian industry, such as trains, lorries, motor-cars, telegrams, as well as

76 Due to the fact that the correspondents were "unauthorised" and so spread out during this period of open

warfare in France and Belgium they were often able only to witness localised fighting and not battles as
such. However, the following casualty rates are included. At Liege, from August 5-6 the Belgian casualties
totaled 15,000 killed or wounded. German figures are unavailable. At the battle of Frontiers, August 14-25
French casualties were 300,000 killed, wounded or captured. The German casualties numbered 200,000
killed, wounded or captured. At Mons on August 23, 4,244 British troops were killed or wounded. The
German rates are not available. During the first battle of the Marne, September 3-9 250,000 British soldiers
were killed or wounded and 260,000 Germans were killed or wounded and 38,000 men captured. At First
Aisne, September 13-18 Allied casualties totaled 150,000 killed, wounded, missing, and captured. The
Germans lost the same number killed, wounded, missing and captured. Figures taken from Micheal
Clodfelter, Warfare and Armed Conflicts, A Statistical Reference to Casualty and Other Figures, 1618-
1991 - Volume II 1900-1991 (London & North Carolina), p. 712.
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on the most modem weapons systems, such as aeroplanes (as integral components of

artillery units), and car-mounted Maxim machine-guns.

Only 5 out of the 28 dispatches selected for examination during the period in

question reported instances of individual action. A similar figure of 4 dispatches

contained reports of acts of courage carried out by individual soldiers. This does not mean

the role of the individual soldier on the battlefield had disappeared or that there were no

opportunities for men to engage in heroic military activities. Rather the exigencies of the

time dictated what the reporters might witness. At this point in the war the correspondents

were trying to follow the fighting without permission. This meant that they could not

often place themselves in a position which would allow them to see individual action in

the war zone. The random nature of the joumalists’ travel-pattems in concert with the

omnipresent pitfalls of vigilant Allied sentries and suspicious peasants ensured that it was

often only by pure chance that they saw any fighting at all (and often from some

distance).
References made by the correspondents in their dispatches conceming British and

Allied dead, wounded or captured can be found in 19 dispatches, ranging from negligible

levels of wounded and dead, to reports of considerable numbers of losses and injured

soldiers. Such estimates regarding the German forces occurred in 23 articles, again

varying from reportedly small to enormous numbers of dead, injured or prisoners of war.

On August 9, J.M.N. Jeffries a Daily Mail correspondent, reporting from Charleroi in

south-east Belgium, claimed that 8,000 German troops had been killed and wounded in

their retreat from Liege, while some 17,000 were reportedly captured. Jeffries did add the

caveat that he was giving the figures ’under reserve.’77 T.E. Elias’ dispatch from Ostend

on August 24, 1914 contained no reference to death, either individual or collective,

77 J.M.N. Jeffi’ies, The Daily Mail, August 11 (August 9), 1914, p. 2. The dates in parentheses indicate the

date on which the dispatches were written, the main date refers to date of publication in the particular
newspaper.
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whereas Philip Gibbs, reporting from a location near Amiens on August 29 mentioned

death or injury regarding Allied forces fifteen times, and eleven times for the Germans.

On August 31, 1914, M. H. Donohoe, again for The Daily Chronicle, mentioned the

wounding or killing of German soldiers four times in his report, referring to Allied deaths

or injury four times also.

Gibbs submitted a second report to The Daily Chronicle on September 2, in which

reference to death or injury concerning Allied troops occurred six times and seven times

relating to the Germans.And three dispatches, from M.H. Donohoe and G.H. Perris

contained nine mentions in total of cases of Allied dead of wounded and only two

mentions of German fatalities or injured.78 Total mentions of Allied dead or injured for

that period occurred eighteen times, with thirty-one references to German deaths or

injuries.

The correspondents of The Daily Mail referred to Allied fatalities or casualties

seventeen times from the total seven dispatches submitted from August 9 to September

18. Regarding the German forces such references were made fifteen times in total for the

period examined. J.M.N. Jeffries gave detailed if tentative figures in his dispatch

published on August 11. He announced that ’The Germans are said to have lost 8,000

killed and wounded. Some 17,000 are said to have been captured. I give these figures

under reserve.’79

In The Times, reports provided from the front-line (a rather fluid and nebulous

definition in August and September 1914) from August 6 to September 11 mentioned the

78 Ibid., The Daily Chronicle, September 2 (August 31), 1914, p. 1; Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle,

September 3 (September 2), 1914, p. 1 & p. 5.; M.H. Donohoe, The Daily Chronicle, September 9
(September 8), 1914, p. 1 and G.H. Perris, The Daily Chronicle, September 10 (September 8), p. 5., &
September 17 (September 15), 1914, p. 1.
79 J.M.N. Jeffries, The Daily Mail, August 11 (August 9), 1914, p. 2.
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loss or injury of Allied troops thirteen times in total, and twenty times in the German

case.

The general trend in the media to depict the actions of Britain’s fighting men in

the war zone in a chivalric light was mirrored by the British war correspondents in their

front-line dispatches.80 As early as August and September 1914 the use of terms which

depicted fighting by British and Allied units in a romantic sense, including phrases

traditionally associated primarily with chivalry such as "dash", "honour" and "gallantry",

can be found in 12 of the 28 reports submitted by the British correspondents. Similar

portrayals of German troops occurred in 3

Philip Gibbs’ report for The Daily Chronicle

dispatches during August and September.

on August 29, for example, employed such

phraseology ¯

There was, for instance, a memorable encounter at Marville which is one of the

most heroic episodes of the war. Five thousand French soldiers of all arms, with

quick-firers, engaged 20,000 German infantry.

In spite of being outnumbered in this way, the French dash and "bite," as

they call it, was so splendid that they beat back the enemy from point to point in a

fight lasting for 12 hours, inflicting a tremendous punishment, and suffering very

few losses on their own side. A German officer captured in this engagement

expressed his unbounded admiration for the valour of the French troops, which he

described as "superb." 81

80 See John Home, ’Chivalry in the trenches. The ideals of knighthood and the Great War.’ Unpublished

paper, (Dublin, n.d.), p. 1., and p. 8.
81 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, August 31 (August 29), 1914, p. 1 & p. 3.
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Phrases suggesting British or Allied military failings or setbacks appeared a total of 86

times in 19 dispatches. Such terminology was used concerning the opposing forces 98

times in 21 dispatches. As regards the dispatches containing phrases denoting positive

British or Allied combat performance, such terms occurred a total of 139 times in 25

reports. On the German side, the total figure for such references was a much lower 53

times within 14 dispatches. Territory captured from the Germans by the British or Allied

forces was mentioned in 15 reports, while admissions of ground surrendered to the

Germans appeared in 15 dispatches also.

Alfred Stead, for The Daily Express, made contact with the Belgian army, and

described his feelings on being an eye-witness to such fighting:

The actual outpost fighting has something of the theatrical. There is something

exciting in the sudden coming into view of mounted men on a peaceful stretch of

road. Then a few sharp reports, dead men, and frightened horses, all with

cinematographic rapidity. One forgets to be deeply affected.82

Stead quickly came onto the scene of even more impressive fighting in the village of

Zelch - he considered this more of a battle than the previous engagement:

[...] the German cavalry made a desperate charge. In seeking to reach Diest they

fell on a barricade of fallen trees at the end of a straight avenue, and perished.

Ignorantly or foolishly confident, they charged in masses down this ten-yard-wide

road, bordered by trees and ditches, into the methodical, reasoned and

concentrated fire from the barricade [...] and perished.83

82 Alfred Stead, The Daily Express, August 18 (August 17), 1914, p. 3.

83 Ibid., 1914, p. 3.
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Jeffries of The Mail also commented on the style of fighting during the early months of

the war. He had spoken with veterans of the Boer War who told the reporter that:

the hottest firing there [in South Africa] was childish compared with that our

troops have undergone in Belgium and France. The [typical] German trench is

lined with machine-guns. The infantry behind causes no perturbation, their firing

is valueless, their ranks too packed for them to use their rifles properly. But their

machine-guns’ incessant sheet of lead defend these trenches only too well.84

The nature of "unauthorised" war reporting for the early part of the war, as the above

examination demonstrates, was fragmented and extremely disconnected. A generalized

summary of the depiction of combat on the Western Front prior to the establishment of

the official war correspondents scheme suggests a number of conclusions.

It is abundantly clear that the infrequency of front-line reports meant that the

newspaper audiences in Britain were receiving a very circumscribed account of the battles

in France and Belgium. The strict censorship system in operation also ensured that

concrete details, such as location of the fighting, the numbers of French, Belgian and later

British, dead could not be provided. The editor of The Times, Geoffrey Dawson wrote to

a friend in December 1914 that the system of censorship served only ’to make mystery

and trouble about things which would never have caused a moment’s anxiety if they had

been honestly stated at once [ .... ],85

A further handicap obstructing the correspondents was the fact that the war in the

autumn of 1914 was mobile and atomised. Often by the time a reporter heard news of

fighting and reached the location the armies had moved on and all that could be done was

to interview civilian witnesses or wounded soldiers. Such a modus operandi could never

84 J.M.N. Jeffries, The Daily Mail, September 3 (August 30), 1914, p. 5.
85 Letter from Geoffrey Dawson to the Bishop of Pretoria, December 22, 1914, folio 118, MS Dawson,

Dawson Papers, Bodleian Library, Oxford.
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be as reliable as seeing the battle with one’s own eyes. Sometimes there were so many

clashes (of varying severity or scale) occurring simultaneously that it was impossible for

all the correspondents to cover all the combat - even if they had been permitted to by the

military authorities, which they were not. In August 1914 Geoffrey Dawson considered

the reception of an eye-witness report of fighting by a war correspondent note-worthy

enough to record it in his diary.86

Newspaper competitiveness further prevented the war being properly reported in

1914. Each war correspondent faced so many obstacles in trying to reach the fighting that

he would not countenance the idea of giving up a scoop by contributing to a press pool of

war dispatches. It was only really from the summer of 1916 onwards that a much more

coherent, detailed and rounded account of the war on the Western Front could be given by

the British war correspondents.

1916.

The Western Front, June 8 - June 21, 1916.87

16 dispatches in total were provided by the

newspapers during the two week period from June 8 - 21,

small number of dispatches over a fortnight was by no

important offensive, or conversely, a sustained German

British correspondents for their seven

1916. Such a comparatively

means atypical. Unless an

attack was underway, then

correspondents’ dispatches were infrequently published. Thus "quiet periods" on the

Western Front for the combatants were also quiet periods for the war correspondents.

Occasionally the reporters would interrupt such lacunae with what can only be described

as "puff-pieces" - articles of a purely propagandistic nature. These often took the form of

sometimes quite lengthy pieces highlighting the martial qualities of a particular regiment

86 Diary entry, August 13, 1914 - MS Dawson 20 - Diary 1914, Dawson Papers, Bodleian Library, Oxford.

87 Because this period was considered a "quiet" one battle casualty rates are not included.
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or a specific arm of the military such as the tank corps. It is for that reason that this period

has been selected for analysis, in addition to the previously mentioned reason that a stage

of combat in 1916 other than the Somme should be looked at. Certainly at least one

British newspaper proprietor was clearly in favour of seeing such articles penned by the

war correspondents. As early as July 1915, the owner of the Daily Telegraph, Harry

Lawson, M.P. (later Viscount Burnham), while on a visit to France, had suggested to

General Macdonagh (Head of the Intelligence Department) that ’Reuter’s should be fed

with matter concerning individual acts of gallantry and performances of units [ .... ] To this

I attached the highest importance from the point of view of recruiting as well as news

getting.’88

For the two weeks of June 8 - 21, 1916, 8 dispatches contained reported instances

of action on the battlefield by individuals, and the same number of dispatches instanced

acts of bravery by lone officers or men. As William Beach Thomas put it so lyrically -

’The attack at Ypres, which has for the moment lulled was rich in deeds of personal

courage and endurance, and no complete history of the fight can give a truer picture of the

nature of the warfare than the experiences of single fighters.’89 Beach Thomas then

proceeded to recount the story of one of those single fighters:

The crowning marvel of the fighting in this corner [on the left of the main German

advance] was the endurance of the men. One of the more successful of these

snipers was wounded twice, as a doctor would consider severely wounded. His

body was twice penetrated, shot right through once by a fragment of shell, once by

a bullet. Nevertheless he fought on. He even enjoyed fighting on. There is no

question about it, and when it was all over, when the relief came, he walked a

88 Viscount Burnham, dictated report of his visit to the Western Front, 1915. Report dated July 3, 1915, p.

40 in The First World War Papers of Viscount Burnham CH GCMG - Imperial War Museum,
PP/MCR/296.
89 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail, June 13 (June 8), 1916, p. 5.
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good three hours’ walk at night back to his headquarters, not to a dressing station

or clearing hospital [ .... ] In such a spirit the men fought at Ypres and continue

fighting. They know that they can beat the enemy whenever there is personal

contact or even the rivalry of powers with any weapon.90

It is interesting to see how, with the above example, Beach Thomas depicted the

superiority of the British martial spirit at both the individual and the general level. If it

came to a straight man-to-man fight, the British soldier would always emerge victorious;

and, the war being primarily a mass war (in terms of weaponry as much as men), if it

came to a contest between big guns, for example, then again the British were portrayed as

being pre-eminent. No matter what weapon the British soldier had, be it a bayonet or a

massive artillery piece, he was more effective than the German. This may well have been

an attempt by the correspondent to suggest that, although the nature of warfare had

changed fundamentally (in the sense of the type and size of weapons being used), the

outcome still depended on the character of the person (i.e. Tommy Atkins) using those

new and terrifyingly novel weapons.

The correspondent of The Times had been given the details of another such

exploit:

There is the tale of a captain who, finding himself in command of a remnant,

some slightly wounded, all dazed and deafened, and mostly without effective

arms, ordered them to go back and, when they protested, made them go. He stayed

till the last man was gone; and the others, looking back, saw him empty his

revolver at the advancing enemy, then fling it in the faces of the Germans and

himself leap after it.91

90 Ibid., p. 5.
91 Anonymous by-line, The Times, June 12 (June 8), 1916, p. 5.
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One reporter, S. Beckles Wilson for The Daily Express, dissented from the consensus

view among the correspondents that individual bravery was the preferred style of combat.

For Wilson team-work was the most productive method of fighting around Ypres, not ’the

numerous traits of individual valour. It is the marvellous discipline and cohesion of the

officers, non-commissioned officers, and men, which I find evoke most praise from the

survivors.’92

13 dispatches included an estimate of the levels of British or Allied dead,

wounded or captured; or often just a reference to casualties with no indication of the

level, compared to all 1 6 dispatches mentioning German killed and injured or captured.

As ever estimates varied, though predominantly "friendly" losses or wounded figures

erred on the low side. Even when losses were admitted by the correspondents to have

been very severe, an attempt would usually be made to soften that blow by adding, as

Wilson did in his dispatch of June 8, that despite such high rates of fatalities, ’the morale

of all ranks was unimpaired, and the men, who had been through an experience which

might well weaken the purpose of the strongest and stoutest, were fit and ready at dawn

on the morrow to undertake a counter-attack [ .... ],93 And Philip Gibbs explained to the

readers of The Daily Chronicle that while British casualties were severe the enemy had

also paid the full price in lives. The same audience had been comforted the previous day

with the thought that while it was tragic that ’so many of them have fallen in this battle

under that devilish shell-fire,’ they should seek consolation in the fact that ’the splendour

of their courage will live for ever.94

The allegedly low morale and propensity of German soldiers to surrender or flee

in the face of their enemy was overtly emphasized time and time again during the war by

92 S. Beckles Wilson, The Daily Express, June 12 (June 8), 1916, p. 5. Wilson was a temporary substitute

for Percival Phillips.
93 Ibid., p. 5.
94 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, June 13 (June 11), 1916, p. 1., and The Daily Chronicle, June 12

(June 8), 1916, p. 1.
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the correspondents. During the June 1916 fighting Beach Thomas reported that merely

upon seeing advancing Canadian troops, ’mudcaked to the middle, grim and lusty as any

man must be who struggled through that morass and that barrier of fire, the [typical]

Wurttemberger immediately either surrendered or hid. What else could he do.9’95 And the

Daily Express correspondent stated that the Germans had fought poorly on the first day of

the Allied counter-attack on June 3, and allowed themselves to be made prisoner easily.

In fact Wilson claimed that an unarmed German private was so eager to demonstrate his

submissiveness that he had ’advanced towards two of our men and, shaking his fist in the

direction of his compatriots, boldly begged for a British rifle that he might fight on our

side.’96

Only 5 reports by the correspondents adverted in any form to the technological or

industrial aspect of the combat. By now, in 1916, the fact that the Allied armies required a

massive logistics support-system was unremarkable, and henceforth the reporters only

included comments noting the size of the military infrastructure when it grew even bigger

prior to huge offensives such as at the Somme.

The use of language suggesting a romantic or chivalric side to the British or

Allied soldiers appeared in 11 reports. By contrast, such terms as "dash", "gallantry" or

"honour" when referring to the Germans did not appear in any of the correspondents’

reports.

Phrases denoting negative military performance by the British or Allied forces can

be found a total of 50 times in 12 dispatches. In the German case, such phrases appeared

39 times in 13 dispatches. When reporting military action of a positive or successful

nature by the British or Allied troops the correspondents included positive phraseology

112 times in the 16 articles. This compared with only 27 terms indicating positive combat

performance by the opposing forces in 10 dispatches. The correspondents reported the

95 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail June 19 (June 17), 1916, p. 5.
96 S. Beckles Wilson, The Daily Express, June 19 (June 17), 1916, p. 5.
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capture of ground from the Germans in 1 1 dispatches, and the loss of territory in 9

reports, during the two weeks of June 8 - 21.

When it came to assessing the result of each day’s fighting the correspondents by

and large were quite optimistic in tone.

The Somme." Period one - July 1-7, 1916.97

The Somme campaign has been selected for a content-analysis mainly on the grounds that

it marked the first blooding of the "New Army", comprised of Britain’s first conscript

citizen-soldiers. Another reason for the choice of the Somme is simply that it was one of

the most arduous and costly offensives ever undertaken by the British Army.98 For this

reason alone its selection would be justified. The extended duration of the battle further

merits its inclusion in this study, spanning as it did the period from July to November

1916.

The first week of the Somme saw an explicit admission by all of the war reporters

in the theatre that British losses were indeed heavy and on some days even "dire" or

"frightful." Philip Gibbs mournfully testified as to the terrible scenes he had witnessed:

Their [the British troops’] losses were heavy. It is tragic as well as wonderful, this

story of our advance upon the German lines [ .... ] I have spoken to Brigadiers who

mourn many of their dear men. The agony in their eyes made it difficult to face

them. The number of casualties was high throughout the whole length of front on

the left of our attack, and inevitable because the valour of the men counted no cost

97 On the first day of the Somme British casualties totaled 57,470 (including 19,240 killed in action).

German losses on that day are estimated at 6,000 men. Casualties for the entire month of July reached
103,000 Germans, 158,786 British and approximately 49,859 French casualties. The French figures are
incomplete. Figures taken from Micheal Clodfelter, Warfare and Armed Conflicts, A Statistical Reference
to Casualty and Other Figures, 1618-1991 - Volume II 1900-1991 (London & North Carolina), p. 725.
98 As Winston Churchill had noted correctly (while simultaneously denigrating the French contribution to

the Western Front): ’It was not until the Somme in July 1916 that we became a major factor in the vast land
conflict.’- Winston S. Churchill, Great Contemporaries, (London, 1941), p. 193.
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in their assault against positions terribly strong, as they knew, but not stronger

than their resolve to carry them.99

Naturally Gibbs reported that the enemy’s losses were similarly "frightful" too. During

the week July 1-7 (with the exception of one, brief, report by John D. Irvine on July 7)

every single dispatch by the British correspondents contained mention of British losses or

casualties. Not every article included an estimate of the level of dead and injured (the

correspondents were forbidden by the Censorship from disclosing the numbers relating to

British or Allied casualties and fatalities) but the majority did, with estimates ranging

from "considerable" to "heavy." Even then, some of the correspondents attempted to

cushion the blow by claiming that a large proportion of the casualties were only "slightly

wounded."l°°

Not unexpectedly the Germans were reported to have suffered far higher losses on

the battlefield. The war correspondents announced "huge" numbers of German dead, and

on one day alone, tens of thousands killed and wounded.101 Once again, as in the British

case, not every dispatch contained an assessment of "enemy" casualties or fatalities, with

the exception of Irvine in The Daily Express whose every article mentioned losses and

wounded ranging from "tremendous" to "fearful.’’1°2 Perry Robinson in The Times wrote

of a successful British repulse of ’a very savage [German] counter-attack on Montauban,

in which we believe that a German Division was practically annihilated.’ 103

99 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, July 7 (July 5), 1916, p. 1.
100 All statistical analysis for this week of the Somme is taken from the war correspondents’ dispatches

published in The Times, The Daily Express, The Daily Mail and The Daily Chronicle, July 1-7, 1916. Due
to the nature of the analysis of the primary source material - the newspapers - it has been necessary to
devise a footnoting system in which only dispatches from which text is quoted will be footnoted, or
dispatches which are analytically exceptional. E.g. If only one dispatch contains a specific or particular
reference it will be footnoted, the remainder will not. See Appendices for full details of all content-analyses.
101 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail, July 4 (July 2), 1916, p. 5 and H. Perry Robinson, The Times,

July 4 (July 2), 1916, pp. 9-10.
102 John D. Irvine, The Daily Express, July 3 (July 1) - July 7 (July 5), 1916.
103 H. Perry Robinson, The Times, July 5 (July 3), 1916, p. 9.
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Concomitant with the war correspondents’ reportage of the human cost of the

fighting was their appraisal of the military performance of the adversaries that first week.

Predictably the British forces received much more favourable coverage in terms of

military action than their opponents. Not one dispatch failed to report operations or

actions of a positive nature by British troops, (in spite of the fact that the British had

failed to achieve many of the objectives set for themselves for the first day)1°4 whereas

six articles by the four correspondents for that week made no mention of positive German

military performance. Furthermore, in each day’s report by all of the war correspondents

for the week, ground captured by the British was announced, while territory surrendered

or lost to German forces was admitted in only five dispatches. That is not to say that the

British war correspondents concealed their compatriots’ failures on the field of battle.

With the exception of two dispatches, British military setbacks or reverses were

acknowledged (though much less often within each article than was the case with the

Germans) by each of the correspondents throughout the week July 1-7.105

In a related theme, perhaps the most important task for the war reporters was that

of providing an overall assessment of each day’s combat. In general the readers of the

seven British national newspapers served by the correspondents would have come away

from their week’s reading with the impression that while the battles on the Somme were

on the whole bloody and difficult, good and steady progress was being made by their

armies. Certainly the correspondents frequently stressed caution as well as praising the

tenacity of the German resistance - but they never suggested that the opposing forces had

the potential to gain the upper-hand in the fighting. Even when the combat was at a lull

the British Army was considered to be engaged in "consolidation" of newly-captured

positions. And despite those dispatches which clearly conceded British military setbacks

104 Terraine, The Western Front, p. 81.
105 The exceptions were dispatches submitted by Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, July 5 (July 3), 1916,

p. 9. and Irvine, Daily Express, July 8 (July 7), 1916, p. 1.
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in places their overall assessment remained positive.~06 However on July 2, an Official

Press Bureau memo to the British press warned that as the battle was only in its early

stages ’and it will be impossible to form any opinion as to the results until a considerably

later period.’ With that in mind, the Bureau suggested: ’It must be remembered that too

much reliance cannot be placed upon the reports of correspondents owing to the

alternating conditions of a modern battle and difficulty of collecting reports [...]’ Clearly

that caveat was not entertained by the correspondents

Somme.107

Although the Somme offensive was massive in

numbers of troops on both sides, the war correspondents

attention to the actions and bravery of individual British

during the first week of the

scale, involving considerable

by and large devoted much

soldiers. Five out of six of

William Beach Thomas’ reports for the week July 1-7 detailed such incidents.1°8 His

fellow newsmen made only slightly less reference to such instances of individual courage,

with the exception of Perry Robinson in The Times detailing only two cases of bravery

and three of military action by individuals. 109 And in Perry Robinson’s July 6 dispatch the

citation of courage referred to courage in the air rather than on the ground when he

praised a Royal Flying Corps (R.F.C.) pilot: ’Another airman a day or two ago was flying

near Flers, four miles or so in German territory beyond our line at Contalmaison, when he

saw infantry marching on a road, came down and played a machine-gun on them, getting

home unscathed. The story of the airmen on this front during the last two weeks would

furnish Mr. Kipling with material even more full of romance and reckless daring than the

106 For example, Perry Robinson, The Times, July 4 (July 2), 1916, pp. 9-10.
107 Memo to the British press from the Official Press Bureau, July 2, 1916, p. 1. in MS Gwynne dep 4,

Gwynne Papers, Bodleian Library, Oxford. The advice would have been given to the editors of newspapers
in order that their editorials and commentary pieces by their military "experts" should be wary of the war
reporters’ dispatches.
108 The exception was Beach Thomas, Daily Mail July 4 (July 2), 1916, p. 5.
109 Perry Robinson, The Times, July 6 (July 4), 1916, p. 7. and ibid., July 7 (July 5), 1916, p. 8. & p. 10 and

ibid., July 10 (July 7), 1916, p. 9.
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story of the submarines.’~0 The rest of the correspondents described episodes of

individual bravery in over half of their total journalistic output for the first week of July.

A matter of more pressing concern for the war reporters in the course of those

seven days was the effect of fire-power on the battlefield - most especially German fire-

power. In every dispatch published, reference was made to that aspect of the combat.

Indeed, Perry Robinson, in the course of his first battle report on July 1, heavily

emphasized the influence of artillery and machine-gun fire on the direction of the battle.

His subsequent dispatch, when relating the very bloody character of the fighting, assigned

much of the blame for British losses to the superior nature of the German machine-guns.

Furthermore, on July 6, The Times correspondent stated that he believed few British

troops were killed by rifle-fire - the main killer was machine-gun fire as well as artillery.

He wrote that day: ’As for the chief lessons of the battle [ .... ] The first lesson is the

immense value of machine-guns for defence if you have favourable ground and plenty of

time to make your positions as strong as possible. The second is of the pre-eminent

importance in attack of unlimited artillery of as heavy a calibre as possible. Not that

artillery is not equally important to the defence.’ It was a judgment based on first-hand

experience. For Perry Robinson had personally witnessed combat for four (and possibly

five) of the six days on which reported that week. l ll

The Somme. Period two - September 16-22, 1916.112

The second period selected for the analysis of the correspondents’ Somme dispatches is

the week September 16-22, 1916, coinciding with the battle of Flers-Courcelette.

110 Ibid., The Times, July l0 (July 6), 1916, p. 9.
111 Ibid.,The Times, July 3 (July 1), 1916, pp. 9-10 and ibid., July 4 (July 3), 1916, pp. 9-10; July l0 (July

6), 1916, p. 9. It was the July 4 (July 2), 1916 dispatch which was not based on Perry Robinson’s presence
on or near the battlefield and his July 6 (July 4), 1916 report in which it is not clear if he was a witness to
the fighting.
112 In September 1916 British casualties reached 101,313, and the approximate French figure was 76,147.

German casualties totaled 140,000. Figures taken from Micheal Clodfelter, Warfare and Armed Conflicts, A
Statistical Reference to Casualty and Other Figures, 1618-1991 - Volume II 1900-1991 (London & North
Carolina), p. 725.
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What immediately emerges from the reporters’ output for the period in question is

the significant role purportedly played by the British tanks in the week’s battles. Percival

Phillips (having relieved his temporary substitute John D. Irvine on September 9, 1916)

announced on September 16: ’Armoured cars [i.e. tanks] working with the infantry were

the great surprise of this attack. Sinister, formidable, and industrious, these novel

machines pushed boldly into "No Man’s Land," astonishing our soldiers no less than they

frightened the enemy.’ William Beach Thomas saw in the tank an effective antidote to the

menace of German machine-guns.’ H. Perry Robinson admired the trench-breaching

ability of the new weapon: ’At one point on this six-mile front a number of our men came

across a trench which was protected with unbroken wire. Two "Tanks" came along and

rolled out the wire and sat on the trench while the infantry did the rest.’ 113

Only eight out of the twenty-five articles submitted by the four correspondents

that week failed to mention the use of tanks. A number of the dispatches devoted a

considerable amount of space to the awe-inspiring achievements of the new wonder-

weapon. All the journalists were in agreement - the tank had made a more than

impressive ddbut on the Somme battlefield - an assertion certainly not shared by many

others at the time and in subsequent years. One of the soldiers’ own news organs, The

B.E.F.Times bitingly satirized the war correspondents’ overblown praise of the new

"wonder weapon". In its regular spoofs of William Beach Thomas’ reports, in this case

on December 1, 1916, the B.E.F. Times had "Teech Bomas" describing the first

deployment of the tanks:

In the grey and purple light of a September morn they went over. Like great

prehistoric monsters they leapt and skipped with joy when the signal came [ .... ]

Wonderful, epic, on we went, whilst twice a minute the 17in. gun on the roof

113 Percival Phillips, The Daily Express, September 18 (September 16), 1916, p. 1; Beach Thomas, Daily

Mail, September 19 (September 16), 1916, p. 5. and Perry Robinson, The Times, September 22 (September
19), 1916, p. 7.
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barked out its message of defiance. At last we were fairly in amongst the Huns.

They were round us in millions and in millions they died. Every wag of our

creatures tail threw a bomb with deadly precision [ .... ] With a triumphant snort we

went through Bapaume pushing over the church in a playful moment and then

steering a course for home [ .... ] 114

In fact, the true usefulness of the tank lay in its potential as a propaganda weapon and

morale-booster as is clearly evident in the correspondents’ dispatches.115 Surprisingly,

however, in his report of September 18, William Beach Thomas wrote of members of one

tank being killed or wounded in action. Such a revelation must have jarred with the reader

since it was not in tune with the timbre of coverage concerning the tanks during that

week.ll6

The mechanized nature of the Somme battlefields also attracted the attention of

the war reporters. Aside from references to the tanks, mention was also made of the use

of motor transport, aeroplanes and trains.

Heroism at an individual level still featured prominently in the correspondents’

dispatches, in spite of the dominant coverage of the exploits of the tanks. Only eight

articles from the total of twenty-five did not recount instances of individual bravery by

British troops. A typical account was related by William Beach Thomas on September 19:

Some figures emerge from the ruck of battle in almost ghostly silence. An officer

who felt then and afterwards that he had never lived so splendid, so exhilarating a

114 The B.E.F. Times, No. 1, Vol I, Friday, 1st December, 1916 - in The Wipers Times -A complete

facsimile of the famous World War One trench newspaper, incorporating the "New Church" Times, The
Kemmel Times, The Somme Times, The B.E.F. Times and the "Better Times ", introduced by Patrick
Beaver, (London, 1988), p. 131.
l l5 See also J.P. Harris, Men, ideas and tanks - British military thought and armouredforces, 1903-1939,

(Manchester, 1995), p. 66.; Brigadier-General Sir J.E. Edmonds, [Official] History of the Great War -
France and Belgium 1916, Vol II, (London, 1938), pp. 364-365., and Trevor Wilson, The Myriad Faces of
War - Britain and the Great War, 1914-1918, (Cambridge, Oxford, 1986), p. 345.
116 Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, September 21 (September 18), 1916, p. 5.
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day in his life - such men do really exist - took no cover, but went exultingly

forward to any nucleus of resistance he could discover. He killed man after man,

some with the pistol, some with a stick. One of his men, as great an athlete, if less

endowed with Valkyrie spirit, rushed a machine-gun post, shot two of the men,

bayoneted a third, and "caught the fourth a clip with my fist." I I 7

Beach Thomas’ dispatch that day came in for particular praise from his proprietor Lord

Northcliffe - a man not given to unduly flattering his employees. However the praise was

tinged with a measure of criticism of all the correspondents. Northcliffe commented that

’Beach Thomas is admirable this morning, although none of the correspondents, in my

opinion, give an idea of the importance of the Battle of the Somme.’118

The following day in the Daily Express, Percival Phillips was told of one

particularly brave officer’s valiant struggle with the enemy. Told to The Express reporter

by a battalion commander it is worth quoting in full:

"Well, there was a bombing officer [ .... ] He had a rather breezy time. When we

got into the first German trench he went for a big, broad German with a bayonet,

but couldn’t get a good thrust. He stuck him five times, but still couldn’t get

home. They fought together with their bare hands, and rolled over in the mud.

Finally a sergeant came up with his rifle and shot the German through the head. I

forgot to tell you that the officer had been shot through the shoulder before that,

and he had a damaged hand. I’m not sure whether his jaw was broken or only

badly hammered. But when he finished off the big chap he came up to me and

117 Beach Thomas, Daily Mail September 22 (September 19), 1916, p. 5.
118 Message from the Chief [Northcliffe] through Mrs. Price. 22nd September 1916, folio 27 - Lord

Northcliffe’s Bulletins to the Daily Mail, 1915-1918 - Ms Eng hist. d. 303, The Bodleian Library, Oxford.
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talked just as usual, and I couldn’t persuade him to see the doctor, so I ordered

him back.’’119

Unusually, two of the correspondents gave specific figures for British casualties during

the combat of September 16. Both Percival Phillips and Philip Gibbs wrote of one

military operation which resulted in 140 casualties. What they could not disclose, though,

was the total sum of British fatalities for the entire front. The remaining two reporters

declined to cite the figures in their reports that day, preferring in The Daily Mail case to

describe "friendly" casualty levels as "small" and in the case of The Times not giving any

estimate at all. 120

Generally the war reports for the week September 16-22 followed the pattem of

the previous July. Thus only six dispatches out of the twenty-five did not allude at all to

British fatalities/injuries - with three of those six accounted for by The Times coverage

alone. Once more the Germans were reported to have suffered higher levels of dead and

injured. Estimates ranged from "very frightful" to "great numbers" of Germans killed.

Indeed, Percival Phillips went so far as to declare that the fields around Martinpuich and

Courcelette were "carpeted with German dead" - a sight which he had himself

witnessed. 121

As had been the case in July, large numbers of prisoners had surrendered or been

captured by the British. Philip Gibbs claimed on September 16 that 1,470 Germans had

been captured - a figure corroborated by Percival Phillips and W. Beach Thomas (though

119 Phillips, Daily Express, September 23 (September 20), 1916, p. 1.
120 Phillips, Daily Express, September 18 (September 16), 1916, p. 1. and Gibbs, The Daily Telegraph,

September 18 (September 16), 1916, p. 9; Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, September 19 (September 16), 1916,
pp. 5-6. and Perry Robinson, The Times, September 18 (September 16), 1916, p. 9.
121 Perry Robinson, The Times, September 18 (September 16), 1916, p. 10.; ibid., September 23

(September 20), 1916, p. 6 and ibid., September 25 (September 21), 1916, p. 3. Percival Phillips, Daily
Express, September 19 (September 17), 1916, p. 1 & p. 5.
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not by The Times correspondent who claimed the more impressive total of over 4,000

German prisoners-of-war.)122

The subject of German prisoners proved to be a valuable propaganda tool for the

war journalists. Repeated reference was made to the poor quality of the newly-captured

P.O.W.’s as well as their perceived low state of morale: ’After the first shock yesterday

morning, when the enemy surrendered freely, showing signs of demoralisation there has

been stubborn resistance [ .... ]’ And: ’A man so deeply wounded that he could not walk

took five Germans prisoner, and finally, at the point of the pistol, forced them to botch up

a stretcher and carry him back.’ 123

The war correspondents’ appraisal of Britain’s military performance for the week

September 16-22 differed little from the previous July’s coverage. Every dispatch

included repeated reference to military operations or actions of a positive nature involving

British troops, and three reports contained no mention at all of British reverses or military

setbacks. Unsurprisingly the converse was true in general regarding reporting of German

military performance. Yet in one area British coverage of the Somme conflict had

differed noticeably since the first week of July. During the week September 16-22

territory lost or surrendered by British forces was mentioned in twelve dispatches

(compared to only five dispatches in July) out of the total twenty-five.

