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Introduction 

On 11 November 1937 newly formed social research organisation 
Mass Observation (MO) watched Britons observe Armistice Day. 
When asked for his thoughts, one man, aged about 30, told a Mass 
Observer that his frst thought during the two-minute silence had 
been to remember September 1918 ‘when word came by frst post 
that two cousins of mine had been killed’ and he ‘ofered a short 
prayer in their memory’.1 His cousins were among the 722,000 
Britons who had died in military service during the Great War.2 

He had observed the silence at one of the many memorials that 
had proliferated across the nation during the inter-war years, and 
at which, on Armistice Day, Britons were urged to remember the 
sacrifce of those who had died and those who had been bereaved.3 

Having said his prayer his thoughts turned to the future and how 
those around him understood the Great War; he wondered ‘if all 
these people had had all the real horror of war brought home to 
them and whether they come to the square as a matter of form or 
not. And whether they believed or not war would come again.’4 

There was good reason to wonder whether he and his compatri-
ots understood the war in the same way. Formal remembrance was 
only one of many sites of Great War memory in inter-war Britain. 
Britons could read, see, listen to and watch a wide variety of depic-
tions of the Great War in elite and popular culture, many of which 
were not focused on ‘the real horror of war’. Many people had their 
own memories, too. Some had experienced separation, anxiety and 
bereavement from the Home Front, following the fghting through 
newspapers and soldiers’ letters.5 More signifcant in relation to the 
memory of the Great War were 7,800,000 British Great War vet-
erans who returned home after the war’s conclusion. This included 
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641,000 ex-servicemen in receipt of a war disability pension, many 
of whom were forced to adapt to a much-changed civilian life and 
remained visual reminders of the Great War as they did so.6 Many 
more veterans ostensibly resumed their pre-war lives. They, too, 
carried memories and mementoes of their Great War experiences 
that were sometimes encountered by those they lived alongside. 
Ordinary Britons themselves thus sat alongside war memorials, 
literature and flms as vectors of the Great War’s wider cultural 
legacy. Like these cultural scripts, veterans did not ofer a singular 
reading of what the Great War had been like, nor what it meant. 

Two decades after the Great War’s conclusion, conscription for 
the Second World War began. In those years between, a generation 
of young men had grown up steeped in representations of the Great 
War, including its evocation as ‘the war to end all wars’, and yet 
they found themselves called to join up to participate in another 
global confict. Contemporaries were acutely aware of this irony.7 

Some scholars have suggested or implied that Britons’ imaginings 
of and responses to the Second World War were shaped by their 
understandings of the Great War, which were informed by its cul-
tural representations, particularly the canonical war literature.8 

Similarly, and based in part on the depictions of war experience 
in Great War literature, it has been suggested that the Great War 
weakened the signifcance of military service in constructions of 
wartime masculinity.9 Yet, as Martin Francis has highlighted, his-
torians have been slow to examine ‘the legacy of the First World 
War on the subjective worlds of participants in the Second’,10 and 
Stephen Heathorn is right to insist that understanding whether and 
how the cultural representations of the Great War shaped the think-
ing of ordinary people requires looking ‘beyond the intentions of 
artists and intellectuals to look at how the confict’s representation 
has been received and understood by the population at large’.11 To 
understand the signifcance of the Great War’s cultural legacy in 
relation to Second World War enlistment we need to understand 
which depictions of the Great War young men – particularly young 
working-class men – actually encountered and how they interpreted 
what they did encounter, not just in literature but amongst the mul-
titude of Great War representations circulating in inter-war Britain. 
We also need a better understanding of how the men who had 
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grown up in inter-war Britain responded to the prospect of joining 
up for military service in the Second World War. 

Entering these young men’s ‘subjective worlds’ and locating the 
Great War within them requires a novel approach. Rather than tak-
ing the cultural representations as my starting point, I have instead 
focused upon the experiences of young men themselves. Personal 
testimony is therefore at the heart of this book. It utilises ffty-fve 
unique oral histories conducted for this research, archival oral his-
tories and MO material. This source base is signifcant for two key 
reasons. First, it enables a new approach to investigating the leg-
acy of the Great War. Oral history interviews ofer an unparalleled 
opportunity to examine how ‘ordinary’ young men encountered 
and engaged with the Great War in inter-war Britain. The oppor-
tunity to ask questions and encourage refection on specifc topics 
enables us to establish whether or not individuals had particular 
experiences and whether or not particular things were considered 
infuential. For instance, no other source ofers the same opportuni-
ties to uncover what these men heard about the Great War from 
their fathers, mothers, brothers or uncles, or to probe how they 
responded. The ability to examine the presence and the absence 
of references to the Great War in men’s narratives is useful; while 
the absence of a topic in a memoir is ambiguous, oral histories can 
confrm that a young man had opportunity to read Goodbye to All 
That but was more interested in boys’ story papers, or that he did 
not mention All Quiet on the Western Front when narrating his 
enlistment because although he read it he treated it as entertain-
ment rather than an illustration of what could await him, or that 
Armistice Day had simultaneously communicated the horror and 
cost of war and a belief in dutiful sacrifce. Such an examination 
enables a more complete understanding of the Great War’s cultural 
legacy, with greater awareness of its limits, than can be achieved by 
fnding references to the Great War as infuential in memoirs. The 
second reason these sources of personal testimony are signifcant is 
that, in comparison to memoirs and diaries, they better illuminate 
the experiences of young men from across the class spectrum and 
enable analysis that is more sensitive to class. This is important 
because class likely shaped both exposure to representations of the 
Great War and attitudes to Second World War enlistment. 
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Using oral history to examine the Second World War and gen-
der is a well-established approach, precisely because personal 
testimonies are so well suited to this task.12 Here, the personal tes-
timony enables insight into Second World War veterans’ subjective 
approaches and attitudes to military enlistment, including their 
conceptions of the relationship between military service and mas-
culinity, and the signifcance they ascribe to their understandings 
of the Great War in that context. While some (often middle-class) 
individuals’ attitudes towards Second World War enlistment can be 
accessed through memoirs and diaries, Francis observed that ‘fyer 
memoirs are often formulaic and tend to emphasise narrative at the 
expense of meaning’.13 Oral history interviewees, however, can be 
refective about their memories and through questioning the histo-
rian can broaden their narratives, revealing the complex and pri-
vate negotiations behind individuals’ decisions and attitudes. 

MO material can also shed light on how men from this genera-
tion felt about Second World War service at the time and whether 
and how they connected the two world wars. Furthermore, if the 
contemporary MO material revealed a substantially diferent pic-
ture to that drawn from the oral histories it may signal that narra-
tives have shifted with time. This is important because the popular 
memory of the Great War –particularly its representation as an 
event that removed the nation’s naivety about and enthusiasm for 
war – has become increasingly powerful since the Second World 
War, and particularly since the 1960s.14 

Together, these two bodies of material provide a window onto 
men’s subjective attitudes and experiences that enables detailed 
interrogation of their interaction with the legacy of the Great 
War, their attitudes to the Second World War and the relationship 
between the two. This book demonstrates that young men engaged 
with a much wider range of representations of the Great War than 
those focused upon in existing scholarship, and it emphasises the 
signifcance of representations of the Great War from its veterans 
and within the home, as well as in popular culture. Importantly, it 
shows that ‘disillusioned’ literature had limited infuence, and that 
what young men took away from any representation of the Great 
War was unpredictable. This understanding complicates and chal-
lenges previous assumptions about the infuence of cultural repre-
sentations and public discourses in relation to both the memory of 
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the Great War and masculinity. Representations of the Great War 
in inter-war Britain provided a variety of depictions of the relation-
ship between war and masculinity, but crucially those that young 
men most commonly encountered presented this relationship in tra-
ditional terms, or even within a masculine ‘pleasure culture’ of war. 

When it came to joining up, young men did not universally 
draw upon their understandings of the Great War, but many did 
and these understandings informed their attitudes to, and choices 
about, enlistment. While the fact that the vast majority complied 
with conscription gives the appearance that it was widely accepted, 
this appearance was kept up, at least in part, by State manpower 
controls that gave individuals some agency to negotiate the nature 
of their service while still conforming to the State’s expectation that 
they would participate in the People’s War. Men’s private attitudes 
to joining up were, in fact, diverse. Some were enthusiastic about 
the prospect of military service, perceiving it as a route to adven-
ture or heroism. Others could not be described as truly willing, 
but accepted they could not fnd a legitimate way out. More com-
mon, though, was a reluctant willingness to serve if duty demanded 
it. Given the choice, and informed by understandings of the Great 
War, most men would have rather joined the RAF, and certainly 
preferred to avoid service in the infantry. 

