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Forms of military service in 1914

 Regular Army: professional enlistment as a career soldier or 
officer. Enlisted for seven years’ initial service (‘with the 
Colours’) plus five in the reserve (line infantry); three and 
nine for the Guards; six and six for horse and field artillery; 
eight and four for garrison artillery.

 Territorial Force (includes Yeomanry cavalry): four year 
enlistment with statutory drills and a fifteen day summer 
camp. Men who signed the Imperial Service Obligation could 
be deployed overseas.

 Special Reserve: replaced the old Militia. Enlistment for six 
years with a six month initial training period and then 
reverted to civilian life on part-pay, but liable to instant call-
up if required.



Reservists reporting back, August 1914



Forms of military 

service from 4 

August 1914

 Join as a volunteer on ‘Kitchener 

terms’ i.e. ‘three years or the duration 

of the war’.

 From 1915 ‘attest to the Colours’ 

under the Derby scheme: this was a 

half-way house to conscription 

whereby a man registered his details 

and agreed to be called up as and when 

the state deemed it necessary. The 

scheme was largely a failure.

 From 1 January 1916 Conscription Act. 

Revised continually during the course 

of the war to comb out more men. 



The rank and file



Officers in 1914 and after

 Have to complete training course at Royal Military College, 
Sandhurst, for infantry and cavalry or Royal Military Academy, 
Woolwich for Royal Artillery and Royal Engineers.

 Territorial Force and Special Reserve also have officer-entry for 
their units. Some of these men use it as a springboard to transfer 
to the Regular Army.

 Reserve of Officers.

 Schools and Universities had Officer Training Corps to help 
prepare young men for a commission.

 During the war many men were given direct commissions, but in 
1916 Officer Cadet Battalions were established to train men.

 Most men commissioned during the war held temporary 
commissions. If they wished to have a post-war career in the 
Regular Army, they needed to make a formal application.



Officers maintaining standards



Army structure (1)

 Army: two or more Corps; commanded by a General

 Corps: c. 50,000 soldiers of all types commanded by a 
Lieutenant-General. Corps is important because it controls 
the heavy artillery.

 Division: c. 18,000 soldiers of all types commanded by a 
Major-General. 12,000 are infantry in three brigades; one 
Field Company Royal Engineers, plus ancillary services such 
as medical troops, cavalry squadron, signallers, artillery.

 Brigades: c. 4,000 infantry in 4 battalions commanded by a 
Brigadier.

 Infantry battalion: c. 1,000 men commanded by a Lieutenant-
Colonel.



Army Structure 2

 Battalion = 1007 at war strength (inc. 30 

officers)

 4 Companies = c. 227 men under a Captain

 Each company = 4 platoons

 Platoon =  c. 60 men under a First or Second 

Lieutenant

 Platoon is divided into four sections of c. 15 

men under a lance-corporal



Division is supported by an artillery brigade

 Artillery brigade = 4 batteries (A-D) 

 Each battery = 6 guns



A Gunner’s War



Cavalry Regiment

 Consists of: a Regimental HQ, three 

squadrons (A-C) and a machine gun section 

(549 men of all ranks).



British cavalry passing French Dragoons



Machine Gun Corps and Tank Corps

 MGC formed in October 1915 and created 

an overarching specialist unit. Each division is 

supported by one MGC company.

 MGC Heavy Branch formed in summer of 

1916 and becomes Tank Corps.

 Tank Corps consists of battalions denoted by 

letters divided into three companies divided 

into 4 sections each with three tanks.



Abandoned tank, Poelcapelle, 1917



Army Service Corps and Royal Engineers

 Unsung heroes of the whole thing! 

 Huge numbers of them who keep the whole 

machine rumbling along.



Railway unit at work



Labour Corps and home service units

 Formed January 1917 and carry out huge amount of 

labour on both home and fighting fronts. 

Convalescing men are often reintroduced to army 

life through the corps.

 Volunteer Training Corps: home defence units for 

over-aged men.



Entrenching battalion at work



Royal Army Medical Corps and casualty evacuation

 Each Division has 3 Field Ambulance units broken down into 

bearer and aid posts in Forward Dressing Stations were 

triage is provided.

 From FDS, the casualty moves to the Casualty Clearing 

Station often by some form of ambulance vehicle.

 From CCS a casualty might be moved by Ambulance Train or 

Hospital barge to the great base hospitals.

 If too badly wounded and likely to need extensive 

convalescence, the casualty is shipped back to the UK.



Casualties



Base hospital huts



Women and the army

 Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps was formed in 1917 (from 

1918 Queen Mary’s Army Auxiliary Corps) to carry out a 

range of tasks from baking bread to driving staff cars that 

could free up men for front line service. 

 To distinguish them from soldiers they were deemed to have 

enrolled rather than enlisted and had grades rather than 

ranks.

 Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service (formed 

1902); 1909 a sister service was instituted for the Territorial 

Force (the Voluntary Aid Detachment).



Queen Mary visiting base camps



Routine at the front

 Full of variables according to theatre, time of 

year, time of day, unit joined, unit faced.

 Trench routine becomes established during 

1915.

 ‘Centralisation of violence’ by late 1915 and 

into 1916.



Life in the line: working parties



The value of newspapers as a 

source.

The role of the press in the Great War.

What can be found in newspapers and how they 

might be interpreted.

Major archive: 

https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/



Daily Express, 4 July 1916



Daily Mirror, 28 July 1916



Kent Messenger, 29 July 1916



Essex County Chronicle, 1 September 1916



St Agnes, Acton, London, August 1916



Casualties as justification for continuation: Daily Mirror, 12 

October 1916





Daily Mirror, 11 August 1916



The Times, 22 August 1916 Daily Mail, 22 August 1916



Illustrated London News, 26 August 1916



Illustrated London News, 26 August 1916 



The Times, 1 September 1916



Eastbourne Chronicle, 2 September 1916



Eastbourne Chronicle, 30 September 1916



Eastbourne Chronicle, 2 September 1916



Eastbourne Chronicle, 7 October 1916





Official war photography and art exhibitions.



Canada leads the way…



The major 

exhibitions.
First Canadian War Photographs 

Exhibition, Grafton Galleries, 

December 1916.

Second Canadian War 

Photographs Exhibition, Grafton 

Galleries, June 1917.

Australian War Photographs 

Exhibition, Grafton Galleries, 

March-September 1918.

First British War Photographs 

Exhibition, Grafton Galleries, 

March-April 1918.



Art exhibitions very popular.



C.R.W. Nevinson, Troops Resting, 1916



Eric Kennington, The Kensingtons at Laventie, 1915



C.R.W. Nevinson, A Group of Soldiers, 1917



C.R.W. Nevinson, Paths of Glory, 1918



A liberal state at war.




