Coming as it does, past the half-way point of the Somme campaign, the week of

October 1-7, 1916, was one in which the British correspondents again routinely reported

heavy losses on the German side. Out of a total of 16 dispatches submitted for the week,

mention of German casualties was made 44 times, with estimates ranging from "many

dead", to dispatches on one day which reported German losses reaching 75% in some

122 Gibbs, Daily Telegraph, September 18 (September 16), 1916, p. 9; Phillips, Daily Express, September

18 (September 16), 1916, p. 1; Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, September 19 (September 16), 1916, pp. 5-6.
The figure of c.4,000 was given by Perry Robinson, The Times, September 18 (September 16), 1916, p. 9.
123 Phillips, Daily Express, September 18 (September 16), 1916, p. 1 and Beach Thomas, Daily Mail,

September 23 (September 20), 1916, p. 5.
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regiments.124 Similar references to British or Allied casualties occurred only 23 times,

primarily estimated as "slight losses", and in one instance British casualties were

described as "unusually light".~2s It is worth quoting at length from the dispatch of The

Times correspondent on October 2 in order to give a flavour of quite how much emphasis

was given to the enemy’s alleged losses:

Their losses in all the recent fighting have been terrifically heavy. I have quoted

various things from time to time to prove it, and prisoners taken in the last few

days have estimated that every German unit which has recently been opposed to

us has lost 75 per cent of its strength. One takes every prisoner’s statement with

half a spoonful of salt, but the general conclusion from all their statements is that

we have been punishing the enemy very severely. And, apart from anything that

they may say, we know it to be true. 126

The Times correspondent then went on to say that the level of losses was becoming so

unbearable to the Germans that they were offering comparatively little resistance against

Allied attack. Only one dispatch, by Percival Phillips in the Daily Express, on October 4,

out of the total 16 dispatches for the week, mentioned the death of an individual

(German) combatant,u7 All other reports confined themselves to mentioning collective

deaths.

124 All statistical analysis for this period is taken from Questionnaire 2 relating to the depiction of death and

trauma on the Western Front. See the relevant tables in the Appendices.
125 Percival Phillips, The Daily Express, October 9 (October 7), 1916, p. 1.
126 Anon., The Times, October 4 (October 2), 1916, p. 8.
127 Ibid., p. 1.
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The Somme: Period three - November 13-19, 1916. 128

As far as the British war correspondents were concerned the week of November 13-19

was a relatively quiet time - despite the fact that the battle of the Ancre was being fought

around them. Only Beach Thomas forwarded more than four dispatches that week, with

two of his articles dealing exclusively with one day, November 13. Moreover a

subsequent dispatch dealt specifically with the issue of German prisoners-of-war, and not

with the ongoing battle.129 Even so, the correspondents managed to deliver optimistic

assessments of the week’s combat. The dispatches were replete with phrases indicating

ongoing or continuing success.

However there was one marked difference in the battle assessments of November

13-19. The dispatches examined for July and September, while also optimistic, did not

claim outright victories against the Germans. Perceval Gibbon (Philip Gibbs’ temporary

replacement since October 22, 1916) described the fighting of November 13 as an

"emphatic success." On November 14 Percival Phillips announced in The Daily Express

that ’Victory still marches with the British Army on the Ancre.’ Two out of five

dispatches from William Beach Thomas that week explicitly claimed British victories on

the Somme. Three out of five of Percival Phillips’ reports clearly mentioned victory or a

definite German defeat. And H. Perry Robinson spoke of British victories in two out of

his four dispatches, in addition to declaring a dramatic advance of 500 yards in a third

article. 130

128 In November 1916 British casualties numbered 39,784 and the (incomplete) French casualties totaled

approximately 20,129. German casualties were 45,000. Figures taken from Micheal Clodfelter, Warfare
and Armed Conflicts, A Statistical Reference to Casualty and Other Figures, 1618-1991 - Volume II 1900-
1991 (London & North Carolina), p. 725.
129 Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, November 14 (November 13), 1916, p. 5. and ibid., November 16
(November 15), 1916, p. 5.
130 Perceval Gibbon, Daily Chronicle, November 15 (November 13), 1916, p. 1.; Phillips, Daily Express,
November 16 (November 14), 1916, p. 1.; Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, November 15 (November 13), 1916,
p. 5 and ibid., November 16 (November 14), 1916, p. 5.; Phillips, Daily Express, November 15 (November
13), 1916, p. 1.; Perry Robinson, The Times, November 15 (November 13), 1916, p. 10 and ibid.,
November 16 (November 14), 1916, p. 9 and the dramatic advance - ibid., November 21 (November 18),
1916, p. 8.
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Of further interest is the fact that much less comment was made on either British

or German losses or wounded. Out of a total of seventeen dispatches produced by the war

correspondents for the week in question, eight articles contained no mention whatsoever

of British dead or injured. While in the German case all dispatches carried some reference

to German fatalities or wounded (although the majority did mention German soldiers

captured as P.O.W.’s). The explanation for the comparative lack of such references is of

course the lesser coverage for that week in November (and the fact that the dispatches

that period tended to be briefer) as compared to the July and September periods. There

were two noteworthy exceptions. On one occasion Perceval Gibbon reported "important

losses" sustained by German troops, while Percival Phillips claimed that a number of

German regiments were "nearly annihilated" on the Ancre during the November 15

fighting: ’The 62nd, 144th, and 55th suffered particularly in the Beaumont Hamel region,

and of some battalions only a few men survive [ .... ]’ Yet there was still praise for some

units of the opposing army: ’The Germans here fought obstinately and with skill in the

centre of the southern advance, on the edge of Grandcourt, and not least to the north of

the northern advance; and the Guards (Prussian) fought with real dash near Warlincourt

yesterday.’ 131

As in July and September frequent mention was made of the parlous condition of

German morale and fighting quality, as evidenced by the alleged state of captured troops.

’In one division there is a marked disaffection. In one regiment at least the men are

discontented to the verge of insubordination, and the fighting quality of the division is

poor.’ It must be noted though that that judgment was qualified by the correspondent by

his adding, ’Adjoining it is a division whose morale appears unshaken.’ In a later dispatch

Phillips remarked that ’wherever infantry came in contact, the enemy surrendered freely,

and a number of very wretched and bedraggled Saxons were passing through the

131 Gibbon, Daily Chronicle, November 17 (November 15), 1916, p. 1.; Phillips, Daily Express, November

17(November 15), 1916, p. 1.; Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, November 21 (November 18), 1916, p. 6.
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Canadian lines this afternoon [ .... ]’ With his opening report of the week Phillips had

described the surrender of Germans after the collapse of Beaumont Hamel thus:

’Slovenly, pale-faced Silesians came tumbling out of unclean dug-outs to make a life-

and-death matter of holding their hands in the air as they sought the route to the British

lines and safety.’ 132

It seems probable also that with a large proportion of the combat reports for the

week of the Ancre battle the correspondents were not actually present on or near the

battlefield. In eleven of the seventeen dispatches in question it is unclear whether or not

the correspondents witnessed any of the fighting. In three dispatches it is certain that the

journalist was reliant on second-hand accounts from the battle participants. Fatigue at

having to cover a gruelling campaign like the Somme may also explain the nature of the

war correspondents’ dispatches in November. In early November Northcliffe had

described one dispatch by Beach Thomas as ’extremely dull. He is obviously very tired

and should be relieved at once.’ In contrast, however, Percival Gibbon’s reports for the

Daily Chronicle met with high approval from Northcliffe.133

Tales of individual heroism involving British soldiers were also in short supply

during the week of November 13-19. William Beach Thomas related such episodes in

only one dispatch: ’I cannot better describe the spirit of the attack,’ he reported, ’than by

giving a single incident from the heart of the affair. A lusty soldier in the second [British]

wave was just about to follow up the regiment already safe in the German fourth line

when a little R.A.M.C. man hustled up. "Have you taken Beaumont yet?" he asked,

"because we thought we might use such and such a cave as a dressing station." [ .... ]

"Come back in half an hour and it shall be ready for you," said the Tommy. A machine-

132 Phillips, Daily Express, November 17 (November 15), 1916, p. 1.; ibid., November 21 (November 18),

1916, p. 1.; ibid., November 15 (November 13), 1916, p. 1.
133 Message from the Chief- Friday, November 3rd, 1916, folio 32 - Lord Northcliffe’s Bulletins to the

Daily Mail, 1915-1918 - Ms Eng hist. d. 303, The Bodleian Library, Oxford.
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gun bullet that took him in the arm as he was entering the village had not in the least

depressed his spirits [ .... ],134

Neither Percival Phillips in The Daily Express nor Perry Robinson in The Times

recounted a single instance of individual courage on the battlefield while, like Beach

Thomas, Perceval Gibbon submitted only one article mentioning individual heroism.135

Nevertheless Percival Phillips concluded that all the British soldiers on the Somme were

heroes in their own right:

Thomas Atkins is not a superman, but just an ordinary human being, who is as

uncomfortable and disgusted in the wet as any other individual, and he can

grumble with the best of critics, but if you saw him come from the battlefield

when he has taken a village or a strip of nameless swamp you would conclude that

all privations are pleasures for him, and a wound the greatest happiness of all.136

A number of conclusions may be drawn from this examination of three discrete weeks of

Somme reporting by Britain’s war correspondents. It is clear from the analysis of the war

correspondents’ dispatches that the warfare of attrition - the hallmark of the Somme -

with its attendant lack of decisive victory permeated the joumalists’ reporting. It was only

during the final week’s coverage of the Somme that outright victory was claimed by the

correspondents.

It is also clear that in an attempt to side-step, or distract the reader from, the

potentially demoralising effect of reporting the lack of conclusive victories, the reporters

resorted to heavily emphasizing other aspects of British military performance which

could be presented as battlefield "successes" of another type. For example, much was

made of the huge losses inflicted upon the enemy, in addition to the large numbers of

134 Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, November 15 (November 13), 1916, p. 5.
135 Gibbon, Daily Chronicle, November 16 (November 14), 1916, p. 1.
136 Phillips, Daily Express, November 15 (November 13), 1916, p. 1.
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German troops made prisoners-of-war. Acts of individual heroism were also seized upon

by the war correspondents to suggest that, while overall victory was absent on the

Somme, such was not the case when the British soldier encountered the enemy man-to-

man. Predictably, German courage was extremely rarely adverted to by the journalists. It

must be said, though, that such reporting tactics were not unique to the press reporting of

the Somme as will be seen later in this chapter. However, those tactics were placed under

the greatest strain by the lack of military reward for such a huge investment of lives. In

other words, the absence of victory on the Somme was much more problematic for the

war correspondents than previously, because massive numbers of British (citizen) soldiers

had been deployed to achieve a military breakthrough. And when that expected

breakthrough failed to materialize while incurring high human cost, the disparity between

the reality and presentation of the Somme was glaring. Moreover, while British losses

were acknowledged to have been "significant" by the journalists, the real magnitude of

the numbers of British dead was never explicitly revealed.137 This is no surprise, for as

Terraine concluded, the Somme offensive in toto ’fell short of many of the objectives

they [the British armies] had set themselves for the first day [original emphasis]’ and at

the cost of 415,000 British casualties. 138

Further, while the heroic ideal remained intact, as expressed in the war dispatches,

it had begun to undergo a modification (at least on the Somme front during the autumn of

1916). That is to say, the introduction of the tank in September allowed the

correspondents to combine the heroic ideal with the increasingly technological reality of

the battlefield. For one week the new weapon effectively supplanted the lone soldier as

the acme of individual action and courage in the combat zone. Up to that point acts of

individual courage often inevitably incurred injury or death - i.e. heroism through

137 It is not enough to say that when the casualty-lists from the Somme were published the true level of

British dead would have become publicly apparent. Not so - for the lists were published weeks and often
months after the deaths had occurred, and the format divided the dead into officers and other ranks and
sometimes by regiment - not by location. Furthermore - only newspapers of record such as The Times
published regular lists and provincial papers only concemed themselves with regional figures.
138 Terraine, The Western Front, 1914-1918, p. 81.
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sacrifice,139 whereas the tank was for the most part depicted as almost invulnerable and

capable of the most astounding military exploits.

The tank served a further role for the correspondents. If we view the war

correspondents’ dispatches in a literary context, then the tank comes across almost as a

trope or fantasy symbol by which the static character of trench warfare was overcome at

last, and victory (false, of course) was achieved. To the reporters, the tank symbolized the

antidote to the battlefield stasis of the Somme, and the war as a whole. As a weapon it

was mobile, impervious to those most destructive of Western Front obstacles - the

machine-gun and barbed wire - and it appeared capable of withstanding anything less than

a direct hit by heavy shell-fire. Furthermore, by its very appearance on the battlefield it

boosted the morale of the Allied troops while instilling sheer terror in the enemy. Any

newspaper reader, following the coverage of the tanks that week in September, would

have been forgiven for believing that perhaps the Great War was in its closing moments.

The deployment of the tanks signalled the beginning of the end. Obviously the

correspondents’ over-enthusiastic praise was misplaced and may in the long term have

proved counter-productive in the context of civilian morale.

But why did the heroic ideal remain a major component of the war

correspondents’ depiction of the Somme? Surely the mass character of the war (with its

attendant huge losses) and the inevitable inability of individual courage to affect the

course of battle meant that it was no longer incumbent on the war reporter to have to

depict war as heroic? The military did not coerce the war correspondents into including

tales of courage in their dispatches.

One historian of the media goes some way towards giving an explanation for why

the war on the Western Front was represented in the way it was by the correspondents.

Nicholas Hiley asserts that ’the Great War was fought using pre-1914 imagery, and that

139 See John Home, ’Soldiers, Civilians and the Warfare of Attrition - Representations of Combat in
France, 1914-1918,’ in Frans Coetzee and Marilyn Shevin-Coetzee (Eds.), Authority, Identity and the

Social History of the Great War, (Oxford, 1995), p. 242.
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only during the 1920s and 1930s was it re-fought using new images of waste and

destruction developed during the conflict.’140 As our analysis has confirmed in detail,

traditional norms of 19th century war correspondence were carried over into the First

World War. A gulf existed between what the journalists experienced at the front and what

they actually reported in their dispatches. With the partial exception of Philip Gibbs who

consciously steered away from a totally sanitised depiction of the conflict, the war

reporters neglected to portray the Great War as bluntly as they might have done. That gap

between experience and language existed not only for the reason that the war was in many

ways unique and unprecedented (in terms of both logistics and mortality scales, and the

nature of trench-warfare) but also because the correspondents were operating to an

assumed or explicit mandate from their readers. As Hiley puts it: ’If we look

dispassionately at the performance of the British news media both before and during the

Great War then only one conclusion is possible: the British people saw the war as they

did because that is how they wished to see it.’141 And by implication the British war

correspondents depicted the war in such a fashion as to fulfill that expectation. Perhaps

they also believed it.

Finally, it is clear that the war correspondents presented a very homogeneous

depiction of the war on the Western Front from the inception of the official war

correspondents’ scheme in 1915 onwards. This was the result of the reporters’ policy of

pooling all their information (including many of the battlefield anecdotes). Such a

concerted approach was inevitable given the logistical nightmare facing the five British

(and one American) reporters as they tried to effectively cover the fighting over such a

wide front. In some ways it mirrored the mass nature of the war they were reporting on.

1917.

140 Nicholas Hiley, ’The News Media and British Propaganda, 1914-18’, in J.J. Becker & S. Audoin-

Rouzeau (Eds.), Les Socidtes europ~enes et la guerre de 1914-1918, (Paris & Nanterre, 1990), p. 180.
141 Ibid., p. 180.
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The battle of Arras, April 9-15, 191 7. 142

The battle of Arras has been chosen on the grounds that it represented, as far as the war

correspondents were concerned, a clear-cut military victory.143 This was so unusual for a

Great War battle that it is worth examining the attendant press coverage.

Well over a year on from the bloody July days of the Somme offensive the British

war correspondents could open their reportage of the battle of Arras in a distinctly

optimistic tone. William Beach Thomas likened the mood on the British line to that of a

bank holiday; ’The men whistled and cheered and jested up to the end,’ he wrote on the

first day of the battle, ’[ .... ] the famous divisions directly in front of me, both of which I

had before seen throw themselves on an entrenched and buttressed enemy, went straight

to their goal.’ 144 Beach Thomas’ colleague, Philip Gibbs also remarked upon the relaxed

attitude of the British troops. ’They went in a slow leisurely way, not hurried, though the

enemy’s shrapnel was searching for them.’145 While it is true that the war reporters did

not always depict the Allied infantry advancing with such equanimity it is equally true to

say that throughout the war they never portrayed them as panic-stricken or unwilling to

attack - quite the opposite. Depictions of the fighting soldier as cowardly, badly-led or

frightened were reserved for the German armies.

would have prevented a correspondent from

Undoubtedly the British

including disheartening

censorship

comments

questioning the martial spirit of Allied soldiers. But such was not the case with regard to

the opposing forces. This raises one of the most important points of this thesis: while the

war correspondents were restricted in what they could report about the Allied armies they

were much less constrained in what they might write about the German side. In other

142 During the battle of Arras the British casualty figures totaled 100,000. Figures taken from Micheal
Clodfelter, Warfare and Armed Conflicts, A Statistical Reference to Casualty and Other Figures, 1618-
1991 - Volume II 1900-1991 (London & North Carolina), p. 729.
143 Terraine, The Western Front, p. 142.
144 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail, April 10 (April 9), 1917, p. 5.
145 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, April 10 (April 9), 1917, p. 1.
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words, the military and governmental authorities did not force the joumalists to provide

consistently denigrating depictions of the Germans (as cowardly, ill-disciplined, poor

fighters, barbaric and suffering from low morale), nor did the newspaper editors. So, a

conscious decision must have been made by the front-line reporters to report that aspect

of the combat in such a manner.

Hyperbole was another element in the press coverage at Arras. In The Daily

Chronicle Philip Gibbs spoke of the battle as being, if Fate was kind, possibly ’the

beginning of the last great battles of the war [ .... ] to-day began another titanic conflict

which the world will hold its breath to watch, because of all that hangs upon it.’ 146 Such

impressions may be explained by the physical proximity of the correspondents to the

opening of the Arras battle. Gibbs proclaimed: ’I have seen the fury of this beginning, and

all the sky on fire with it, the most tragic and frightful sight that men have ever seen, with

an infemal splendour beyond words to tell.’ The Times correspondent was no less

impressed. ’The opening of the bombardment in the grey of the dawn was as stupendous a

spectacle as anything ever seen in war [ .... ] From where I watched, the German reply

seemed quite overwhelmed in the roar and flame of our attack.’147 Certainly with 15

dispatches from the total 27 provided during the week by the four British newspaper war

correspondents it is clear that the journalists were in a position to observe the fighting.

In stark contrast to their Somme coverage, during Arras the front-line

correspondents when they did mention British and Commonwealth or Allied casualties or

dead described the levels as "light" or "small" or "not many".~48 In fact only two

dispatches out of the total 27 admitted heavy or serious losses. And, for example, when

British wounded were mentioned it was in such a vague or elliptical manner as to ensure

146 Ibid., p. 1.
147 Ibid., p. 1 and Anon, The Times, same date, p. 7.
148 From this point on the term "British" is interchangeable with the "Allies" or "Commonwealth" armies
unless a specific nationality is otherwise stated. All statistical analysis for the Arras period taken from the
war correspondents’ dispatches published in The Times, The Morning Post, The Daily Mail and The Daily
Chronicle, April 9-15, 1917.
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the reader would have been unable to hazard a guess at the overall level of troops

wounded each day. 5 dispatches out of the 27 did not offer any mention of either British

dead or wounded. To give an example of the vagueness of the reporting of British losses -

on the fourth day of the battle the correspondent of The Morning Post wrote of a British

infantry advance on a village; ’Men fell, but others went on,’149 yet declined to even hint

at the extent of the casualties from that incident. And Philip Gibbs for The Daily

Chronicle insisted that ’The Canadian casualties were not heavy in comparison with the

expected losses [ .... ], 150 That statement is actually more misleading than if the reporter

had left out the phrase "in comparison with the expected losses." For if losses had been

expected to have been huge then Canadian casualties might very well have been

extremely heavy - however since the journalist failed to divulge what the losses were

expected to be, it was and is impossible (within the context of the article) to estimate or

judge whether or not the casualties among the Canadians were heavy or not.

In another instance, The Times correspondent mused that:

One sees many dead in this war, and in memory only one here or there stands out

by reason of something peculiarly dreadful or striking in the manner of death. But

never in my life shall I forget one man of a Highland regiment yesterday, who lay

so gracefully and easily, with no wound visible or disfiguring blood, a man well

over 6 ft. tall, with clear-cut face, and, rounded limbs below his kilt, marble white

and beautiful in death. 151

So, rather than ignoring the British fallen The Times reporter instead focussed on one

individual and elevated the status of the dead Highlander to that of a martyr. To ensure

that no-one could be in any doubt of his classical conceit, the correspondent concluded by

149 Anonymous, The Morning Post, April 13 (April 12), 1917, p. 5.
150 Gibbs, Daily Chronicle, April 11 (April 10), 1917, p. 1.
151 Anonymous, The Times, April 13 (April 12), 1917, p. 7.
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saying: ’They are mostly terrible, the dead, but no statue of the sleeping Apollo was ever

so beautiful as that Highlander.’ 152 The implication here is that mass death is ignoble and

somehow brutally modern whereas the lone corpse can still be sanctified and highlighted

by the war correspondent.

Once more, as had been the case with the press reporting of the Somme, German

losses were continually presented as being terrifically high. The correspondents’

"estimates" ranged from "many dead Germans" to "frightful losses." And when enemy

deaths were not mentioned the war reporters simply substituted corpses with German

prisoners (who, in military terms, are effectively the living-dead) and gleefully reported

the daily capture of thousands of German soldiers.153 So, 27 out of the 27 articles

submitted by the correspondents mentioned German fatalities and 26 dispatches described

the surrender or capture of German troops. Beach Thomas cleverly adverted to the

severity of German suffering when he declared that ’I will harrow no feelings by the

description of many dead Germans lying mauled [by British artillery] at the bottom of the

trench. The sight is one to forget if one can.’ 154 The Times correspondent reported seeing

many dead Germans, while Philip Gibbs quoted a soldier who triumphally stated that he

and his comrades had ’"knocked their [the German] dug-outs out, and their dead were

lying thick, and living ones put their hands up."’ 155

When discussing the condition and morale of German prisoners, the

correspondents were considerably less restrained. As The Morning Post reporter claimed

on April 1 1:

152 Ibid., p. 7.
153 The correspondents were accurate in their estimate of the levels of Germans made prisoner. On the first

day of Arras 13,000 German P.O.W.’s were taken. See Denis Winter, Haig’s Command- A Reassessment,
(London, 1991), p. 48.
154 Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, April 12 (April 11), 1917, p. 5.
155 Anon., The Times, April 12 (April 11), 1917, p. 7 and Gibbs, Daily Chronicle, April 10 (April 9), 1917,

p. 3.
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The condition of the prisoners captured to-day shows that against these

advantages of a retreating enemy must be placed the marked depreciation in his

moral [sic. contemporaneous British spelling for morale], for the survivors of the

garrison of Monchy were wholly incapable of further resistance. Like their

comrades captured in the previous two days’ fighting, they had been almost

wholly without food and sleep, and were chilled to the bone, wet and miserable.

Their only desire was to give up their arms. 156 Similar sentiments were expressed

by the other British correspondents.

The German forces also suffered in comparison with the British armies in terms of

combat effectiveness. Every article for the period of the battle, April 9-15, had numerous

references to positive or successful British combat performance. Only 12 dispatches from

the total 27 alluded to German positive military action. That disparity is made even more

glaring when one adds that within the 27 articles lauding Britain’s armed forces 557

phrases reporting or suggesting British military effectiveness are present - compared with

only 18 similar references (within the relevant 12 articles) regarding

military action. Clearly, for the war

contestants on the field of battle.

The converse was true with

German positive

correspondents, British forces were the better

regard to British and German failings on the

battlefield of Arras. While 19 dispatches reported negative British combat action and 25

articles highlighted German military shortcomings - within the 19 concerning the British

forces there were only 36 phrases denoting setbacks or failings, whereas in their

opponent’s case the correspondents included 174 phrases connoting German failures or

reverses.

Continuing the theme of British success at Arras, the British war reporters

provided their readers with an overwhelmingly positive assessment of each day’s fighting

by the British armies. Many of the dispatches were replete with the terms "victory",

156 Anonymous, The Morning Post, April 12 (April 1 1), 1917, p. 5.
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"success" or "triumph", and explicitly suggested that these victories marked the

beginning of a bright future for the Allies. ’Our success attains such dimensions that one

begins to wonder whether already the Battle of Arras is not to be reckoned the heaviest

blow yet dealt to German arms. From all along the front news comes, piling victory on

victory.’ 157 William Beach Thomas was positively ebullient as early as April 10:

We have seen victory in all its forms [ .... ] We saw our own field guns, tearing

forward at the gallop into villages until just now in German hands,’ he recorded.

Philip Gibbs contributed to the chorus of triumph by describing the battle as ’the

greatest victory we have yet gained in this war, and a staggering blow to the

enemy. He has lost already nearly 10,000 prisoners and more than half a hundred

guns, and in dead and wounded his losses are great.158

Another aspect of the war on the Westem Front of which the correspondents were aware

was the scale of the logistical element. The Morning Post’s reporter noted the ’dashing

horsemen [who] cantered by in whirling clouds of dust, followed by strings of noisy

limbers; long lines of shell-laden motor-lorries; Generals in beflagged cars; field

ambulance companies, with their stretcher-bearers and canvas topped horse-drawn

waggons.’ While William Beach Thomas wrote that behind the line he ’penetrated

incredible masses of guns, howitzers, lorries, limbers, horses, and all material of war, as

brand new as a tank, as old as a tent.’ The gargantuan level of almost every aspect of the

war was apparent also to Philip Gibbs: ’All behind the front of battle was a great traffic,

and all that modem warfare means in the organisation and preparation of an enormous

operation was here in movement.’ 159

157 Anon., The Times, April 11 (April 10), 1917, p. 5.

158 Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, April 11 (April 10), 1917, p. 5 and Gibbs, Daily Chronicle, April 11 (April

10), 1917, p. 1.
159 Anon., Morning Post, April 10 (April 9), 1917, p. 5. and Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, April 10 (April 9),

1917, p. 5. and Gibbs, Daily Chronicle, April 10 (April 9), 1917, p. 3.
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The battle of Messines, June 7-14, 191 7. 160

Like Arras, the battle of Messines was represented by the British newspaper

correspondents at the time as an unequivocal military triumph, a belief shared by some

military historians and thus sufficient justification for its selection for analysis in this

chapter. 16 l

Of the total 26 dispatches provided by the war reporters concerning the battle only

one article failed to deliver a wholly optimistic battle assessment, and that article

focussed on the exploits of the Cheshires - and as such was not intended to give an

overall combat appraisal.162 As Philip Gibbs reported for The Daily Chronicle: ’The

effect of our capture of Messines and Wytschaete has been such a stunning blow on the

enemy that he has not as yet made any attempt at counter-attacking on a big scale.’163 The

correspondent of The Morning Post remarked on the ease with which Messines Ridge

was taken. ’Our men might well have had to fight every foot of the way, but they went

easily up the slope, and the stiffest resistance they had to meet was not equal to the

dogged stand made by certain German units in the Arras battle.’ ’All is well,’ The Times

correspondent announced, ’Our victory remains as complete and symmetrical, as perfectly

rounded, as the full moon.’ He continued exuberantly: ’Everything has gone so

beautifully that even here, upon the ground, it is difficult to believe that it has really

happened; that the great event for which we have waited so long has come and gone, and

that the old blood-soaked, battle-scarred Messines Ridge is in our hands, with all the

160 At Messines 17,000 British soldiers died, were wounded or went missing on the first day. Total British

losses for the period June 1-12 numbered 3,538 killed, 17,977 wounded and 3,047 missing. The German
figures are: 18,000 dead or wounded. 7,264 German troops were taken prisoner on the first day. Figures
taken from Micheal Clodfelter, Warfare and Armed Conflicts, A Statistical Reference to Casualty and
Other Figures, 1618-1991 - Volume II 1900-1991 (London & North Carolina), p. 729.
161 See Terraine, The Western Front, p. 144. And Hew Strachan, European Armies and the Conduct of

War, (London, 1983), p. 142.
162 Anon., The Times, June 15 (June 14), 1917, p. 5. All statistical analysis for the Messines period taken

from the war correspondents’ dispatches published in The Times, The Morning Post, The Daily Mail and
The Daily Chronicle, June 7-14, 1917.
163 Gibbs, Daily Chronicle, June 12 (June 11), 1917, p. 1.
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ground around and beyond it to the uttermost point of our advance, and all that it

implies.’ 164 What The Times reporter meant by "all that it implies" is quite clear - if the

Allies in 1917 could capture (and with apparent ease) a ridge that had been tenaciously

held by the Germans for two years (and which had, for that period, bedevilled British

military operations) then by implication similar, previously unassailable, obstacles might

be overcome all along the Western Front. The journalist was tantalisingly hinting to his

readers that not only were "invulnerable" enemy positions now vulnerable - but also that

the stalemate all along the Front was similarly capable of being dissolved, with all that

that implied.

With the curious exception of one day’s reports, all the British war correspondents

maintained their routine of downplaying or ignoring Allied losses and casualties while

higlighting their enemy’s combat fatalities. 18 out of the 26 articles did mention British

wounded and dead - with estimates varying between "extraordinarily" light to "curiously

few dead." The curious exception was June 10, when all four war reporters gave the

specific figure of 10,000 British casualties suffered since June 7. Why the joumalists

mentioned the level is mystifying - clearly the military authorities provided the figure and

gave the press permission to reveal it - but to what end? Yet (as was the case throughout

the First World War) the impact was lessened by the correspondents’ claims that for the

same period the enemy lost 30-50,000 men. As far as the war correspondents were

concemed everything was relative. Their logic suggested that if the Germans lost 3-5

times more men than the Allies then it followed that Allied losses were to be considered

"light"- a price worth paying. A further (individual) exception was a dispatch from Philip

Gibbs on June 12 in which he declared quite openly that "great numbers" of British

soldiers had died during the capture of Messines Ridge. Of all the war correspondents,

Philip Gibbs was the one who attempted to balance his combat coverage by including

164 Anon., Morning Post, June 8 (June 7), 1917, p. 5. and Anon., The Times, June 11 (June 10), 1917, p. 7.
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elements which demonstrated that it was not only the Germans who were suffering at the

front.

In the German case, 22 dispatches referred to "severe", "heavy" or "masses" of

German dead. As The Times reporter coolly described it:

[ ....] our dead who lie there [on the battlefield] are curiously few. The German

dead are more numerous, but, as always, the visible German dead are only a small

proportion of those that remain on one of these fields, because most of them are

killed in their dug-outs and in the trenches, and already, as one walks about in the

broiling sun, that dreadful odour comes up in whiffs from shattered heaps and

ruined trenches which tells you what they contain. 165

William Beach Thomas in The Daily Mail sombrely justified the British losses in writing:

We had losses that will be personally felt by the nation as well as by families, but

every soldier in the fighting felt that the cost was miraculously light and the gain

heavy. Even a stiff-necked Prussian officer said "We are done." 166

Beach Thomas even managed to bring the "Irish Question"

British fallen.

into his discussion of the

We [the correspondents] spent most of the morning with the South Irish, who took

Wytschaete Wood and village. They fought side by side with the Ulsters. An

officer whose loss they most regretted was taken away from the field in an Ulster

ambulance, and the man who told me of the incident quite clearly felt it to be [a]

165 Anon., The Times, June 9 (June 8), 1917, p. 7.

166 Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, June 9 (June 8), 1917, p. 3.
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sort of sign or symbol of a sacrifice that would soon make all things right

Ireland.167

in

Since the battle of Messines was considered a clear-cut victory it is not surprising that the

official war correspondents reflected this in their appraisal of the combat performance of

the rival forces. Every single one of the 26 dispatches relating to the battle contained

mention of positive British military action - with 483 phrases within those articles. This

compared to 7 dispatches containing just 11 phrases denoting positive German military

performance. And, in terms of reporting Allied military failings 8 articles contained no

such references - the remaining 18 dispatches contained only 36 negative phrases. By

comparison, all 26 of the articles had reference to German setbacks with a total of 130

phrases within that figure.

The correspondent of The Morning Post attributed the unalloyed success at

Messines to effective military training and rehearsal:

[The infantry] learned their lesson well during the long, tedious weeks and months

when Messines and Ploegsteerte and the flattened site of Ypres above it were

quiet - quite overshadowed by the Somme and Arras, and forgotten by all the

world. They learned their lesson well, as did their faithful convoys the tanks, and

they worked, as did their comrades of the air and the gunners who send them

confidently to victory in the wake of their well-aimed shells.168

Praising the role of the Royal Flying Corps, The Times reporter enthused: ’One of the

most joyous things about the victory of Messines has been the splendid efficiency of our

air service, and its complete mastery of the enemy [ .... ] The Germans might almost as

167 Ibid., p. 3.

168 Anon., Morning Post, June 8 (June 7), 1917, p. 5.
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well have had no air service at all, while our flying men were one of the chief instruments

in securing our victory.’ William Beach Thomas diagnosed the British success in terms of

unit co-operation. ’The battle was not the production of single feats of dash and courage

among the infantry; it was team work that won and the spirit permeating the battalions.’

For The Daily Mail journalist the arena for individual "dash and courage" was the sky

where, what he called ’individual drama,’ could still be played out. The R.F.C. had come

in for particular praise from the British war correspondents in their coverage of Messines.

The depiction of the ground-attack aircraft of the Flying Corps’ implied aerial

invincibility and the ability to destroy vast quantities of German men and materiel. Philip

Gibbs used biblical language when relating the mentality of the British pilots:

They flew as men inspired by passion and a fierce joy of battle. They were hunters

seeking their prey. They were Berserkers of the air, determined to kill though they

should be killed, to scatter death among the enemy, to destroy him in the air and

on the earth, to smite him in his body and in his works and in his soul by a terror

of him. This may seem language of exaggeration, the silly fantasy of a writing-

man careless of the exact truth. It is less than the truth, and the sober facts are wild

things. 169

The newspaper reader of June 1917 must have sensed the atmosphere of grim

ruthlessness prevalent in the correspondents’ dispatches. While there were "Berserkers"

in the air joyfully and efficiently laying waste to the German pilots, the same was true on

terra firma. The Times correspondent, for example, mentioned, almost in passing, that

while the British had not used gas during the current offensive almost every other form of

offensive weapon was employed ’(including a new horror known in the Army as "Oil

169 Anon., The Times, June 13 (June 12 ), 1917, p. 5. and Beach Thomas, Daily Mail, June 12 (June 11),

1917, p. 5. and Gibbs, Daily Chronicle, June 11 (June 10), 1917, p. 3.
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Cans" or "Boiling Oil,") of which it is not permissible to give a description, beyond

saying that it throws to a considerable distance projectiles which are, in fact, containers of

highly inflammable stuff bursting on concussion and scattering conflagration over a wide

area.’ Captured Germans admitted that the "Oil Can" projectiles terrorised the enemy and

inflicted many casualties.Iv0 Unquestionably, had the Germans used a similar weapon

against the Allied troops, they would have been accused of committing barbaric atrocities,

and would have been thoroughly reviled by the British correspondents for doing so. In

war however, irony often goes unnoticed. 17~

Another ironical aspect of the battle was the Morning Post correspondent’s noting

of one curious feature of the Messines fighting which differed markedly from the battles

of the Somme and Arras. The feature (an inevitable consequence of mobile open-warfare)

was that of civilians watching the fighting from their homes. ’There is no broad belt of

devastated country behind the battle front.’ he explained. ’The peasants still farm and

feed their livestock within range of the German guns. I saw them at sunrise this morning

sitting at the windows of their cottages, with their wives and children sipping black coffee

and watching the bombardment of the [Messines] ridge itself in the far distance and the

many whirlwind battles in the brightening sky above them.’lv2 It is a tragi-comic image

conjured up thus by the reporter - the simple peasant families breakfasting while literally

all around them a maelstrom of battle ensued. One wonders who found the experience

more disturbing and surreal, the combatants seeing the civilians in the midst of the

fighting, or the peasants watching the combat unfold outside their cottage windows.