During the Second World War the dominant masculinity in pub-
lic discourse was ‘temperate’ – stoic, brave and good-natured, but 
lacking in bravado, aggression and heroism.15 Here it is shown that 
young men understood that temperate masculinity was the public 
expectation, and that to be seen as performing wartime masculinity 
they should be seen in uniform, but young men’s subjective concep-
tions of masculinity often diverged from the temperate template. 
Many were privately less accepting of the duty of military service 
than was expected, even if they ultimately conformed. For oth-
ers temperate masculinity and even the soldier hero (or its Second 
World War equivalent, the pilot hero) were expected or desirable 
subjective identities, despite, and even because of, the legacy of the 
Great War. For some this was because representations of the ‘pleas-
ure culture’ of war had provided a frame through which to imagine 
past and future service. For others, the understanding that a previ-
ous generation had fought in the Great War, often including their 
father or uncles, confrmed that they too had to join up. Ultimately, 
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this book demonstrates that, rather than severing the association 
between military participation and wartime masculinity, the most 
infuential components of the Great War’s cultural legacy reinforced 
Edwardian conceptions of wartime masculinity in the subjectivities 
of those who had grown up in the Great War’s shadow. 

The Great War in inter-war memory 

The cultural legacy of the Great War has been the subject of a great 
deal of research, yet this can only tell us so much about the atti-
tudes of the wider population. In particular, scholars have exam-
ined how the Great War was depicted and the meanings ascribed to 
it within literary texts. An initial focus upon elite literature – includ-
ing the war books boom at the end of the 1920s – led to the sug-
gestion that British society became disillusioned with warfare after 
1918.16 Historians have since highlighted that the ‘disillusioned’ 
authors were, in fact, ambivalent about their wartime experiences 
and that disillusioned narratives were contested at the time.17 In 
addition, as historians have examined a wider range of texts they 
have found greater variation in the meanings ascribed to the Great 
War. Signifcantly, media that was widely consumed in inter-war 
Britain such as juvenile fction, middlebrow novels and flm more 
commonly presented the Great War in traditional terms: redemp-
tive sacrifce, heroic soldiering and even within a pleasure culture of 
war as masculine adventure.18 Similarly, commemorative ceremo-
nies emphasised death and loss as a result of war, but framing this 
as sacrifce imbued those deaths with signifcance and value.19 In 
inter-war Britain, as Daniel Todman has argued, ‘Britons want[ed] 
to remember very diferent versions of the war. Although none 
completely obscured the horror and the sufering inficted by the 
war, the meanings derived from those experiences varied widely.’20 

While scholars have shown how the Great War was represented in 
many cultural texts and what literary and flm critics interpreted 
these works to be saying about what the Great War meant or was 
like, we know far less about audiences’ reactions. Vincent Trott has 
considered how inter-war audiences reacted to Great War litera-
ture, but to understand the efects of the Great War’s wider cultural 
legacy, more sustained and in-depth examination is needed.21 It is 
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necessary to establish what young men encountered, and how they 
interpreted what they did encounter, from the extensive catalogue 
of available Great War representations in varied media in inter-war 
Britain. 

Chapter 1 uses oral histories and MO material to examine young 
men’s exposure to, engagement with and responses to represen-
tations of the Great War in inter-war Britain. It explores young 
men’s subjective engagement with representations of the Great War 
in literature and flm, and in juvenile literature, radio, Armistice 
commemorations and schools. The chapter shows that, despite the 
attention paid to it by scholars, the canon of Great War literature 
was only occasionally encountered and comprised a relatively small 
proportion of young men’s exposure to representations of the Great 
War. The signifcant exception is All Quiet on the Western Front, 
but under-researched texts such as illustrated histories of the Great 
War were amongst the most infuential. What individuals took 
from representations of the Great War was even more varied than 
the plethora of representations they encountered, highlighting the 
difculty of inferring the messages such texts communicated about 
the Great War. 

Focusing upon the lived experience of young men in inter-war 
Britain reveals how extensive and pervasive the Great War’s cul-
tural legacy was. It was not only wider than the literary works of 
canonical war poets and memoirists but also spread beyond popu-
lar culture. Great War veterans took the war home. Jessica Meyer 
suggested that the soldier identity was difcult to accommodate 
in post-war domesticity, but in Great War veterans’ letters, dia-
ries and memoirs ‘the war retains its place as an arena in which 
men were defned as martial heroes and domestic protectors’, and 
that the positive efects of even negative wartime experiences ‘were 
as persistent in shaping men’s post-war identities as more negative 
responses of disillusionment and fatalism, making them equally 
important in defning British First World War servicemen’s mem-
ories and identities’.22 Scholars have, however, paid little focused 
attention to whether and how Great War veterans transmitted rep-
resentations of the Great War to young men in their day-to-day 
lives in inter-war Britain.23 Chapter 2 demonstrates the signifcance 
of representations of the Great War in the domestic space and 
from Great War veterans. The oral histories show how young men 
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encountered Great War veterans, how they learned that they were 
veterans, what these veterans told them and how they interpreted 
these narratives and impressions. Although many veterans were 
reticent about their experiences, most young men learned about 
veterans’ service, some heard detailed narratives of experience and 
many young men considered these interactions signifcant within 
their understanding of the confict. The chapter therefore demon-
strates that veterans’ narratives should be considered an important 
component of the body of inter-war representations of the Great 
War. Like representations in popular culture, veterans’ narratives 
were understandably heterogeneous: they might include horrifc 
and traumatic aspects or camaraderie and humour, or both. The 
content and tone of what veterans opted to share with young men 
meant these narratives more often presented a traditional impres-
sion of stoic or heroic service as duty or adventure than a story of 
‘disillusionment’. As such, they did little to break, and may well 
have reinforced, the connection between wartime military service 
and masculinity in the subjective understandings of the young men 
who heard them. 

Joining up 

From 1937, with the Second World War approaching, politicians 
began debating the introduction of conscription. The Government, 
drawing lessons from the Great War, was alert to the benefts of 
control over military enlistment.24 Measures to direct volunteers to 
appropriate services and a Schedule of Reserved Occupations were 
published nearly a year before war began, though throughout the 
war the State fought to balance the demand for men (and women) in 
overalls with the need for men to don khaki or RAF blue.25 Limited 
conscription measures were introduced by the May 1939 Military 
Training Act, and on the outbreak of war in September 1939 the 
National Service (Armed Forces) Act made all men aged 18–41 lia-
ble for conscription. Perhaps because the Great War had set a prece-
dent, Britons ostensibly met conscription with far more compliance 
than resistance.26 This acquiescence may explain historians’ focus 
on the political debates about conscription, on Britain’s broader 
manpower problems and on the mechanisms by which recruits 
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were distributed to the services and transformed from civilians into 
soldiers, seamen and airmen.27 While conscientious objectors have 
attracted scholarly attention,28 few scholars have examined how 
the much larger group of men who did enlist thought and felt about 
it.29 Alan Allport well illustrates that young men held a variety of 
attitudes towards enlistment in the Army, but he does so as part of 
a wider study that was never intended to explore men’s attitudes 
to enlistment in the depth that I do here, or to include those who 
joined the RAF or the Navy.30 Similarly, as part of a broader study, 
Frances Houghton has explored enlistment using the memoirs of 
Second World War veterans who had been ‘at the sharp end’ across 
all three services, and found that most claimed to have been enthu-
siastic recruits.31 A wider and deeper consideration of young men’s 
attitudes and decisions about enlistment – including those who did 
not covet or hold combat (or even military) roles, and consider-
ing what men said at the time as well as afterwards – reveals a 
more nuanced and detailed picture of conscription in Second World 
War than is available in the existing historiography. Beneath the 
overarching picture of compliance, individual young men held very 
varied attitudes and took varied decisions around enlistment in an 
efort to negotiate the nature of their Second World War service. 

Chapter 3 uses MO survey material and opinion polls to explain 
how the British public, and particularly young men, reacted to the 
implementation of conscription. War Ofce documents and pub-
lished advice guides are used to map the shifting boundaries of 
wartime conscription and how these afected the level of control 
young men could exercise over the nature of their own wartime 
participation. This provides the most detailed discussion to date of 
men’s State-imposed wartime responsibilities. Unlike much exist-
ing discussion, this discussion is presented from the perspective of 
young men rather than the State, and personal testimony is used to 
examine the extent to which individuals might negotiate the State’s 
demands and how well young men understood this at the time. The 
negotiation of manpower controls is explored further in Chapter 4. 
Oral histories and MO material are used to examine young men’s 
attitudes to conscription and volunteering and illustrate the diver-
sity of attitudes. It shows that, as Houghton suggests of some com-
bat veterans, younger recruits in particular were able to conceive of 
wartime service in heroic, adventurous or patriotic terms, as some 
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of their counterparts had done decades before.32 More commonly, 
though, men reluctantly consented to service that they felt was an 
unwelcome interruption to their working and domestic lives. This 
variety of opinions was obfuscated by what outwardly appeared 
overwhelming compliance with State direction. This compliance 
was, however, due, at least in part, to the potential for individuals 
to negotiate the manpower system to obtain wartime service that 
suited their desires, particularly by volunteering; negotiation was 
often a method of ensuring entry into the forces – and especially 
the service a man desired – not simply an attempt to stay out of 
uniform. Together, Chapters 3 and 4 enhance our understandings 
of men’s attitudes to conscription and military service during the 
Second World War by revealing the varied levels of willingness hid-
den beneath the veneer of consent for conscription. 

Signifcantly, Chapter 4 also uses personal testimony to examine 
how the Great War shaped men’s attitudes during the Second World 
War. Gary Shefeld has suggested that the continued existence of 
representations that presented the Great War in traditional terms 
explains why ‘so many young men proved resistant to the trend 
among the intellectual elite of revulsion against the First World 
War’.33 Houghton’s examination of Second World War veterans’ 
memoirs highlights that the ‘pleasure culture’ depictions of the 
Great War could spur interest in military service, and less positive 
understandings were included as justifcations for preferring RAF 
service over the Army.34 These suggestions are reasonable, but the 
infuence of the Great War on joining up in the Second World War 
has not previously been the focus of a substantial study. Moreover, 
given that Chapters 1 and 2 show that young men’s engagement 
with representations of the Great War was more complex than has 
previously been suggested, it is worthwhile exploring this topic in 
greater depth, and using an approach that is potentially more illu-
minating. As well as examining a broader range of personal testi-
monies, including more young men who grew up in working-class 
households,35 the original oral histories provide the opportunity to 
probe the signifcance interviewees placed on the Great War, and 
to view their narratives of joining up in tandem with their recollec-
tions of their engagement with representations of the Great War. 
Chapter 4 considers the attitudes of the young men themselves, and 
their parents’ feelings and advice. It reveals the complexity of the 
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Great War’s infuence. The attitudes and decisions of many young 
men, but not all, were shaped by their understandings of the Great 
War, but the efects were not straightforward, particularly when 
young men’s understandings were informed by both representations 
encountered in popular culture and from veterans. Understandings 
of the Great War did not commonly cause men to withdraw their 
consent to serve, but did infuence how men sought to spend their 
wartime service, most commonly discouraging service in the Army. 

Masculinity 

The soldier hero ideal that had been the hegemonic masculinity 
in 1914 was challenged by the experience of the Great War.36 For 
instance, Michael Roper suggests the Great War demonstrated that 
character could not prevent fear and, instead, the ability to endure 
and to continue despite fear became the hallmark of courage.37 

Some scholars have contended that masculinity was more funda-
mentally reshaped during the inter-war years as the Great War had 
challenged the place of military participation in conceptions of 
masculinity.38 George Mosse and Alison Light suggest that inter-
war British masculinity became softer, more domestic, pacifstic 
and anti-heroic.39 The success of the 1935 ‘Peace Ballot’ and the 
popularity of the Peace Pledge Union suggested that wider society, 
aware of how many lives the Great War had cost, were increasingly 
pacifstic, too.40 Those averse to militarism and those who feared 
the production of an efeminate generation clashed over teaching 
in schools, particularly about physical education,41 and students at 
Oxford and Cambridge colleges were increasingly embracing mas-
culine identities that did not include military service.42 Yet Jessica 
Meyer has demonstrated that Great War veterans typically thought 
of their own service in traditional masculine terms,43 and we know 
that the Great War also continued to be represented as an adventure 
and the realm of heroic manliness throughout the inter-war period.44 

Chapters 1 and 2 show representations containing such depictions 
were the ones that young men most commonly encountered, and 
this may have ensured the survival of Edwardian masculine ide-
als. Sonya O. Rose draws on Light’s argument about inter-war 
masculinity when she suggests that the hegemonic masculinity in 
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public discourse during the Second World War was ‘temperate’.45 

Nonetheless, Rose is clear that military participation was funda-
mental to the successful enactment of the hegemonic temperate 
masculinity. Contemporaries fercely defended combat as a mascu-
line arena,46 and men with military roles were more highly regarded 
by women.47 This does not suggest that a substantial or durable 
shift in conceptions of wartime masculinity took place between the 
wars. Yet, whether the hegemonic construction of masculinity that 
Rose identifed in public discourse had the same dominance in the 
conceptions of masculinity held by the young men who were to 
serve in the Second World War has not been fully explored. 

Scholars have paid much attention to the subjective masculinities 
of those outside the full-time forces, including men in the Home 
Guard, men in reserved occupations and conscientious objectors.48 

Those inside the forces have not been ignored: how the body and 
sexuality related to masculinity in the Army has been explored.49 

Martin Francis and Frances Houghton have explored the subjec-
tive identities of those who served in the RAF; and Houghton has 
examined the memoirs of men who held ‘sharp-end’ combat roles 
in all three services.50 Yet, although the distinction between ser-
viceman and civilian was crucial in the successful performance of 
temperate masculinity, historians have paid limited attention to 
the point when this transition occurred: enlistment. Examining the 
signifcance that young men placed upon joining up reveals much 
about full-time servicemen’s subjective understandings of the rela-
tionship between military service and masculinity, including how 
they related to temperate masculinity and the earlier image of the 
‘soldier hero’. 

Chapter 5 shows that young men who entered all three services 
generally understood hegemonic wartime masculinity as bound up 
with the status of combatant, particularly in the air. This under-
standing shaped their attitudes towards enlistment even though 
not all men aspired to perform the hegemonic masculinity. Indeed, 
men’s subjective conceptions of masculinity were often divergent 
from Rose’s ‘temperate’ template. Some desired military involve-
ment, perceived elements of service as glamorous and anticipated 
an exciting adventure. Such ideas were too militaristic and enthusi-
astic for temperate masculinity and were more closely aligned to an 
older perception of service as a masculine rite of passage or even the 
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soldier hero. This fnding confrms Frances Houghton’s observation 
that veteran memoirists of all three services presented the war as a 
coming-of-age story; the hyper-masculine tropes discernible in their 
enlistment narratives were replaced over the course of the war by 
a temperate masculinity.51 As Houghton cautions, however, these 
memoirists are ‘a self-selecting group’, all of whom saw war at the 
‘sharp end’.52 There are other reasons that these sources are pre-
disposed towards a hyper-masculine framing of enlistment, too.53 

Looking at a more diverse group reveals that a larger proportion 
of men reluctantly accepted military participation as a duty, often 
framed as defence of home and family. Their reluctance could be 
accommodated within temperate masculinity so long as they were 
ostensibly willing to serve. Yet willingness to serve also remained 
the minimum requirement in the minds of many of those brought 
up in inter-war Britain. Moreover, even those who did not hold this 
conception often conformed rather than publicly reject temperate 
masculinity. They could try to balance their personal preferences 
with their public obligations by negotiating the constraints of the 
manpower system. A key diference in the construction of wartime 
masculinity between the First and Second World Wars was not the 
absence of hyper-masculine expectations of military experience or 
the widespread wholesale rejection of military service, but rather 
the acceptability of publicly expressing a willingness to fght mixed 
with a preference for not having to do so. Signifcantly, the impre-
cision and ambiguity of the most important marker of temperate 
masculinity – being in uniform – camoufaged the subjective mas-
culinities of both those who were, relative to the temperate ideal, 
overly reluctant or overly keen to join up. 

Personal testimony 

Examining subjective experience – individuals’ experiences, atti-
tudes and understandings – is central to the approach taken in this 
book. Oral history and MO provide two crucial sources of per-
sonal testimony. The original oral histories in particular provide 
an unparalleled opportunity to examine how ‘ordinary’ young men 
encountered and engaged with the Great War in inter-war Britain, 
and to explore their attitudes and responses to Second World War 
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enlistment, because through questioning the historian can broaden 
their narratives, revealing the complex and private negotiations 
behind individuals’ decisions and attitudes. Archival oral histories 
and material from the Mass Observation Archive also have a cen-
tral place in this study. Both are used to shed light on how men felt 
about Second World War service and whether and how they con-
nected the two world wars. 