The Passchendaele offensive, period one, July 31 -August 6, 1917. 173

170 Anon., The Times, June 11 (June 10), 1917, p. 7.

171 I use the term "irony" rather than "hypocrisy" here because, since the correspondents had always

proclaimed their patriotic bias, such praise of terror-weapons when used by the Allies and condemnation
when used by the Germans was, in fact, ironical and not hypocritical per se.
172 Anon., Morning Post, June 8 (June 7), 1917, p. 6.

173 During the Passchendaele campaign, which spanned the period July 31 - November 10, 1917 the British

suffered 244,897 casualties, the French losses numbered 8,528. German casualties to the end of 1917
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For the first week of the Passchendaele offensive the British war correspondents

forwarded for publication a total of 24 dispatches.174 Without exception they all began on

an optimistic note. William Beach Thomas of The Daily Mail, present on the front line,

reported that as he ’went forward later in the morning from the smoke of the heaviest

bombardment ever seen by soldiers [there] came clear out sign upon sign of a sterling

victory during the first hours of the morning.’175 Philip Gibbs, announcing the beginning

of what he termed the ’battle which all the world has been expecting’ wrote of ground

being gained everywhere, ’and with the help of French troops, who are fighting shoulder

to shoulder with our men in the northern part of the line above Boesinghe, we have

captured the enemy’s positions across the Yser Canal and thrust him back from a wide

stretch of country between Pilken and Hollebeke.’~v6 The correspondent of The Times was

circumspect in his assessment of the first day of the Passchendaele campaign. He

considered it too early to speak of victory, ’because this one day’s fighting may be no

more than a beginning of operations the development of which I do not pretend to be able

even to guess at. But the beginning is splendid.’177 In The Daily Express, Percival Phillips

opted for precision with his opening report of the attack - ’The first advance at dawn gave

us new ground averaging a thousand yards in depth in the salient. We took it "like

clockwork," as I heard one expert express it.’~v8

Mentions of "friendly" killed, wounded or captured soldiers were made in 23

articles, while in the German case, such reference was made in every single dispatch for

the period in question. Philip Gibbs estimated that Allied losses on the first day were very

totaled (including POWs) 260,000. Figures taken from Micheal Clodfelter, Warfare and Armed Conflicts, A
Statistical Reference to Casualty and Other Figures, 1618-1991 - Volume II 1900-1991 (London & North
Carolina), p. 729.
174 All statistical analysis for the first week of the Passchendaele offensive is taken from the war

correspondents’ dispatches published in The Times, The Daily Express, The Daily Mail and The Daily
Chronicle, July 31 - August 6, 1917.
175 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail August 1 (July 31), 1917, p. 3.

176 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, August 1 (July 31 ), 1917, p. 1.
177 Anonymous, The Times, August 1 (July 310, 1917, P. 6.

178 Percival Phillips, The Daily Express, August 1 (July 31), 1917, p. 1.
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light, and those who had been wounded suffered only light injuries. His colleague stated

in The Daily Express that on the same day very few wounded had been sent to the

casualty clearing stations: ’At every headquarters I visited I heard the same statement -

"Casualties very light." One division thought it had more prisoners than wounded men.’

William Beach Thomas reckoned that at the end of the second day German losses

everywhere were considerable, ’and the numbers of dead in shell-holes and dug-outs and

village cellars is terrible. The fighting has been a smaller strain on the men than the

clearing out of some of the underground forts [ .... ],179

Out of a total of 24 dispatches published by the British war correspondents

mention of Allied losses or wounded was made 93 times and 96 times concerning

German troops. 180 On the first day the purported scale of the German losses was evident

in Percival Phillip’s report. ’To Welsh troops belongs the honour of having practically

annihilated the famous 3rd battalion of the Guards Fusiliers, the "Berlin Cockchafers

which the German Emperor has styled the crack battalion of his army.’ By contrast,

Phillips noted that: ’Very few [Allied] wounded had reached the casualty clearing stations

in the Guards’ area by ten o’clock, and the number was far less than expected. At every

headquarters I visited I heard the same statement - "Casualties very light.’’’xsl His

colleague with The Times agreed with Phillips’ estimate - ’our casualties seem almost

universally to have been remarkably light. Two units have both taken prisoners in excess

of their total casualties.’182 Again this was a common reporting tactic, a rudimentary

179 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, August 1 (July 31), 1917, p. 1.; Percival Phillips, The Daily Express,

August 1 (July 31), 1917, p. 1., and William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail, August 3 (August 2), 1917, p.
3.
180 All statistical analysis (from Questionnaire 2) for this period is taken from the war correspondents’

dispatches published in The Times, The Daily Express, The Daily Mail and The Daily Chronicle, July 31-
August 6, 1917.
181 Percival Phillips, The Daily Express, August 1 (July 31), 1917, p. 1.
182 Anon., The Times, August 1 (July 31), 1917, p. 6.
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benchmark employed by the reporters to depict an action in a good light. If a unit

captured more men than it lost then the outcome was considered a success of sorts. The

logic of attrition was embraced and reinforced by the correspondents with such

judgments. William Beach Thomas, in The Daily Mail also concurred:

Wounded [Allied] men,at any rate in the centre of the battle, were a more slender

stream than one had feared, and even the badly wounded beamed cheerfulness and

victory. "We killed a lot," said one north countryman with Spartan brevity. The

German barrage had not been very quick or heavy, and our losses in the first

attacks were slight. They had been amazingly light in the raids the day before. One

unit in two preliminary raids captured each time just over sixty prisoners and

killed many. Its own casualties were just over twenty in each raid, and in the

second only one man was killed.~83

Mention of individual deaths (including Germans) was referred to in only eight of the

twenty-four dispatches - description of death as collective or mass was the norm. The

glorification of death or wounding by the war correspondents is evident in only three

articles.

Consciousness of the war as an industrialized and technological conflict as

expressed by the correspondents figured in a total of 23 dispatches out of the 24 published

during the week July 31 - August 6. William Beach Thomas, for example, on July 31

recounted the preparations for the battle ahead:

183 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail August 1 (July 31), 1917, p. 3.
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Clearing hospitals had been emptied, staffs multiplied, and operating stations for

serious wounds set up close to the battle. All was on a plan immense beyond

credence. Tanks moved up as frequent as toads after summer rain, themselves not

a little resembling giant toads; guns great and small lurked literally in thousands.

The bridging apparatus alone suggested a vast army [ .... ]is4

Evidently the medical preparations suggested that the military authorities expected heavy

casualties from the outset of Passchendaele. Their foresight had not been found wanting

despite the optimistic comments of the correspondents.

The use of "romantic" or traditional terms relating to the Allies in combat, such as

"gallantry", "dash", "honour", occurred in 15 dispatches from the war correspondents.

Surprisingly, similar terms as applied to the opposing forces can be found in 4 of the war

reporters articles - a highly unusual occurrence throughout the war. Instances of

individual military action reported by the correspondents occurred in 10 articles, while

reports of acts of courage performed by individual officers or other ranks can be found in

7 dispatches.185 Beach Thomas related the story of one such act of courage by a lone

soldier:

The fighting against these isolated positions gave opportunity for great individual

gallantry. One of the most successful single-handed adventures took place along

the Comines Canal, where it runs alongside a railway embankment. Upon this a

machine-gunner was holding up our advance when an English soldier, with a Red

Indian’s skill, crept up under the concealment of the bank, and then dashed up the

embankment at the very spot where the machine-gunner was hidden. He put him

out with a single bomb, took the gun, and our advance went on smoothly. 186

184 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail August 1 (July 31), 1917, p. 3.
185 This category includes individual action or courage by Germans as well.
186 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail August 3 (August 2), 1917, p. 3.
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It is fascinating to see how, by means of such an account, the war correspondents once

again attempted to diminish the mass nature of the war. On this occasion it was done by

means of depicting an episode in which a large body of troops were held up by a lone

soldier and that the troublesome individual could only be neutralized by another

individual soldier. In a sense the body of men mentioned in the account signified the

anonymous and mechanistic nature of industrialized and technological warfare which

could only be overcome by the courageous actions of a single man. While Beach Thomas

was surely bemoaning the style of warfare on the Western Front by including the episode

in his dispatch, he must also have accepted that his lone soldier was now an anachronism.

To add further to the air of unintentional irony, the German soldier who had checked the

British advance was reliant on one of the most high-tech machines of the period - the

machine-gun. Even the name of the weapon was suggestive. Philip Gibbs reported a

similar story on August 6:

A captain behaved throughout the battle with the most fearless gallantry, and

when his men wavered and fell back before the blast of machine-gun bullets that

drove across the Menin Road, rallied them and gathered up lads from other units,

and captured two strong points with these storming parties. He was wounded in

this action, but paid no heed to that, and continued to lead his men. 187

Phrases denoting British or Allied combat failures or setbacks can be found in 22

dispatches, totalling 88 such terms within the relevant dispatches. On the German side 24

articles contained 110 phrases indicating negative military action. The converse reveals

that all of the dispatches for the week in question carried terms denoting positive British

or Allied military performance, totalling 434 such phrases within those 24 dispatches. Of

187 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, August 6 (August 5), 1917, p. 1.
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the 16 dispatches containing terms indicating positive German military action there

totalled only 38 such terms within those 16 reports. Ground captured by the Allies was

mentioned in a total of 23 articles, compared with territory lost to the enemy mentioned in

only 13 of the correspondents’ reports.

One of the factors which contributed to any setbacks on the battlefield was the

atrocious weather conditions in the Flanders region. On the second day of the fighting,

Beach Thomas explained how ’Floods of rain and a blanket of mist have quite doused and

cloaked the whole of the Flanders plain.’ This resulted in shell-holes literally being

flooded to the brim by the incessant downpour.188 And Gibbs observed how such great

rainstorms might prevent the pilots from conducting operations as they wished. As

Percival Phillips saw it: ’It was the first great battle of this war fought entirely without the

assistance of aeroplane observation - the opposing armies were as blind as though aircraft

had never been invented [ .... ],189 The correspondents noted that the weather also

hampered communication and co-operation between the artillery and the advancing

infantry,19° in addition to making life miserable for the "poor bloody infantry":

Apart from all the inevitable beastliness of battle, they [the infantry] have had to

fight in this filthy weather, and it has made it a thousand times worse. In August

men don’t expect to get half drowned in shell holes nor to get stuck to the armpits

in mud before they reach the first German line.~9~

So the coverage of the first week of Passchendaele followed quite closely the model

apparent in the reporting of earlier battles of the war. British losses were admitted, but

were invariably compared favourably with the German figures. Allied or British wounded

188 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail August 2 (August 1 ), 1917, p. 3.
189 Percival Phillips, The Daily Express, August 2 (August 1), 1917, p. 1.
190 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, August 2 (August 1), 1917, p. 1.
191 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, August 6 (August 5), 1917, p. 1.
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were also usually described as walking wounded, and quite cheerful with it. And as the

correspondents had been present at the Somme it was predictable that they should treat

Passchendaele in much the same manner as they had the Somme. It was perhaps more

difficult for the war reporters not to have presented the fighting in Flanders in as positive

a light as they could. For the Somme had been devised as a means of ending the stalemate

of trench warfare on the Western Front and carried with it very high expectations. It was

easier then to have reported extremely severe casualty estimates during that offensive as

they would be a "price worth paying." Passchendaele must have been that much more

difficult for the correspondents to report as conversely expectations of defeat would have

been at the forefront of the minds of everyone present on that battlefield. Therefore it was

the duty of the journalists to present their day-to-day accounts of the battle in as

optimistic a light as they realistically could.

1918.

The "Kaiserschlacht"/Spring offensive, March 21-April 5, 1918.192

The Somme campaign had been portrayed by the British war reporters as a victory, albeit

costly, and Arras and Messines as complete successes. The German Spring Offensive,

however - in complete contrast - presented enormous difficulties for the journalists. How

could they acknowledge the severe beating inflicted on the Allies by the Germans without

sounding defeatist? While the correspondents may be accused prior to 1918 of massaging

the truth - emphasising German failings while often ignoring or explaining away British

losses and reverses - by and large they did not provide outright blatant or frequent

mistruths concerning the overall military picture. The "Kaiserschlacht" was to put the

192 During this campaign British losses numbered: 22,000 killed, 63,000 wounded, 75,000 captured and

3,000 missing. French losses numbered: 77,000, while the Germans suffered a total of 230,000 casualties.
Figures taken from Micheal Clodfelter, Warfare and Armed Conflicts, A Statistical Reference to Casualty
and Other Figures, 1618-1991 - Volume II 1900-1991 (London & North Carolina), p. 738.
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reporters to the ultimate test. The question posed by this section is how well did they

perform?

For a start, the correspondents’ assessment of the day-to-day fighting indicated

that while they would not deny the grave crisis which faced the Allies they still insisted

upon qualifying the impact of the German offensive. In short the reporters cast the

offensive in terms of an heroic British resistance against overwhelming odds, the enemy

being made to pay dearly for every inch of ground won.

According to the war correspondents British morale remained constantly high.

And while the British armies were indeed retreating (or "withdrawing" as the pressmen

then as ever euphemistically put it) they did so always in an orderly and efficient manner.

In fact one might go so far as to say that the reporters came extremely close to depicting

the British retreat as a positive military event.

Out of a total of 62 articles analysed for the period of the March Offensive, 51

dispatches admitted the loss or surrender of territory by British forces. Moreover, from 51

out of the 62 articles in which negative British fighting performance was referred to, there

totalled 351 phrases admitting such failings by British forces. Phrases connotating

positive British combat performance totalled 588 phrases from 59 articles, which tends to

lessen the impact of the preceding figure.193

On the German side 59 articles contained 489 phrases indicating positive military

action. For terms denoting German combat failures or setbacks, the 58 dispatches out of

62 contained 259 such phrases. It was The Times correspondent who perhaps most

succinctly encapsulated the attitude of the correspondents to the German offensive when

he announced as early as day two of the Kaiserschlacht, ’It is true that the Germans have

made some advance on a large part of the front attacked, but this was anticipated, and

nowhere, I believe, is there any feeling that their initial success has been greater than was

193 All statistical analysis for the period of the Spring Offensive is taken from the war correspondents’

dispatches published in The Times, The Morning Post, The Daily Mail and The Daily Chronicle, March 21-
April 5, 1918.
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a foregone conclusion.’ ’So far,’ he continued, ’we are satisfied with the situation, and we

know that the enemy losses, as always when he attacks in such strength, have been very

heavy.’ 194

Hamilton Fyfe (Beach Thomas’ temporary substitute) reported in a similar vein a

few days later when he reassured his readers by writing:

In fact, so long as the British Army remains the fighting force it is today, and so

long as it fights side by side with the French Army, there can be no talk of its

having been defeated, even in subsidiary engagements. It was withdrawn, as

armies often do withdraw in wars of movement; but recollect that French

aphorism which speaks of"going back a little to take a better jump forward." 195

Philip Gibbs depicted the retreating British soldiers in a heroic mould. Remarking on the

failure, as he saw it, of the Germans to destroy the British armies, Gibbs wrote:

Apart from all regrets at having had to fall back at all, and at having suffered

losses for which there is mourning in our hearts because of so many splendid men

of ours who have fallen on the field of honour - that terrible field of honour which

will be watered with tears for all time - we may at least rejoice that by the skill of

our fighting officers and steady courage of our men our line was brought back

unbroken, and that all the way back to our present position the enemy was never

able to strike through and roll up large forces.

194 Anon., The Emes, March 23 (March 22), 1918, p. 7.
195 Hamilton Fyfe, Daily Mail, March 27 (March 25), 1918, p. 3.

163



At all times, the British retreat was, as the correspondent of The Morning Post described

it, ’a well-organised, coolly-executed rearguard movement.’ 196

Despite presenting the retreat in heroic terms, the British war correspondents did

admit British casualties suffered during the German onslaught. Out of the 62 dispatches

41 had admissions of either British and Allied dead, wounded or captured. The estimates

ranged from just "lightly" wounded to "severe and heavy casualties." On the German

side, 59 articles reported losses, casualties or P.O.W.’s - usually judged to be

"enormous", "appalling" or some such chilling adjective. One explanation for the

comparatively few Allied losses, according to The Daily Mail’s Hamilton Fyfe was that

’Thanks to a wise distribution of our forces, we have lost as few men and guns as was as

possible in the circumstances, and, all things considered, very few in comparison with the

tremendous German effort.’ 197

The Times correspondent applauded Allied machine-gunners and artillery units for

clocking-up huge numbers of enemy dead: ’In places our machine-guns got on to his

masses as they advanced, and did terrible execution, and at all other points our field guns

fired into his solid ranks at close range with open sights.’ The Morning Post’s

correspondent gave chapter and verse to his newspaper of the extent of alleged German

losses. ’Nothing that has been written has exaggerated in any way the German losses,’ he

insisted, ’They are almost beyond belief[ .... ] The losses of the [German] 208th Division

since March 21 have been 70 per cent.; the 20th Division over 50 per cent., few officers

being left; the 50th Reserve Division, some regiments annihilated; the 88th Division, 30

per cent on the first day and 40 per cent at Mezieres on the 29th,’ and so on. Adding a

touch of cold perspective Philip Gibbs reported the suffering of the Canadian units:

’Their own losses have not been light, for these Canadians have been filled with grim

196 Gibbs, Daily Chronicle, April 1 (March 31), 1918, p. 1. and Anon., Morning Post, March 25 (March

23), 1918, p. 5.
197 Fyfe, Daily Mail, March 25 (March 23), 1918, p. 3.
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passion, determined to die rather than yield to any odds and when that happened they

fought and died.’ 198

The cadre of correspondents again relied on their tactic of reporting the capture of

German troops as a substitute for clear victory and of promoting the idea that enemy

morale was perennially deficient. Commenting on one captured German the Morning

Post reporter stated: ’One man who had been fighting for three years said he never hated

war so much as since they began this advance, for he had not any food except iron rations

[ ....]’ Hamilton Fyfe claimed that a ’number [of German P.O.W.’s] say they surrendered

simply because they were too exhausted to go on.’ 199

What also emerges from an examination of the war correspondents’ dispatches

from the Spring Offensive is the palpable tension and emotion felt by the joumalists.

These elements were manifested in allegations of German atrocities and expressions of

personal hatred from the journalists. For example, Philip Gibbs commented that it ’is not

a pleasant kind of war [the German conduct]. The cruelty of it all sickens one, and the

nightmare of it darkens one’s spirit. The enemy is as ruthless of civilian life as of any

other, and in addition to his bombing of innocent places ranges his long guns on to

remote little towns where old market women are selling their poultry and girls are

cleaning their shop windows and war until then has seemed far away.’ His colleague with

The Morning Post echoed Gibbs’ allegations - ’The Germans continue the campaign of

terrorising the civilian population by deliberate bombing raids on non-military objects.’200

Hamilton Fyfe discussed the composition of the German officer corps, remarking

that remnants of the Prussian aristocracy and squirarchy still contributed to the enemy

198 Anon, The Times, March 23 (March 22), 1918, p. 7. and Gibbs, Daily Chronicle, April 2 (April 1),

1918, p. 1.
199 Anon., Morning Post, March 28 (March 27), 1918, p. 5. and Fyfe, Daily Mail, March 29 (March 28),

1918, p. 3.
200 Gibbs, Daily Chronicle, April 5 (April 4), 1918, p. 1. and Anon, Morning Post, March 28 (March 27),

1918, p. 5.
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army ’and the more completely we can extirpate it the sooner will Europe be freed from

the pestilent militarism bred of their crazy mediaeval ideas.

’It is revolting to be obliged to speak thus of rooting out the young men of a race,

but it is they [...] who have willed it so [ .... ] and for that reason we must rejoice at their

rapid extermination.’ 2o

Despite the undeniable evidence of the success (in the opening days) of the

German offensive the correspondents still portrayed certain elements of the Allied forces

as being extremely effective tactically - namely the R.F.C. and armoured units (i.e. tanks

and armoured-cars). Even the cavalry had managed to find a role (at last) in the fighting -

something they had hankered after since the days of open warfare in autumn 1914 and

which had been rare during the intervening years. Now a semblance of open warfare had

re-emerged thanks to the Germans. ’Many cavalrymen have been holding sectors of the

line as dismounted troops, and have been splendid in courage and endurance. But as

mounted men also they have had a chance now and then, and have done a good deal of

scouting [in this operation] in the old-fashioned way.’ It is interesting to note that the

combat of 1914 was now considered "old-fashioned" by the journalist.

’I saw them [the cavalry] a few days ago,’ the correspondent continued, ’when the

enemy was reported to be moving down from Ham to Guiscard, where I happened to be

[ ....] Suddenly there was a clatter of horses’ hoofs, and a body of mounted men streamed

through Guiscard. The sun gleamed upon their lances and steel hats, and they were good

to see. "Oh, for a horse to ride with them!" said a friend of mine; and something stirred in

one’s heart at the sight of those men going out on the great adventure.’2°2 That section of

Philip Gibbs’ dispatch could well have been a front-line report from Agincourt on St.

Crispin’s Day.

201 Fyfe, Daily Mail, April 6 (April 4), 1918, p. 3.
202 Gibbs, Daily Chronicle, April 1 (March 30), 1918, p. 1.
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The war had indeed become one of openness and movement. ’Our Armies now

fighting in the open have wholly shaken off trench cramp,’ declared The Morning Post

correspondent, ’It must be remembered that the majority of the soldiers engaged in this

great defensive battle have not had any experience in a war of movement - they are

accustomed to holding well-dug lines behind banks of wire and to regard as precious

every foot of ground. They have been taught to think in yards instead of miles, as befits

trench soldiers.’ Now that mentality had to be overcome lest the Allies succumbed to

panic at the thought of German advances measured in miles and villages rather than the

"traditional" yardstick of feet and trenches characteristic of trench combat. ’As they [the

Allies] went further and further from the so-called front, which was as definite a thing in

their mind as the Great Wall of China, it required some endurance and fortitude to

conquer the sensation of being turned adrift.’203 Yet again the mental battlefield of the

First World War had become apparent to the war correspondents.

The role of the artillery also became heavily apparent during the Spring Offensive.

’[...] it can be said now,’ wrote the Morning Post correspondent, ’that ever since the

beginning of the war have they [the gunners] achieved such glory as in the defensive

fighting of the past few days. I could cite innumerable examples of the systematic

slaughter by batteries that fired, and fired until the men were almost too tired to load their

guns [ .... ] The case of two six-inch batteries firing for two hours with open sights [...] can

be duplicated on many parts of the front.’2°4

There was high praise also for the supposed knights of the sky - the R.F.C. On

March 28, Hamilton Fyfe reported that the ’last four days have been days of unceasing

toil for our airmen. Most splendidly have they answered the call for their best endeavours.

In some sectors it is not too much, though it sounds paradoxical, to say that we have been

holding the line with aeroplanes.’2°5 The tanks and armoured-cars received similar

203 Anon., Morning Post, March 29 (March 28), 1918, p. 3.
204 Anon., Morning Post, April 1 (March 31), 1918, p. 3.
205 Fyfe, Daily Mail, March 29 (March 28), 1918, p. 3.
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accolades during the Kaiserschlacht. And in most cases it is possible that the

correspondents were reporting on incidents which they had personally witnessed. In 14

dispatches from the total 62 it is perfectly clear that the reporters did see the combat in

question and with only 2 dispatches is it certain that the correspondent was not present for

any of the fighting upon which he was reporting.

Once again, as had been mentioned by the correspondents in previous battles, the

scale of the war on the Western Front was inescapable and impacted on their front-line

reporting. As The Times reporter put it: ’It is impossible to visualize the whole 50 miles

[of the front] as a single entity. It may be possible for you [the readers] at a greater

distance, but for us here the trees get in the way of the forest, and the great conflict has a

tendency more and more to resolve itself into detached incidents of thrust and

counterthrusts at scattered points.’2°6 He added to that a few days later in commenting

that the reader ’will understand that, on this wide front, it is all chance whether a

correspondent happens at any point to be on hand when actual fighting is in progress

there or not.’ 207

Conclusion.

The pre-eminent point which emerges from the examination of the war correspondents’

dispatches of fighting for the years 1914-1918 is that while the front-line journalists did

not routinely peddle falsehoods, they consistently (with the partial exception of Philip

Gibbs) emphasized perceived German losses and military setbacks while frequently

ignoring or qualifying British and Allied combat failings and casualty levels. The phrase

"being economical with the truth" most accurately captures the spirit of the war reporters’

depiction of warfare on the Western Front. Nicholas Hiley’s explanation for the way in

which the British news media as a whole performed during the war accounts in large part

206 Anon, The Times, March 27 (March 25), 1918, p. 7.
207 Ibid., April 1 (March 31), 1918, p. 5.
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for why the correspondents represented the Western Front fighting in this way. Patriotism

was equally important. The war reporters were constantly conscious of the need to deny

aid and comfort to the enemy while ensuring that their depiction of their combatant

compatriots should not demoralise or dishearten their massive newspaper audience both

in Britain and on the Western Front itself where officers and men had access to those very

newspapers. Finally the strict censorship regulations ensured that even if the reporters had

wished to provide a more accurate and less partial account of the First World War in

France and Belgium they would have been prevented from doing so. The case of Ellis

Ashmead Bartlett in Gallipoli amply demonstrates that particular point.

It should also be noted that the grim realities of the nature of warfare on the

Western Front posed the greatest challenge to the British tradition of presenting war (or in

time of peace, imperialistic annexation and subjugation) as a realm in which all the

classic attributes of the Victorian male-soldier-hero-adventurer could be expressed (in the

form of an influential cultural and literary genre). A good example of the clash of ideal

and reality during the Great War occurred when the writer/propagandist Lowell Thomas

and his cameraman Harry Chase grew dispirited with the European fronts for their lack of

suitable heroic exploits, and were directed by John Buchan at the Ministry of Information

’"to search the Middle East for war stories more uplifting than any to be found in the

Flanders quagmire".’2°8 A similar realisation of the consequences for masculinity/virility

was dawning on French adherents to the ideals of courage and chivalry. Robert Nye cites

the case of the French author of a duelling-manual (begun just before the war but

published in 1918) who concluded that the carnage of the war had made it impossible to

continue the duel in the same fashion as before 1914. Nye suggests that an even more

dispirited mood must have gripped post-1918 observers of the duellist’s campaign to

revive the duel, commenting that it must have been considered ’a pathetic relic of a

208 Buchan quoted in Graham Dawson, ’The Blond Bedouin: Lawrence of Arabia, imperial adventure and

the imaginings of English-British masculinity’, p. 123 in Michael Roper and John Tosh (eds.), Manful
Assertions: Masculinities in Britain since 1800., (London, New York, 1991).
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sunnier, more carefree time [ .... ] The twenty-five paces that conventionally separated men

holding single-shot dueling pistols made a ludicrous contrast with the deadly terrors of

no-man’s land.’2°9 In Britain, it should be noted, the values or notions surrounding

chivalry were not confined to the aristocracy or haut-bourgeoisie. Organisations,

particularly the Boy Scouts, transmitted the ideals of chivalry to the working-class in the

years leading up to the First World War.210

What was to happen on the European fronts from 1914-18 essentially (due to the

style of combat in those theatres) was that, for the most part, the ability of men to engage

in actions of a heroic, chivalric and masculine nature had been neutered.211 To a certain

extent this state of affairs applied to the war correspondents after the first few months of

the war on the Western Front. Because their group-identity was linked so closely to (and

indeed was so reliant on) the activities of the combatants, and because they found it

increasingly difficult to find examples of male combat virility and chivalry to report on -

the war reporters group-identity was to change from chroniclers of courage to that of a

group of men subsumed into a bureaucratic military organisation which allowed them to

report on battles where the numbers of men involved became uniquely massive in scale.

Industrialized mass warfare had almost totally displaced the classic form of war in which

the exploits of the lone soldier (or the combination or culmination of the courageous

actions of individual combatants) could make the difference between victory or defeat.

The ways in which the war correspondents as a group traditionally worked had been

transformed in much the same way as the manner in which the way man fought had been

changed by the industrialized trench-warfare of the Western and other fronts. This,

however did not stop the correspondents, as the chapter has shown, seizing upon isolated

209 Robert A. Nye, Masculinity and Male Codes of Honor in Modern France, (Oxford, 1993), p. 216.
210 John Home, ’Chivalry in the trenches. The ideals of knighthood and the Great War’, (unpublished

paper, Dublin, n.d.), p. 3.
211 For a good discussion of the "emasculation" of male combatants of the Great War (in the context of

shell-shock) see, Elaine Showalter, ’Rivers and Sassoon: The Inscription of Male Gender Anxieties’ also
Sandra M. Gilbert, ’Soldier’s Heart: Literary Men, Literary Women, and the Great War’ in Margaret
Randolph Higonnet, Jane Jenson, Sonya Michel and Margaret Collins Weitz (eds.), Behind the Lines:

Gender and the Two World Wars, (New Haven, London, 1987).
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examples of individual courage and glorifying such instances in their reports. That is to

say, the nature of the warfare on the Western Front had produced a tension between the

style of mass combat and the desire of the reporters to maintain the pre-existing language

of war correspondence. And this tension was illustrated by the desperate, and often

unconvincing attempts by the war correspondents to portray the war in terms of

individual heroism.
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Chapter Four - Death and trauma on the Western Front: the depiction of

violence in the trenches.

Through modem war many met organized mass death for the first time face to

face. The history of that encounter is crucial to an understanding of attitudes

toward the large-scale taking of life [...] which has repeatedly scarred our

century.

Introduction.

The First World War was unprecedented in terms of the number of countries,

combatants and logistical elements involved. It was unique also in terms of the scale

of death and injuries sustained on all sides. To illustrate that point, George L. Mosse

in his treatment of the subject of mass death and the Great War provides the salient

figures of First World War mortality rates in comparison with previous conflicts.

Thirteen million men died during the Great War compared to the 400,000 deaths of

the Napoleonic campaign in Russia, while the ’greatest war in the nineteenth century,

the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871),

Prussians fell in battle.’ And to further

saw 150,000 French dead, while 44,780

compound the disjunction between battle

mortality rates of the 19th century and the First World War, Mosse reminds us that,

by 1914, ’the memory of the great losses in the Napoleonic Wars was fading, and the

losses in war in the nineteenth century could not compare with what was to come. The

new dimension of death in war called for a much greater effort to mask and transcend

death in war than had ever been made before.’2

1 George L. Mosse, Fallen Soldiers - Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars, (Oxford, New York,
1990), p. 3.
2 Ibid., pp. 3-4. Some historians, most notably John Terraine have argued that that the massive losses of
the First World War were not historically unique in terms of the proportions of men killed - but that
argument is open to debate, for 60,000 casualties on the Somme is still much more shocking than 600
or even 6,000 in a previous conflict, regardless of proportionality. See David Wright, The Great War:
A Useless Slaughter?, (United Kingdom, 1991), p. 4., for an example of the continued adherence
among some historians of such thinking. In contrast, other historians including George L. Mosse and
Robert Kee consider the mass deaths of the Great War to have been the first "Holocaust" of modern
times.
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This chapter is concerned with how the British war correspondents mediated

the undoubted horror of mass death on the Western Front for their readers, the British

people, cushioned from direct observation of such human devastation by virtue of

geographical distance. During the war ’British soldiers and civilians regarded the

Western Front as the decisive theatre of military operations [ .... ] The importance of

the Western Front in relation to other fronts can also be assessed by a comparison of

total war casualties. The total war casualties (on both sides) for the Western Front was

2,271,726, whilst the next largest total of 73,341 was for Gallipoli [ .... ]’ The corollary

of that, of course, is that the British soldier on the Western Front was more likely to

be killed or wounded than any other British combatant anywhere else.3 So, to what

extent did the front-line reporters on the Western Front "mask and transcend death"?

As ever the requirement not to give aid or comfort to the enemy by threatening

civilian and military morale was uppermost in the journalists’ minds as they sat down

to compile their descriptions of battle. Added to that caveat is the by now widespread

acceptance among historians of the First World War of ’the inadequacy of available

literary forms to do justice to that overwhelming torrent of horror, noise and massed

human activity’, which characterized the conflict on the Western Front.4 It is also fair

to suggest that the requirement to adhere to censorship regulations (forbidding the

correspondents from providing detailed and overall Allied casualty rates), as well as

the need to protect morale, gave the reporters a convenient excuse not to depict the

corporeal consequences of combat as realistically and accurately as they might have

done.

That is not to say, however, that the British war correspondents did not report

the bloodier aspects of battle - they did, but in comparison with journalists in some

previous and later wars (most notably in relation to the Crimea and Vietnam) they did

3 Keith Simpson, ’The British Soldier on the Western Front’ in Peter Liddle (ed.), Home Fires and

Foreign Fields: British Social and Military Experience in the First World War, (London, 1985), pp.
135-136. See also Denis Winter, Death’s Men - Soldiers of the Great War, (London, 1980), pp. 192-
193., for a percentage breakdown of casualties on the Western Front in comparison to other theatres.
4 Hugh Cecil, ’The Literary Legacy of the War: the Post-war British War Novel - a Select
Bibliography,’ p. 205 in Peter H. Liddle (ed.), Home Fires and Foreign Fields: British Social and
Military Experience in the First World War, (London, 1985).
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not dwell on the physical side of war- the injuries, the effect on the human body of

machine-gun fire, shelling, grenade and gas.

This chapter, in common with the preceding chapter, is grounded in a content-

analysis of the correspondents’ dispatches selected from the period 1914-1918.

Among the questions posed by the analysis (see Appendix) are : how detailed was the

description of death on the Western Front by the reporters? And in the midst of the

carnage of mass death was the individual loss of life overlooked or was it in fact

concentrated upon by the war correspondents? As with the previous chapter of the

thesis the intention is to construct a picture of how the reporters represented the

"reality" of First World War combat and its impact on the combatants for the civilian

population back home in Britain.5 After all, the mass death inevitable in

industrialized war is a central element of the "meaning" of the Great War. For never

before had civilized societies endured such levels of carnage over such a long period

of time. The "newness" of the First World War placed the war correspondents, no less

than the other participants, in a novel and alien environment. Many of the war

reporters had experienced previous conflicts, had witnessed death - but never on such

a scale. It is no surprise therefore, that the correspondents found it extremely difficult

to express that singular experience to their readers - most particularly when it came to

reporting on battles such as the Somme in 1916 with its almost abstract numbers of

fatalities suffered on both sides. The paramount question is this: the correspondents

were conscious of the singularity of mass death on the Western Front, but did they

reflect that awareness significantly in their dispatches?

Due to the extremely sporadic and

dispatches by the correspondents during the

period from August 1914 to May/June

infrequent submission of front-line

"unauthorised" war correspondence

1915, it has been necessary to select seven

5 Tony Ashworth makes the valid point that the ’search for a single "true" account of the war

experience is misconceived, but also that the inconsistency between some interpretations of trench
warfare is illusory; for each could be a valid and "true" rendering of one distinct dimension of a multi-
dimensional phenomenon’ - an examination of one such rendering - the war correspondents’ perspective
of the war - is the purpose of this thesis. See Tony Ashworth, Trench Warfare 1914-1918: The Live
and Let Live System, (London, 1980), p. 22.
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consecutive reports from each of the seven British daily newspapers fielding war

reporters covering the period of August and September 1914. As will be seen the

journalists did not all submit reports on the same dates, nor did they report from the

same locations or regions. That practice changed with the introduction of the "Official

war correspondents scheme" in the summer of 1915 (see Chapter Two above).

The historians ’perspective.

The military historian Keith Simpson argues that within the context of British folk or

collective memory, the Western Front represents the essence of the First World War,

and a defining component of that remembrance is the level of combat death suffered

on that war front. The images provoked in the popular mind by the Western Front as a

concept ’invariably include [...] the continuous attritional battles and seemingly

endless slaughter of hundreds of thousands of young men - the "Lost Generation"

[ ....],6 The idea of the "Lost Generation" is very much tied into the debate surrounding

the quality of British command on the Western Front during the war. Whether

generals like Douglas Haig were incompetent "butchers" or not, does not disguise the

fact that the arguments centre on the massive casualty and fatality rates in the Franco-

Belgian theatre of operations. So, in a sense, discussions revolving around the military

leadership on the Western Front are based on mass death. The terms "slaughter" and

"butchery" as well as the evocative phrase "cannon-fodder" automatically come to the

fore when historians’ consider and analyze the combat on the Western Front. Eric J.