The oral histories 

A common concern about oral sources is that the passage of time 
results in forgetting, yet a number of researchers examining veter-
ans’ oral narratives have commented on the remarkable consist-
ency and accuracy of their recollections.54 Indeed, most forgetting 
occurs very shortly after an event, after which point the passing of 
time has little impact on what we remember.55 Things that seem 
signifcant to us at the time appear to be well recalled, and we 
record the meaning, sense and emotion of events.56 While short-
term memory wanes with age, long-term memory is signifcantly 
less afected.57 Moreover, and benefcially for studies like this, ado-
lescence and young adulthood are the years elderly people remem-
ber best.58 

More signifcant than our capacity to recall events and feel-
ings from the past is the understanding, based on neurobiological 
research, that memories are better envisaged as a jigsaw to be recon-
structed than as a fle archived for retrieval. The context in which 
we are remembering, and the possible infuences of hindsight and 
the dominant narratives in popular culture, can shape how we reas-
semble them. Had there been substantial disagreement between the 
oral histories and the contemporary MO material it might have indi-
cated how memories had changed over time, but that is not evident 
here. The Popular Memory framework developed by the Popular 
Memory Group can also help us to identify and understand these 
infuences.59 An important component is Graham Dawson’s concept 
of composure: a narrator seeks to tell stories that make sense, enable 
positive self-perception and elicit a positive reaction from the audi-
ence – providing composure.60 Recognising that narratives may be 
shaped by a (subconscious) need for stories that ft with an event’s 
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later signifcance and/or enable positive self-perception can help us 
to interpret ‘mis-rememberings’. For example, Les Temple empha-
sised the importance of his brother’s imprisonment as a POW in his 
own enlistment motivations, though this narrative does not ft with 
the chronology.61 This reconstruction, however, shows us why his 
service became important to him, as well as the importance he places 
upon his bond with his brother. The desire to elicit a positive reaction 
from the audience can also have important consequences. Audiences’ 
reactions (and narrators’ expectations of audiences’ reactions) are 
commonly informed by the popular memory, so a narrative that 
adheres to the popular memory is the most likely to elicit a positive 
reaction.62 Consequently, the popular memory can suppress alterna-
tive narratives. For instance, Alistair Thomson illustrated that Fred 
Farrall felt unable to discuss his Great War experiences because they 
were opposed to the hegemonic narratives of Australian soldiers.63 It 
was not until the Vietnam War, and increasing representations of the 
soldier as a victim, that Farrall was provided with a framework and 
popular recognition of his viewpoint, which enabled him to ‘talk 
more easily about his experience of “the war as hell” and his own 
feelings of inadequacy as a soldier’.64 Similarly, Penny Summerfeld 
and Corinna Peniston-Bird found women who served in the Home 
Guard were often silenced by their absence from cultural represen-
tations of the service.65 Popular memory does not necessarily deter-
mine individual narratives, though. Peniston-Bird has shown that an 
empathetic interviewing style could help male Home Guard veterans 
acknowledge, negotiate and contest the understanding – popularised 
by Dad’s Army – of the force as aged and inept.66 One said: 

I think [Dad’s Army is] very funny. I don’t think it was as funny as 
they depict but there was funny things in the Home Guard without 
a doubt really. I mean, there’s got to be, hasn’t there? But not so bad 
to that extent you know. Actually it was serious stuf really in the 
Home Guard.67 

Peniston-Bird notes that having met a non-judgemental response, 
later in interviews some Home Guards ‘became less likely to pre-
sent their memories in the light of previous audience responses, less 
likely to reproduce the dominant cultural construction of the force, 
and more confdent about asserting their own authority in inter-
preting the signifcance of the force’.68 
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I conducted two sets of oral histories. These enabled me to ask 
questions to examine young men’s exposure to and responses to 
representations of the Great War from its veterans and in popular 
culture, as well as their experiences relating to the Second World 
War. The frst set of thirty-fve interviews with veterans of the 
Second World War Armed Forces was conducted in 2010 and 2011 
for the doctoral research that was the origin of this book. I frst 
met most of these men at commemorative events in Whitehall in 
2009, a veterans’ event at the RAF Museum, Hendon or a Russian 
Convoys event at the Imperial War Museum, and I invited them to 
participate in interviews about their early lives and their attitudes 
to Second World War enlistment and service. I was introduced to a 
small number of my interviewees by other interviewees. I also made 
a specifc appeal for RAF ground crew in the RAF Association’s 
South-East branch newsletter, as my initial eforts did not yield any-
one who had held this position. The second set of oral histories has 
a more opportunistic relationship to this research. Between 2015 
and 2016 I interviewed twenty-fve Second World War Bevin Boys – 
men conscripted into mining rather than the Armed Forces.69 Aided 
by the Bevin Boys Association, I invited these men to be interviewed 
about their early lives and their attitudes to Second World War 
enlistment and service as Bevin Boys. These men had also grown 
up in inter-war Britain and, had it not been for the Bevin Boys bal-
lot, would typically have become veterans of the Armed Forces. I 
therefore took the opportunity to ask questions about their youth 
and exposure to representations of the Great War. 

By 2010 the passing of time had largely removed the oppor-
tunity to interview those born before and during the Great War, 
meaning most of my interviewees were born during the 1920s and 
served as young men. Older men are, however, found amongst the 
ninety-four oral history interviews with veterans of the Second 
World War Armed Forces that I examined in the archives held 
by the Imperial War Museum and the National Museum of the 
Royal Navy, Portsmouth. The archival interviews increase both 
the weight and the diversity of the source base. While some were 
selected because the interview summary referred to the Great War, 
others were selected to help redress particular imbalances, includ-
ing age, or because they had served in the Army or Navy, which 
helped counterbalance the number of my own interviewees who 
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had served in the RAF. With both my own and archival interviews, 
I could establish interviewees’ ages and where they served. Some 
interviewees were Jewish, a fact mentioned because it afected their 
enlistment motivations, but otherwise race did not feature promi-
nently in the interviews. Everyone who responded to my calls for 
interviewees was white, and given the demography of British soci-
ety at the time most of the archival interviewees probably were, 
too. Many of my interviewees were residing in South-East England 
when interviewed, though some had grown up elsewhere, and oth-
ers had lived in and were interviewed in Lancashire, Derbyshire, 
Nottinghamshire and Northamptonshire. The archival interviews 
broaden the geographic spread further, especially a useful series 
with members of the Durham Light Infantry.70 

Oral history interviewees are self-selecting. Certainly, veterans 
who found it difcult to compose their own narratives of the Second 
World War might have been less likely to agree to be interviewed, 
but it is difcult to ascertain which veterans were most likely to 
experience this difculty. The apparent reticence of RAF ground 
crew veterans may have been caused by their relative absence in 
the cultural memory of the Second World War, overshadowed by 
the prominence of fyers in public narratives.71 Conversely, Arthur 
Howard was particularly keen to be interviewed precisely because 
he felt the involvement of British forces in Burma is too commonly 
forgotten – the interview gave him the opportunity to add t/his his-
tory to the record. Others clearly expected they would be unable to 
achieve composure: one RAMC veteran declined my invitation by 
explaining that he found talking about what he had seen during the 
war upsetting. My assurances that recounting his experiences after 
enlistment was unnecessary did not override his awareness that his 
memories were not safely composed.72 Individual interviewees also 
had their own motivations for being interviewed. Some were keen 
that their story be recorded for their families, or because they felt 
their service had been forgotten.73 Conversely, three or four others 
had been interviewed before and one or two were well practised in 
the role of ‘veteran’. More generally, interviewees were evidently 
excited about the prospect of an interested audience; most remarked 
that they had enjoyed the process and remembered things they had 
completely forgotten.74 Most indicated some pleasure at the idea 
of their interview being archived, and emphasised the importance 



18 Joining up in the Second World War 

 
 

 

 

 

 

of remembering the war. The most common and often most press-
ing motivation, however, was frequently highlighted as I left, when 
interviewees were concerned to establish that they had helped me 
and talked about relevant topics, and often extended invitations for 
me to return with more questions. 

Whether, or how, the broad characteristics outlined above would 
shape the fndings of this research is, however, far less clear. There 
is no apparent connection between such characteristics and an indi-
vidual’s inter-war engagement with representations of the Great 
War. A greater relationship might exist between men’s pre-war 
attitudes to enlistment and the connection between military service 
and masculinity and their post-war attitudes, but here too it is dif-
fcult to speculate about how this would shape the fndings. While 
my interviewees were mainly born in the 1920s, we might hypoth-
esise that interviewing more men born in the 1900s or 1910s might 
have surfaced more recollections of canonical Great War literature. 
Nevertheless, such references were uncommon within the responses 
of Mass Observers of that age. 

Crucially, one thing all these men have in common is that they 
were invited to be interviewed about, and because of, their Second 
World War service. There is no reason to expect that this collection 
of oral histories overemphasises the signifcance of young men’s 
engagement with the Great War. The resulting body of interview 
material thus enables detailed investigation of the legacy of the 
Great War within the inter-war generation, and its impact in rela-
tion to Second World War service. Importantly, however, while my 
own interviews were designed to explore this question, the archi-
val interviews were not. Harry Moses demonstrated interest in his 
interviewees’ social backgrounds, their decisions and the context 
in which these were taken. As a result, he sometimes asked fortui-
tously relevant and well-phrased questions, such as ‘In your young 
life, looking back over those years in the late ’20s and ’30s, had 
the experiences of the First World War, were they still within the 
communities?’ Conrad Wood put a more leading variant to Peter 
Taylor: ‘So you weren’t thinking about the terrible sufering of those 
in the trenches in the First World War?’75 Generally, though, one 
is left to await chance mentions of the Great War. These were not 
uncommon in the interviews examined; interviewees often stated 
that an individual within their narrative was a Great War veteran, 
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irrespective of its relevance to what followed, or mentioned the 
Great War in relation to their own enlistment. For instance, James 
Donovan remarked: 

I suppose like a lot of youngsters you’d heard tales of the First World 
War, and er, well I thought to myself well I’ll be disappointed if I 
don’t fnd out what it’s like, as strange as it may seem now, but at the 
time I thought to myself is it going to last long enough for me to get 
into the Army.76 

Who told those tales and how much he heard about his father’s 
service was left unspoken, though. These chance inclusions are 
valuable evidence but because the interviewers were not seeking 
to explore, or confrm the upper limit of, young men’s exposure 
to representations of the Great War it is possible that the archi-
val interviews under-represent how much young men had learned 
about the Great War from popular culture or its veterans.77 

My interviews were normally conducted at veterans’ homes,78 

and were normally one-to-one.79 Interviewees’ wives were some-
times quiet presences, either to provide reassurance, out of inter-
est or because the logistics of interviewing in homes left them few 
other options. Interviews were normally completed on a single day, 
though some were over up to three separate occasions, and ranged 
from an hour to fve hours in length; most were between two and 
half to three hours long. Some interviewees, particularly those who 
I met more than once, incorporated social elements into our inter-
actions – often a pause for tea and cake, sometimes lunch, and once 
lunch at the local pub. The interviews were semi-structured, and 
although they were not life histories they utilised the familiar struc-
ture of a life story: questions about family and upbringing; school-
ing and juvenile leisure; and teenage hopes and plans in working 
life were all things I wanted to hear about to understand the men’s 
lives and see their enlistment narratives in context, but these typi-
cally ‘safe’ topics (at least relative to some war narratives) provided 
time for interviewees to develop confdence and us to develop rap-
port before we moved onto topics where they were perhaps less 
likely to have composed narratives: awareness of approaching war, 
enlistment and service preferences, and war service itself. A notable 
absence in this description of the interview structure is the Great 
War. Invitations to be interviewed stressed my interest in Second 
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World War enlistment and understanding what had infuenced 
men’s attitudes and decisions. I could not explain my interest in 
understanding the signifcance of the Great War as doing so would 
almost certainly have encouraged men to foreground the Great War 
within their narratives of joining up, and it might have discouraged 
potential interviewees who felt the Great War was not relevant to 
them. Instead, the interview structure gave interviewees the chance 
to explain their enlistment in their own terms, and then I asked 
more direct questions about enlistment, attitudes and masculinity, 
and followed up any organic references to the Great War before 
asking further questions about their contact with, and the infu-
ence of, Great War veterans and engagement with representations 
of the Great War in popular culture. My interviews with Bevin 
Boys in 2016 were conducted in a very similar way, with the same 
approach to structure, albeit tailored to ensure less focus on enlist-
ment specifcally and greater focus on their time as Bevin Boys. 

Like Peniston-Bird, I used an empathetic interviewing style and 
worked to build rapport with interviewees. Oral historians are 
accustomed to refecting on how their own personal markers, such 
as age, sex, class and education, afect the interviewee’s percep-
tion of the interviewer and their relative positions in society (and 
vice versa), and shape the interview dynamic, and thus content, 
sometimes negatively.80 I did not experience intersubjectivity as 
disruptive, but I shared Peniston-Bird’s experience of the identity 
‘historian’ causing an interviewee’s preoccupation with the provi-
sion of dates and chronologies; some had notes or RAF log-books 
to hand to enable precision.81 I suspect, too, that some interviewees 
would have narrated their wartime encounters with young women 
diferently, or not at all, to a young woman interviewer. Yet gender 
is not the only, or necessarily the most infuential, component of 
intersubjective dynamics. Juliette Pattinson highlights the impor-
tance of generational diference,82 and Valerie Yow suggests that 
interviewees may place an interviewer into the established role of a 
person with similar characteristics.83 I was similar in age to many of 
my interviewee’s grandchildren, who were also frequently the fam-
ily members with university experience, and passing comparisons 
were made over cofee or lunch. Dan Todman has suggested that 
Great War veterans found it easiest to talk to their grandchildren 
about their war experiences, and being placed in the position of 
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grandchild may explain why interviewees were so willing to help 
and certainly seems to have helped foster a productive interview 
dynamic.84 In my assessment, my approach, paired with the dura-
tion of the interviews, typically successfully built rapport, encour-
aged candid and refective dialogue and gave interviewees the space 
and confdence to present narratives that diverged from the domi-
nant discourse if they wished. Certainly, some worked through 
a process of negotiation and contestation, similar to that which 
Peniston-Bird describes in relation to the Home Guard, when they 
were discussing their enlistment motivations. They initially ascribed 
their enlistment to patriotism, almost as an answer which might 
make the question go away, but later in the interview expanded 
or changed their explanations. Similarly, the trope that Great War 
veterans did not talk about the war was one that many interviewees 
were able to negotiate. It must, however, be borne in mind that 
dominant narratives could have had a silencing efect, particu-
larly on archival interviewees which were not all conducted with 
the empathetic style that facilitates contestation, and mentions of 
familial service usually occurred early in interviews before a rap-
port had developed.85 

Once oral histories have been produced, it is the task of the oral 
historian to interpret and contextualise individual interviews and 
draw more general conclusions from the collection. Without assign-
ing the historian any kind of omniscience, the distance a historian 
has from an individual’s life narrative can enable the observation 
of things the interviewee has not acknowledged, or would fnd 
uncomfortable to acknowledge.86 Moreover, analysing a collection 
of narratives can demonstrate themes and infuences that are not 
perceived or even considered by an individual, particularly (nor-
mally) subconscious infuences like constructions of gender. Yet, as 
Katherine Borland cautions, ‘Our scholarly representations … if 
not sensitively presented, may constitute an attack on our collabo-
rator’s carefully constructed sense of self.’87 Most of my interview-
ees preferred to be named rather than anonymised and were more 
interested in contributing their experiences than my interpretation 
of them. I sincerely hope that none of my interpretations will be 
perceived as disparaging; it should be remembered that the atti-
tudes these men expressed are unlikely to be unique, and the evi-
dence presented here is illustrative of many young men rather than 
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just the individual concerned. Presenting what interviewees said 
and the emotional register in which they said it requires compro-
mises between verbatim transcription and readability. When it is 
illuminating, incorrect grammar and wordings have been faithfully 
reproduced, and false starts, pauses, changes of course, repetition, 
stutters, tears or laughter are included, regardless of the obstacles 
this poses to silent reading.88 

Mass Observation 

In 1937 left-leaning intellectuals Charles Madge and Tom Harrisson 
founded MO, a social research organisation that aimed to enable 
‘the masses to speak for themselves, to make their voices heard 
above the din created by the press and politicians speaking in their 
name’.89 Despite the conscription of some of its staf, including 
Harrisson, MO continued to produce, gather and publish a wealth 
of material about people’s opinions throughout the Second World 
War. Some of MO’s publications and internal File Reports are used 
within this book, but the raw material MO gathered, much of 
which they never analysed, is even more valuable. 