Leed in his treatment of identity during war remarks, with reference to the idea of the

"citizen-soldier", that such a soldier was the ’holder of a blood-debt upon the society

he has defended and can demand restitution for his "sacrifice of himself" as well as

for that of his comrades who have died.’7 So even the conception of one’s self during

the war - according to historians - was premised on one’s death or potential death in

6 Keith Simpson, ’The British Soldier on the Western Front’ in Peter Liddle, (ed.), Home Fires and

Foreign Fields: British Social and Military Experience in the First World War, (London, 1985), p.
135.
7 Eric J. Leed, No Man’s Land- Combat andldentity in World War 1, (London, 1979), p. 204.
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combat. To give another example of the primacy of death when historians look at the

Western Front: in a review of Prior and Wilson’s analysis of Passchendaele

(Passchendaele: the untold story), Brian Bond observes that the battle of the Somme

’has now become the popular reference point for the dreadful conditions of trench

warfare and mass slaughter deriving from the incompetence of the British High

Command.’8 And, historians have recognized that such a debate seemed not to have

arisen during the war itself. According to Simpson: ’Many soldiers were unable to

explain to their family and friends what life was really like at the front and had no

desire to distress them with descriptions of death and mutilation.’9 Mark Meigs has

summarised the interplay between death and the war very effectively by suggesting

that: ’The war had become a machine producing death,’ and that during the war death

was the final measure of military success - not the possession of territory previously

held by the enemy or the capture of enemy soldiers, lO

Historians of the war have also been concemed with the nature of wounds and

trauma on the Westem Front. Denis Winter in Death’s Men - Soldiers of the Great

War, in common with other historians (such as John Ellis and Joanna Bourke) have

recognized and examined in some depth the types of wounds sustained and the

manner of death of soldiers in the trenches. Unlike the war correspondents, Great War

historians have gone into great detail regarding the violence of the trenches. Winter

writes of the effect of rifle-fire and high explosive thus:

If a man was hit [by rifle-fire], there was often little bleeding, just a bluish

aperture with spots of blood. Spin would produce much bruising and

contusion but again little bleeding, for shock reduced blood pressure and

crushed blood-vessels would be self-sealing [ .... ] The effects of the explosion

were bewilderingly varied [ .... ] The wounds [from shelling] almost always

8 Brian Bond, ’Worse than the Somme?’ - review of Passchendaele: the untold story, in Times Literary

Supplement, July, 1996, pp. 4-5.
9 Ibid., p. 148.

10 Mark Meigs, Optimism at Armageddon - Voices of American Participants in the First World War,

(London, 1997), p. 158.
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went septic because of the foreign matter taken into the body with the

splinters. Low-velocity missiles like these fragments also caused more severe

tissue damage than bullets, making a survivor vulnerable to gangrene. 11

Morale and its relationship with death is yet another area of interest to Great War

historians. Bidwell and Graham in their analysis of modern weapons and fire-power

demonstrate clearly that the morale of soldiers at battalion level on the Western Front

remained unaffected by the routine witnessing of their comrades’ deaths (if the dead

were fresh recruits), but unexpected death or death brought about by "superstitious"

reasons caused morale to fall.12 The question raised by the analysis of the war

correspondents’ dispatches is to what extent, if any, were the correspondents aware of

the above issues and did they comment upon them in their coverage of death and

violence on the Western Front?

Period one - August-September 1914.

Unlike the other periods selected for this chapter, and due to the infrequent and

random appearance of front-line dispatches, it is necessary to examine the results of

the content-analysis by individual newspaper rather than by looking at all the

newspapers together throughout the period in question - a vertical or discrete rather

than horizontal approach. 13

The Daily Chronicle fielded a number of war reporters, some in a position to

report from the scene of, or close to, the battles, others unable to do so. The first

seven consecutive war dispatches (i.e. those reports emanating from or very close to

the combat-zone) for The Daily Chronicle originated from locations as diverse as

Ostend, Amiens, Soissons, and the exotic sounding town of "X" (whose true name

ll Denis Winter, Death’s Men - Soldiers of the Great War, (London, 1978), p. 110 & p. 116.
12 Shelford Bidwell and Dominick Graham, Firepower - British Army Weapons and Theories of War

1904-1945, (London, 1982), p. 117.
13 All statistical analysis for this period is taken from the war correspondents’ dispatches published in

The Times, The Daily Express, The Daily Mail and The Daily Chronicle, August-September 1914.
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was masked by the censors), where T.E. Elias had cycled and ’caught a glimpse of the

German army on the march [ .... ] From the cover of a hedge and with the aid of glasses

I saw about 5,000 cavalry a mile away galloping towards Oudenarde. They were

followed by interminable hosts of infantry.’ Philip Gibbs wrote of having ’been into

the war zone and [I] have seen during the last five days the men who are now holding

the lines of defence. I have been among their dead and wounded [ .... ] I have seen the

horrid mess which is cleared up after battle and the grim picture of retreat.’ While

expressing personal shock at the witnessing of such aspects of battle, Gibbs also

clearly justified the deaths of French troops who, in the words of the war

correspondent: ’voluntarily sacrificed themselves in the service of their country.’ He

added that it ’is impossible to estimate our own losses. Our wounded are being

brought back into Havre and Rouen, and undoubtedly there are large numbers of

them.’ The Germans, Gibbs added had also suffered heavily. He wrote of their heroic

courage, and how they were ’reckless of their lives, and the valley of the meuse [sic]

was chocked [sic] with their corpses. The river itself was strewn with dead bodies of

and literally ran red with blood.’ Gibbs recounted episodes ofmen and horses,

’massacre’ in

Reporting the

machine-guns

pretty French villages, and the heaped bodies

fighting on the Cambrai-Cateau line, Gibbs

of German troops.

admitted that German

men [ .... ] The list of’did terrible work among our officers and

casualties must be very great,’ but not great enough, the correspondent insisted, to be

counted as a great and irreversible disaster.~4 This must count as one of the earliest

examples of a phenomenon apparent throughout the Great War (and not confined

solely to journalists) - that of minimising, or even explaining away considerable loss

of life in battle. For the reporters strategic military considerations overrode

questioning of the large scale loss of life. That is to say, it did not matter per se how

many soldiers died in the course of the fighting as long as the line held, or a "great

and irreversible disaster" was averted. Certainly the deaths were explicitly

14 T.E. Elias, The Daily Chronicle, August 25 (August 24), 1914, p. 5 and Philip Gibbs, The Daily

Chronicle, August 31 (August 29), 1914, p. 1 & p. 3.
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acknowledged as being a matter for deep regret, but consolation lay in the fact,

according to the war correspondents, that the men had died nobly and courageously

for their country and as a contribution to the highest aim - victory. In such a conflict

mass death was inevitable, therefore it would not (and even if the correspondents

wanted to, could not) be questioned.

M. H. Donohue estimated an ’enormous sacrifice of human life’ by the

Germans and later reiterated that assertion by claiming ’The Germans are displaying

extraordinary recklessness, flinging away thousands of lives in the hope of ultimately

gaining their end.’15 This was the reverse side of the argument put forward by Gibbs

in the previous paragraph. When the Germans suffered huge losses, with the exactly

the same aim as the Allies in mind, "the hope of ultimately gaining their end", i.e.

victory, then they were depicted as extraordinarily reckless of human life. German

death was not quite the same as Allied death as far as the correspondents were

concerned.

Uniquely for The Daily Chronicle’s coverage of the period in question the

correspondent adverted to the actions of stretcher-bearers on the battlefield. Philip

Gibbs also employed the euphemism "cut up" when mentioning the loss of life in one

British regiment. Further on in the dispatch - once again in a conscious attempt to

mitigate the severity of French and British losses - Gibbs quoted the words of a

sergeant who had been wounded in action: ’"It is not right to say we have met with

disaster," he [the sergeant] said. "We have suffered many losses - perhaps 12 per cent

of a battalion hors de combat. But you have to expect that nowadays."’ So, August

and September 1914 saw the beginning of a process in the press of the normalisation

of heavy losses suffered by the Allied armies. If the ordinary soldier could be quoted

as accepting such a state of affairs then it implied that the newspaper audience should

not have any qualms about doing so also. That idea goes some way towards

explaining the impact and furore caused by The 77rues’ infamous Amiens Dispatch

15 M.H. Donohoe, The Daily Chronicle, September 2 (August 31), 1914, p. 1
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whose tone and style of description, rather than content, jarred so strongly with the

routine dispatches penned by the other war correspondents.

In The Daily Express, the first seven consecutive reports appeared from

August 15 - September 15, 1914. One report, by Alfred Stead, published on August

15 stated that ’Two hundred Belgian carabineers on bicycles had surrounded and

surprised three hundred German cavalry, killing many and taking forty prisoners.’16

Stead observed much carnage while at the front that August. He watched as Belgian

soldiers cleared up the aftermath of a bloody and unsuccessful German cavalry charge

on the village of Zelch: ’through a gap in the barricade one saw a shocking vista of

dead horses, while the last corpses of German soldiers were being collected.’ Stead

was clearly moved by the sight of the German dead. He mentioned how he had

’picked up a khaki collar at Zelch, and in it was sewn the name of Unteroffizier

Struebing, a blood-stained memento of a son, a father, a brother who will never return

from the war, and who will never be known to have died [ .... ] I have just helped to

bury him, and in the words of a grave-digger, "He was very dead.’’’17 Without

realising it, and during the very earliest part of the war, Stead had picked up on one of

the most powerful emotional aspects of the First World War, the role of the missing

and unknown soldier. Certainly the identity of Struebing was revealed to the Daily

Express reader, but not to the family of Struebing in Germany who would become one

of the earliest participants of the process of grieving without being able to grieve

properly, unsure as to the fate of their kinsman. Stead’s very words "a son, a father, a

brother who will never retum from the war, and who will never be known to have

died" would have served well as the epitaph on the headstone of the unidentified war

dead. It is remarkably similar in sentiment to Kipling’s elegantly simple phrase: "here

lies a soldier of the Great War, known only to God."

Interestingly the use of euphemisms for death and injury were almost non-

existent in The Express coverage of the August-September period - with just one

16 Alfred Stead, The Daily Express, August 15 (August 14), 1914, p. 1 & p. 3.
17 Ibid., The Daily Express, August 15 (August 14), 1914, p. 1 & p. 3.
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usage on September 2, when the phrase "first man down" was used with regard to the

shooting by the Germans of a British soldier. The infantryman who uttered the phrase

had been describing to the war correspondent his first experience of combat

bloodshed, of seeing a friend shot: ’"It was strange to see Bill, who had lent you a fag

only two minutes before, rolling against you like a drunken man and saying nothing. It

gave you a sort of feeling that I can’t describe [ .... ],,,18 That soldier was only echoing

the sentiments of other troops upon encountering violent death for the first time.

Joanna Bourke cites the feelings, for example, of one soldier, Oscar P. Eckhard who

had ’"thought the majority of wounds were the neat little bullet hole which you could

scarcely see, and that very few places were vital", but was appalled to discover that

"German bullets often [made] the most hideous wounds ... they [might] leave a hole"

that "several fingers" could be put into.’19

Of further interest, and in common with the reporting of The Daily Chronicle’s

correspondents, description of the physical effect on the human body of modem

weaponry was also similarly negligible. In only one dispatch was allusion made to

such an aspect of the fighting. In the article in question on September 2, the

correspondent described the effect of rifle-fire on a massed German infantry

advance.20 As for detailed descriptions of corpses or horrific injuries only one

reference can be found in a dispatch of September 13 in which the correspondent

wrote of having encountered the mutilated corpse of a German officer who had been

squashed to a pulp by British guns driving over him.21 In that dispatch, Stead grimly

detailed the impact of the fighting that day around Chateau Thierry:

18 Ibid., The Daily Express, September 15 (September 13), 1914, p. & p. 5.
19 Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the Male - Men’s Bodies, Britain and the Great War, (London,

1996), pp. 212-213. It was better to be shot at night as, according to Denis Winter, night wounds
normally were not as serious due to the fact that night-shooting was not aimed or precise and casualty
stations would be less crowded - see Denis Winter, Death’s Men - Soldiers of the Great War, (London,
1978), p. 88.
20 Henry Roberts, The Daily Express, September 4 (September 2), 1914, p. 1.

21 Allied Stead, The Daily Express, September 15 (September 13), 1914, p. 1.
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German dead are everywhere, singly and in heaps, and it was evident that the

allied advance was unexpectedly rapid. In one cottage a German under-officer

and a Frenchwoman he was addressing were both dead, killed by the same

bullet, an awful look in the still open eyes of the dead woman. On the roadside

near Chandun were personal effects of an aristocratic [German] Guard officer,

perfume bottles and scented letters all splattered with blood, and the owner a

hundred yards further, unrecognisable as a human being, for the guns had

retired across him. The trenches everywhere were filled with dead, and some

wounded were still breathing.22

Such a ghastly manner of death mocked the philosophy of officers such as Colonel

James Lockhead Jack who had his boots and buttons polished prior to combat on the

grounds that a man should ’"always die like a gentleman - clean and properly

dressed."’23

As Philip Gibbs had done, Jeffries in a report on August 30 tried to lessen the

demoralising impact of the admission of British losses by adding when writing of the

wounded: ’for all the losses they [the British] have recently sustained, they take war

lightly, looking around them with a good-natured laugh.’24 Gallows humour was

undeniably a necessity on the Western Front. On only a single occasion was

individual death highlighted - and since the death in question was that of a German

general, this is unsurprising.25 Otherwise all death reported by the Mail’s reporters

was collective. In two dispatches, however, the wounding of Allied soldiers was

22 Ibid., The Daily Express, September 15 (September 13), 1914, p. 1.
23 Colonel Jack quoted in Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 212.
24 Ibid., The Daily Mail, September 3 (August 30), 1914, p. 5.
25 George C. Cumock, The Daily Mail, September 21 (September 18), 1914, p. 5. While the deaths of
generals on the field were relatively rare on both sides, such cases were not as infrequent as one might
suspect. Two amateur military historians have compiled the names of 78 British generals who were
either killed in action, died as a direct result of wounding or as a result of active service on all fronts.
See Frank Davies and Graham Maddocks, Bloody Red Tabs: General Officer Casualties of the Great
War, 1914-1918, (London, 1995).
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glorified or romanticized by the correspondents - in one instance

combatant was even identified by name - Captain F. O. Grenfell.26

the wounded

Another gallant deed was that of Captain F.O. Grenfell, of the same 9th

Lancers. He was hit in both legs and had two fingers shot off at the same time.

Almost as he received these wounds a couple of guns posted near were

deprived of their servers, all of whom save one man were struck by bursting

shrapnel. The horses for the guns had been placed under cover. "We’ll get the

guns back," said Captain Grenfell, and, at the head of a number of his men and

in spite of his wounds, he did manage to harness the guns up and get them

away. He was then taken to hospital.27

As with the other newspapers reference to the actions of Royal Army Medical Corps

or "Red Cross" soldiers was uncommon, with only two dispatches containing mention

of the battlefield medics. And in one article the reference was unfavourable as the

correspondent alleged that a German Red Cross man had been shooting wounded

Belgian soldiers. The miscreant had been captured by the Belgians and led away to be

executed.28 Alleged atrocities committed by the German Army had never been

confined to areas occupied by civilians. The German troops were represented

continually throughout the war by the correspondents as having engaged in such acts

against Allied troops on the front-line.

It appears that the exposure to mass death of one war reporter, G. Ward Price

had made him consciously distinguish between the quality of death of a large number

of soldiers in battle and that of a small number of men killed outside the arena of the

combat. Upon arriving at Trilport (in France), Ward Price had heard of an accident in

26 J.M.N. Jeffries, The Daily Mail, September 3, (August 30), 1914, p. 5., and George C. Curnock, The

Daily Mail, September 21 (September 18), 1914,. 5.
27 J.M.N. Jeffries, The Daily Mail, September 3 (August 30), 1914, p. 5.
28 Ferdinand Tuohy, The Daily Mail, August 26 (August 25), 1914, p. 5., in which Tuohy alleged that a

German Red Cross man shot Belgian wounded, and G. Ward Price, The Daily Mail, September 21
(September 18), 1914, p. 6.
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which three Germans had drowned after driving their car into the river Marne. The

journalist and his companions were curious enough to take a boat out to where the

wreckage lay:

Somehow this quite commonplace motor-car accident seemed even more

pitiful than the dead bodies that lay in the fields around. War is terrible

enough to be beyond the range of human sympathy. Its man-willed slaughter

fascinates by its sheer hideousness even more than it repels by its tragedy, and

the heaps of dead bodies, French and German, that we saw later in the

aftemoon moved one to less sympathy than did these three Germans drowned

in the Marne.29

This statement is revealing. It suggests very clearly that while the war reporters

downplayed the severity of Allied casualties for morale reasons they also, at a

personal level, were becoming genuinely callous and hardened by the sight of mass

war death, even in the opening months of the war. The fatalities they were witnessing

at the front was becoming commonplace, and presumably because it was combat the

journalists’ sensitivities were dulled by the fact that such killing was expected and

predictable.3° Yet when confronted by what can only be termed "civilian death" their

sympathies re-emerged. Once more the irony of war had surfaced - heaps of corpses

provoked little emotion compared to an insignificant car crash. This thinking was not

restricted to the war correspondents alone. As Bourke suggests, ’What was wretched

about death in war was not (according to Arthur West) the fact that men had been

killed, but that wartime corpses were so "limp and mean-looking: this [was] the devil

of it, that a man [was] not only killed, but made to look so vile and filthy in death, so

futile and meaningless" that the "sight of him" was hated.’31 However another

29 G. Ward Price, The Daily Mail September 12 (September 9), 1914, p. 5.

30 There were exceptions to this, sometimes the killing got so bad, or the circumstances so disturbing

that the hardened correspondents explicitly expressed their horror to the readers.
31 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 213.
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interpretation of such reporting would suggest that in fact the war correspondents

were focussing on civilian death for purely journalistic reasons. That is to say the

civilian car crash was simply included as a "human interest" anecdote, and as such

does not necessarily indicate evidence of a growing callousness among the war

reporters.

Continuing the mood of equanimity towards combat death, The Times

correspondent mused in an article on August 17 that to ’all appearances the French

artillery made better practice than the German. I cannot give the number of [Germans]

killed and wounded, but it must be very great, because the firing during the four hours

when I saw the battle was wonderfully good, and only occasionally ceased for five

minutes at a time.’32 The Times reporter a few weeks later unleashed a barrage of

hyperbole when recounting an assault by French Turcos:

The incidents on Wednesday will astound the world when they are made

known in full. I am aware, for example; of a mighty charge by the Turcos on

that day; and I know that 100 of their fierce fighters took 200 German

prisoners after a fight which is described as one of the most terrible single

combats of the war - a matter of swords and bayonets. I know also that two

German detachments of some 1,000 men each, which were surrounded and

comered but which refused to surrender were wiped out almost to the last

man. Honour to their courage.33

Description of individual death was again sparse, occurring in only two dispatches,34

though unusually the dead soldier of September 5 was named as Lieutenant-Colonel

Ansell, the commanding officer of the 5th Dragoon Guards. Presumably his next of

kin had been informed of his death very rapidly, as the dispatch was published on

32 Anon., The Times, August 17 (August 15), 1914, p. 8.

33 Anon., The Times, September 14 (September 11), 1914, p. 8 & p. 11.
34 Anon., The Times, August 14 (August 12), 1914, p. 5. and Anon., The Times, September 8

(September 5), 1914, p. 8., in which Lt-Col. Ansell is named.
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September 8, only three days after the incident had taken place. Even so, the

correspondent resisted the temptation to glorify the colonel’s death. In fact not one

dispatch from The Times’ correspondents in any way strived to romanticise the

casualties sustained by the Allies during the period in question. However, the deaths

of 60 men of the 5th Dragoon Guards (including their commanding officer, Lt-Col.

Ansell) was justified by The Times war correspondent on the grounds that the losses

had been sustained in the course of an ultimately successful attack. One must also

presume that the article escaped the attention of the censorship authorities containing

as it did the identity and specific losses of a British army unit. Once again euphemistic

language was evident when it came to the reporting of Allied losses.

"many fell", as it applied to British and French troops, was used by

correspondent in an article

physical effect of artillery.36

The phrase

The Times

on September 1 1.35 Only one dispatch described the

Period two - The Somme. October 1 - October 7, 1916.

This week has been chosen because it represents one of the relatively quiet periods of

combat on the Western Front. All of the other periods selected for this chapter were

times of heavy fighting when either the Allies or the Germans were under heavy

pressure - in a sense, moments of intense combat activity. Philip Gibbs witnessed

mass death - in his dispatch of October 2, he wrote of the scene at an old monastery

which had been unsuccessfully defended by German troops: ’There were not many

Germans left alive in either the first or second trench defending the monastery. It was

heaped with corpses killed by our bombardment.’ Further on in his report Gibbs

quoted a German stretcher-bearer who told him that in the last few days his company

of 190 men had been reduced by 130, comprising ’17 dead, 40 buried, and 73

wounded.’37 It seems, as William Beach Thomas noticed, that the majority of killing

and wounding was accomplished by artillery rather than small-arms fire from the

35 Anon., The Times, September 14 (September 11), 1914, p. 8 & p. 11.
36 Ibid.
37 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, October 4 (October 2), 1916, p. 1.
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British side.38 When it came to the depiction of death and injury among Allied troops

the British correspondents were predictably much more reticent about going into

detail. As Percival Phillips put it in the Daily Express on October 4: ’Our attacks

yesterday on the German third line at Le Sars was accomplished with very few

casualties. ,39

Interestingly, only one other dispatch glorified or romanticised the death or

- in that instance the phrase ’one [British] knight fell’ was

Beach Thomas in his report of October 2.40 Predictably no

wounding of soldiers

employed by William

detailed descriptions of death or

correspondents. Nor did any of the

mutilation were provided by the British

war reporters express any shock or horror at

witnessing the dead and dying on the battlefield. The work of medics or doctors in the

war-zone was also invisible to the correspondents on the front lines.

However, the dispatches for the first week in October did contain a number of

descriptions which intended to demonstrate that the martial spirit of the Allies was

superior to that of the Germans. For example, Percival Phillips cited the example of a

sergeant from Canterbury who led a night attack on German lines: ’He bayoneted all

the members of a machine-gun crew himself, turned the gun on the other Germans,

and when he had cleaned them out or killed them, carried the gun back to the British

line.’41 While Philip Gibbs of the Daily Chronicle, when reporting that the British

"cleaned up" Eaucourt l’Abbaye, explained the ’very grim meaning’ of the phrase: ’It is

a technical phrase [ .... ] There are no Germans there now in the abbey vaults, except

the bodies of their dead.’42 Death came from the air also. The correspondent of The

Times recounted an aerial attack on a German troop-train by R.F.C. pilots. After

dropping bombs on the train the passengers fled in a panic and headed for nearby

woods. But:

38 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail October 4 (October 2), 1916, p. 5.
39 Percival Phillips, The Daily Express, October 4 (October 2), 1916, p. 1.
40 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail October 4 (October 2), 1916, p. 5.
41 Percival Phillips, The Daily Express, October 3 (October 1), 1916, p. 1.
42 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, October 7 (October 4), 1916, p. 1.
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the aeroplanes dropped lower and played upon them with their machine-guns

as they fled. In their panic the Germans ran massed together, so that, as our

airmen who did the shooting said, it was impossible to miss them. Many were

seen to fall killed or wounded, and undoubtedly the casualties were heavy.43

So, even during a relatively quiet time of combat the British correspondents continued

to report on episodes of death and trauma and depict such incidents within the same

mental framework as they had done in 1914.

Period three - Passchendaele: July 31-August 6, 1917.

July 31, 1917 marked the beginning of the Passchendaele campaign, similar in many

ways to its prototypical predecessor the battle of the Somme.44 As for graphic

descriptions of corpses or serious wounds, no mention whatsoever was made of such

cases in any of the reporters’ dispatches for the opening week of Passchendaele.

Euphemisms for the death of Allied soldiers were also rare, with only two dispatches

containing such allusions. In the first instance, in an article by the correspondent of

The Times on August 3, instead of reporting the loss of the majority of an infantry

advance, the phrase ’Only 10 men got back,’ was used instead. In the second article, by

Philip Gibbs on August 5, men ’lost’ their officers and vice-versa. It is clear from the

context of the report that the term "lost" meant dead not missing in action.45

Passchendaele was undeniably a very bloody and costly initiative for the

British army. Yet the correspondents for the most part failed to register in their

dispatches any sense of horror at witnessing the daily carnage of the campaign. As

other dispatches analysed have shown the reporters were not prevented from

expressing their feelings of shock if they so desired - they could not be prevented by

43 Anon., The Times, October 9 (October 6), 1916, p. 7.

44 See Paddy Griffith, Battle Tactics of the Western Front: The British Army’s Art of Attack, 1916-

1918, (London, 1994). Griffith notes that the first day of Third Ypres was very comparable to July 1,
1916 in terms of the length of front and the numbers of infantry infantry involved. It was comparable
also in terms of the high expectations among the general staff and others.
45 Anon., The Times, August 4 (August 3), 1917, p. 8. and Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, August 6

(August 5), 1917, p. 1.
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the censors from doing so. In only three dispatches from the total output examined did

the correspondent clearly express such emotion.

As for the soldiers themselves, how did the war reporters depict them? In

terms of martial spirit or blood-thirstiness among the troops the reporters were

conscious of such an element existing on the battlefield. Ten out of the twenty-four

dispatches contained clear-cut reported instances of Allied troops exhibiting eagerness

or pleasure at being in combat or inflicting death or injury. Unsurprisingly not one

dispatch reported Allied combatants expressing remorse for the infliction of death or

injury on German troops (while such cases were rare they were not unknown - a

number of dispatches examined in the course of this study have included such

mentions.) And continuing the theme of blood-thirstiness, Philip Gibbs after

describing the lethal effect of a British gas attack on the German lines added:

It is the vengeance of the gods for that gas, foul and damnable which they [the

Germans] used against us first in the second battle of Ypres and ever since. It

is the worst weapon of modern warfare, and has added the blackest terror to all

this slaughter of men, and there can be no forgiveness for those who used it

first, so cold and diabolical in their experiments of its killing power.46

First use of gas was indeed the responsibility of the German forces, but the Allies, as

Gibbs acknowledged, quickly followed suit. To give an idea of the prevalence of the

use of gas as a military weapon during the war one should look to the relevant

statistics: ’The total amount of chemical ammunition used by all nations involved in

the war was about 100,000 tons. Approximately 1 million soldiers suffered gas

poisoning; between 65,000 and 90,000 died as a direct result.’ Tear gas had been used

for the first time in January 1915, followed by the "killing gases" of chlorine in April

46 Philip Gibbs, The Daily Chronicle, August 2 (August 1), 1917, p. 1.
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1915; phosgene in December 1915, and mustard gas in July 1917.47 As a means of

mass destruction Gibbs was not unduly exaggerating by describing gas as "the worst

weapon of modern warfare." Of course gas was only one of the myriad purveyors of

mass destruction on the Western and other fronts during the war. What had added to

the feeling of "newness" prevalent in the battle zones of the First World War was the

nature of the dangers inherent in an environment bristling with field guns, machine-

guns, grenades, sniping. ’Many of these dangers were indirect and impersonal and

related to the lethality of modern weapons systems which could kill without warning

and over a much greater distance than had been the case in previous wars.’48 This

included the fire power and lethality of even specialised small arms, especially the

sniper rifle: ’On active fronts the least exposure of the body - or part of it - during

daytime resulted in almost certain death or injury,’ mainly from snipers.49 The

weapons and style of trench warfare on the Western and other fronts had

fundamentally changed the nature of death and injury in combat.

As discussed previously, the war correspondents took it upon themselves from

time to time to provide a military or patriotic justification for heavy fatalities suffered

by British and Allied troops. During the first week of Passchendaele three reports

provided just such an excuse for serious losses on the battlefield. The Times

correspondent in an article submitted on August 3 stated that losses incurred on that

day were justified as they were sustained in the course of protecting a general

retreat.50

Almost as important a component in the war zone as the fighting man is the

medical corpsman. However the British correspondents did not give those combat

participants much publicity. This was in spite of the fact that, according to one

historian, during the Passchendaele campaign ’it is almost beyond comprehension that

47 Rolf-Dieter Muller, ’World Power Status through the Use of Poison Gas? German Preparations for

Chemical Warfare, 1919-1945’ p. 172., in Wilhelm Diest (ed.), The German Military in the Age of
Total War, (Leamington Spa, 1985). And Winter, Death’s Men, p. 121.
48 Simpson, ’The British Soldier on The Western Front’, p. 150., in Liddle, Home Fires and Foreign

Fields.
49 Tony Ashworth, Trench Warfare 1914-1918: The Live and Let Live System, (London, 1980), p. 107.
5o Anon., The Times, August 4 (August 3), 1917, p. 8.
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the medical services managed to cope with such unprecedented avalanches of

mutilated bodies, but thanks to the equally unprecedented organisation and the heroic

efforts of the RAMC personnel, cope they did.’51 Only seven dispatches carried any

reference to the work of the front-line Red Cross stretcher-bearers or the surgeons

working at the casualty clearing stations (which more often than not were well within

range of German artillery). And as John Ellis reminds us, ’The sights these stretcher-

bearers had to immure themselves to were horrific,’52 because they, unlike the fighting

soldiers, had to spend more time looking and listening more closely to the sights and

sounds of the dead and dying. General Birdwood is reputed to have remarked that ’if

he had thousands of V.C.’s to distribute, all would go to stretcher-bearers.’53 An

explanation for the lack of coverage of the work of the battlefield medics can be

reasonably deduced. Despite the desire among the correspondents to focus on and

publicize acts of heroism carried out by individual officers or men (in order to de-

emphasize the industrialized and anonymous nature of trench-warfare), stretcher-

bearers were excluded by and large from this aspect of war correspondent coverage of

the war. By their very presence on the battlefield medical corpsmen represented

Allied military failure - for if they were active in the field it meant that British soldiers

were injured or dying, and had the correspondents mentioned the daily acts of heroism

performed by the men of the RAMC or the regimental stretcher-bearers (all

volunteers) it would have drawn too much attention to the deaths and trauma on the

battlefield. It was acceptable for a lone hero to die in battle - the correspondents

would not hide that fact if it occurred - as long as the hero was a warrior striving to

achieve a military objective and not a medic cleaning up the bloody aftermath of

combat.

Period four- Passchendaele. September 2 - September 8, 191 7.

51 J.M. Brereton, The British Soldier - A Social History from 1661 to the present day, (London, 1986),

p. 133.
52 John Ellis, Eye-Deep in Hell - Life in the Trenches 1914-1918, (United Kingdom, 1977), p. 109.

53 Winter, Death’s Men, p. 196.
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The next period chosen for analysis is the week September 2 - September 8, 1917 as

the Passchendaele campaign slowly bogged down in the Flanders mud. It was obvious

from the dearth of newspaper coverage of the week in question that the offensive was

grinding to a halt - ’The termination of the Third Ypres campaign [Passchendaele]

constituted no sort of a climax. The undertaking did not cease because it had reached

some meaningful culmination. It simply came to a halt.TM The British correspondents

provided a total of only ten dispatches that week, with the Daily Express failing to

produce any articles from their correspondent Percival Phillips.55 Most of the

dispatches were quite brief and lacking in any extensive description or detail. Men

were still dying at Passchendaele, but since the hoped-for success had not been

achieved and the fighting had descended into the old routine slog of daily attrition the

lack of press reporting was not unexpected. It had been much the same story in the

closing stages of the Somme offensive in November 1916. Since little was made of

the dead and injured there was no call for euphemistic language by the journalists.

There was even less need for the correspondents to feel the need to justify losses as

there was no combat taking place of consequence enough to require any explanation

of high fatality rates.

Only one dispatch carried an instance of wounding which was glorified or

represented as romantic (in The Daily Mail on September 3). It is worth quoting from

the particular report at length as it represents a typical example of how the British war

correspondents glorified individual combatants wounded in action:

In the last push the colonel of an English battalion fell wounded. Forward to

carry him back hurried a man who had himself been wounded, a shrapnel

bullet had smashed two of his fingers, but they were not the most important

54 Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, Passchendaele - The Untold Story, (London, 1996), p. 194. Prior

and Wilson bemoan and are mystified by the lack of contemporary literature on Passchendaele as they
consider the campaign to have been an exemplar of the horror and alleged futility of warfare on the
Western Front - even more so than the Somme. See also Brian Bond, ’Worse than the Somme?’ in
Times Literary Supplement, July 12, 1996, pp. 4-5, a review of Passchendaele - The Untold Story.
55 All statistical analysis for this period is taken from the war correspondents’ dispatches published in

The Times, The Daily Mail and The Daily Chronicle, September 2-September 8, 1917.
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two, so he bound his hand up and carried on. When he reached the colonel the

colonel would have none of him. "I’m all right," he said, "where I am, and I

want you to take a message back to headquarters to say I’m wounded, but the

men are going on well and will do what is wanted." So the man set off. He had

not gone far when a bit of shell hit him in the face and took one eye out. He

stopped, bound up his head as well as he could with half a hand, and walked

on. [The soldier continued on to HQ without stopping at any medical stations,

determined to get his message through first].56

Conclusion.

Death is the overriding theme of this chapter - it was also one of the most significant

concerns of the British war correspondents on the Western Front. The Great War

undoubtedly was unprecedented on many levels, and when looking at the issue of

death it can be seen that the numbers killed in the course of the conflict was

historically unique (a walk through the war cemeteries of the Somme alone conveys

the sheer scale of casualties involved). What is also clear is that the correspondents

themselves were aware of that singular fact - but they failed due to various constraints

to clearly highlight that situation to their readers.

Another unique aspect of Great War combat was the nature of the injuries

sustained by the combatants on both sides - injuries (psychological as well as

physical)57 caused by the new weapons of the technological and industrial battlefield

and by the sheer numbers of soldiers available to be killed or maimed. Developments

in the production of artillery pieces (as well as improvements in the use of such

weapons, e.g. radio and grid-directed fire), the introduction of machine-guns with

very high cyclic rates of fire and the use of rifle-grenades and poison-gases meant that

56 William Beach Thomas, The Daily Mail September 3 (September 2), 1917, p. 5.
57 For example, Doris Kaulinann comments that ’according to the statistics of the German Army

Medical Service’s official report for the years 1914-1918, some 613,047 members of the field and
reserve armies were treated in military hospitals for "diseases of the nervous system." - Doris
Kaufmann, ’Science as Cultural Practice: Psychiatry in the First World War and Weimar Germany’,
Journal of Contemporary History 1999, Vol. 34 (1), pp. 125-144.
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huge numbers of combatams could be killed or injured in a very short period of time.

However this state of affairs was ignored by the correspondents. Censorship during

the early years of the war might have prevented the reporters from depicting such

carnage in all its gory detail, but by the end of the war - a point admitted by the

correspondems themselves - the censorship had become so relaxed that much more

detailed description of death and trauma would have been permitted by the

authorities. Certainly some dispatches did recount a few horrific instances of death

and injury, but compared to the reports of William Howard Russell, for example, such

descriptions were mild. When it came to the depiction of death and trauma on the

battlefields of the Western From, the British correspondents exercised self-censorship

where external censorship was absent.

Yet another poim to emerge from the analysis of the reporting of death and

injury by the war correspondents is that the latter consistently highlighted alleged

battlefield atrocities by German troops, whereas in the case of Allied soldiers such

activities were almost totally ignored. The reporters routinely accused the Germans of

bombing or shooting civilians and army hospitals, or ill-treating captured Allied

soldiers. Novel tactics or weapons used by German soldiers (such as gas or dum-dum

bullets) were denounced by the British correspondems as evidence of Teutonic cruelty

- but the use of similar weaponry by the Allies was presented and justified as

imaginative military tactics and even lauded.

In general, when reporting Allied mass death in battle the war correspondems

euphemized, downplayed or only elliptically mentioned it. In comrast, German mass

death was emphasized and exaggerated (the censorship prevented the reporters from

giving the specific casualty rates for the Allied forces - but not the Germans). And

when reporting the death of individual Allied soldiers, the correspondems tended to

glorify such cases, while the death of individual Germans was normally depicted as

squalid or pathetic.

Lurking in the background of all the war reporters’ dispatches is a military

command concept which may or may not have been apparem to the more alert civilian
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newspaper reader during the First World War. It is a concept which the war

correspondents could not afford (for reasons of censorship and morale) to discuss.

And it is a mental paradigm which could only be debated in the post-war years. In

reading the war dispatches of the British correspondents it becomes apparent that,

with the advent of trench-warfare, a curious and fundamental shift occurred in the

British and Allied command-mentality (devised at G.H.Q. level) as it related to the

realms of strategy and tactics. Quite simply, for the Allied High Commands the

capture (or even just the attempted capture) and holding of territory outweighed the

need to keep one’s soldiers alive. In other words, during the First World War, land

(even just a few feet) was deemed militarily indispensable, while the lives of the

troops (even conscript and citizen soldiers) were considered dispensable -"a price

worth paying." The concept of "war of attrition" dove-tailed neatly into that mental

attitude. It was no wonder then, that the combatants of the First World War were

described as "cannon-fodder" in the post-war era.

As a concluding comment, some mention should be made of how some

historians, most notably Omer Bartov, consider the carnage on the European fronts in

terms of an industrial assembly-line. Such historians believe that the roots of the Nazi

Holocaust are to be found in the First World War. During the war men became

desensitized to killing on a massive scale (for example, a single machine-gunner and

loader could and often did kill hundreds - if not thousands - of men in the course of a

day’s fighting). The sanctity of death took its heaviest blow on the Western and

Eastern fronts, and the vanguard of the Nazi movement and the Final Solution

emerged from the trenches of World War I. The argument put forward is that the

industrialized, high-technology killing of the First World War was perfected and

achieved its demonic apex in the death camps of Nazi Europe. But even among

civilians who did not partake of the violence, such as the British war correspondents,

a question is raised as to whether or not they too, as a group and as individuals, also

became desensitized to the violence and death of the Western Front, and that this was

reflected in their dispatches?
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Chapter

Gallipoli.

Five - The Turkish Enemy - reporting the war in Palestine and

Introduction.

In 1915 the dispiriting and seemingly intractable military stalemate on the Western

Front (apparent since late 1914), and the costly nature of the combat there, prompted

the British Government and its Military High Command to explore the possibilities of

conducting extra-European operations against the Central Powers. The first major

campaign of that type was the disastrous assault on the Gallipoli peninsula in 1915.

Subsequent operations in the Middle and Near-East also proved either unsuccessful or

inconclusive - until the emergence in that region of two men who would quickly

become fabled heroes in the minds of Britons and the wider world. The two legendary

figures were of course, T.E. "Lawrence of Arabia’’l and General Sir Edmund Allenby

- the liberator of Jerusalem. It should be noted that much of the adulation accorded to

Edmund Allenby resulted from the skilful propaganda campaigns conducted by a

British press and government which needed mythic figures in order to distract the

populace from the lack of traditional heroes and heroism on the Western Front.

It seemed that only in regions such as Egypt which were historically known as

areas conducive to Imperial adventure that conventional notions of what war should

be like could actually be practised. The Middle East evoked such an atmosphere of

romance and derring-do that it seemed the logical setting for a style of warfare

antithetical to the attritional fighting of the Western and Eastern European fronts. Of

course the primary motivation for Allied (primarily British and Imperial) military

activity in Palestine, Gallipoli and other areas where the Turks were active rested on

the strategic desire to out-flank Germany and her allies by striking from an oblique

and vulnerable angle - thus taking the pressure off the other fronts on the European

continent. But that did not mean that the open and mobile nature of warfare in the

1 Lawrence of Arabia is not included in this chapter as his legendary status only emerged during the
immediate post-war years. See Brian Holden Reid, ’T.E. Lawrence and his Biographers’ in Brian Bond
(ed.), The First World War and British Military History, (Oxford, 1991).
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East could not be exploited for propaganda purposes - quite the opposite. The past

exploits of such martial figures as Richard Lionheart, General Gordon, Kitchener (of

Khartoum) and explorers and adventurers including Sir Richard Burton and Dr.

Livingstone had over a span of centuries provided and promoted a popular traditional

British canon of romance and adventurous daring. The industrialised anonymity of the

fighting on the Western Front required a compensatory gallery of new heroes for the

purposes of civilian and military morale - heroes whose exploits conformed to a

traditional model. This model required that such men should possess certain common

attributes and achieve certain goals and that they should if at all possible wage a

certain type war. This style of war would be familiar to Britons who had been raised

on Henty and the "Boys’ Own" school of literature, as well as having been exposed to

the publicity surrounding Imperialist adventure in the popular press of the late 19th

and early 20th centuries.

The Near Eastern fronts* stood as the ideal arenas for warfare which allowed

the potential for mobility, imagination, daring, courage, acts of collective and

individual heroism and chivalry. And these all were set against a back-drop of visceral

historical resonance.2 The British and Imperial forces would be battling for the same

territory as the Crusaders once had, and before them, the ancient tribes of the Old

Testament. It is no surprise therefore that Jerusalem was perceived by the British as

the jewel in the crown of the Middle East, for it possessed an emotive and evocative

value far beyond its significance as a strategic military objective.

The two figures to emerge with most fame from the desert campaigns, Allenby

and Lawrence, in their different ways, exuded an air of chivalry and the martial spirit

which had purportedly been exercised in the glorious British past by the likes of

Drake, Nelson, Wellington et al. Lawrence operated like some kind of latter-day

* A catch-all term for the Middle and Near-East fronts, including Egypt, Mesopotamia, Palestine and
"Arabia", but excluding Gallipoli.
2 Allenby’s show of respect and humility (albeit dictated by Whitehall to the last detail) upon entering

Jerusalem suggested an act of chivalry in the true sense of the word.
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Crusader3 and Edmund Allenby as a resurrected General Gordon (though Allenby

would be more successful at vanquishing his foreign foe). Whether both these men

truly lived up to the legendary status accorded them is a matter for historians to judge.

Before that, however, comes the legend. The legend was provided (in Allenby’s case),

for the most part, by the British war correspondents. Yet prior to the victories in the

desert came defeat on the beaches of Gallipoli. This was an expedition accompanied

by a small corps of Allied war correspondents (including the great Australian reporter,

C.E.W. Bean and the turbulent but equally notable British war journalist Ellis

Ashmead-Bartlett).4

Gallipoli.

The historians ’perspective.

The outcome of the Gallipoli campaign is one upon which historians are in total

agreement - it was literally a bloody disaster. But how did a scheme, which on the

face of it, seemed an imaginative attempt to find an alternative military solution to the

impasse of the Western Front, ultimately conclude as a humiliating defeat for the

Allies.’?

The details of the Gallipoli operation can be very briefly summarised. On

February 19, 1915, the Anglo-French naval task force commenced its bombardment

of Gallipoli. A second round of naval shelling was unleashed on March 18 - this time

against the Turkish inner forts on the peninsula with the aim of allowing

minesweepers in to clear the Narrows. The next phase began on April 25 when Allied

troops were landed on the beaches at various points on both sides of the Narrows.

What followed was an eerie echo of the Western Front - Allied troops faced with

withering fire from the Turks dug trenches for cover, and despite a number of

courageous attempts over the next few months, failed to break out of their positions

3 Lawrence’s grave in Dorset, designed by Eric Kennington bears a carved effigy of Lawrence dressed

in [Arab?] robes and with legs crossed in the manner of Crusaders - see Jay Winter, Sites of memory,
sites of mourning, The Great War in European cultural history, (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 97-98.
4 Bean was such a fine journalist that at the close of the war, he was appointed Australia’s official

historian of the ANZAC contribution to the Great War - a post at which he more than excelled.
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below the Turkish lines. Peter Liddle describes the period after the costly failure of an

offensive on August 6 (1915) as an ’anticlimax with the trappings of tragedy. Trench

warfare, dysentery and in late November, floods, snow and frostbite were stoically

endured’ before the Allies executed an impressive and stealthy evacuation of the

troops - completed in two stages by January 9, 1916.5

A number of significant reasons and explanations for the shambles can be

found by delving into the recent historiography of the Gallipoli operation. These

include: the warning given to the Turks by the original (failed) naval operation in the

Dardanelles Channel and against the Turkish forts on Gallipoli; insufficient resources

provided for the Allied landings on the peninsula; the deployment of forces untrained

in amphibious warfare and lacking the proper equipment (i.e. specialist landing-craft);

major intelligence short-comings and ignorance of the topography of Gallipoli; the

lack of secrecy regarding information relating to the assault prior to it being launched.

Moreover the Allied force had neither the numbers nor the fire power with which to

overwhelm the Turkish forces (who were ensconced in well-protected easily-defended

positions on high ground overlooking the Allied troops on the peninsula beaches

below).6

Gallipoli - the beginning and the end.7

The war correspondents’perspective.

Ellis Ashmead Bartlett was born in 1881 and educated at Marlborough College. In

1897 aged 17 he travelled with his father to observe the Turkish campaign against the

5 Peter Liddle, ’The Dardanelles Gallipoli Campaign: Concept and Execution’, in Peter H. Liddle (ed.),

Home Fires and Foreign Fields - British Social and Military Experience in the First World War,
(London, 1985), pp. 101-110.
6 J.M. Bourne, Britain andthe Great War 1914-1918, (London, 1989), p. 45., and Anthony Verrier

(ed.), Agents of Empire -Anglo-Zionist Intelligence Operations 1915-1919 - Brigadier Walter
Gribbon, Aaron Aaronsohn and the NILIRing, (London, 1995), Ch. 4: ’The Dardanelles: Concepts and
Comparison’. For an in-depth treatment of the historiography and the military debate regarding
Gallipoli see Edward Spiers, ’Gallipoli’ in Brian Bond (ed.), The First World War andBritish Military
History, (Oxford, 1991).
7 Total casualties for the Gallipoli campaign were 252,000 Allied (including 46,000 killed in action and

sick). British casualties numbered 198,340, including sick. Empire casualties totaled 31,389 killed,
9,708 missing in action and 78,749 wounded. The Turkish figures were 251,309 casualties. Figures
taken from Micheal Clodfelter, Warfare and Armed Conflicts, A Statistical Reference to Casualty and
Other Figures, 1618-1991 - Volume II 1900-1991 (London & North Carolina), p. 757.
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Greeks. Ashmead Bartlett became a professional war correspondent in 1904 during

the Russo-Japanese War. In 1907-08 he accompanied the French Army in Morocco

and the Italian Army to Tripoli in 1911. Before travelling to report on the Balkan

Wars of 1912-13 he ran unsuccessfully as a Conservative prospective Member of

Parliament in January and December 1910. Judged medically unfit for military service

Ashmead Bartlett was chosen by the National Press Association as the London Press

Representative for the Gallipoli Expedition. He fell ill while reporting on the Spanish

Revolution and died at Lisbon in 1931.8

On May 7, 1915 The Times published a lengthy dispatch reporting

landings at Gallipoli. The dispatch by The Times special correspondent,

Ashmead Bartlett, was date-lined the Dardanelles,

delivered a breathless and detailed account of the

on the

Ellis

April 24, 25, 26, and 27 and

first day’s fighting at Gallipoli.

Calling it the beginning of the ’great venture’, the Times correspondent described the

enthusiasm which swept through the soldiers and sailors as they neared Mudros Bay:

as the huge liners steamed through the Fleet, their decks yellow with khaki,

the crews of the warships cheered them on to victory, whilst the bands played

them out with an unending variety of popular airs. The soldiers in the

transports answered this last salutation from the Navy with deafening cheers,

and no more inspiring spectacle has ever been seen than this great expedition

setting forth for better or for worse.9

8 Biographical information taken from information sheet in, The Papers of Ellis Ashmead Bartlett, The

Institute of Commonwealth Studies Library, London.
9 Anonymous [Ellis Ashmead Bartlett], The Times, May 7, 1915, p. 7. The Australian and New Zealand

contingent had their own correspondents at Gallipoli - C.E.W. Bean and Malcolm Ross. Kevin Fewster
(the editor of Bean’s Gallipoli diaries) mentions that at the outset of Gallipoli there were only three war
correspondents there - Bean, Ashmead Bartlett and Lester Lawrence covering Cape Helles. Ashmead
Bartlett was the sole representative of the British daily newspapers. Source: Kevin Fewster (ed.),
Gallipoli Correspondent - The frontline diary of C.E.W. Bean, (London, 1983), pp. 11-12 and K.S.
Inglis, p. xxxii in C.E.W. Bean, The Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-1918 - Vol I - The
Story of Anzac, (London, 1921 - this edition, Queensland, 1981). Ashmead Bartlett complained at one
stage when the Allied press contingent on Gallipoli was increased slightly that in fact there simply was
not enough going on to merit the additional correspondents. Ellis Ashmead Bartlett letter, summer
1915, B/5/1/50-51 in the Ellis Ashmead Bartlett Papers - Institute of Commonwealth Studies Library,
London.
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The reasons for such apparent gaiety can only be speculated upon. Perhaps it was

because so much expectation had been placed upon the Gallipoli expedition. After all

it had been genuinely hoped by those who proposed it that the operation could lead to

a major strategic breakthrough, and ultimately bring the war to an end. Another aspect

to be considered is the fact that contingents of the Dardanelles force were drawn from

the so-called "New Armies". Soldiering was new to them and they must have felt

relief that they were not being sent to fight on the Western Front. That they had not

yet had experienced war probably accounts in part for their gay mood. Despite such

cheery reportage the Times reporter cautioned his readers that ’the difficulties and

dangers of the enterprise are enormous and are recognized by all.’ l0

In contrast to reports from the British correspondents on the Western Front,

the Gallipoli dispatch included details, although they were very summary, of what

was going to happen (as opposed to what had already occurred):

The whole of the fleet and the transports have been divided up into five

divisions, and there will be three main landings. The 29th Division will

disembark off the point of the Gallipoli Peninsula near Sedd-el-Bahr, where its

operations can be covered both from the Gulf of Saros and from the

Dardanelles by the fire of he covering warships. The Australian and New

Zealand contingent will disembark north of Gaba Tepe. Farther north the

Naval Division [a force of sailors often used as infantry] will make a

demonstration. 11

And further on in the report even more detailed advance information was revealed:

The covering forces will be put ashore from certain battleships, whilst others

will sweep the enemy’s positions with their guns and endeavour to prevent
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them from shelling the troops whilst disembarking. It is generally considered

that the critical period of the operations will be the first 24 hours, and the

sucess or failure of the whole enterprise will depend on whether those

covering parties are able to obtain a firm foothold and seize the positions

which have been assigned to them. Every detail has been worked out and

rehearsed, and every officer and man should now know the peculiar r61e

which has been assigned to him.12

Such advance signalling by war correspondents of military operations planned for just

a few days in the future would not have been possible on the Western Front. It was the

equivalent of a Western Front reporter announcing to his readers that an offensive was

planned for the next few days and giving details of exactly where the attack would

take place. It was the fact that there was such a time-lag between submission of a

dispatch from Gallipoli and its eventual publication in the press days later which

allowed the small cadre of Gallipoli correspondents such latitude when writing their

war reports.

The Times correspondent then went on to describe the first landings, and the

reception they faced at the hands of the Turks. The Allied landing craft hit the beach

and were met with a terrific hail of rifle and machine-gun fire from entrenched

Turkish positions. Many of the disembarking Australian troops were hit, but their

comrades, according to the correspondent, were undaunted:

They waited neither for orders nor for the boats to reach the beach, but,

springing out into the sea, they waded ashore and [...] rushed straight on the

flashes of the enemy’s rifles. Their magazines were not even charged [i.e.

loaded]. So they just went in with cold steel, and I believe I am right in saying

that the first Ottoman Turk since the last Crusade received an Anglo-Saxon

bayonet in him at 5 minutes after 5 a.m. on April 25. It was over in a minute.

12 Ibid., p. 7.
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The Turks in this first trench were bayonetted or ran away, and a maxim gun

was captured. ~3

In his dispatch of April 27, the Times correspondent continued his detailed exposition

of the initial landings on the Peninsula. He reported that the Turks made determined

attacks on the ANZAC positions during the nights of April 25 and 26. These assaults

were driven back. In an aside the Times reporter mentioned that the Turks as a race

were afraid of bayonet fighting and always retreated in the face of such weapons.

Next came a description of the atmosphere of battle, as witnessed by the journalist

from not far offshore:

The noise, smoke, and concussion produced was unlike anything you can even

imagine until you have seen it. The hills in front looked as if they had

suddenly been transformed into smoking volcanoes, the common shell

throwing up great chunks of ground and masses of black smoke, whilst the

shrapnel formed a white canopy above [ .... ] the ground affords such splendid

cover that the Turks continued their advance in a most gallant manner, whilst

their artillery, not only plastered our positions on shore with shrapnel, but

actually tried to drive the ships off the coast by firing at them, and their

desperate snipers, in place of a better target, tried to pick off officers and men

on the decks and bridges. We picked up many bullets in the deck afterwards.14

Once again, eerily echoing what was happening on the main European fronts, the

Times correspondent concluded the first account of the opening days of the landings

by remarking that: ’We are well entrenched, and they [the Turks] will probably do

likewise and we shall see a repetition of the siege warfare out here.’15 It was a

prescient remark, for very rapidly the Gallipoli front would, with a few exceptions,

13 Ibid., p. 7.
14 Ibid., p. 7.
15 Ibid., p. 7.
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imitate in microcosm the nature of warfare in France and Belgium and the Eastern

Front.

On April 28, 1915, the Times published another lengthy article from their

special correspondent in the Dardanelles. Even at this early stage of the expedition, it

was clear that the military situation was beginning to slide rapidly into stalemate. The

ANZACs were now dug into their own trenches, the Turks could do little but engage

in piece-meal harassment such as night-sniping. Neither side, it seemed, was in a

position to conduct major offensives. The nature of trench-warfare was not the

explanation, according to the Times war correspondent. In fact the reason supposedly

lay in the shortcomings of Turkish morale:

It was obvious on the morning of the 27th that the Turks had not recovered

from the terrible hammering they had received on the previous day, and had

no stomach for another big attack on entrenchments now firmly established on

a semi-circular front which covered the whole of the foreshore which is being

used for the disembarcation of the troops, supplies, guns, and ammunition,

supported by the fire of many warships: Also the position of the Colonials had

been immeasurably improved by the landing of some of our field guns and

several Indian mountain batteries. 16

The process of transforming the beaches of Gallipoli into a reprise of the Western

Front was proceeding apace. The only period of mobile warfare had been the short

race from the landing-craft to the beach-head. After that the troops had done what

they had been trained to do - dig trenches. Once that had been done there was no

turning back. The commanders had no option but to put into place the support-

systems of industrial trench-warfare; artillery, ammunition, food and other supplies,

more men and all the other trappings of Great War combat. The appearance of the

landing area changed so rapidly that the beaches took on the aspect of a busy town:

16 Anonymous, [Ellis Ashmead Bartlett] The Times, May 8, 1915, p. 7.
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There are regiments waiting to move to the trenches, fatigue parties unloading

boats and lighters, others making great pyramids of tinned meat and biscuits,

others fetching water, of which a supply has been found on shore. There are

trains of mules [...], dressing stations where the wounded are hastily tended

[ ....] Other fatigue parties are laying telegraph and telephone wires, and still

others carrying supplies up the cliffs [ .... ] This Colonial colony suddenly

planted on the shores of Gallipoli is now assuming a definite form. The whole

face of the cliffs is being cut away into roads, dug-outs, and bombproof

shelters. Thus a kind of improvised town is rising up as the troops slowly dig

themselves comfortable. 17

That there was no turning back at that juncture was a point acknowledged by the

special correspondent of The Times when he wrote that ’every man knew that his only

hope of safety lay in victory, as it would have been impossible to re-embark the whole

army, once the ring of hills commanding the beach had been lost.’ But for fear that he

might sound too despondent the reporter emphasized the steadfast morale of the

Allied troops. He described the ANZACs as being exceptional soldiers who, despite

their losses, ’are just as keen and full of fight as ever.’ And in direct contrast to the

Turks, who were accused of having no stomach for battle, the Colonial soldiers were

depicted as being ’extraordinarily cool under fire, often exposing themselves rather

than taking the trouble to keep in under the shelter of the cliff. One of the strangest

sights of all was to see numbers of them bathing in the sea with the shrapnel bursting

all around them.’ The dispatch concluded with the adamant statement that the

Colonials had entrenched themselves so completely on Gallipoli that ’all the Turks in

Thrace and Gallipoli will never turn them out of it.’18 That was to miss the point. For

the expedition to succeed and achieve its primary objective, it was not good enough
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for the Allied troops to just dig themselves in - they had to break out and overwhelm

Turkish forces on the Peninsula. The very motivation for the Gallipoli adventure lay

in a desire among the British government and High Command to avoid stalemate and

overcome the military stasis in Europe. The Turks had all the advantages in the

Dardanelles. They held the high ground and had no difficulty bringing in

reinforcements and supplies. Their enemy, on the other hand, was reliant on sea-borne

re-supply, and was located in particularly vulnerable locations on the Peninsula.

A further substantive front-line dispatch on the Gallipoli landings was

submitted from Mudros by The Times special correspondent on May 8, 1915 and

published on May 11. A lengthy and highly detailed report, it gave what the paper

itself called ’the stirring details of the British and Allied landing in the Gallipoli

Peninsula’. The operation, involving ANZACs, British troops and the Naval Division

and battleship crews carried out what was assessed by the correspondent to be ’a

splendid piece of work which could only have been brought to a successful

conclusion by the most devoted heroism and self-sacrifice on the part of our officers

and men.’ The term "self-sacrifice" was of course a euphemism for death or injury.

But perhaps fearing that even such a euphemism could affect civilian morale the

reporter added that ’the results justify the sacrifices. A firm foothold has been

obtained, and already our line stretches across the southern end of the whole of the

Peninsula, [...] with both its flanks secured by the fire of our warships.’ And optimism

was to be the overriding tone of the dispatch. For example the article, while sounding

a warning note in saying that the task ahead was a tough one, added that as things

stood on May 8 the Allies’ position was now:

perfectly secure, and the Army holds a fine tract of flat country, with many

convenient landing places where troops, stores, munitions, and guns can be

landed in perfect immunity from the enemy’s guns, except for the occasional

shelling of some battery on the Asiatic shore.19

19 Anonymous, [Ellis Ashmead Bartlett] The Times, May 11, 1915, p. 6.

206



However there had been some serious difficulties encountered by troops during the

first landings in Southern Gallipoli. The Times correspondent explained to his readers

that the topography of the Peninsula had made the landings there much more difficult

than had been the case on the northern beaches. He neglected to mention (and would

anyway have been censored had he done so) that in the planning stage of the Gallipoli

landings such a feature should have been taken very much into account. Yet the

dispatch did admit that the early part of the operation had not been all plain sailing.

The correspondent acknowledged that the Navy’s expectation that they could render

the Turkish trenches on the Achi Baba plateau "untenable" had not been realized. In

fact, from the very start of the Gallipoli operation very little had gone according to

plan. How could the Navy render deep Turkish trenches untenable when they had

been incapable of neutralizing the Turksi heavy artillery and mountain forts

overlooking the Dardanelles?

It must be said however, that while the overall tone of the dispatch suggested a

successful operation, the Times special correspondent stated that in some areas ’heavy

losses’ had been sustained by the invading Allied forces. This was the case at "Y"

Beach for example. Naturally the successful dis-embarkation at "X" Beach was

highlighted in the report:

The landing on "X" Beach was the most successful of all, as it was carried out

without any loss, chiefly owing to the tactics adopted by the landing

Implacable. At dawn the covering ship, Swiftsure, opened up

bombardment of the cliffs above "X" Beach, and then at 5.52

ship,

a fierce

a.m. the

Implacable herself stood in close to the shore, with an anchor down [ .... ] From

this point, only 500 yards from the shore, she plastered the top of the cliffs

with 12in. shrapnel and the foreshore with her 6in. The enemy could not show

his head above the cliffs under this terrible storm of shell, and the tow went
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right in and obtained a firm footing on the edge of the cliff, where they

entrenched.

The [Allied] troops advanced about a thousand yards inland, but were

then counter-attacked in great force, and found their right wing exposed,

owing to the advance from "W" Beach being held up all day. They were also

greatly annoyed by a Turkish battery near the village of Krithia, but [...] it was

knocked out by the fire of the Implacable’s guns.20

The troops held fast in the face of the Turkish attacks but that first night the Turks

returned to the offensive in greater numbers and forced the Allies back to the cliffs.

’Here they hung on all night in a most gallant fashion in shelter trenches, and on the

following morning, April 26, they were once more able to advance.’ Echoing the

industrial siege-warfare landscape of the Western Front the correspondent described

the cliffs thus: ’The cliffs along this stretch [at "X" Beach] are covered with Turkish

trenches and bomb-proof shelters [ .... ] The ground is cut up into huge craters by the

12in. and 6in. shells, but in very few instances have the shells actually destroyed the

trenches.’ And on "Y" Beach, the Turkish trenches were protected by barbed-wire just

like on the Western and Eastern fronts. And continuing the theme of the similarity

between Gallipoli and the Franco-Belgian front, the Times war reporter described the

ground on "W" Beach between Cape Tekeh and Cape Helles:

But the unfortunate boats which landed on the beach itself found themselves

confronted by a solid hedge of uncut barbed wire and exposed to a terrible

cross-fire from pom poms, Maxims, trenches, and snipers concealed

everywhere. In the cliff you can see holes dug out in which these Maxims

were concealed, which rendered them perfectly immune from the shell fire

20 Ibid., p. 6.
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from the ships. Every effort was made to cut the wire, but almost all those

who landed in the centre were shot down.21

So much for Gallipoli providing a chance to break out of the attritional warfare on the

Western Front. The naval guns were but a maritime equivalent of the heavy artillery

being used none too effectively in France and Belgium. The barbed wire of Gallipoli

was as much an obstacle there as it was on the other fronts. Interestingly, and marking

one of the differences between the main European fronts and Gallipoli, was the

potential for individual action to significantly affect the course of the combat. The

special correspondent of The Times mentioned an incident involving a courageous

sailor during the fighting at "W" Beach:

One midshipman [...] covered himself with dozens of bandoliers and carried

them forward. Before he reached the firing line he was hit three times full in

the chest by bullets all of which struck the bandoliers without doing him any

harm except to knock him down.

With this reinforcement [of ammunition], the thin khaki line held

throughout the night, and the Turks were driven off with heavy loss.22

The dispatch concluded with praise for all the Allied troops who had been involved in

the landings, including the French, ’who, landing on the Asiatic shore, occupied Kum

Kale and captured 500 Turkish prisoners, but then were withdrawn, according to the

prearranged plan.’ The Times correspondent added that there were many cases of

’individual gallantry of officers and men, which will probably remain for ever untold,

and many a hero who deserves the Victoria Cross now lies beneath the soil.’ 23

The next series of substantive reports from Gallipoli appeared in the British

press in August 1915. Ellis Ashmead Bartlett’s reports were syndicated and published

21 Ibid., p. 6.
22 Ibid., p. 6.
23 Ibid. p. 6.
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in all the British newspapers from that point on. In an article submitted on August 8,

Ashmead Bartlett mentioned that there had been an ’almost entire cessation of fighting

in Gallipoli’ for the past three weeks, but added that during that time the Allies had

been engaged in preparations for a major clash of forces. As a result censorship had

been extremely strict, ’and all reference to our own preparations has naturally been

suppressed by the Censor.’ Only now was he permitted to give an account of recent

events.24

The similarities between the war on mainland Europe and what was happening

on the Gallipoli Peninsula once again became apparent in the coverage of the fighting

in the Dardanelles. The restricted front on the shores of the Peninsula meant that

strategic possibilities were strictly limited to the outcome of frontal assaults by

infantry based in trenches. The only option available then was for the commander,

General Sir Ian Hamilton, to simply pour more men into the shore trenches in the

hope of victory - the cult of the offensive had met the warfare of attrition yet again.

Ashmead Bartlett had previously sent a dispatch to the British newspapers on

August 12 (received by The Times on August 25), which dealt with the new landings

at Suvla Bay by British and Imperial forces. In this report it can be seen that there

were some differences between the nature of fighting at Gallipoli and the other battle

fronts. Ashmead Bartlett mentioned that while the new landings were underway

Australian and New Zealand units at the area known (confusingly) as "Anzac" had

’been engaged in a desperate struggle to obtain possession of the main ridge running

north-east from the Anzac position.’ The terrain was a series of hills and ridges and

dips and gullies ’which provide excellent cover for snipers and that irregular form of

warfare in which the Turks have proved themselves so skilful throughout the

campaign.’ It seems then, that the Allies were restricted to fighting a highly

conventional form of trench-warfare, while the Turks (by virtue of their elevated and

near-impregnable positions overlooking the beaches) were able to engage in low-level

guerrilla warfare. Such unconventional combat would not bring about defeat of the

24 Ellis Ashmead Bartlett, The Times (syndicated), August 26, 1915, pp. 7-8.
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Anzacs (it was by its very definition a style of fighting intended to harass rather than

defeat), but since the Turks held the high ground that was not necessary. All the Turks

had to do was to keep their enemy pinned-down on the beaches - a task which they

were well capable of doing ad infinitum. However, during August 6, 7, and 8, the

Imperial troops did manage to achieve a measure of success against the Turks.25

During the course of August 7, naval and field guns unleashed a fierce

bombardment on the Turkish positions. When night fell (and under instructions to use

bayonets only) an ANZAC brigade ’clambered over their trenches and furiously

charged the Turkish line amidst loud cheers, bayoneting all the enemy found therein.’

The Turks had been taken completely by surprise and were incapable of halting the

assault. Within minutes all the Turkish lines nearest the sea were in Allied hands -

and this paved the way for the main advance. The ANZACs continued their attack and

quite quickly a number of Turkish positions fell:

Throughout the whole of Saturday, August 7, the struggle went on without

intermission, and finally the New Zealanders gained a good deal of ground,

but were held up by rifle and machine-gun fire. On Sunday, the 8th, our men

began their advance up the steep slopes at dawn. The Turks came out from

cover gallantly and made a charge from both ends and from the reverse slopes

of the ridge. Many fell in this attack, but the survivors actually closed on the

intrepid Colonials with the bayonet and the butts of their rifles, endeavouring

to bludgeon them. This is just the form of fighting the Colonials like, and their

magnificent physique stood them in good stead. Although few in numbers,

they closed on the Turks with fury, using their rifles as clubs, swinging them

round their heads, and laying out several with each sweep. The Turk could not

stand this rough treatment, and those who were not killed or wounded fled and

the New Zealanders began hastily to dig themselves in.26

25 Ellis Ashmead Bartlett, The Times, August 25, 1915, pp. 7-8.
26 Ibid., pp. 7-8.
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The outcome of that particular confrontation was the capture from the Turks of the

highest point of land along the entire Peninsula. Turkish casualties were reportedly

high, and 600 Turks were taken prisoner. Advances were made, and ground captured

in other parts of the

Whether by accident or

through the battle zone:

Peninsula until August 9 when the unexpected happened.

design, a fire broke out in the scrub and spread rapidly

The smoke and flames swept diagonally across our front and forced our

infantry to abandon their advance positions. It was a weird sight, for in all

directions you saw Turkish snipers and British infantry crawling out from

amongst the scrub and trees and hedges where they had been lying invisible,

and, turning their backs on one another, crawling or running to get out of the

track of the flames and dense black clouds of suffocating smoke [ .... ] The

scenes at night were weird, for the flames still continued to burn, and great red

glows lit up the darkness, backed by clouds of white smoke [ .... ]27

Fighting still continued, even though advances were not being made. Ashmead

Bartlett described the combat as "desultory", ’so unlike anything that is now seen in

Europe, and reminding one of the old days of the Boer War [ .... ]. 28

In his next dispatch, date-lined: The Dardanelles, August 19, and published in

The Times on September 3, 1915, Ashmead Bartlett recounted what was headlined as:

’THE FOUR DAYS’ BATTLE - GREAT STRUGGLE AT SUVLA - SARI BAIR

CREST WON AND LOST.’ In what can only be described as a wistful report,

Ashmead Bartlett wrote of how New Zealand infantry, Gurkhas and other units had

almost reached the crest but were unable to hold it. One Gurkha battalion had actually

reached the crest of Sari Bair but were forced back by a Turkish counter-attack:
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But the survivors obtained a view, and have given a description of the

promised land which lay beneath them. Below lay the waters of the

Dardanelles, and they looked down on the Narrows and Kilid Bahr. Along the

roads they watched the Turkish transport streaming southwards, and

automobiles dashing to and fro. It was a bitter disappointment to have to

relinquish the crest when it almost seemed within the grasp after so many

months, but there was no alternative.29

Ashmead Bartlett was full of high praise for the troops of the Empire who had failed

so nobly in their advance. The ANZACs were likened to lions. He called the fighting

’a combat of giants in a giant country’. Indian soldiers garnered the journalist’s

admiration, as did the Maori fighters, ’who proved themselves extremely skilful in

creeping forward in this broken ground and cutting wire to prepare the way for the

advance.’ The New Armies also came in for much praise by the war correspondent.

He acclaimed their role in the battle although they were new to war and certainly

unaccustomed to mountain warfare or the August heat of Gallipoli. The soldiers of the

New Armies also accepted their heavy losses with stoicism.30

By September 1915, it was becoming patently obvious that the Gallipoli

expedition was turning into yet another front where neither side could achieve a

decisive result. Both the Turks and the Allies were too well entrenched to be routed.

The Allied forces periodically attempted a strategic break-out, but were continually

frustrated by the topographical advantage of the Turkish positions. And the Turks had

no pressing need to wipe out their opponents. In fact, it was to the advantage of the

Central Powers to have a large Allied force pinned-down on the Peninsula, rather than

have such large numbers of men fighting on the Western or other fronts where the

stakes were higher. In a letter to Harry Lawson, proprietor of the Daily Telegraph,

29 Ellis Ashmead Bartlett, The Times, September 3, 1915, pp. 9-10.
3o Ibid., pp. 9-10.

213



Ashmead Bartlett wrote that the ’campaign here is for the time being at an absolute

standstill [...]’ and thought it would remain so all winter.31

Ellis Ashmead Bartlett attempted to put an optimistic gloss on the situation in

the Dardanelles in his dispatch of September 2 (published on September 4). He

opened his report by stating that ’if we have failed in the great strategic scheme of

getting astride the Peninsula north of Anzac [...] it has not been for the want of trying.’

He explained why the attempt to seize the hills around Anafarta had failed by August

10. The very rough nature of the terrain around Anafarta had necessitated an advance

in ’very open order’ which resulted in the troops losing contact with their officers and

comrades - the advance ground to a halt as a result. In order for such an attack to

succeed it was essential for the assaulting force to be made up of ’troops highly

trained in skirmishing and self-reliance, where every man will push on to the

objective of his own accord, without stopping for orders or to see if his comrades are

following.’ It would be August 21 before the Commonwealth units could make a

second attempt at Anafarta. Of course, the element of surprise had been lost. Aware

now of where the Allies would attack next, the Turks deployed reinforcements. Thus

the area chosen for the next British offensive (the line from Hill 70 to Hill 112) ’could

only be taken by a frontal attack and sheer hard fighting.’ The Navy signalled the

offensive with a massive offshore bombardment on the afternoon of August 21. The

return fire from the Turks ignited another scrub-land fire, which rapidly spread. This

did not stop the Australian attack, and for a time it seemed they had taken their

objective - Hill 70, but Turkish shrapnel from Hill 112 pushed the Australians back to

their original positions. Late that night another attempt was made to seize Hill 70 -

again after an initial success the Australian troops were driven back by morning.

Ashmead Bartlett tried to salvage something from the failed operation by concluding

his report: ’However, the troops at Anzac achieved some successes, the Australian

31 Letter from Ellis Ashmead Bartlett to Harry Lawson, September 1915 - [B/5/1/65-67], The Ellis

Ashmead Bartlett Papers - Institute of Commonwelath Studies Library.
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Infantry finally driving the enemy from Hill 60, and our whole line was linked up

with a trench line instead of isolated posts.’ 32

The fighting in the Dardanelles continued on in its inevitable fashion, with no

clear victory attained or expected. Finally in late 1915 the sensible decision was taken

to pull the men out of the Peninsula - they were being wasted in a fruitless military

operation. On December 19, 1915 the Allied withdrawal from Gallipoli began, it

would be completed by January 8, 1916.