MO employed Observers who surreptitiously recorded Briton’s 
behaviour and conversations in pubs and cafés, on public transport 
and on the streets.90 Such material, especially from the Worktown 
study of Bolton, is drawn upon throughout. MO also conducted 
street surveys and, during April 1939, canvassed Londoners’ reac-
tions to the announcement that limited peacetime conscription was 
to be introduced.91 An analysis of the four hundred verbatim replies 
is used in Chapter 3 to provide a more nuanced understanding of 
individuals’ responses to peacetime conscription. As MO recognised, 
however, their researchers encountered an inevitable barrier between 
an individual’s public and private opinions.92 Sometimes this barrier 
was impenetrable; an Observer conducting the April 1939 street sur-
vey recorded the response: ‘You go and Fuck Of!’93 Conversely, some 
Britons voluntarily joined MO’s ‘National Panel’, which provided 
the mass of MO’s material. Panellists received monthly ‘Directives’ 
by post, which solicited refective answers to open-ended questions. 
MO were confdent that panellists were ‘prepared to give us the most 
detailed, candid, personal reactions’ because they were answering by 
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correspondence, in their own time, and with the understanding that 
MO ‘respect their confdence and anonymity’.94 Directive Replies 
could certainly be frank: for example, an 18-year-old student asked 
his opinion on the Blackout wrote: ‘Personally, I like the Blackout; 
to walk in the dark exercises the mind, star-gazing is easier, and sex 
more sexy.’95 The verbatim responses to two Directive questions are 
used extensively here. In January 1940, male panellists were asked, 
‘If you think you are going to be called up this year, what are your 
reactions to this and how has it afected your personal plans for the 
future?’96 The 164 responses are discussed in relation to wartime 
conscription in Chapter 4. In February 1940, male and female pan-
ellists were asked, ‘How much do you think childhood impressions 
and incidents colour your opinions in the present war? And if you 
do think childhood does afect your present opinion, in what way do 
you feel these efects work?’97 The 239 respondents often made refer-
ence to the Great War, or representations of it, enabling a glimpse of 
which representations had shaped their understandings.98 Analysis of 
their responses informs Chapters 1, 2 and 4. 

MO did enable Britons ‘to speak for themselves, to make their 
voices heard’, but MO’s diferent methods amplifed the voices of 
diferent groups. The street surveys asked questions of unsuspecting 
members of the public and were sometimes dominated by working-
class voices, while the self-selecting National Panel contained a dis-
proportionate number of lower-middle- and middle-class Britons, 
particularly clerks and teachers.99 As fewer than 2,500 Britons 
volunteered for the Panel by the end of the war, those who did 
were exceptional by default.100 More importantly, perhaps, James 
Hinton suggests they perceived themselves as such: ‘a group of self-
consciously enlightened individuals located across the class spec-
trum’.101 MO characterised them as exceptional, too: the ‘thinking 
minority’.102 The Panel inevitably attracted those interested in ideas 
like MO; many had volunteered after or hearing discussion of MO 
on the radio or reading an MO publication, and Britain by Mass 
Observation was published in 1939 in the Penguin Paperbacks 
range, marketed for ‘young intelligentsia’.103 The MO Diarists, 
who might be characterised as some of the most engaged members 
of the Panel, had commonly received more education than a typi-
cal Briton; few had a degree, but they commonly held a grammar-
school scholarship, and they read widely.104 The News Chronicle 
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and New Statesman were preferred journals,105 and panellists were 
typically politically left-leaning or centrist.106 Murray Goot has 
suggested they might be conceptualised as those who ‘wrote let-
ters to the editor’,107 and certainly they were keen to express their 
opinions, perhaps, as Lucy Noakes suggests, because they felt they 
were unrepresented in British society.108 The Panel was demo-
graphically unrepresentative of the British population, too: young 
people, especially men, and people from South-East England, were 
disproportionately inclined to join.109 Nevertheless, MO consist-
ently stressed that the Panel were not intended to be representative. 
Instead, they provided qualitative material to access the ‘why’ of 
public opinion.110 

Although the Panel was not representative, as Calder remarked of 
the Directive on Race, ‘if one knows how the Panel was composed, 
then the results in part seem highly signifcant’.111 As I have argued 
elsewhere, because most wartime panellists wrote fewer than four 
times and around a quarter wrote only once, it is more important 
to understand the composition of the respondents to the Directive 
in question than that of the Panel as a collective.112 In the case of 
the January and February 1940 Directives, no less than 80 per cent 
of the male respondents were under the age of 35, and 65 per cent 
of the women who answered the February Directive question were 
younger than 35. Clearly, they do not refect the age distribution of 
the British population; however, the skew towards those who had 
come of age during the 1920s and 1930s, and the preponderance of 
young men, is obviously advantageous for a study focused upon the 
experiences and attitudes of young men.113 If these experiences and 
attitudes varied across the United Kingdom’s nations, this is unlikely 
to be apparent in these responses. Few people wrote from Scotland 
or Wales. Moreover, as many as half the respondents were writing 
from London or the South-East of England, and respondents from 
the South-West, North-East, North-West and Midlands made up 
roughly equal proportions of the remainder. In terms of class, the 
January and February 1940 respondents refect the broader picture 
of the panel as a whole. Some held blue-collar jobs, including a sheet-
metal worker, a farm labourer and an apprentice wallpaper manu-
facturer. Most of those who responded, however, held white-collar 
jobs – they were clerks or journalists, assistant librarians or insurance 
salesmen. This composition need not limit the analysis, however. 
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Indeed, as will be argued, the relative lack of exposure to depictions 
of the Great War in ‘high’ literature amongst a group of respondents 
weighted towards to the educated lower-middle class is even more 
telling than if the respondents had been representative of the national 
population. It is possible that the above-average education levels of 
panellists meant that they had a better than average understanding of 
the processes of conscription, and thus how to negotiate it. Yet, as the 
discussion in Chapter 3 demonstrates, the highly educated could mis-
understand, and those who received fewer years of formal education 
could both transmit information about the processes and exercise 
agency in relation to them. Similarly, it is possible that lower-mid-
dle class young men might have more keenly felt military service as 
an interruption to their burgeoning careers, yet the working-class 
men whose opinions were captured in the April 1939 street survey 
expressed similar concerns about interrupted apprenticeships. There 
is, then, little to suggest that the self-selecting nature of these sources 
casts doubt upon the fndings presented. 

While neither the street surveys nor Directive Replies provide neat 
cross-sections of the British public’s opinion, and the voices of dif-
ferent groups predominate in diferent kinds of MO material, the 
Mass Observation Archive ‘provides a unique opportunity to inter-
rogate the ideas and feelings of large numbers of ordinary men and 
women’.114 The Directive responses and verbatim survey answers 
enable historians to re-examine individuals’ subjective expressions of 
their opinions themselves, rather than accepting MO’s analyses.115 As 
Claire Langhamer states, such MO sources provide ‘glimpses of “pri-
vate”, emotional lives, and responses to public events, unavailable 
from more traditional, quantitative, sources’.116 The material proves 
particularly valuable here because MO asked questions so relevant to 
this study, broadening its scope by enabling the refections and atti-
tudes of hundreds of Britons to be examined in far more depth than 
opinion polls. The oral histories, meanwhile, provide even deeper 
insight and the ability to explore and interrogate particular themes 
within the context of a broader narrative. That the two bodies of 
material – one contemporary and one far more recent – are consistent 
with one another suggests that interviewees have been able to suc-
cessfully recollect and refect how they thought and felt at the time. 

**** 
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This book is divided into two parts, shaped by the aim of bridg-
ing the gap between the two world wars. The frst two chapters 
locate the cultural legacy of First World War in the subjectivities of 
men who participated in the Second World War. Examining young 
men’s lived experience of and engagement with representations of 
the Great War in inter-war Britain enables a re-evaluation of the 
Great War’s cultural legacy. It challenges the signifcance of ‘elite’ 
literature and instead highlights the infuence of both the ‘pleasure 
culture’ of war and a broader and potentially more impactful range 
of representations of the Great War in domestic and day-to-day life. 
Having established how boys growing up in the 1920s and 1930s 
encountered representations of the Great War and what they took 
from them, the third, fourth and ffth chapters focus on joining up 
in the Second World War, including consideration of whether and 
how understandings of the Great War shaped men’s attitudes. They 
examine how young men felt about enlistment, the preferences they 
expressed and the choices they made. Their attitudes were highly 
varied, from those who fought to join up to those sought to escape 
the call-up, and those who accepted it with varied levels of enthu-
siasm or fatalism. Young men did not universally draw upon their 
understandings of the Great War when facing the Second World 
War, but many did and these understandings informed their atti-
tudes to, and choices about, enlistment. Men’s attitudes and pref-
erences also reveal much about their subjective conceptions of 
wartime masculinity. Having considered how wartime masculinity 
was depicted in representations of the Great War in Chapters 1 and 
2, Chapter 5 examines how these young men conceptualised it in 
relation to their own service. It shows that their conceptions were 
often divergent from the temperate masculinity that occupied a 
hegemonic position in public discourse, but when looking at men’s 
actions in relation to enlistment traditional constructions of mas-
culinity appeared resilient. This appearance was kept up, at least 
in part, by State manpower controls that gave individuals some 
agency to negotiate the nature of their service while still ostensi-
bly conforming to public expectations of masculine service in the 
People’s War. Yet, traditional constructions of wartime masculin-
ity did not only appear resilient; for some young men temperate 
masculinity and even the soldier hero remained expected or even 
desirable subjective identities, in spite of, and even because of, the 
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legacy of the Great War. This book contributes to and connects the 
history of the legacy of the Great War and the history of gender 
and military service in the Second World by demonstrating that 
the most infuential components of the Great War’s cultural legacy 
reinforced Edwardian conceptions of wartime masculinity in the 
subjectivities of those who had grown up in inter-war Britain. 
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Encounters with the Great War 
in popular culture 