G. Ward Price (in a syndicated dispatch) witnessed the first day of the

evacuation from onboard an unnamed Royal Navy vessel off Suvla (the report did not

make it to the press until New Year’s Day, 1916). The operation to stealthily evacuate

the Peninsula, Ward Price reported, ’proved for once to be the working out of a

businesslike and smoothly running programme.’ After first insisting that the venture

had not been a defeat Ward Price attempted to sum-up the significance and meaning

of the entire Gallipoli expedition and its ultimate failure:

Although Suvla and Anzac have cost us much in blood, it would be a mistake

to regard this withdrawal as a confession of entire failure there[ .... ] The

evacuation is, rather, a pulling of ourselves together, a step towards that

concentration of strength upon sure ground which is of such importance to our

fortunes here at the crossroads of the Empire. If there is one kind of strategy

that would be dangerous at the Dardanelles and in the Balkans where the great

stakes of India and Egypt are almost directly concerned, it is a policy of

opportunism, of small detachments, and of leaving the initiative to the enemy.

By cutting our losses here we do something towards acting with greater

deliberation and in better organized strength elsewhere.33

32 Ellis Ashmead Bartlett, The Times, September 4, 1915, pp. 7-8.
33 G. Ward Price, The Times, January 1, 1916, p. 7.
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Ward Price submitted the final report on the evacuation from Salonika on January 11,

1916 (published in The Times on January 18). Quite surprisingly his tone had changed

markedly. Instead of portraying the Gallipoli operation in a positive light he now

described it as ’the winding-up of an ill-judged enterprise.’ What would have

otherwise been a ’rather melancholy spectacle’ (the evacuation) had been obviated by

the successful evacuation of Helles without loss of life - a repeat of the quitting of

Anzac and Suvla.34

Ward Price admired the professionalism of the retreat which could easily have

resulted in heavy casualties had the Turks got wind of what was happening under their

noses. Indeed, Ward Price stated that when the decision had been taken to evacuate

’considerable losses were thought to be almost unavoidable.’ It was unfortunate for the

Allies that the evacuation had been better planned and had been carried out much

more smoothly than the first landings. The process had taken approximately 10 nights

and was divided into three stages, with the embarkation of the men being left until

last. Ward Price concluded by stating the obvious (and it was something which should

have been clear months before):

The force will be ready after a little rest and refitting for use in some new

theatre of war; where it is to be hoped, we shall meet the enemy under

conditions less ideally fitted to favour his sole military talent for fighting a

stubborn defensive action from behind cover.35

Allenby and the Palestine campaign.

The historians ’perspective.

As previously mentioned, it had been the lack of clear progress on the Western Front

in the first years of the war which had prompted the British Government and military

High Command to adopt a strategic policy promoted by those (known as the

34 G. Ward Price, The Times, January 18, 1916, p. 8.

35 Ibid., p. 8.
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"Easterners") who saw the Middle and Near-East as a theatre ripe for military success.

Richard Allen remarks that in the Middle East, ’the key factor in the conflict was

Turkey’s involvement as the ally of Germany, Austria and Bulgaria, against Russia,

Britain, France, and eventually Italy and other nations [ .... ] Turkey had hesitated to

become drawn in,’ but was unable to remain neutral beyond November 1914.36

Success against the Turks in the territories of the East, it was argued, could ease the

pressure on Russia, and threaten the Central Powers by striking at their exposed

underbelly. And since the Ottoman Empire still held (tenuous) sway over the Middle

and Near-East, the Turks - not the Germans - would be the primary opponent of the

British and Imperial forces, yet another advantage in British eyes.37 A further

consideration for a High Command dismayed by stalemate in the West was the fact

that the topographical nature of the Middle-East seemed to dictate that the nature of

warfare there would be mobile in nature - the antithesis of the character of the combat

on the Western Front. Yigal Sheffy has described the British campaign in Egypt and

Palestine from 1916-1918 as one of ’mobile warfare, extensive use of cavalry and

mounted formations, operational-logistic struggle against severe desert conditions and

a constantly changing battle-ground [ .... ]’38

Egypt was to become the strategic pivot upon which British military ambitions

for the region would revolve. The campaigns in Gallipoli and Mesopotamia (Iraq)

were part of this so-called "Eastern" scheme - but both ended in disaster for the

Allies.39

After two failed assaults on Gaza in March and April, 1917 saw a sea-change

in the fortunes of British operations in the Near East. General Sir Archibald Murray’s

failures at Gaza led to his replacement in June 1917 by Allenby. Lloyd George

36 Richard Allen, Imperialism and National~m in the Fertile Crescent - Sources and Prospects of the

Arab-Israeli Conflict, (Oxford, 1974), p. 222.
37 A.J. Stockwell, ’The War and the British Empire’ in John Turner (ed.), Britain and the First World

War, (London, 1988), p. 39.
38 Yigal Sheffy, ’Institutionalized Deception and Perception Reinforcement: Allenby’s Campaigns in

Palestine’ in Michael I. Handel (ed.), Intelligence and Military Operations, (London, 1990), p. 173.
39 A.J. Stockwell, ’The War and the British Empire’ in John Turner (ed.), Britain and the First World

War, (London, 1988), p. 39.
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instructed Allenby to capture Jerusalem by Christmas.40 In December 1917 Allenby

walked into Jerusalem and thereafter into legend.

With Murray gone, Allenby took over command of a now greatly strengthened

Egyptian Expeditionary Force. He decided that it would be a wise and feasible move

to first capture Beersheba prior to another attempt being made on Gaza. So on

October 31, 1917 an assault was launched on Beersheba, followed on November 1 by

the attack on Gaza. By November 6 the enemy forces were in total retreat. Anthony

Verrier believes that ’Allenby’s bent for mobile war was exemplified by the rapid

pursuit of retreating Turkish and German forces despite logistic problems increasing

as lines of communication lengthened and formations were switched from sector to

sector.TM And with the fall of Gaza and then Jerusalem in December, ’for the first

time in three years of war, British and imperial forces had gained the strategic

momentum [ .... ],42 The battle of Beersheba was notable not alone because it marked

Allenby’s first desert victory, but also because of the character of the fighting there.

"Traditional" combat was apparent - in the form of ’a full-scale cavalry charge’ by

Australian troops ’using their sharpened bayonets as swords.’ However modem

warfare in the shape of aerial reconnaissance was also evident on the Beersheba front.

This was according to Martin Gilbert, ’a branch of warfare to which Allenby paid

particular attention [and which] had revealed that the Turks were protected by neither

barbed-wire or anti-cavalry ditches.’ Allenby’s cavalry units were also used to great

effect at the advance on and capture of Gaza.43

Although the war against Turkey was over by October 30, 1918, and Britain

controlled the Islamic world, one historian, A.J. Stockwell, puts such success into its

proper perspective: ’Yet,’ he insists, ’however dramatic the gains and losses in the

extra-European regions, it was in Flanders that the Great War was to be decided.TM

40 J.M. Boume, Britain and the Great War 1914-1918, (London, 1989), p. 95.

4 ! Anthony Verrier (ed.), Agents of Empire: A nglo-Zionist Intelligence Operations 1915-1919 -

Brigadier Walter Gribbon, Aaronsohn and the NILI Ring, (London, 1995), pp. 102-103.
42 Ibid., p. 103.

43 Martin Gilbert, First World War, (London, 1994), pp. 371-372.
44 A.J. Stockwell, ’The War and the British Empire’ in John Tumer (ed.), Britain and the First World

War, (London, 1988), p. 39.
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But of course there was more to the Allenby legend than his role as military

commander - he was after all best-known as the liberator of Jerusalem. As Martin

Gilbert and many other historians see it, the capture and liberation of the Holy City

’caught the imagination of the Allied world. In Rome the church bells rang out, as did

the bells of London’s Roman Catholic Cathedral. Jews world-wide sensed a new

dawn for their national aspirations.’ Even the Arabs found something to get excited

about for ’the name Allenby bore a close calligraphic [and phonetic?] resemblance to

the Arabic word for prophet, AI Neby.’45 The military historian Major General

Anthony Farrar-Hockley fittingly called the taking of Jerusalem a ’Christmas present

for the British nation.’46 And J.M. Bourne, in an uncharacteristic burst of hyperbole,

writes of Allenby ending the war ’as the first Christian conqueror of the Holy Land

since the Crusades.’47 It is Jonathan Newell however, who gives the most considered

and dispassionate analysis of the Allenby legend. He writes that ’the temptation to see

the general’s triumph at Jerusalem as the final revenge of the medieval Crusaders has

proved too much for many subsequent chroniclers of these dramatic events.’48

Much of the impetus to see Allenby as a modern-day Crusader who triumphed

where other heroes had failed derives partially from the way in which the general took

control of the city of Jerusalem. Meticulous advance preparation by the British

government for the event ’achieved a propaganda triumph that looks impressive even

in our age of the mass media and sophisticated techniques of manipulation. Each

aspect of the ceremony during which Allenby accepted the surrender of the Holy City

[...] was delicately stage-managed for the maximum possible effect.’49 Of course,

behind that lay the significant factor of Allenby’s clear military successes which had

45 Martin Gilbert, First World War, (London, 1994), p. 388.
46 Major General Anthony Farrar-Hockley, ’Field-Marshal The Viscount Allenby’ in Field Marshal Sir

Michael Carver (ed.), The War Lords - Military Commanders of the Twentieth Century, (London,
1976), p. 155.
47 J.M. Bourne, Britain and the Great War 1914-1918, (London, 1989), p. 95.

48 Jonathan Newell, ’Allenby and the Palestine Campaign’ in Brian Bond (ed.), The First World War

and British Military History, (Oxford, 1991), p. 191.
49 Ibid., p. 189.
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paved the way to his triumphant entry into the sacred city of Jerusalem - one thing had

led to the other.

The war correspondents ’perspective. 50

Once again, due to the rarity and brevity of war correspondent reports from the

Middle East, this section does not include a content-analysis of the selected texts. The

dispatches chosen for this part of the chapter deal with the most significant period of

Allenby’s command in Palestine; from the capture of Beersheba on November 1, 1917

until the rout of the Turkish forces which led to the liberation of Jerusalem in

December of that year. Very little is known about the life and times of W.T. Massey

Britain’s war correspondent for the Middle East (none of the biographical dictionaries

or obituaries from the British newspaper of record The Times contain any reference to

his life or career).

Massey opened his November 1 account (published on November 5) of the

capture of the strategically important city of Beersheba the previous day in dramatic

fashion: ’By a rapid, well-delivered surprise blow , General Allenby’s army has

smashed the eastern end of the Turks’ entrenched line in Southern Palestine, and has

wrested one of the most ancient Biblical towns from the enemy.’ Here was a report

from a war correspondent which would be hard to find on the Western Front.

Unequivocal victory had been achieved - and by way of mobile warfare. Instead of

square feet of Flanders marsh an entire city had fallen to Allenby’s men. The biblical

allusions were unavoidable. Massey reminded his readers that Beersheba was the

place where no less a figure than Abraham had dug the well of the oath.51

The operation to capture the city had worked like clockwork, the orders were

clear and the British and Anzac forces had executed them to the letter. A combined

operation composed of cavalry and infantry had overwhelmed the Turks. The infantry,

50 Brigadier Peter Young gives the following casualty rates from the Third battle of Gaza to the capture

of Jerusalem in December 1917 as follows: British casualties totaled 18,000 men, while Turkish losses
numbered 25,000 men, including 12,000 POWs. Figures taken from Peter Young, A Dictionary of
battles 1816-1976, (London, 1977), pp. 366-367.
51 W.T. Massey, The Times, November 5, 1917, p. 8.
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for example, had been so enthusiastic in attack that they had literally tom down the

wire entanglements with their bare hands; and ’just as the moon rose over the Judea

Hills Australian Horse charged, mounted against the strongly-held trenches, with

fixed bayonets, overwhelming the Turks and galloping, cheering, into the town.’ Apart

from the exotic-sounding names of the locations in Palestine (Khasm Sannam, Wadi

Sheba, the Audja railway) the air of romance could only have been added to by

Massey’s remark that the Camel Corps had been involved in an ancillary attack north

of the Wadi Sheba. What a contrast Palestine made to the muck and misery of the

Western Front. The style of fighting was clear. It was open, it was mobile, and above

all it was successful. Cavalry was having to ride thirty miles cross country to reach the

action. Certainly there were Turkish trenches defending Beersheba, but they were

vulnerable and very quickly dealt with. The weapons of war were also the same -

rifles, machine-guns, heavy and light artillery, but those weapons were militarily

effective, enabling Allenby’s force to completely rout the enemy and achieve

unquestionable victory. Massey concluded his report by proclaiming October 31 ’a

great day for the Army in Palestine; the staff work was admirable, the moral of the

troops never higher.’ 52

The next major report on British operations in Palestine came in Massey’s

reports of November 4 and 5, (published on November 8) as Allenby’s units

confidently approached Gaza - the next city on the list to be liberated. Yet again the

opening paragraph of the November 5 dispatch demonstrated that outright success

could be attained by an army in the war. The Turks had tried to assault the British

units near Gaza, ’but our reply was overwhelming, and the enemy infantry was

dispersed with heavy loss.’ 53

Success piled upon success. Naval forces pounded the Gaza defences, aided

by field artillery, destroying the Turkish trenches. ’As a result’, Massey commented,

’many landmarks familiar to our troops for months, such as Ali el Muntar, the hill up

52 Ibid., p. 8.

53 W.T. Massey, The Times, November 8, 1917, p. 8.
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which Samson carried the gates of Gaza, is now changed almost beyond recognition.’

Enemy losses were judged to be "severe" and since the operations commenced 3,016

prisoners had been taken. Although the British soldiers did not have to contend with

the harsh winters of France and Belgium conditions were not always perfect in

Palestine. The troops found the limestone hills and flats of the region tough going and

’during the last two days the troops have worked in intense heat and dust infinitely

more trying than desert sand storms, but all show superb endurance.’ Another

noteworthy aspect of the fighting around Gaza was the fact that land, sea and air

operations were combined - clearly to good effect. The Royal Navy warships blasted

away at the Turks from the sea, while the Royal Flying Corps assisted the land-based

units by attacking the railway embankment at Sineid, north of Gaza.54

Massey’s summing-up of the combat near Gaza may sound overblown now,

but at the time, and considering the slaughter and stalemate on the Western Front, his

hyperbole was understandable. He wrote that he could not yet give full details of what

had occurred near Gaza, but when:

the public can be told what has been accomplished here it is doubtful whether

anything the Germans have done in any theatre of war will equal our

stupendous efforts under great disadvantages in Southern Palestine. We see

the fruits of these big schemes today, when the men right out on the horn tips

of our Army are most admirably and punctually supplied.55

Another report, written on November 6 and received in London on November 9 from

near Beersheba detailed the efficient manner in which the Turkish opposition had

been dealt with by the Imperial troops. Despite the intense heat and dust, and the poor

supply of water the soldiers’ morale remained steadfast and they ’have thrown the

Turks out of immensely strong positions, crumpled up the enemy’s flank, taken many
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guns, and inflicted losses which must lower the Turkish moral.’ Massey remarked on

the supposed Turkish preference for fighting from entrenched positions -’the kind of

warfare which is supposed to suit him best.’ The inference here seems to be that, in a

theatre in which mobile warfare prevailed, a force which had to resort to fighting from

defensive trench positions must either be cowardly or acknowledging the superior

fighting quality of the Empire forces. As in the previous reports the British and

Imperial soldiers overcame the Turks with little difficulty. In fact the main obstacle

seemed to be the harsh environmental conditions of the Palestine desert. Massey

concluded that the morale of the Turks was declining as during one attack a number

of Turkish soldiers emerged from their trenches to surrender.56

The following day saw the launching of the attack on Gaza itself. Everything

was going according to plan, and all prior objectives had been achieved without any

major hitches. The assault, supported by ’intense’ artillery fire, was made on two sides.

Yet again biblical allusions came to the fore: ’British County troops drove out the

enemy from Ali el Muntar, the scene of Samson’s feat of strength, and entered the

town at daybreak.’ The cavalry were also in action that day, in pursuit of the fleeing

Turks. Gaza had been captured, according to Massey, with ’comparatively slight loss’

- the result of long, hard and patient preparation. How the British High Command

must have wished the Great War had been confined to the Middle East. Ironically,

Allenby thanked Haig for his message of congratulation for the capture of Gaza with

the words:

I, my Staff, and all under my command highly appreciate your welcome

message of congratulation. We follow daily with admiration and pride the

magnificent achievements of our comrades in Europe and we are inspired by

your example.57

56 W.T. Massey, The Times, November 9, 1917, p. 6.

57 W.T. Massey, The Times, November 10, 1917, p. 7.
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It was true that the British and Canadians had just captured Passchendaele Ridge, but

at what cost? At Gaza, Massey suggested, Allenby’s strategy had saved many lives.

’This Philistine stronghold has been captured, and the British Army is a big step

nearer Jerusalem.’ Allenby’s strategy entailed the use of as much artillery as he could

lay his hands on:

The Turks had had enough of artillery preparation; they experienced nothing

like it in Gallipoli. For more than a week warships, heavy howitzers, and field

batteries poured a terrific fire on the [Gaza] defences [ .... ] The Turks had not

the heart to continue, and left.58

And so began the rout of the Turkish army in Palestine. By Christmas 1917 the prized

city of Jerusalem would fall to Allenby’s highly effective and potent desert force. On

November 8, Massey reported that the Turks were fleeing northward and had

abandoned many important centres. The British and Imperial forces continued their

hot pursuit, and news had come to the correspondent of the capture of prisoners, guns

and ammunition. ’We command a large tract of new territory which is hourly

increasing in extent.’ 59 Juxtaposed with reports from the Western Front, such

optimistic reports must have made painful reading back in Britain among politicians

and soldiers who knew the reality of the battles in Europe. On November 10, Massey

mentioned unusually stiff resistance from the Turks. In one incident, Scottish troops

were forced back by a determined Turkish attack - but they quickly regained the

initiative and reasserted their military supremacy. At the same time, the Indian

Imperial Service cavalry went into action at Beit Hanun, and successfully engaged the

enemy, capturing machine-guns and enemy artillery. This was the last substantive

dispatch from Allenby’s theatre until late December - after the liberation of

Jerusalem.6°

58 Ibid., p. 7.
59 W.T. Massey, The Times, November 12, 1917, p. 8.
60 Ibid., p. 8.
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Conclusion.

Because the coverage of the Gallipoli and Palestine operations was dominated by two

British war correspondents - Ellis Ashmead Bartlett and W.T. Massey, it is necessary

to recognize the limitations of analysing the journalistic output from the two theatres.

However, while both British war correspondents may not have been able to cover as

much ground as a larger group might have done they were so talented that it is fair to

suggest that their skills as reporters far exceeded the limitations imposed upon them.

The quality of their reporting can be described as superb. Ashmead Bartlett was so

determined to do his duty that he was eventually "deported" from Gallipoli by General

Sir Ian Hamilton for sending his criticisms and denunciation of Hamilton’s command

abilities directly to Asquith in London. G. Ward Price, another talented correspondent

(who would also report on the Salonika theatre), replaced Ashmead Bartlett as a

result.

The contrasting nature of the reporting from the Gallipoli Peninsula and

Palestine is very striking. As was indicated, the style of combat at Gallipoli mirrored

the siege warfare of the trenches on the Western and other fronts. What had been

intended as an alternative to the deadlock in France and Belgium had rapidly

descended into precisely what the British military commanders did not want - a

miniature Western Front with only minor local differences. Again costly offensives

failed to achieve any significant military objective. And the primary ambition (of

breaking out from the Peninsula and ultimately by-passing the Western Front) was

never a realistic after the disasters of the initial landings.

Military operations in Palestine could not have been more radically different

than at Gallipoli and on the main European fronts. After early disasters and Allenby’s

assumption of command, the desert war became one whose hallmark was unalloyed

victory. It was a mobile, expansive and clear-cut conflict. Soldiers were set tasks

which they largely completed with impressive results. Cavalry, which as a traditional

force had been rendered redundant on the Western Front until late 1918, was to the
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fore in the combat in Palestine. Romance was in the air too. The Imperial armies had

a Camel Corps, and the Australian Light Horse distinguished themselves during the

advance on Beersheba and Gaza. Constant reference was made to the fact that

Palestine was the Holy Land, and that the campaign there was a latter-day Crusade.

As a mainly Christian nation, Britain’s newspaper audience must have thrilled to read

of the exploits of their fighting men in the very same lands where Samson and King

David had achieved legendary and spiritual fame. Allenby’s campaign was depicted as

a holy war of sorts, against a modern Saracen enemy - represented by the Turks. The

capture or liberation of Jerusalem was simply the icing on the cake.
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Chapter Six - War and Memory,.

"We’re forgetting-machines.

forget. That’s what we are

wouldn’t be any more war." l

Men are things that think a little but chiefly

[ ....]" "If we remembered," said another, "there

Introduction.

We saw in the first chapter how the nature of war reporting had evolved and changed

in the decades before the turn of the century. In a sense, the theme of the opening

chapter dealt with notions of apprehension and expectations of the future, with the

onset of the Great War as the predicted and seemingly inevitable endpoint. This, the

final chapter is concerned with the

attempts by the dramatis personae -

opposite ideas of memory, recollection and

the war correspondents - to make sense of a

conflict which turned out to be totally at odds with what had been predicted. In other

words, was the nature of the 1914-18 war so shocking in its essence to those who had

participated in it, or witnessed it, that they felt emotionally and psychologically

marked by their experience? Some correspondents appeared unaffected by their time

in the war zones, but others, particularly Philip Gibbs, could not escape the memory

of the war and spent the rest of their lives chasing the ghosts and attempting to make

some sense out of the carnage of the war years.

The study of memory as it relates to historical events is a relatively new area

for historians. It is also perhaps one of the most difficult themes to examine and

account for satisfactorily. By its very

evolutionary and evanescent. Historical

nature, memory is selective, inaccurate,

events of a traumatic or disturbing nature

such as the Holocaust or the First World War make it all the more problematic for the

analyst of memory to discuss, as the people remembering those events are often laden

with a heavy psychological or ideological burden which must be taken into account.

As the novelist Anne Michaels has commented:

1 Unnamed characters quoted in Henri Barbusse, Under Fire, (France, 1916, London, 1916 - this
edition, London, 1946), trans, by Fitzwater Wray, p. 328.
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History is amoral: events occurred. But memory is moral; what we

consciously remember is what our conscience remembers. History is the

Totenbuch, The Book of the Dead, kept by the camps. Memory is the

Memorbucher, the names of those to be mourned, read aloud in the

synagogue. History and memory share events; that is they share time and

space.2

Siegfried Sassoon described the "problem" of memory well when he pointed out that

not only does there exist a ’disparity between being alive and memoirizing it long

afterwards. But the recorder of his vanished self must also bear this in mind, that his

passage through time was a confused experiment, and that extemal circumstances had

yet to become static and solidly discernible.’3 Or, as Edmund Blunden put it, ’I know

that memory has her little ways, and by now she has concealed precisely that look,

that word, that coincidence of nature without and nature within which I long to

remember. ’ 4

In the case of the First World War the "rememberers" operate or operated to

sometimes hidden and sometimes overt agendas, often of a political character.

External events also contributed to the changing ways in which people remembered

the First World War. As Adrian Gregory has written: ’I would stress that the memory

of the [Great] war was not constant and that in fact it was being reshaped by political,

diplomatic and economic events during the inter-war period, rather than shaping

them.’s For this chapter the "rememberers" in question are the British war

correspondents of the First World War.

So to reiterate, the main purpose of this chapter is to assess the interplay

between the correspondents’ experience of the First World War and their post-1918

2 Excerpt from Anne Michaels, Fugitive Pieces, (London, 1997), published in The Guardian,

November 27, 1997, p. 11.
3 Siegfried Sassoon, Siegfried’s Journey 1916-1920, (London, 1945), p. 223.
4 Edmund Blunden, Undertones of War, (London, 1928 - this edition, 1940), p. vii.

5 Adrian Gregory, The Silence of Memory, Armistice Day 1919-1946, (Oxford, 1994), p. 5.
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memory of the war. Due to the lack of private papers, diaries and correspondence, it is

necessary to rely almost solely on the published writings of the British war

correspondents in order to divine their post-event thoughts on the war.6 Another

aspect to be investigated is the ways in which the experience of the war impacted on

the correspondents’ perception of the post-war world (concentrating for the most part

on Philip Gibbs). In other words, is it possible to clearly see a link between the impact

and influence of the Great War and a war correspondent’s political or philosophical

outlook during the inter-war period and beyond?

Historians and the Memory of War.

Many historians of the First World War and the inter-war period agree that

participation in the Great War constituted for all a life-changing experience. The

historian of French veterans of World War I, Antoine Prost, believes that ’the

experience of mass death in war is an extraordinary and unforgettable revelation that

leaves no individual unchanged’, but more importantly, for the theme of this chapter,

’it is impossible to continue afterwards as though it had never happened.’7 J.M.

Winter, while questioning the validity of such a judgment certainly recognises that a

perception

constituted

’developed over time, that the millions of men who saw combat

a race apart, indelibly imprinted with and differentiated by the direct

experience of a war of unprecedented carnage.’8 That idea of the war as a traumatic

episode which permanently marked its participants is a theme which is accepted by

other than social and cultural historians - as evidenced by Cathy Caruth when

discussing the general impact of trauma. For her, ’the story of trauma, then, as the

narrative of a belated experience, far from telling of an escape from reality - the

6 Very few of the British war correspondents’ private papers dealing with the post-1918 period or their

memories of their war experience are extant, apart from a scattering of letters and diaries to be found in
the private papers of figures such as Lord Northcliffe. A trawl through the various UK archives, archive
guides and National Register of Archives as well as contact with press historians such as Nicholas
Hiley, has failed to turn up any substantial private collection apart from the diaries of Henry Wood
Nevinson and the London papers of Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett (which have been used in this thesis).
7 Antoine Prost, In The Wake of War: "Les Anciens Combattants" and French Society 1914-1939,

(Providence, Oxford, 1992), trans. Helen McPhail, p. 3.
8 J.M. Winter, The Great War andthe British People, (London, 1986), p. 283.
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escape from a death [or the witnessing of death in the war reporters’ case], [...] rather

attests to its endless impact on a life.’9 And the conception of the Great War

participants as "a race apart" is commented upon by Ren6 Cutforth in his history of

the 1930s. He writes of how throughout the 1920s ’the Great War had been the one

impossible subject. Mutual incomprehension between the returning soldiers and the

civilians had been absolute: there was no communication and anyway the soldiers

preferred to keep quiet.’~0

1926 saw a sudden and rapid increase in the numbers of veterans* publishing

accounts of their war experiences. One convincing explanation for the late Twenties -

almost a decade after the end of the war - marking the beginning of the flood of

published non-fictional, fictional and semi-fictional war memories is that ’it took time

to pull together the disparate elements of memory into the necessary coherence of

fiction, to identify the heroes and, much more important, the villains, and to turn

history into a coherent narrative. When this was done, the memory of the war [...]

would be transformed.’~ But the politicisation of memory had begun years before. As

early as 1919, Philip Gibbs’ concluding paragraph of his collected war dispatches was

written in a language which suggested, according to Samuel Hynes, that Gibbs ’knew

what his readers needed in 1919: brave consolatory language that would shore up

their faith in the war they had won, a monument of words.’12 As Modris Eksteins

observes: ’The "real war" had ceased to exist in 1918. Thereafter it was swallowed by

imagination in the guise of memory.’~3 However, that observation would seem to

apply more to the "literature of disenchantment" than to the more traditional war

memoirs of soldiers, politicians and, of course, the war correspondents. But Eksteins’

argument that the "real war" had ceased to exist in 1918 applies to all veterans of the

9 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, (London, Maryland, 1996),

p. 7. Caruth could be termed a psychological historian.
10 Ren6 Cutforth, Later Than We Thought - A Portrait of The Thirties, (London, 1976), pp. 8-9.

Cutforth was a young man growing up in the 1930s.
* For the purpose of this chapter the war correspondents are included within the category of"veterans".
11 Adrian Gregory, The Silence of Memory, Armistice Day 1919-1946, (Oxford, 1994), p. 86.

12 Samuel Hynes, A War Imagined. The First World War and English Culture, (London, 1990), p. ?
13 Modris Eksteins, Rites of Spring- The Great War and the Birth of the Modern Age, (London, 1989),

p. 297.
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war. While the war correspondents’ recollections of the Great War were based on their

interpretation and perception of actual incidents and events witnessed, their memories

were still just that - memories, subject to filters and biases as with any other

"rememberer" of the war. For example, one filter which may or may not have been an

agent of recall for the correspondents has been suggested by Paul Fussell. Discussing

war memoirs Fussell noticed a phenomenon which he terms "irony-assisted recall":

’By applying to the past a paradigm of ironic action, a rememberer is enabled to

locate, draw forth, and finally shape into significance an event or a moment which

otherwise would merge without meaning into the general undifferentiated stream.’14 It

remains to be seen to what extent, if any, this phenomenon is evident in the post-war

memoirs of the war correspondents. In any case, as Leonard Smith believes, ’literary

figures wrote about the war as a commemorative practice, to construct the proper

discursive framework for remembering the war.’15

The British war correspondents and the Memory, of War.

Bearing in mind Adrian Gregory’s idea that post-1918 memories were being

continuously shaped and reconfigured by political, social and economic events of the

inter-war years it is a good idea to focus on one of the cadre of war correspondents

very much engag6 in contemplating the post-war nature of Europe and the influence

and impact on its peoples of the First World War. One effective way in which to

approach this theme is to concentrate (though not to the total exclusion of the other

war reporters) on the published fiction and non-fiction writings of Philip Gibbs,

doyen and most prolific of the war correspondents, during the inter-war period and

beyond in order to diagnose his personal memory of the war and what it meant to him

and to the wider world.

Like many of his contemporaries, Philip Gibbs saw the war as casting a long

shadow on the countries most affected by the conflict of which he had been such a

14 Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, (London, Oxford, 1975), p. 30.

15 Leonard V. Smith, ’Le Corps et la survie d’une identit6 dans les 6crits de guerre fran9ais’, p. 20.,

paper delivered in Trinity College, 1998.
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close observer and commentator. Sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly, but

always present, the First World War for Gibbs was a defining element of the course of

the former combatant nations - Central and Allied - and of the new or previously

dormant states which had emerged from the Treaty of Versailles. Part of the reason

for Gibbs’ prolific literary output after 1918 seems to have been a reaction to the

shackles of war-time censorship under which he and his colleagues had been forced to

operate. Some of the correspondents, like Gibbs, felt the constraints to be more

constrictive and troubling than others. In a sense, Gibbs’ trenchant analysis and

criticism of the "old men" of the war (the statesmen and generals) and the travails of

post-Versailles Europe may have been an expression of his own self-liberation - an

attempt to assuage possible feelings of guilt for allegedly having buckled under

pressure from the State (in the form of the Censorship and the military authorities)

a comparatively sanitised depiction of the battles on the Westerninto providing

Front.*

But leaving aside such surmise, what is undoubtedly clear is that Gibbs, with

his plethora of polemics and diatribes (which were written mainly in the immediate

post-war years), as well as in his less emotional and more sober analyses and

commentaries on the condition of Europe and the wider world (dating mainly from

the 1940s), was motivated to express his views precisely because he had been a war

reporter, because he had been so deeply affected by the conflict which he had

witnessed so closely for such an extended period of time. The First World War is

therefore a central theme, explicitly or implicitly, in his inter-war writings.

Before turning to those of Gibbs’ writings which did not focus specifically on

the nature of the Great War itself, the direct impact of the war on his world-view and

thinking should be examined in some detail. For Philip Gibbs, the First World War

was literally a life-changing experience, in fact, ’the most stupendous experience of

life. It obliterated all other adventures, impressions, and achievements.’ In his post-

* Of course, it should be recognised that had Gibbs rebelled he would not have been allowed to remain
an official war correspondent - the Ashmead-Bartlett episode in Gallipoli showed what happened to
press "troublemakers."
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war reminiscence, Adventures in Journalism, published in 1923, Gibbs recalled how

he had entered the war ’youthful in ideas and sentiment. I came out of it old in the

knowledge of human courage and endurance and suffering by masses of men, and

utterly changed, physically and mentally.’ The Great War, for Gibbs, marked the end

of chivalric notions and philosophies: ’Romance,’ he mused, ’had given way to

realism, sentiment of a weak kind to deeper knowledge and pity and emotion.’16

This feeling was echoed by Geoffrey Winthrop Young, who had been a war

correspondent in France and Belgium for the Daily News during the ’unauthorised’

period of war reporting in 1914 and early 1915. Like Gibbs, Winthrop Young

considered the Great War to have been an historical watershed, at both a personal and

a universal level. In his 1953 autobiography The Grace of Forgetting he commented:

’After the hardening effects of two wars, it is difficult to recall the devastating

collapse of the structure of life, and of all its standards, which the recrudescence of

barbarous warfare denoted for our generation; or the sense almost of dedication to the

cause of freedom with which we entered it.’17

Philip Gibbs felt also that the perspective of the war correspondent was

considerably more holistic than that of the enlisted

experience of the war was more geographically and

summarised that point effectively when he wrote:

men and officers whose

mentally limited. Gibbs

[...] we saw the war in a broader vision, on all parts of the front, in its

tremendous mass effects, as well as in particular places of abomination.

Before battle we saw the whole organization of that great machine of

slaughter. After battle we saw the fields of dead, the spate of wounded men,

the swirling traffic of ambulances, the crowded hospitals, the herds of

prisoners, the length and breadth of this frightful melodrama in a battle zone

forty miles or more in length and twenty miles or more in depth.18

16 Philip Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, (London, 1923), p. 242.
17 Geoffrey Winthrop Young, The Grace of Forgetting, (London, 1953), p. 156.
18 Philip Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, (London, 1923), p. 243.
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The psychological effect of such an extended exposure to all the aspects of trench

warfare was incalculable. Gibbs also confessed to a certain feeling of guilt while he

was a war correspondent on the Western Front. He stated that ’we felt at times (or I

did) that the only honest job was to join the fighting men and die like the best of

British manhood did. Our [the correspondents’] risks were not enough to make us

honest when so many were being killed, though often we had the chance of death. So

it seemed to me, often, then: so it seems to me, sometimes, now.’19

As early as 1921, with his searing polemic, The Hope of Europe, Philip Gibbs

had proferred a non-propagandistic or non-self-censored view of the Great War. For

him, only three years after the Armistice (and indeed only three years after he had

daily presented the war in a positive light in the Daily Chronicle and Daily

Telegraph) the war had been a conflict of ’death without mercy, without chivalry,

except in rare cases, on either side - the worst war the world has seen.’20 It had been a

war directed by a High Command comprising many military men possessed of ’rigid

self-conceit,’ and a ’complete lack of sympathy and candour [ .... ],21 Gibbs recalled

with evident disgust the politicking among the British and French politicians and

generals during the war in an attempt to improve their standing or to denigrate an

opponent. ’The early failures of the war, the ghastly mistakes, the endless slaughter,

called for [political] victims,’ he wrote scathingly.

It is Gibbs’ account of a meeting at dinner of the "great and the good" of

wartime British society to which he had been invited which contains perhaps the most

bitter denunciation to be read in The Hope of Europe. Gibbs had returned to England

from Flanders ’where I had seen the tragic slaughter of our youth, the daily harvest of

the wounded boys.’22 The meeting (attended by such distinguished men as Lord

Burnham, Sir William Robertson and Lord Charles Beresford and other peers,

19 Ibid. p. 244.
20 Philip Gibbs, The Hope of Europe, (London, 1921), p. 5.
21 Ibid., p. 6.
22 Ibid., pp. 6-7. Gibbs gives neither date nor year for the occasion.
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soldiers and politicians) revolved around a discussion of how the war might be ended.

After agreeing that the present military situation looked bleak for the Allies the basic

strategy was summed-up by Robertson who baldly suggested that victory was just a

question of ’"who holds out the longest,"’ or as Gibbs put it: ’Our leaders were just

carrying on, hoping for the odd trick after years more of slaughter.’23 Gibbs explained

that his motive for publicizing the content of that (presumably) still, in 1921, highly

confidential discussion was:

[...] to give a frightful warning to the world that the leaders who were

responsible for the destiny of civilization in that time of monstrous conflict

were unsafe guides, uncertain of their own way, distrustful of each other. They

were but little men playing a game of hazard with millions of lives. They had,

with few exceptions, no vision greater than the safety of their own jobs, and

the continuance of their own prestige. These same men, long in power after all

their failures, their intrigues, and their errors, proved themselves incapable of

leading the way to new heights which we must attain unless we resign

ourselves to a deeper sinking into the abyss of ruin. There was no spiritual

light in them, not much of nobility, no inspiration of genius. They groped and

fumbled their way to victory which came by the valour of the youth that died,

and then was worthless because of what they have done with it.24

It was perhaps the Somme, of all the campaigns on the Western Front (including

Passchendaele), which most affected the British war correspondents. In the years after

1918 the correspondents retrospectively viewed the Somme campaign and their role

as witnesses to it in different ways. It was Philip Gibbs who seemed to have pondered

the lessons and meaning of the event more deeply than any of his colleagues. Some,

such as John D. Irvine, Perceval Gibbon and Percival Phillips, declined to publish
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their post-1916 attitudes to the Somme (and it remains to be discovered whether any

of the correspondents made any significant private post-war comment either). H.

Perry Robinson’s thoughts regarding the offensive were published before the end of

the war, and as such were constrained by the same voluntary self-censorship and

extemal censorship which had affected his Somme dispatches.

As mentioned previously, William Beach Thomas had alleged that a large part

of the information supplied to the war correspondents by the military concerning

Somme operations in 1916 was incorrect and misleading. Beach Thomas wrote in

1925 that ’[ .... ] I was thoroughly and deeply ashamed of what I had written [on July 1

and 2, 1916], for the very good reason that it was untrue, so far as I had transgressed

the limits of description. Almost all the official information was wrong. The vulgarity

of enormous headlines and the enormity of one’s own name did not lessen the shame.’

Nevertheless, Beach Thomas’ embarrassment and shame were mitigated, he felt, by

the new policy

lengthier press

introduced

dispatches.

in 1916 which allowed the reporters to submit much

Furthermore, the Daily Mail reporter pointed out the

morale-boosting value of his and his colleagues’ articles. ’All the newspapers received

a host of letters of thanks from the public, especially parents, and from the newer men

in the army.’25

Beach Thomas next tumed to consider the military lessons of the Somme. He

highlighted one British action in which the officers and men ’were slaughtered like

sheep.’ Posing the question, who or what was responsible for that and countless other

similar failed assaults, Beach Thomas wrote of how the soldiers involved ’had been

drilled, perhaps too well, in the minutiae.’ Therein lay the problem - ’I could not help

thinking that everything had been thought of except the essentials [original

emphasis].’ As far as Beach Thomas was concemed, lack of overall leadership and

organization was to blame for the immense losses sustained on the Somme. Yet he

qualified his seemingly severe criticism by concluding:

25 William Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, (London, 1925) p. 109. Philip Gibbs in his 1946

memoir, The Pageant of the Years mentioned that Beach Thomas hated the war and ’bled at the heart
over the sacrifice of youth.’ (p. 165).
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Such things had to be. The civilian army was engaged in its first ordeal on a

grand scale; and it was bigger than the regulars could adequately command.

How infinitely superior was the organization and the leadership at

Passchendaele [...] and in the great battle of August 8th, 1918, and in the

subsequent pursuit! 26

Thus Beach Thomas saw the Somme as part of a learning experience for Britain’s

military High Command. While acknowledging the appalling destruction of human

life he still maintained that such a price was the inevitable consequence of a core

professional British army grappling with the unique difficulty of successfully

deploying huge numbers of neophyte citizen soldiers over a wide front. It was a lesson

worth learning, a price worth paying, as was proven to Beach Thomas’ satisfaction in

subsequent battles during 1917 and 1918. William Beach Thomas in effect represents

that post-1918 attitude which considered the Somme as a meaningful event within the

wider context of the Great War. To the Daily Mail correspondent the Somme

acquired a positive aspect when viewed as a component of the overall military

learning experience of the British Army during the First World War.

Philip Gibbs, on the other hand, represents a much more complex attitude. His

perception of the meaning of the Somme as an event evolved and changed throughout

the inter-war period and beyond. In some senses, Gibbs’ attitude was the mirror

opposite of Beach Thomas’. And of all the war correspondents who had covered the

fighting on the Western Front, Philip Gibbs appears to have been the one most

emotionally affected by the experience. With his first post-war treatment of the

Somme, Realities of War, Gibbs, in the language of a pacifist diatribe, deplored the

offensive which cast ’the flower of our youth [...] into that furnace month after month,

recklessly, with prodigal, spendthrift haste; when those boys were mown down in

26 William Beach Thomas, A Traveller in News, (London, 1925) pp. 112-113.
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swathes by machine-guns, blown to bits by shell-fire, gassed in thousands, until all

that country became a graveyard [...],27

Gibbs diagnosed the root of the Somme "problem" in a less emotional fashion.

He wrote of the British High Command having been too wasteful with the soldiers’

lives in ’small sectional battles,’ while the Army Corps and Divisional Staffs were

lacking an adequate communications system which would ensure the proper co-

ordination on the battlefield of the units under their authority. ’It seemed to an outsider

like myself that a number of separate battles were being fought without reference to

each other in different parts of the field.’28 Here Gibbs differed with William Beach

Thomas’ interpretation of the military significance of the campaign. Gibbs

apportioned the blame to strategic and organisational shortcomings on the part of the

High Command, rather than to the difficulties posed by the amateur nature of the

volunteer armies. He returned to his criticisms of the British High Command in 1946

when he averred that ’few of our generals had a personality which was inspiring to the

men. They were too far removed from the men who fought and died under their

command.’29 This statement perhaps best illustrates the difficulties inherent in

analysing memory - it is entirely possible that Gibbs’ criticism (which is, in effect also

his memory of the leadership style of the British generals) was affected by the Second

World War - a war in which generals had a comparatively closer and less formal

relationship with their men. Generals of the Second World War such as Montgomery,

Eisenhower, Macarthur, Wavell, Patton, and Clark all made a point of leading from

the front, and presenting an image of’chumminess’ with, and concern for, their troops.

The point is well made by comparing the adulation the Allied soldiers of the Second

World War expressed for Field-Marshal Montgomery with the lack of affection

shown to Haig during the First World War. Gibbs believed that Haig ’meant nothing

to them [the private soldiers] as an individual, and they seldom or never saw him [ .... ]

To them he was a ghost beyond their reach of interest, and there was no thrill among

27 Philip Gibbs, Realities of War, (London, 1920), p. 295.
28 Ibid., p. 312.
29 Philip Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, (London, 1946), p. 188.
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them at the sight of him.’3° Yet it is also entirely possible that Gibbs’ opinion of Great

War generals (an opinion formed by his memory) had not changed since the First

World War. There is no way of assessing the influence the subconscious may or may

not have had on Gibbs’ memory of the British High Command.

It was Philip Gibbs again, of all the correspondents, who came across as the

most defensive when discussing the role played by the war reporters covering the

Western Front. The preface to Realities of War (1920) included the declaration that

nothing in the volume cancelled, altered or denied ’anything in my daily narratives of

events on the Western Front as they are now published in book form. They stand, I

may claim sincerely and humbly, as a truthful, accurate, and tragic record of the

battles in France and Belgium during the years of war, broadly pictured as far as I

could see and know.’ As he was to reiterate in later years, the Censorship became so

relaxed after an initial period of hostility as to permit ’nearly all but criticism, protest,

and the figures of loss.’31 In his memoir, Adventures in dournalism, in 1923, Gibbs

presented his apologia:

From first to last we were read, greedily and attentively, by millions of

readers, but I tell the painful truth when I say that many of them were

suspicious of our accounts and firmly believed that we concealed much more

than we told. That distrust was due, partly, to the heavy-handed censorship in

the early days of the war, when our first accounts were mutilated. Afterwards,

when the censorship was very light so that nothing was deleted except very

technical detail and, too often, the names of battalions, that early suspicion

lasted.32

30 Ibid., p. 188. Despite that characterisation, Gibbs also considered Haig a noble man who devoted
himself to the welfare of veterans after the war. Only generals Plumer and Haldane came in for praise
from Gibbs.
31 Philip Gibbs, Realities of War, (London, 1920), p. V.
32 Philip Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, (London, 1923), p. 245.
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Gibbs ascribed the cause of that mistrust to the nature of trench warfare, which, while

lacking decisive victories, resulted often in shocking casualty levels. That led people

to wonder, Gibbs believed, ’how so many men could be killed unless big actions were

in progress.’ And more importantly, even ’when great battles had been fought, and we

had recorded many gains in prisoners and guns, and trench positions, the lack of

decisive result seemed to give the lie to our optimism.’33

That level of distrust was only heightened by what Gibbs accurately

characterized as ’the cheerful way in which one or two of the correspondents wrote, as

though a battle was a kind of glorified football match, [which] exasperated the troops

who knew their own losses, and the public who agonized over that great sum of death

and mutilation.’34 As St6phane Audoin-Rouzeau has demonstrated in the French case

the troops were exasperated by many war correspondents’ battle reports, which they

considered "eye-wash. ,,35

Such annoyance existed to no less an extent among British soldiers. William

Beach Thomas was singled out for ridicule by the British Army trench newspaper The

Somme-Times. In July 1916 it began a series of spoof war reports parodying the over-

exuberant prose style of Beach Thomas. ’[ .... ] we have attached to our staff at an

enormous salary Mr. Teech Bomas the well-known war correspondent. His thrilling

articles will be read with great interest by everyone, especially as he sees incidents

overlooked by all others.’36 A typical example of "Teech Bomas’" contributions to The

Somme-Times was published in the July 31, 1916 issue:

[ ....] I write from the middle of the battlefield. There are a lot of bullets but I

don’t mind that. Also the air is thick with shells. That also I don’t mind. Let me

tell you all about it while I can think clearly. Before the battle commenced I

33 Ibid., p. 245.
34 Ibid., p. 245.
35 St6phane Audoin-Rouzeau, Men at War 1914-1918 - National Sentiment and Trench Journalism in
France during the First World War - Trans. Helen McPhail, (Oxford, Providence, 1992), pp. 93-94.
36 The Somme-Times, No. 1, Vol. 1, July 31, 1916 in The Wipers Times- A Complete facsimile of the

famous World War One trench newspaper, (London, 1988), p. 115.
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took up a favourable position in No Man’s Land, the little larks were larking

and the morning was fine [ .... ] here we see the submarine co-operating with

the cavalry and shells falling thickly [ .... ] It was epic. Taking a place is one

thing but putting it back is another. Profound but true, and so the wood was

won. A correspondent must always see to write. This may appear unnecessary

to the cognoscenti, but it is so.37

Philip Gibbs would have been aghast had he been caricatured in such a manner:

Personally I cannot convict myself of over-cheerfulness or the minimizing of

the tragic side of war, for by temperament as well as by intellectual

conviction, I wrote always with heavy stress on the suffering and tragedy of

warfare, though I coerced my soul to maintain the spiritual courage of the

nation and the fighting men - sometimes when my own spirit was dark with

despair.38

Certainly Gibbs’ dispatches throughout the First World War tend to support such an

assertion. He gave an indication in 1924 of how his Somme dispatches, for example,

might have been written had censorship and the perceived need for morale

maintenance been absent. He recalled that the British troops on the Somme were the

cream of English and Imperial manhood, intelligent, athletic, well-trained and

spirited. These men were destined to become part of the so-called "Lost Generation."

Gibbs believed, ’they would have lived to be leaders, administrators, artists, poets,

sportsmen, craftsmen, the "quality" of their nation [ .... ] They were in living splendour

37 Ibid., p. 119. In 1917, Beach Thomas’ own employer, Lord Northcliffe, was also critical of his

reporter’s turn of phrase. In an instructional memo to the Daily Mail editors he wrote: ’Beach
Thomas’s friends are greatly disturbed by a mannerism he is developing of using odd words. I have
spoken of this again and again. Yesterday it was "cusp" which I understand is a dental term. To-day he
spoke of"shale-tip". I asked the acting News Editor, Mr. Sandeman, if he had ever heard of the word
and he had never heard of it [ .... ] These expressions are ruining his cables.’ Message from the Chief
through Mrs. Price - 1 lth April, 1917. folio 91 in Lord Northcliffe’s Bulletins to the Daily Mail, 1915-
1918 - Ms. Eng hist. d. 303, The Bodleian Library, Oxford.
38 Philip Gibbs, Adventures in Journalism, (London, 1923), pp. 245-246.
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the priceless treasure of the British folk - and they were squandered, wasted, and

destroyed .... ,39 Rising from their trenches on July 1, Philip Gibbs saw in the British

armies a fervour unequalled in any previous conflict and unlikely to be equalled in the

future:

They believed that at last - after artillery duels deciding nothing, after muddled

battles like that of Loos, mining and counter-mining, and trench raids, and the

gain of little salients at murderous cost - they were going to "do the trick" and

end the war by irresistible attack. I saw the glory of those young men and the

massacres of their bodies and hopes.40

Despite the desperate courage of his compatriots, Gibbs witnessed sheer slaughter that

first day on the Somme. The dead were not only the victims of German skill and

bravery, but also of ’atrocious staff work, incompetent generalship, ruthless disregard

of human life, repeated and dreadful blundering.’ In light of what he had just alleged,

Gibbs then astonishingly absolved the British General Staff of blame. He vindicated

them for the reason that they were amateurs confronted by the challenge of a

completely new type of war, and had to learn from their mistakes. That learning

experience was markedly different to what Beach Thomas had alluded to. For Philip

Gibbs the Somme revealed the inescapable fact that the First World War involved

such an unexpected and unprecedented style of combat that all the old rules of warfare

had to be thrown out and replaced with more appropriate and novel methods.

’But for the men it was Hell,’ Gibbs reiterated; ’by the end of the battle of the

Somme half a million of the finest manhood of Great Britain had been killed,

wounded, blinded, shell-shocked, and broken.’ Gibbs also expressed his admiration

for the heroism of the German armies on the Somme, whose losses were "frightful"

too. But the German losses were only half as much as the British because, the

39 Philip Gibbs, Ten Years After, (London, 1924), p. 30.
40 Ibid., p. 31.
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correspondent noted, ’defence was less costly than attack in those conditions.’41 He

was right of course, but such a statement by a war correspondent could only have

been publicly made after the war. Four years later in his book, The Day After To-

Morrow, which dealt with what Gibbs prophesied would be the trends of the future he

touched in passing on that theme of the slaughter of young men during the war.

Discussing the fear in France of the consequences of another war with Germany,

Gibbs wrote of how, as he saw it, if war did erupt again France’s ’last resources of

blood, the genius of her race, all that is splendid and lovely in her heritage will be

extinguished, whether in victory or defeat. She simply cannot afford another massacre

of youth.’42 That is to say, for Gibbs, a new war would have the same results as the

First World War - mass deaths among the youth of France, another "Lost Generation."

The tone of Philip Gibbs’ writing darkened even more only two years after the

publication of The Day After To-Morrow. In 1930, Gibbs dwelt on the meaning of

the war in much more detail than he had in 1928 with Since Then, which was yet

another of his many earnest volumes dealing with the condition of post-war Europe

and its populations. When discussing the privations suffered and the duties imposed

on the ordinary soldiers Gibbs’ prose exposed his bitterness. For example, writing

about the period immediately after the Armistice in 1918:

Those millions of men who had trudged up to the trenches on both sides of the

lines which stretched through Europe had seen themselves condemned to

death - except for luck - before their time. They had been called upon to die

and look pleasant about it, before they had tasted the joy of life - not nearly as

much as they thought was due to them. Their natural instincts had been

thwarted. They wanted love and the beauty of life while they were herded

about in battalions of men [...] muddy and lousy, in dirty dug-outs, in the

filthiness of shell-ravaged fields, in the stench of death. Most of them were

41 Ibid., p. 32.

42 Philip Gibbs, The Day After To-Morrow, (London, 1928), p. 229.
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boys who hadn’t had their innings in the game of life. Their minds had gone

back sometimes to the lights of Piccadilly or Paris when it was all dark in No

Man’s Land. They had thought of little homes where it would be safe and cosy

while they stumbled along the slimy duckboards of a communications trench

[...] stepping over a dead man’s face, or a leg which had got disconnected from

its body, and hearing the screams of shells overhead .... By God, if they ever

got out of this mess they would have a good time! 43

The bitterness became even more obvious when Gibbs turned to the subject of the

mentality of the younger returned veterans. He described them collectively as bearing

’a grudge against life itself. They had been taught to believe that it [life] was one kind

of thing and it had turned out to be another kind of thing - cruel, dirty, damnable.’44

Gibbs excoriated those who had reared that younger generation and instilled Christian

and chivalric values in them and then demanded of those young men that they

abandon those values to become blood-thirsty and to ’kill the men in an opposite ditch

rapidly and by any means fair or foul, and to adopt the ethics of the ape.’45 The older

generation (symbolized by the generals and politicians) had, by contrast, remained

safely behind the lines ’arranging their massacre and death on maps and order forms.

Things had always gone wrong. The orders had led mostly to unnecessary murder.’46

This was very violent language, and while Gibbs’ memory of the war was to mellow

as the years passed his theme of the "massacre" of youth would remain apparent in his

later writing.

Hamilton Fyfe, who was an ’unauthorised’ correspondent for the Daily Mail on

the Western and later Eastern Front, expressed similar sentiments in his 1935

autobiography My Seven Selves. To Fyfe (a publicly-professed socialist before and

after the war) the idea of war quickly changed from a pre-war romantic conception to

43 Philip Gibbs, Since Then, (London, 1930), p. 5.
44 Ibid., p. 392.
45 Ibid., p. 392.
46 Ibid., p. 392.
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a wartime perception that it was ’above all dullness; that those who direct it - or let it

take its own course - are mostly pompous, incompetent dullards; that, like all other

machinery, the machinery of war has escaped from the control of its users; that the

task of soldiers is to cower in trench dug-outs and have hell rained upon them.’47

In common with many of his colleagues Fyfe recalled that the hardest aspect

of his time at the front to bear was the mental effect of the constant exposure to the

dead and dying - what he termed ’the illustrations of the bestiality, the futility, the

insanity of war and of the system that produced war as surely as land uncultivated

produces noxious weeds [ .... ],48 Fyfe was later to bitterly write, in a futurist novel

published in 1949, that the two world wars had been conflicts into which the British

people had ’poured their blood and treasure to no purpose, since there was, when they

ended, far less freedom, far less wellbeing and far less democracy than when they

began.’49

In the course of his

presented a similar, though

Somme fighting. He

slaughter’ of British

1946 memoir The Pageant of the Years, Philip Gibbs

somewhat less emotive analysis when recounting the

wrote once again of incompetent generalship, the ’sacrificial

soldiers assaulting near-impregnable German positions. He

adverted also to the "Lost Generation" again: ’By flinging human flesh - the flesh of

our best youth - against flying steel - as the Russians did at Stalingrad in future history

[...] the enemy was forced back mile by mile.’5°

Yet again he wrote of the terrific human loss and the underestimation of the

strength of the German defence and how ’the first phase of the battles of the Somme

taught many lessons [...] to generals and staff, who lacked experience [ .... ]’ And

referring to his 1920 book, Realities of War, which in his own estimation, had

contained stringent and bitter criticism of the British High Command and G.H.Q.,

Gibbs stated, ’I am not going to withdraw them [the accusations of incompetence]

47 Hamilton Fyfe, My Seven Selves, (London, 1935), pp. 175-176. Fyfe was later a substitute official

correspondent on the Western Front.
48 Ibid., p. 189.
49 Hamilton Fyfe, A History Of The Next Hundred Years - Unless, (London, 1949), p. 10.

50 Philip Gibbs, The Pageant of the Years, (London, 1946), p. 184.
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now, but time effaces much, including bitterness, and I find myself more tolerant,

perhaps because I have forgotten or blurred the sharp edge of tragic things.’5~

So the few memoirs imparting the retrospective attitudes of the British war

correspondents to the war, are revealing in that they highlight a glaring disparity

between what they reported in the years 1914-18 and what they subsequently claimed

in the post-war years to have actually felt during that time. This is apparent

particularly with Philip Gibbs and William Beach Thomas when recalling the Somme.

A further element can be discerned from the writings of the two journalists. No less

than the progenitors of the "Literature of Disenchantment" of the 1920s and 1930s,

Gibbs and Beach Thomas adhered to the mindset which saw the Great War as a

needless waste and mindless slaughter of innocents. Yet while they furnished the

requisite images of that culture of disillusionment in their inter-war writings, Gibbs

and Beach Thomas qualified their attacks by grounding them in an analytical

examination of the military aspects of the Somme battles. Moreover, Philip Gibbs’

post-1945 memoir, The Pageant of the Years, indicates that the Second World War

caused him to re-think what the Somme as an event really meant to him. He found

himself more tolerant towards the High Command of 1916 - not only because the

passage of time had mellowed him - but because the siege of Stalingrad had, as far as

he was concerned, shown him that the Somme campaign was no longer unique. He

had believed it to have been so in 1924, for example, but no longer. Ironically, if

Stalingrad had caused that major shift in Gibbs’ perception of the meaning of the

Somme, it had been an alteration shaped by someone else. For Gibbs did not witness

Stalingrad as he had the Somme - he relied instead on the coverage provided by a new

generation of war correspondents.

Philip Gibbs - between the world wars and beyond.

In 1920, John Maynard Keynes published his magisterial anti-Versailles Treaty

polemic, The Economic Consequences of the Peace. Keynes’ critique of Versailles

51 Ibid., p. 188.

246



was cast in the same mould as Philip Gibbs’ post-war writings, not only in terms of

ideas, but also in the emotive style of language employed. While accepting criticism

of the Germans as a people motivated by ’insane delusion and reckless self-regard’,

who had destabilised Europe and the wider world, Keynes insisted that the leaders of

France and Britain, with the demands of the Treaty, ran the risk of completing the

process which Germany had begun. Keynes identified the main failures of the Treaty.

They included, he warned, ’no provisions for the economic rehabilitation of Europe, -

nothing to stabilise the new States of Europe, nothing to reclaim Russia [ .... ]’ Even

more ominously, for the Allied nations, the Treaty failed to make provision for ’a

compact of economic solidarity amongst the Allies themselves [ .... ] or to adjust the

systems of the Old World and the New.’52 And fearing for the future if the Versailles

Treaty was not amended, and the condition of the Continent not stabilised, Keynes

asked: ’But who can say how much is endurable, or in which direction men will seek

at last to escape from their misfortunes?’53 It was a prescient query for its time. Such

worries were also aroused in Philip Gibbs’ mind. Like Keynes, Gibbs worried that if

the lessons of the First World War were ignored, and if the leaders of Europe failed to

construct a new Europe then the world could well face a repeat of the Great War.

A year on from Keynes’ critique, Gibbs wrote that the key to peace in Europe

lay in the League of Nations proving to be more than a "paper tiger". For that to come

about it was essential that the United States play a prominent role in the League and

the affairs of Europe. ’Europe,’ he argued, ’needs the moral support and judgment and

friendliness of the United States.’ The League of Nations he believed ’is at present,

[...] utterly impotent to deal with the vital problems of world peace and health, or to

enforce its decisions upon conflicting nationalities, interests and rivalries,’ while the

U.S.A. remained on the outside.54

America’s policy of isolation ensured Gibbs’ disappointment. His bitterness at

the failure of the leaders of Europe to heed the message of the war becomes apparent

52 John Maynard Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the Peace, (London, 1920), p. 211.
53 Ibid., p. 235.
54 Philip Gibbs, The Hope of Europe, (London, 1921), p. 138.
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in Ten Years After. In a section entitled "The Uncertain Peace", Gibbs was clearly

angry that a decade after the beginning of the First World War, ’there is no sense of

security in Europe or the world. "The war to end war," as it was called, has done

nothing of the kind.’55 Although there existed a semblance of peace in Europe in

1924, Gibbs believed it to be transitory, for ’beneath the surface of the present peace

there is a lava of hatreds and resentments which bode ill for the future peace of the

world.’56 Among the dangers to the vulnerable peace he cited the fact that there were

now larger standing armies in Europe than in 1913, there were new grounds for

dissension on the Continent, while even the old arguments had not been resolved -

what he called ’those racial rivalries, those national ambitions, that commercial

competition.’ The war had not swept away those quarrels, it had only post-poned

them through the exhaustion of conflict. The old issues of strife were re-emerging in

Europe. Apart from France and Britain, no country in Europe in 1924 had a

democratic form of government, Gibbs remarked.57

On the specific issue of the Treaty of Versailles, Philip Gibbs held a similar

view to that of Keynes (and many others at the time). Gibbs believed the Treaty was

unjust and vengeful, a betrayal of moderate-minded people. He predicted that it might

even lead to new wars.58

Gibbs’ fear of a new war was predicated on his experience of the First World

War and his belief that that conflict may have acted only as the precursor to an even

more horrific war. He wrote in Since Then, that ’there is the instinctive knowledge

among nations who were most stricken by the last war that the next, if there is to be a

next, will be worse in its slaughter and cruelties.’59 Gibbs declared that the peoples of

the former combatant nations were under no illusions as to the nature of "the next

war". The very nature of the modem world, with science and technology playing a

dominant role, would dictate the character of a future war. And, Gibbs seemed to be

55 Philip Gibbs, Ten Years After, (London, 1924), p. 65.
56 Ibid., p. 65.
57 Ibid., p. 65.
58 Ibid., pp. 66-69.
59 Philip Gibbs, Since Then, (London, 1930), p. 409.
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warning, if the leaders of Europe and America did not take urgent steps, future

generations would see the First World War as but the prototypical testing-ground of a

much more brutal technological battlefield which would result in even more massive

slaughter than had been the case in the Great War. And in any future war, Gibbs

predicted, civilians would become even more vulnerable to death and injury than in

the last war. The people of post-1918 Europe knew all this because, Gibbs explained:

They know that science has invented new methods of massacre, by gases more

poisonous than those last used, by aerial warfare which would destroy the civil

population of great cities, by guns of longer range, by a mechanised warfare

which would not be checked by trench lines. They know that their women

would die with the men, that there would be no sanctuary for children.6°

As much as with his non-fiction writing, Philip Gibbs’ many post-1918 novels were

infused with the memory of the Great War. Even in novels ostensibly set in the years

after the war, the impact of the First World War remains a key element of the various

story-lines and character motivation. A classic example of this can be seen in The

Battle Within, a novel set in Britain during the Second World War, and published in

1944. In this case themes are raised which are repeated again and again in Gibbs’

writings - both fiction and non-fiction. Identical phraseology when referring to the

Great War also becomes apparent. It should also be noted that in the case of books

about the First World War written by participants, as Leonard Smith comments - ’it is

never easy to draw a clear line demarcating fictional from non-fictional World War I

writings.’61

Quite a number of interesting and provocative themes are apparent in the post-

1918 novels of Philip Gibbs. Perhaps the most obvious of these is that of characters in

60 Ibid., p. 409.
61 Leonard V. Smith, ’Le Corps et la survie d’une identit6 dans les 6crits de guerre fran~;ais’, p. 4.
While Smith’s remarks refer to writings such as Barbusse, R6marque, etc the thrust of his statement
applies also in the case of Gibbs’ post-1918 novels where the Great War is mentioned.
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the novels who, as veterans of the First World War, suffer great mental anguish

having been tortured by their experiences in combat. Many of the characters become

pacifists (of varying degrees of extremity), some even tuming to membership of the

Church for solace and comfort.

One character in The Battle Within, Dr. Haddon, a country G.P. and veteran of

1914-1918, ponders the war against Hitler. ’He [Haddon] was a hater of war, having

seen the flower of British manhood mown down in the fields of the Somme and

smashed to bits in the dull routine of trench warfare and blinded and gassed.’ While

holding the view that Hitler and Nazi Germany had to be destroyed Haddon believes

the Second World War should never have happened: ’We had made the most ghastly

mistakes after the last war. Our own folly and carelessness had helped to produce

Hitler.’62 So, while Haddon was anti-war he was prepared to accept that the war

against the Nazis was a necessary evil.

This outlook was not shared by another figure in the novel, Reverend Marlow,

yet another veteran of the First War. Marlow was a Christian pacifist. His soul is

tormented by the fighting, the bombing of innocent civilians by both sides and the

endless suffering caused by the Second World War. He also recalls his experience on

the Westem Front. Here another current running through Gibbs’ fiction (and

presented none-too-subtly) is that of the generation of young British gentlemen who

cheerfully and eagerly went to war brim full of the public-school spirit - only to have

all their Edwardian beliefs and certainties wom down, then completely destroyed by

the experience of witnessing (and engaging in) mass slaughter on the Westem Front

over an extended period. Running alongside that motif is the theme of the shock of

early-twentieth-century man confronting the technological battlefield, with its gas,

high explosive artillery, machine-guns, aerial-bombing, tanks and all the other

military innovations which had surfaced during the war - as well as the nature of the

injuries caused by modem warfare (e.g. shell-shock, severe mutilation). ’He had been

keen to go out [to France], he had been filled with the public school tradition - the

62 Philip Gibbs, The Battle Within, (London, 1944), p. 39.
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tradition of Harrow. Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori - he was ready to die for

England.’63 Thrice wounded in battle - at the Somme, beyond Arras and at

Passchendaele - although he had initially enjoyed the adventure and camaraderie of

war, Marlow’s nerves had been worn down by the constant exposure to violent death.

’His company had been wiped out many times. He had lost most of his brother

officers. He had seen them mowed down by machine-gun fire and smashed by high

explosives and choked by poison gas and maimed and blinded.TM By the end of the

war Marlow had experienced a moment of epiphany. On Armistice Day he took the

decision to enter the Church:

He had felt damned lonely that day thinking back to all the friends he had lost,

all those Harrow boys who now lay under little wooden crosses in France and

Flanders. It seemed to him, being alive by freakish odds of chance, that he

must dedicate himself to the prevention of another war like this. He dedicated

himself to peace. That was the only way he could serve those who had died

and the boys coming after them. All that slaughter of youth would be in vain if

some day it happened again.65

As the above excerpt shows, the random nature of combat is another issue of interest

to Gibbs. He sees as a typical component of war the fact that veterans survived the

mass fighting of the Westem Front purely by chance. All around them men died -

often literally only a few feet away, hit by a random bullet or an incoming shell. The

nature of Great War combat in particular ensured that a soldier’s survivability at the

front depended often simply upon the roll of a cosmic dice.

Furthermore, Marlow’s character contains facets shared by a number of other

characters in Gibbs’ novels. Marlow suffers from survivor’s guilt- a common

psychological condition experienced by those who have suffered extreme trauma, but

63 Ibid., p. 64.
64 Ibid., p. 64.
65 Ibid., p. 64.
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have been spared death - unlike their friends or family. The condition is particularly

prevalent among Holocaust survivors (such as Primo Levi). It is often the case that

when the person has survived purely by chance the guilt is strongest. Survivor guilt

provides a driving determination for the survivor to somehow attempt to salve their

self-perceived "guilt" by embarking on crusades - be they political, moral, religious,

or militaristic. In Marlow’s case it is a pacifist crusade. This form of guilt is echoed

again in a later novel, The Spoils of Time, (1951) when the protagonist Val Haviland

struggles to come to terms with the meaning of the Armistice of 1918:

In his [Val’s] heart there was a kind of prayer that this would be the end of

War, that he would never let down his dead pals, that he might pay back for

being alive, this unexpected life, by dedicating himself to Peace and truth and

human fellowship. Somehow he would have to pay for his life.66

In The Spoils of Time, a large part of which is set during the First and Second World

Wars and the inter-war period, Haviland joins the Artists Rifles as an officer in 1914,

eager to see action. Haviland symbolises the enthusiasm for war of many of the young

men of Britain in 1914, as well as the unfounded belief that the war would "be over

by Christmas." Yet Gibbs provides a character, Julian Cobbett, who, in the first

months of the war expresses dissent. He delays joining the huge swell of volunteers

by one day in order to savour the feeling of being ’"a free man, a civilized man, a sane

man [ .... ] In due course I shall go with my fellow slaves to Flanders, there to die as

gun-fodder with cold feet and a bit of metal in my belly. Today I take my farewell of

civilization." Haviland, his friend, remonstrates with him, insisting that it is in order

to save civilisation that he and hordes of men are joining the army. Six months later,

Haviland reaches the front. Even though ’the lists of casualties were mounting up

66 Philip Gibbs, The Spoils of Time, (London, 1951), p. 182.
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[ ....]The real massacre had not yet begun, the mowing down of the fine flower of

youth in the fields of the Somme and the bogs of Paschendaele [sic].’67

The command of men had given Haviland ’self-confidence and a sense of

responsibility and a pride in his battalion. That carried him through the first phase of

the war, enabling him to grin at all discomfort in stinking dug-outs, in waterlogged

trenches, in verminous billets behind the lines.’68 But all that would change during the

Somme battles. Like Rev. Marlow, Val Haviland’s outlook on life underwent a

momentous change - as a direct consequence of his experiences on the Somme:

There was too much death. Too many of his men were killed. Too many of his

friends [ .... ] The bodies of boys he had known and trained were blown to bits

around him. The sergeant-major, bravest of men, became a gibbering shell-

shock case. Most of his fellow officers were hit. Many of them were horribly

mutilated. The survivors [...] were but a thin haggard little company of men

from hell.69

Gibbs as writer conveys the Somme campaign as such an horrific event that it shatters

the faith of the fictive protagonist in almost everything he had believed in when

volunteering in 1914. His faith in politicians, patriotism, nationalism and the virtuous

aspects of war had been irrevocably shattered by what he had undergone in 1916.

No visible wound, but invisible hurt- a wounded soul. The horror of all this

took hold of him, a physical and spiritual loathing for the stench of death, for

the look of dead men, for the massacre of boys even younger than himself who

had hardly tasted life before it was taken away from them. They had been

cheery kids. They were a decent crowd. What was all this about anyhow, this

war? Why should fellows like himself- not that he cared a damn about death -

67 Ibid., pp. 153-154.
68 Ibid., pp. 154-155.
69 Ibid., pp. 155-156.
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be sacrificed to some high powers playing power politics in Foreign Offices

and council chambers? Why should these boys be sent to slaughter on futile

attacks by Generals and their staffs far behind the lines in comfortable

chateaux? Why should there be war to the death with those German soldiers

who had been peasants in Bavaria or schoolboys in Munich or waiters in

London - every batch of prisoners had a waiter from London - knowing

nothing of the forces which had created this war and being told to march and

die like good Germans?TM

The conception of the Germans as the enemy during the Great War is also a theme of

interest to Gibbs the novelist - a theme which was clearly evident also in his war-time

dispatches for the Daily Chronicle. It is clear that Gibbs believed there existed what

might be termed the "commonality of war" when he depicted the German soldiers as

being no different, in human terms, from British or French soldiers. During the war,

all the British correspondents depicted German prisoners-of-war as being

undernourished, demoralised, and somehow inferior to Allied troops. Gibbs was the

only war-time correspondent to go beyond that and to also depict the captured

Germans as individual human-beings. This is repeated in his post-war novels. He tries

to make the point that it was only the soldiers who could see the enemy as they really

were, as those who were not at the front were constantly fed propaganda which

depicted the "enemy" as inhuman and barbaric and lacking any qualities of civility. In

The Spoils of Time, a German soldier dies by Haviland’s side in No Man’s Land.

Haviland reads a letter from the dead soldier in which the German expressed his

sorrow at having to kill Englishmen and regret about the war:

This letter from the boy who had died by his side in No Man’s Land, as well

as talks with German prisoners whom he had helped to capture, had an effect

upon Val’s mind. The enemy no longer remained impersonal and hateful, but

70 Ibid., (London, 1951), p. 156.
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a mass of poor devils as human as his own men, as much to be pitied because

of unceasing slaughter. They were, he thought, the victims of a war caused by

the folly of statesmen and the rivalry of the Big Pots of whom they knew

nothing. They were just flung into the furnace fires and used as gun-fodder.