Introduction and sources 

The oral histories of the young men who grew up in the 1920s 
and 1930s highlight the existence of multitudinous and disparate 
representations of the Great War in this period. George Stagg 
was intrigued by a painting depicting John Cornwall winning the 
Victoria Cross at the Battle of Jutland that hung in his school’s 
assembly hall.1 John Malling saw huge battle re-enactments with 
freworks at Belle Vue Gardens amusement park in Manchester. He 
recalled, ‘we would hear that was what the First World War was 
like’ and he and his brother ‘would go home and have battles …’.2 

Military reference points and a pleasure culture of war remained 
components of popular culture. Interviewees recalled playing with 
toy soldiers – though Jim Stephens re-enacted ‘Waterloo usually … 
[it had] to be one that we won [laughter]’3 – and when Edward Kirby 
was awarded a school scholarship his veteran father rewarded him 
by taking him to a military tattoo at Wembley stadium, which was 
‘wonderful, exciting entertainment for a young boy, there was no 
horror of war, it was all the colour, the marching, the music’.4 

Throughout the inter-war years, new representations of the Great 
War, in various cultural forms and varied tones, joined those cre-
ated during the war but which endured after its end.5 Some of these 
cultural artefacts have subsequently been the subject of consider-
able academic attention. An initial focus upon elite literature and 
the post-war peace movements led to the suggestion that British 
society promptly became disillusioned with warfare after 1918.6 

As historians acknowledged that representations of the Great War 
were far more ubiquitous than this, however, a more nuanced 
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picture emerged, of a plurality of competing narratives of the Great 
War within popular culture. This period was, as Dan Todman has 
argued, one in which ‘Britons want[ed] to remember very diferent 
versions of the war. Although none completely obscured the horror 
and the sufering inficted by the war, the meanings derived from 
those experiences varied widely.’7 Although the Great War was rep-
resented as a cause for disillusionment as the inter-war years went 
on, this was always a contested narrative.8 The war could also be 
presented in more traditional forms: in terms of redemptive sacri-
fce; heroic soldiering; and even within a pleasure culture of war as 
masculine adventure.9 

The focus of this chapter is young men’s engagement with the Great 
War in popular culture between 1918 and 1939. Representations of 
the war were widely available, not only in juvenile literature, novels 
and poetry, but also encyclopaediae, school textbooks and (illus-
trated) children’s histories of the Great War. The Great War was 
re-enacted on the nation’s cinema screens and in theatre and radio 
plays, and young men themselves featured as actors or spectators 
in rituals of commemoration in both schools and local communi-
ties in the 1920s and 1930s. Existing studies have tended to focus 
upon the production and popularity of representations of the Great 
War, and have aimed to infer societal attitudes.10 The reception and 
infuence of these texts, however, tend to have been assumed rather 
than established through examination of the subjective experiences 
and attitudes of those who consumed them. This chapter uses per-
sonal testimony to explore how young men accessed and responded 
to representations of the Great War. It highlights the breadth of 
places where young men encountered representations of the Great 
War and thus confrms that scholars’ shift to consider a wider range 
of cultural artefacts was necessary, and afrms that the scope merits 
still further expansion. The chapter makes clear that young men 
encountered some of these artefacts more commonly than others, 
which was partly afected by social class, but young men’s own 
interests and preferences also had considerable infuence. Those 
that were encountered most often tended to ofer a depiction of 
Great War experience that was either compatible with traditional 
ideas of war as heroic, masculine adventure or at least had redeem-
ing features. Yet, young men responded in varied and unpredictable 
ways to the representations they did encounter, whether they were 
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positive, negative or ambiguous about war. It is therefore difcult 
to generalise about the efects of a particular representation, and 
young men’s responses could be framed by understandings from 
other sources. How individuals’ memories of the Great War might 
be transmitted to others within everyday life and the domestic 
sphere is analysed in detail in Chapter 2.11 

Three bodies of personal testimony are the foundation of this 
chapter. The frst two are my own interviews with veterans and the 
archival oral histories. Although the sources were discussed in the 
introduction, it is important to emphasise the diferent values they 
have for the subject under discussion here. In the former, I was able 
to ask interviewees which representations of the Great War they had 
and had not encountered, and explore their reactions to them. In 
the latter, references to representations of the Great War are chance 
inclusions. This does not diminish their usefulness. When analysing 
my own interviews I have been alert to whether references were 
organic elements of the narrative or were narrated in response to 
questioning. But these archival interviews do ofer a ‘Rumsfeldian’ 
problem of ‘unknown unknowns’ – they do not provide the same 
opportunities to examine which representations were not encoun-
tered, or were encountered but were not mentioned because they 
were not asked about. 

The third body of material is contemporary survey material. 
This includes, but is not limited to, the responses provided by those 
who had grown up in inter-war Britain to a MO Directive ques-
tion asked in February 1940: ‘How much do you think childhood 
impressions and incidents colour your opinions in the present war? 
And if you do think childhood does afect your present opinion, in 
what way do you feel these efects work?’12 A detailed examina-
tion of these previously unused responses in relation to attitudes 
towards Second World War service also informs Chapters 2 and 
4. Here, however, the responses of young men, and occasionally 
young women, which often contained references to the Great War, 
supplement the oral histories and surveys as a means to explore 
how young men in inter-war Britain were learning about the Great 
War.13 The respondents were, like most MO panellists, employed in 
lower-middle and middle-class positions,14 and there is nothing to 
suggest that they did not share the broader characteristics of oth-
ers interested in MO, as discussed in the Introduction. They were, 
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then, probably better educated and read more widely than average 
Britons, meaning they were more likely than most, and defnitely no 
less likely, to have encountered representations of the Great War in 
high culture.15 They were also more likely to be of left-leaning poli-
tics and to have some interest in pacifsm.16 It must be recognised, 
therefore, that this was a group that was probably more sensitised 
than most to the infuence, if any, of anti-war literature.17 

Reading the Great War 

Reading was a very popular form of entertainment for young peo-
ple between the wars.18 It was in close competition with sport as the 
most popular pastime amongst Merseyside schoolboys in a 1934 
survey.19 Likewise, a survey of boys in St Pancras, London in the 
early 1930s found only carpentry was a more popular hobby, and 
half of these children read three or more ‘books’, normally story 
papers, each week.20 When Annette Kuhn interviewed members 
of the same generation in the 1990s about their cinema-going in 
the 1930s she found reading and listening to the wireless were the 
most popular alternatives,21 and most of my interviewees had also 
liked to read as children.22 A 1932 survey of the preferred reading 
categories of 853 boys in the Central Junior Library in East Ham 
sheds light on what boys liked to read and highlights the popu-
larity of books about the war. The fve most popular topics were 
Adventure, School Life, War, Sea and Ships, and History. The Great 
War, or warfare in imagined forms, may have featured in adven-
ture literature and the librarian noted that the ‘“distressingly high” 
preference for “War” stories … referred to tales of the Great War; 
anything earlier was rejected as “ancient history” ’.23 

Juvenile literature 

Traditionally, juvenile literature had profered the adventurous 
imperial warrior as a masculine role model, and sought to incul-
cate in young readers the belief that wartime military service was 
a man’s duty.24 Michael Paris argues that depictions of the soldier 
hero continued during the Great War, as writers such as Brereton, 
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Westerman and Strang depicted it as an epic adventure: a crusade to 
liberate peoples occupied by a barbarous nation which threatened 
the Empire, death in such a cause was a noble and worthwhile sac-
rifce, and victory had brought an end to war itself.25 Although such 
fction recognised signifcant casualties and the destructive power of 
new weaponry, ‘in the fnal analysis their fctions and visual images 
reveal an essentially romantic and chivalric war fought for high 
moral purpose’ and an adventure that ‘was the crowning experi-
ence of [men’s] lives’.26 