They had mothers and sisters and sweethearts like his own crowd. The whole

thing was a hideous crime against civilization.71

And on leave in England Val again expresses his lack of hatred for Germans to his

sister Olivia. She angrily demands if he has turned traitor:

"Almost," he said quietly. "A traitor to the folly that caused this war, the

damnable insanity of it - the sacrifice of poor boobs who don’t know what it’s

all about but have to do the fighting and the dying, according to orders."

Olivia imagined that soldiers ought to be ready to die cheerfully like

gentlemen on the field of honour with their faces to the foe according to the

old heroic tradition? She had never seen a battlefield, never smelt the stench

of dead bodies, nor seen boys blown to bits four miles away from the enemy

by long-range guns. It was no use telling her. It was no use telling anyone who

had not been in that other life. The two "slaveys", [housemaids] Ruth and

Susan, had the same romantic view of war.72

However, in spite of his utter disgust for the war,

Within, Haviland believed that the war would have to

were defeated:

like Dr. Haddon in The Battle

continue until the Germans

They would have to beat the Boche. He would have to go on. His hatred and

loathing of war, his belief that it had been caused by a handful of men on top,

71 Ibid., p. 158.
72 Ibid., p. 166.
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that it was a crime against civilization made no difference to the whole bloody

business. They couldn’t show the white feather now or call it off by an

inconclusive peace which would lead to another war. It was the war to end

war. Never again! That would be the reward for all this sacrifice on both sides.

He believed that - then.73

Gibbs’ next novel, The Cloud Above The Green, published in 1952, was this time set

during the 1950s, with the story revolving around the Cold War, the ongoing Korean

War and fears of an atomic war being started by the Russians. Once again, the impact

of the First World War is obvious. The details of the story-line are unimportant here,

but there are a number of moments in the novel in which the memory of the Great

War takes centre-stage. One particularly striking episode is that involving the vicar,

Gerald Langtry, (yet another Christian pacifist) as he awaits the entrance of Lady

Kendrick who is to join with him in his anti-war campaign. While waiting the vicar

gazes upon a portrait of Lady Kendrick’s husband, General Kendrick, a veteran of the

First World War and a still-serving War Office soldier. The portrait of Kendrick was

painted by Orpen while the General was a young World War I captain:

- a striking bit of work of a typical young officer of the Somme battles with his

steel helmet and gas-bag and, curiously enough, a kind of shell-shock look in

his eyes. Perhaps Orpen had given him that look to interpret his own horror of

the Somme battles with their daily routine of massacre. "Oh, Vicar, I’m sorry

to have kept you waiting," said Lady Kendrick [ .... ] "Not at all!" he answered.

"I was having a look at Orpen’s portrait of your husband. A masterpiece. Was

it like him at the time?" Lady Kendrick looked up at her husband’s picture.

"That’s how I remember him. That’s how I met him first in 1917 after the

Battles of the Somme. He was in hospital for quite a time. I helped to nurse

him." "There’s something odd about the eyes," said the Vicar. "A queer look

73 Ibid., p. 167.
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in them." "Not queer," said Lady Kendrick. "It was the look of many young

officers and men who had been over the top too many times and crawled over

the bodies, or the bits of bodies, of the dead in No Man’s Land. I remember

the look." 74

The idea of the memory of the war directly shaping a person’s motivation for

opposing war is also evident in this and other novels by Gibbs. Lady Kendrick’s

memory of the war had led her, earlier in the novel, to refuse the accept the

inevitability of another war. Interestingly she takes as her precedent the Great War

and not the more recent Second World War:

"I refuse to accept it," said Lady Kendrick, in her ’cello-like voice. "The

women of England - and France and all the other countries - should refuse to

accept it. Why should our boys be driven to the slaughter-house? ’Dilly dilly

come and be killed.’ I’m old enough to remember the First World War with its

frightful massacre of youth - three of my brothers. Is all that to happen again?

Is our Mervyn sentenced to death already before he’s had a chance of life? It’s

this dreadful acceptance of war - the Americans are the worst - which is so

ghastly."75

In his 1953 novel, Called Back, Gibbs situates the story in the United States in the

years after World War II. One of the secondary characters, Stan Buckley represents

the memory of the First World War:

Buckley had become famous after the First World War by a novel called No

Man’s Land which had become a best-seller sweeping across the United

States. It was a relentless picture of the realities of war, deeply ironical of the

74 Philip Gibbs, The CloudAbove The Green, (London, 1952 - this edition, Bath, 1973), p. 57.
75 Ibid., p. 37.
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High Command, harsh in criticism of orders resulting in the needless slaughter

of men, and written entirely from the view-point - often wrong, often unfair,

no doubt - of the common soldier who had been used as gun fodder. Curiously

enough, perhaps, for a book of raw realism and savage intensity of hatred for

war, there emerged from his pages a feeling of love for the humanity of the

common man who did the fighting and the dying, a pervading tenderness and

pity and a kind of spiritual beauty penetrating its tragic narrative. Probably its

humanity as well as its passion had caught hold of the American public. It

takes its place still with those war books and plays like Journey’s End, All’s

[sic] Quiet on the Western Front, Blunden’s Undertones of War, Zweig’s

Sergeant Grischa and Barbusse’s Le Feu which were inspired by the

frightfulness of the First World War and by the conviction of the authors -

falsified by Fate - that it must never happen again.TM

One of Gibbs’ better attempts at novel writing is The Curtains of Yesterday, published

in 1958 a few years before his death. The action takes place in the years during and

after the Great War and up to the outbreak of the Second World War. The story jumps

backwards and forwards in time.

The theme of the Germans as enemy, and the conception of "the enemy" by

British soldiers is evident once more. In the second chapter, the main character,

Captain Val Tycehurst goes into Germany with the British Army of Occupation. They

meet and begin flirting with some pretty German mcidel. One young officer protests at

the fraternisation and is gently chided by Tycehurst for his animosity. The young

lieutenant is unsure of how he should feel towards the German people. He asks:

’"Haven’t we been hating them for a long time?" "Not the front line soldiers." said

Tycehurst. "We were all in the same mud and mess together.’’’7v

76 Philip Gibbs, Called Back, (London, 1953), pp. 32-33.

77 Philip Gibbs, The Curtains of Yesterday, (London, 1958), pp. 19-20.
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Later on Tycehurst overhears British soldiers speaking to the waitresses in a

German beer hall. A Cockney corporal is heard to say:

"[...] You Germans have a lousy language, Ma. A regular tongue-twister. But

you’re nice people. Gute leute. We didn’t know that, when we were killing

your sons and brothers. We were very much misled by the lousy papers. But

all that’s forgotten and forgiven [ .... ],, 78

Continuing the theme of the German as "enemy", Gibbs has a French officer, clearly

symbolising France, criticising Tycehurst for fraternising with the Germans:

"I’m in favour of it," said Tycehurst looking him in the eyes. "It’s the best way

to prevent another war. It’s time we washed the blood out of our eyes and out

of our minds." Jean de Villemain raised his hands. "Mon dieu.t Mon dieu.r’ he

exclaimed with a kind of agony in his voice. "Unless we crush Germany into

the mud they’ll rise again. Unless we destroy their industries and keep them

weak, and let them know the meaning of defeat they will come back for

revenge. That is certain. Otherwise France will be betrayed. Our dead will be

betrayed. Verdun will have been in vain." Val Tycehurst shook his head. "We

don’t want a peace of vengeance. Haig said so the other day. I agree with him.

We want a new comradeship among nations.’’79

However, even the saintly Tycehurst’s commendable attitude of tolerance towards the

German people does not ensure total amity from the Germans themselves. One

evening he dines with a semi-indigent aristocratic German family whom he has

befriended - the von Raumers. The Baron, an Anglophile, talks of pleasant memories

78 Ibid., pp. 22-23.
79 Ibid., p. 27.
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of Britain - but the wife launches into a proto-Nazi denunciation of the "architects" of

the German defeat:

"There is no argument about one thing," said Frau von Raumer firmly. "Our

glorious German Army was never defeated. It was the politicians who

surrendered - the traitors behind the scenes. It was a stab in the back." Captain

Tycehurst had heard that before. He was going to hear it many times again.

And it was completely untrue,s0

Throughout Philip Gibbs’ writings, a tone of bitterness pervades the discourse. It is

highlighted especially when he writes about those in society who profited (not just

financially) from the war or did not suffer any major hardships - such as; "shirkers",

profiteers, entrepreneurs, and women who were not called to fight but cheerfully

accepted, or even promoted, the "sacrifice of youth". For example, later on in The

Curtains of Yesterday, Gibbs sarcastically lashes out at the war profiteers, the

plutocrats, and the "old men" who had cheerfully sent the young to out to die.

Tycehurst’s father says to his daughter:

"[ ....]I’m also thankful that I’m doing my own small bit to win the war." His

bit consisted of selling great quantities of paper to the Government for

propaganda purposes, and making a patriotic speech now and then at public

meetings in which he glorified the heroism of youth and their sacrifice for

King and Country. "I have the honour," he said once, "to have a son who is

serving in the front line as one of our gallant young officers. If I had ten sons I

should wish them all to be front line soldiers." "Father," said Patricia when

she drove home with him after that meeting, "do you really mean that about

having ten sons in the war?" "Of course," he said. "Why not?" "Some of them

would surely be killed," said Patricia. "Supposing we get a telegram one day

80 Ibid., p. 29.
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about Val - or Robin? I live in dread of it." "It would be a dreadful blow," he

admitted, "but we should have to face it with resignation - and pride. Dulce et

decorum est - you know the rest." Her mother was equally patriotic and

stoical.8~

In fact, Patricia Tycehurst’s mother and her society friends, ’thought it natural and

right that thousands of young men should be killed or maimed and blinded.’82 Gibbs’

anger towards such society women is clear - though whether he felt such women were

a majority is not so clear. It should be noted that Gibbs seems to have possessed a

misogynistic streak. For example the use of the term "slut" crops up frequently in his

novels, as do women characters who feel tempted to betray their husbands or other

femme fatales who ensnare married men.

Conclusion.

Examining closely the writings of Philip Gibbs from 1918 onwards, points to a

number of conclusions. The main point is that the memory of the war drove Philip

Gibbs for the rest of his life. Almost everything he wrote was informed by his time in

the war-zone. Like his fictional characters his entire post-war life was dominated by a

desire to ensure that such a catastrophe as the First World War would never occur

again. He had seen the realities of war and was so perturbed by that seminal

experience that he could never divest himself of the legacy of the war. So, rather than

try to ignore it, Gibbs embraced the memory of war and tried to utilise it in order to

preach a message of peace and tolerance in Europe. It seems possible from a close

reading of his post-war polemics that Philip Gibbs experienced a measure of guilt at

his complicity in providing an overly-sanitised depiction of the war. But even if such

an analysis is correct there was much more to it than that. By writing about the war in

such an obviously anguished manner, Gibbs was attempting to ascribe some deeper
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meaning to a conflict beyond what he firmly believed was the terrible mortal

destruction of what he called "the fine flower of our youth". If the Great War was not

"the war to end all wars" then what, Gibbs demanded, was it about? If a second world

war could not be averted then the years 1914-18 were simply a terrible, tragic waste.

And when the war against Germany did come again consolation lay only in the fact

that this time it seemed to be a just and necessary, rather than simply an unavoidable

War.
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Conclusion.

The most powerful impact on the British war correspondents as they reported on the

First World War was the fact that the Britain government had at its disposal, at an

obvious level, extremely far-reaching and repressive powers to deal with anyone or

anything it deemed to be a threat to the security of the nation. And at a less obvious

level, the British State could have subtly applied immense pressure on any newspaper

or proprietor to curb the "excesses" of any of its journalists. The suppression of The

Globe newspaper (and threats to suppress others) is an example of overt action by the

war-time state. Covert actions, by their very nature, are much more difficult to cite -

but the circumstantial evidence relating to Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett suggests that he

was quietly "black-listed" by the British Army and Government after he attempted to

highlight the bungling at Gallipoli by General Sir Ian Hamilton. This state of affairs,

above all, dictated the limits of the war correspondents’ freedom of operation.

Another highly significant factor in explaining the nature of British war

correspondence during the Great War was that of patriotism. That quality manifested

itself in the self-censorship by the correspondents of their war news. The British

correspondents were as patriotic as the next man, and naturally wished to see their

country defeat Germany and her allies. But they were also journalists, whose primary

function was to report as accurately and faithfully as possible on events which they

witnessed. If this thesis has demonstrated anything it is that patriotism and journalism

do not co-exist happily. The post-war recollections of the war correspondents

suggests that a sense of guilt may have existed in their minds, during and after the

war, that they had over-emphasized the military successes of the Allies and the

failures of the Central powers. The war reporters had shied away from explicitly

depicting the mass death and trauma among Allied troops, while constantly drawing

attention to the casualty rates of the enemy.

meditated or well-organised "withdrawals",

depicted as cowardly or panicky soldiers fleeing en masse

British or Allied troops.

British retreats were reported as pre-

while German retreats were usually

in the face of superior

German morale was always low, while British morale and
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spirits remained steadily effervescent. Such a state of affairs was understandable, but

it does not detract from the conclusion that feelings of patriotism and the attendant

fear of giving aid or comfort to the enemy led the British war correspondents into

delivering an overly-sanitized and thus inaccurate picture of the reality of First World

War combat.

Censorship was a further problem which confronted the British war

correspondents as they tried to discharge their duties during the Great War. And the

requirements of the censorship system raised a number of vital questions, including:

the role of the press and State in time of war; the relationship between the State and

the press; the relationship between the press and the public; and finally, how all these

categories impinged on, or were affected by, the democratic basis of the United

Kingdom.

In essence, the correspondents had to strike a balance between reporting as

fully as possible what they had seen of combat and death and telling the public what

(commensurate with its preconceptions of combat and with the goal of winning the

war), the correspondents felt the public should know. The gap between these two

options was a sliding scale of self-censorship and suppression of information.

However that aspiration was further complicated by the British Government. Put

simply, the British State believed that if the press was allowed report whatever they

wished then Britain could lose the war. The argument (which was not novel) was that

if the press was not censored then valuable information would be made available to

the enemy who would in tum use such information to the detriment of Britain’s

armies in the field. The difficulty lay in deciding what should and what should not be

censored. Again a balance had to be struck - but as this thesis has shown, the British

war correspondents felt very strongly that the censorship of their reports were far too

heavy-handed and prevented them from doing their jobs effectively. Although

censorship eased as the war dragged on, even as late as 1918, the front-line dispatches

of the correspondents were very circumscribed. For example, mention could not be

made (apart from very isolated instances) of the precise numbers of Allied casualties,
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the naming of Allied units was forbidden, as was discussion of the future plans of the

High Command. The Defence of the Realm Act was so all-encompassing that literally

anything the State deemed to be information of potential use to the enemy was

forbidden from publication. The British Army had their own on-site Army censors to

enforce the draconian provisions of the act.

When war broke out in 1914 the majority of Britain’s war correspondents - be

they veterans or novices - were convinced that they would be allowed to function in

very much the same manner as had been the case in previous conflicts in which

Britain was a participant. As we saw in the second chapter of this thesis they were

soon shocked to discover that the freedom to report and follow the armies in the field

had now been severely, if not completely, curtailed. In one sense, it was perhaps na~ve

of the correspondents to have held such expectations. After all, the nature and

structures of armed forces throughout the world had changed considerably by 1914.

While the British Army may have been very traditionalist and conservative in outlook

it had not completely escaped the wave of new military methods, weapons and

technologies which had transformed European and other armies by 1914. The British

Army of 1914 was now a much more bureaucratic, organised and even publicity-

conscious institution than its Boer War incarnation. And once the Army found its

beatings on the Continent, it intended (with the full blessing and co-operation of His

Majesty’s Government) to keep the front-line correspondents on a very tight leash.

But there was much more to it than that. The correspondents held many more

expectations than just the belief that the Army would leave them be to cover the

fighting in France and Belgium. Many reporters travelled across the Channel in the

late summer and autumn of 1914 in the belief that they would witness stirring scenes

of romance and chivalry involving the cream of Britain’s warrior-class. What they got

instead was the retreat from Mons and the routine of industrialised trench-warfare.

Thus one of the most significant issues to emerge from this thesis is the

undeniable existence of a clash between the reality of modem total, technological and

industrialised war and the pre-war traditional notions of war reporting held by the
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correspondents themselves. The cadre of war correspondents were, almost to a man,

completely unprepared for the psychological, emotional, physical and ideological

demands placed upon them by the nature of trench warfare and the level of death and

destruction on the main fronts of the war. At a psychological level, the correspondents

routinely witnessed sights of utter horror on the battlefield - terrific injuries,

dismemberment and mutilation inflicted by truly awesome new weapons. They had to

contend with the daily effect of machine-gun fire, gases, grenades and the constant

rain of high explosive artillery shells. Often they viewed fields literally carpeted with

line upon line of corpses accompanied by the ever-present stench of decomposing

flesh. The reporters watched as thousands of men leapt the parapets to stumble across

No Man’s Land into the scythe-like screen of enemy machine-gun fire, while failing

to achieve any worthwhile or lasting military objective. Such scenes were most

bloody during the big campaigns, such as at the Somme and Passchendaele, but were

repeated often daily on a smaller scale throughout the war. Grappling with the radical

novelty of this experience themselves, the correspondents then had to report this to

their readers. This proved to be the most difficult aspect of their role as professional

eye-witnesses.

This study of the First World War and the front-line reporters suggests that

traditional newspaper reporting was no longer capable of giving a rounded

representation of modem war. Leaving aside the effect of censorship and self-

censorship, one wonders simply whether or not modem warfare now demanded

modem media - a new approach to covering mass conflict. For example, the scale of

the war (in terms of the geographical distribution of the theatres of war and of the

numbers of combatants and the attendant logistics involved) was so massive that it

was impossible for the small pool of war correspondents to comprehensively cover

the entire field of battle. If the reporters were unable to see the entire panorama of

battle then they were forced to fill in the blanks by interviewing the combatants and

the military commanders - to a certain extent this diluted the immediacy and impact

of their reportage. Moreover, the fact that reporting on most fronts during the First
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World War operated on a pooled basis ensured that the style of reporting tended

towards homogeneity rather than individualism. During the war the reader could

never be absolutely certain that the reporter had seen with his own eyes incidents and

events described within a dispatch. Even more importantly, was it fair to expect the

Great War journalist, who relied on the printed word, to convey precisely the reality

of the fighting? It is apparent that words (censored or uncensored) were no longer

capable on their own of accurately representing modern combat. Developments in

technology before and during the First World War (such as photography and cinema

newsreel) might have helped diminish such obstacles had they been utilised properly,

but censorship emasculated the efficacy of such new forms of media.

The new style of warfare also radically reconfigured the idea of the war

correspondent as well as the ideals of masculinity and virility in time of war. As

previously mentioned, romance and chivalry were absent from most fronts during the

war, and it was the absence of those qualities which go some way towards explaining

why the changes in notions of masculinity and the character and image of the war

correspondent occurred.

In previous wars involving the British, the lone warrior could display qualities

of courage, chivalry and martial ardour in battle. Up to and including the Boer War it

was possible for a single soldier to affect the outcome of an action or battle - for

example, by inspiring his men in an advance by leading from the front, or by simply

killing enough of the enemy to rout the remainder from the field. Or a warrior could

sacrifice himself and his men in the certain belief that such a stirring episode would

be recorded in the annals of the Empire’s pantheon of glorious deeds. In other words

one could die in combat and go down in history for doing so -pace the Charge of the

Light Brigade. With the First World War all that changed irrevocably on the European

fronts.

Men were indeed sacrificed - but to no avail. The correspondents could not

glorify such deeds because they failed to achieve victory. Commanders no longer led

from the front - modern war dictated that the leaders issued orders from headquarters
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situated miles behind the lines. Generals were deemed indispensable and, even if they

had wanted to, were ordered to stay clear of the actual fighting. The correspondents,

battling with external and internal censorship, could not tell their readers the reality of

trench warfare. They could not report on offensives which cost thousands of lives but

gained naught. Nor could they describe, with the level of detail that Russell of the

Crimea had done, the gore and grime of industrialised warfare; the sheer scale of

death and suffering. Nor, as Russell again had done, could they criticise the military

prosecution of the war. Strategic or tactical discussion was permitted the

correspondents as long as it tallied with the official line - no mention could be made

of incompetence or bungling. Cowardice was a quality which did not exist within the

war correspondents’ dispatches - unless it referred to enemy funk. Phrases such as

"gallantry" and stoic "courage" abounded in the front-line reports, but they meant

little or nothing and were almost never applied to the German conduct in combat. A

massive gulf existed between what occurred on the battlefields and what was reported

to have taken place there by the British war correspondents.

The language of war reporting was also frequently dissonant with the tone of

the fighting man’s experience. The correspondents were, of course, aware of the

dichotomy they were creating, and some (Philip Gibbs in particular), if we assess their

writings may have spent the rest of their lives attempting to assuage their guilt for

their complicity in doing so. Hamilton Fyfe refused a knighthood for his work as an

official war correspondent. A very few brave souls stuck their heads above the parapet

(Ellis Ashmead Bartlett is the most notable) and were swiftly punished for daring to

express such dangerous dissent. But perhaps the case of the dissenters raises the most

salient question regarding the conduct of the British war correspondents of the First

World War. Could the war correspondents have acted any differently than they did?

Could they have depicted the war as it really was without, in the words of DORA,

’giving aid or comfort to the enemy’? The answer to that must be a qualified no.

At the beginning of the First World War, the typical war correspondent was

seen as a member of a breed apart from the "ordinary hack" journalist. By the close of
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the war the front-line reporter had undergone an almost total transformation. From

being a rugged individualist whose exploits as a journalist sometimes rivalled the

adventures of soldiers, the war correspondent had become a pale shadow of the past.

For a start, the correspondent now went un-armed and wore the khaki uniform of the

commissioned Army officer, whereas in the old days he would have travelled in

civilian clothes (or, like Ashmead-Bartlett, dressed in an eclectic mixture of safari,

military and civilian garb) and carried a personal side-arm. By 1918 the correspondent

was a part of, as opposed to apart from the Army which he accompanied. He could

travel only where permitted by the military authorities, and had to pool the fruits of

his labour with his colleagues. Reflecting the collective character of the new

industrialised world war, the correspondent was now but a cog in the war machine,

instead of the free agent he wanted to be. Individualism was next to impossible now.

As seemed to be the case with all other aspects of the war, everything had been

subsumed into an anonymous mass. Certainly, during the first few months of the war

in 1914 the war correspondents were able to operate as individuals, and (as was

shown in Chapter Two) managed to get close to the action on occasion, without Army

supervision and control. But quite quickly they were rounded-up by the military

authorities and returned to their home countries, or else spent a frustrating time

kicking their heels in Paris in the forlorn hope that the Allies would relent and allow

them access to the front to freely report the war. But it was not to be. The few

journalists who were later granted official status as war correspondents discovered

that their expectations were completely at odds with what was expected of them by

the Allied governments. Without realising it the British correspondents became the

first journalists of the twentieth century to be mobilised and sent to war as part of an

army’s arsenal.

Finally, it can be seen that the story of British war reporting and the First

World War is primarily one of a conflict between a desire to tell a deeper "truth"

about the nature of warfare and the necessity to be extremely economical with such a
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"truth". During the war years, this conflict was continual, and the deeper "truth" about

the war was the ultimate loser.
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APPENDICES

Sample war correspondent article.

(Source: The Daily Chronicle, July 7, 1916, p. 1 .)

TROOPS WHO FOUGHT TO THE DEATH. By "The Daily Chronicle" Special

Correspondent, Philip Gibbs. With The British Armies In The Field, July 5.

Last night and this moming the enemy made attempts to drive our men out of their

positions at Thi6pval, but were repulsed with heavy losses. Their bombers advanced

in strong numbers upon the Leipzig trench south of the village of Thi6pval, and at the

same time north of the cemetery to St. Pierre Divion, but in neither case did they have

any effect.

At other parts of the line, between La Boiselle and Montauban there were

bombardments by the enemy’s batteries and our own, and by hard fighting we have

captured Pouth trench and an important system of trenches known as the Quadrangle,

north-east of La Boiselle and on the way to Contalmaison.

Standing to-day on the battlefield north of Ovillers-La Boiselle, I was able to

look over a wide area of this zone of fire and to see our new positions. Straight in

front of me was Thi6pval Wood marked by a ragged fringe of broken trees through

which appeared the ruins of the village. Heavy shells were falling there, and our

shrapnel was bursting thickly upon the high ground held by the enemy. To the left of

me was Beaumont Hamel, opposite Auchonvillers the village of Authille.

It is historic ground. A hundred years hence men of our blood will come here

with reverence as to sacred soil. For over this stretch of country, a few miles wide, has

been fought one of the great battles of history, and here many thousands of our men

advanced upon the enemy with a spirit of marvellous self-sacrifice, beyond the

ordinary courage of men.
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They faced hellish fires here without faltering. There was not one man who

turned and fled at a time when the bravest of them might have quailed. They were all

heroes worthy of the highest honour which may be given for valour in the field.

Something supernatural seemed to animate these battalions of English boys, and those

battalions of Irish and Scots, so that they went forward into furnace fires as though to

fair fields, and when many of them stood in the very presence of death it was to the

cry of "No Surrender!" that they went forward again to meet their fate.

Their losses were heavy. It is tragic as well as wonderful, this strong story of

our advance upon the German lines, when we captured their trenches by an assault

that could not be resisted at first even by overwhelming gunfire. I have spoken to

Brigadiers who mourn many of their dear men. The agony in their eyes made it

difficult to face them. The number of casualties was high throughout the whole length

of front on the left of our attack, and inevitable because the valour of the men counted

no cost in their assault against positions terribly strong, as they knew, but not stronger

than their resolve to carry them.

The enemy’s losses were frightful, too, and his courage great. It was because

very brave men were on both sides that the battlefield in this region was strewn with

stricken men.

They were men of the North Country, who were on the left of our attack

between Ovillers-La Boiselle, and a point south of Hebuterne. As soon as our

bombardment lifted at half-past-seven in the morning of July 1 the brigade left its

trenches and advanced line by line in perfect order, as though on parade.

The ground in front of them was wrecked by our shell fire. Several times

during the bombardment the trenches had heaved and changed their form, so that all

the contours of the earth were altered. But there were many men still left alive below

ground in the German dug-outs, those deep dug-outs of theirs that go below the reach

of even the heaviest shells, and with them were many machine-guns and deadly

weapons.
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Behind them also was a great concentration of artillery, for it is evident that

the enemy had expected attack here, perhaps our main attack, and had massed his

heaviest guns at this point. His barrage was immense in its effect of fire upon our

trenches and the ground between ours and his. To reach his line our men had to pass

through a wall of bursting shells. Our own barrage continued intensely, but at the

moment of the infantry attack the German soldiers stood up on their parapets in the

very face of this bombardment, and fired upon our advancing men with automatic

rifles.

Their machine-gunners also showed an extreme courage, and with amazing

audacity forced their way over the broken parapets into No Man’s Land and swept our

ranks with a scythe of bullets. Numbers of our men dropped but others went on,

charging the machine-guns with fixed bayonets, hurling bombs at the men on the

parapets and forcing their way into and across the German trenches. Wave after wave

followed, and those who did not fall went on, into the enemy’s first line, into the

enemy’s second line, then on again to his third line, and by a kind of miracle even to

his fourth line. There were men who went as far as Serre .... They never came back.

The enemy’s guns kept up a continuous bombardment from 7.30 till mid-day

like an incessant roll of drums, and the ground over which our men continued to

advance was cratered like a system of trous-de-loups. An orderly who tried to come

back with a message from the men in the front was buried three times on his way, but

struggled out and delivered his report. Human courage could not reach greater heights

than these men showed.

On the right of these North Countrymen were other bodies of troops from the

West of England, the Midlands and Eastem Counties, with battalions of Irish and

Scottish troops. They, too, had to face a great ordeal. When they went towards the

German trenches, not at a rush, but at parade step, under a storm of shells, the enemy

came up out of their dug-outs, with machine-guns and rifles, and fought very

stubbornly even when Midland men and other English troops reached them with
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bombs and bayonets. There was a fierce corps-h-corps in the front line trench until

most of the enemy were killed.

Then our men went on to the second German line, under still fiercer fire. By

this time they were in an inferno of shell-fire and smoke, and nothing was seen of

them by artillery observers until at 8.45 some rockets went up very far into the

German lines, showing that some of the Territorials had got as far as their last

objective. Some of the infantry went as far as Pendant Copse, south-east of Serre.

Messages came through from them. Urgent messages calling for help. "For God’s sake

send us bombs."

But the enemy’s gunfire was so violent and so deep in its barrage that nothing

could pass through it, and it was impossible to send up relief to men who had gone

too far in their keen desire to break the German lines.

A little further south were some Irish, Welsh, and Scottish troops. When they

left their trenches our bombardment was still at its full might; but suddenly the noise

of it was obliterated entirely, so that not a gun was heard, by a new and more terrible

sound.

It was the sound as though great furnace fires were sweeping flames across No

Man’s Land with a steady blast, and it came from German machine-guns in the

stronghold of Beaumont-Hamel, and from more German machine-guns in concrete

emplacements which had escaped our gunfire upon the enemy’s trenches.

Many of our men fell. Some of the Irish troops lost severely. But other ranks

marched on, not quickly, but at a quiet, leisurely pace, never faltering as gaps were

made in their ranks.

Some of them did not even trouble to wear their steel casques, but carried

them, as though for future use if need be. And they went across the German trenches

and right ahead into the very heart of a storm of fire, too quickly, in spite of their calm

way of going, because they did not clear the German dug-outs as they passed, and

men came out and bombed them from the rear. South of Beaumont-Hamel were some
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other battalions, whose advance was upon Thi6pval Wood, and they fought with

extraordinary resolution and hardihood.

It was they who shouted "No surrender!" as their battle-cry, and then tough,

hard, gallant men forced their way forward over ground raked by every kind of shot

and shell. The enemy’s trenches could not resist their attack, and they stormed their

way through, killing many of the enemy who resisted them. In Thi6pval Wood, where

the trees were slashed by shrapnel, they collected their strength, formed into line, and

stood the shock of several German counter-attacks. Then they charged and flung

down the enemy’s ranks, taking more than 200 prisoners.

Another counter-attack was made upon the soldiers who had forced their way

to the outskirts of Thi6pval village, from which there came an incessant chatter of

machine-gun fire. Some of them were cut off from all support, but they fought

forward, and the shout of "No surrender!"

sure of death.

came from them again, though they were

This attack by our troops on the left of the theatre of attack is one of the

greatest revelations of human courage ever seen in history. The tragedy of it - for the

loss of many brave men makes it tragic, though they achieved their purpose - is

brightened by the shining valour of all these splendid soldiers to whom death, in those

great hours, had no kind of terror.

The lightly-wounded men who came back, and there were large numbers of

lightly-wounded men, were proud of their adventure and hopeful of victory. They had

no panic in their eyes or hearts. It was a weary walk for many of them down to the

Red House where their wounds were staunched. They had two miles to go, and it was

a long two miles to men weak from loss of blood, dizzy, tired to the point of death.

Some of them staggered and fell at the very gate of the dressing station, but even then

they spoke brave words, and said, "We’ve got ’em on the run!"

The enemy behaved well, I am told, to our wounded men at some parts of the

line, and helped them over the parapets. This makes us loth to tell other stories, not so

good. Let us not think, just now, of the ugliness of battle, but rather of the beauty of
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these men of ours, who were forgetful of self and faced the cruellest fire with a high

and noble courage.
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Content analysis questionnaire 1. : Depiction of Combat on the Western Front.

(1) Are instances of individual action mentioned in the dispatch?

(2) Are instances of individual courage mentioned in the dispatch?l

(3) Are "friendly" killed, wounded and/or captured mentioned? (e.g. light, heavy,

none?)2

(4) Are "enemy" killed, wounded and/or captured mentioned? (e.g. light, heavy,

none?)

(5) Does the dispatch contain a broad or strategic appreciation or description of the

combat?

(6) Does the dispatch contain a narrow or detailed appreciation or description of the

combat?3

(7) Are new or unorthodox or innovative tactics (e.g. "shock troops", tanks)

mentioned in the dispatch?

(8) Is industrial/technological terminology (e.g. railways, lorries and new weaponry

[i.e. weapons used since 1914] excluding machine-guns, artillery or grenades)

employed by the correspondent regarding the combat?

(9) Are "romantic" or traditional terms (i.e. "gallantry", "dash", "honour") used in the

dispatch regarding "friendly" forces?4

(10) Are

dispatch

(11) Are

forces in

(12) Are

forces in

"romantic" or traditional terms (i.e. "gallantry", "dash", "honour") used in the

regarding "enemy" forces?

negative (military) phrases (e.g. retreat, surrender) used regarding "friendly"

combat? How often?5

negative (military) phrases (e.g. retreat, surrender) used regarding "enemy"

combat? How often?

I Questions (1) and (2) apply to German soldiers as well.
2 Does not include past losses - only present and very recent losses.
3 I.e. detailed accounts (i.e. more than three paragraphs) of fighting by small units or individuals.
4 Excluding "heroic", "brave" "courage" - as they are not romantic as such.
5 Confined to phrases concerning combat in present or very recent past (i.e. the previous few days).
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(13) Are positive (military) phrases (e.g. advance, victory, p.o.w, capture, mobility)

used regarding "friendly" forces? How often?6

(14) Are positive (military) phrases used regarding "enemy" forces? How often?*

(15) Is ground captured by "friendly" forces mentioned?7

(16) Is ground lost by "friendly" forces mentioned?

(17) Is the effect of fire-power on the course of the battle (e.g. artillery, machine-guns,

grenades) mentioned?

(18) Is the war correspondent physically present/witness at/to any aspect of the

combat reported on?

(19) In what terms is the result of the day’s combat assessed by the correspondent?

(20) Does the correspondent mention whether or not lessons have been learned from

previous World War One battles and put into action in the current conduct?

(21) Is there anything of note in or about the dispatch?

6 "Mobility" refers to combat-mobility as opposed to movement - e.g. mobility as part of an advance or
attack. The infliction of significant losses on the enemy is counted as a positive military phrase.
* This includes phrases such as "did good work" if it is in relation to a specific combat incident - but
vague general phrases (e.g. "The Scots did valuable service in the battle") are not counted.
7 Can refer to the capture of individual trenches/locations - not just broader advances.
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Content analysis questionnaire 2. : Death and trauma on the Western Front.

(1) How often is mention made of "death"/"losses" or injury in the dispatch regarding

"friendly" forces in combat?8

(2) How often is mention made of death or injury in the dispatch regarding "enemy"

forces?

(3) Is individual death referred to?9

(4) Is collective death referred to?

(5) Are any instances of death or injury sustained glorified/romanticised by the

correspondent?

(6) Are any detailed descriptions given of corpses or horrific wounds or injuries

suffered (e.g. mutilated bodies)?

(7) Are euphemisms such as "fallen in battle" or "failed to return" used in the

dispatch regarding "friendly forces"?

(8) Does the correspondent express personal shock or horror at the

witnessing/reporting of combat death/injury?

(9) Is shell-shock or psychological trauma among "friendly" troops alluded to (even

obliquely) in the dispatch?l°

(10) Is shell-shock or psychological trauma among "enemy" troops alluded to (even

obliquely) in the dispatch?

(11) Are instances of "friendly" troops exhibiting or expressing eagerness or pleasure

at inflicting combat death or injury or being in combat mentioned or alluded to in the

dispatch?

(12) Are instances of "friendly" troops exhibiting or expressing remorse at inflicting

death or injury to the enemy mentioned or alluded to in the dispatch?ll

8 I.e. words denoting death or injury including euphemisms or allusions to death.
9 This is confined to combatant mortality and does not include civilian deaths.

10 Does not include war-weariness or low morale - psychological trauma must be a component.
11 A similar question regarding "enemy" troops killing Allied soldiers is not included as the war
correspondents could not include such sentiments in their dispatches even if they had the opportunity to
glean such information from, for example German P.O.W.’s - who themselves would be unlikely to
express such thoughts while in the hands of their captors.
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(13) Are the actions of doctors or medical corpsmen mentioned in the dispatch?

(14) Are losses (i.e. combat deaths) justified by the correspondent?

(15) Is the physical effect on the body of such weapons as machine-guns, shrapnel,

artillery, grenades, etc., mentioned in the dispatch?
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