Post-1918, war remained a staple setting of adventure tales in 
juvenile literature.27 Publishers made veteran authors a selling point, 
and titles such as the Aldine War Stories series (1930–1), inexpen-
sive sixty-four-page novelettes, ofered a ‘continuation of the fction 
of the war period’, similar to Henty and Westerman.28 Inter-war 
stories still communicated British heroism, but moved away from 
trench warfare to the war of movement, which was ‘more palat-
able and more exciting to young readers’.29 Budgen observes that 
‘Flying and spying hardly refected the experience of the majority 
during the Great War, but they became more prominent themes in 
children’s fction.’30 Meanwhile, the works of Brereton, Westerman 
and Strang were reissued, sold well and remained popular with edu-
cation authorities, Sunday schools and parents as prizes or gifts.31 

As Paris highlights, those choosing these texts were often veterans, 
but ‘they consciously made the decision to pass on to the next gen-
eration a heroic and justifed representation of the war, rather than 
stories … that portrayed it as degrading and futile’.32 These texts 
were popular with boys themselves, too. In 1926, when 750 boys 
in Croydon’s public libraries were asked to name their favourite 
author, Westerman, Strang and Henty shared 84 per cent of the 
votes.33 Westerman received around a third of the vote when The 
Times asked young readers in Stepney the same year.34 

Most interviewees did not, however, recall having read novels 
about the Great War.35 Jack Abbott felt he was not ‘terribly inter-
ested in the First World War anyway, apart from the fact that I 
knew my father had been in it in some way I don’t think it really 
was something that concerned me much’.36 Reg Day preferred to 
read ‘about cowboys and Indians’37 and Don Browne regularly bor-
rowed Bulldog Drummond and Sexton Blake detective novels and 
PC Wren novels about the Foreign Legion from his local library.38 
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Stories about the war in the air, especially Biggles stories, published 
from 1932, were, however, read by some interviewees who were oth-
erwise uninterested in the Great War in fction.39 According to Paris, 
while Biggles stories demonstrated the cruelty of modern war, they 
did not suggest it was futile or unjust, and the stories could not fail to 
feature the excitement of fying and aerial combat.40 Five years after 
the 1932 East Ham survey, a schoolchild in Middlesbrough told MO, 
‘Books which I prefer most are books of air stories by “Johns” usually 
thrilling episodes of Biggles and Co.’41 Another commented: ‘Flying 
stories often tell of the difculties of … the difculties in the war when 
at frst machine guns could not fre through the air-screw … War sto-
ries are sometimes very far-fetched but most of them show the grim 
horrors of war and many dangers which have to be endured.’42 

Working-class children often only acquired books ‘second-hand 
or as gifts (notably the ubiquitous Sunday school prizes), borrowed, 
inherited, or scavenged’.43 Biggles, however, had initially featured in 
the boys’ story papers, and it was these to which the working and 
lower-middle class children of St Pancras were referring when they 
reported reading three books a week. The boys’ story papers had huge 
readerships. In the 1920s the weekly circulation of the Amalgamated 
Press’s ten boys’ titles was greater than 1,000,000 copies, and the 
Religious Tract Society published the middle-class, and more expen-
sive and less popular, Boy’s Own Paper.44 Yet surveys usually showed 
that boys preferred D. C. Thomson’s ‘Big Five’ – Adventure, The 
Rover, The Wizard, Skipper and The Hotspur – to Amalgamated 
Press’s biggest sellers – Magnet and Gem.45 The Wizard alone sold 
over 800,000 copies a week throughout the 1930s.46 

Like many other of my interviewees, Jack Pragnell recalled he 
would ‘have The Hotspur every week and then you’d swap it with 
somebody [who] had The Wizard and then swap with somebody 
who had The Rover …’.47 Don Browne read a series of magazines 
about the Great War which ‘somebody would buy and then they’d 
sell it to somebody else for a bit cheaper and that’s how it got passed 
along’.48 By such methods, boys read more papers than they could 
otherwise have aforded. The industry assumed each copy reached 
at least three boys, thus McAleer suggests that ‘each Thomson 
paper was read by between 600,000 and 1,500,000 boys (and girls) 
per week between the wars’.49 Undoubtedly, most young people in 
Britain were regularly reading a story paper. 
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Boys’ story papers were enthusiastically recalled by the majority 
of my interviewees, who commonly remembered having enjoyed 
the public school stories like Billy Bunter, but most did not remem-
ber encountering Great War stories in the story papers.50 Reg Day 
remembered ‘gung-ho stories’ about the Empire, and indeed a fre-
quently recalled character was the Wolf of Kabul, who controlled 
Afghan tribesmen with the assistance of a servant brandishing a 
‘clicky bar’ – a cricket bat adorned with barbed wire.51 Fred Pond 
felt that warfare was ‘never glorifed’ in the story papers, but con-
versely Stagg thought its portrayal in the comics was in ‘jovial ways 
… never depicted as gory or anything like that, … the Germans 
were the bad boys, the English were the good boys, you know’. 
Stagg felt that, as an adolescent, ‘to a certain extent it gave you 
[the] impression it was thrilling, the gory side of it never entered it, 
it was an adventure …’.52 Derrick Thurgood said the story papers 
had given him an ‘impression of the frst war, of the dreaded Hun, 
Boche, attacking the brave British soldiers in their trenches and our 
brave chaps fghting them back, giving them a touch of the old 
cold steel’.53 

These impressions were similar to traditional representations of 
warfare as adventure. Paris suggests that in order that such repre-
sentations could be continued, the Great War increasingly made 
way for battles policing the empire, futuristic wars in space or his-
toric wars more distant than 1914. Publications could thus present 
historic or imagined battles in glamorous and adventurous tones, 
whilst also solemnly considering the costs of the Great War.54 For 
instance, an issue of Boy’s Own once both glamorised a historic 
war and emphasised the importance of Armistice Day in educating 
young men about the realities of war.55 Thus Paris suggests that 
depictions of war in the boys’ story papers were a ‘vital and exciting 
element of the pleasure culture’.56 

Another response to the horrors of the Western Front, and the 
challenge to the notion that individual skill brought success or even 
survival, was the emergence of characters who had mastered mech-
anised warfare: highly trained assault troops or pilots. At this time 
the RAF promoted military aviation as the future of warfare.57 

Some took this on board; Peter Woodard expected the Second 
World War to be diferent from the First because of airpower, 
which Biggles, the ‘superstar in the Flying Corps’, had shown him 
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had been involved at the end of the Great War.58 Frank Webster 
read fctional stories about the Royal Flying Corps in The Ranger 
and also recalled Baldy’s Angels.59 Jack Thomas, born 1924, had 
read all ‘the Biggles books of course, Biggles was a great hero, yes 
[laughs]’ and recalled that aged 9 or 10 he read the ‘Boy’s Own 
paper … very good authors like W. B. Johns and people, and I used 
to read a series of stories about a chap who was a pilot on an air 
craft carrier, and I thought when I grow up I’m gonna be a pilot on 
an aircraft carrier …’. He recalled that ‘as kids [war] was an adven-
ture more than anything else’.60 Readers of non-fction did not, 
however, necessarily receive a diferent impression/think of war as 
less of an adventure. 

Non-fction 

There was undoubtedly signifcant public interest in the Great War. 
Winston Churchill’s The World Crisis (1923–31) was the most suc-
cessful non-fction work of the inter-war period.61 Similarly, David 
Lloyd-George’s war memoirs, published in the 1930s, were also 
widely purchased; an inexpensive two-volume edition released in 
1938 quickly sold more than 100,000 copies.62 His highly critical 
stance on Douglas Haig, who he depicted as incompetent, infex-
ible, unintelligent and uncontrollable, fuelled interest.63 Heathorn 
states this ‘helped solidify amongst the general public an increas-
ingly negative opinion of the army leadership during the Great 
War’.64 Such texts may well have informed popular understand-
ings of the competency of Great War generals, who were ‘fgures 
of mockery’ for some by the end of the 1930s,65 but the texts 
themselves did not feature in the oral history interviews, probably 
because those who read them were typically older than the inter-
viewees. Nevertheless, the interviews reveal other kinds of non-fc-
tion through which young men in inter-war Britain encountered 
representations of the Great War and these representations shaped 
their understandings of the confict. 

Thurgood had ‘read a lot about [the Great War]’, and had twenty-
four volumes of The Children’s Story of the Great War, published 
during or at the end of the Great War, which had ‘pictures of the 
Boche bayoneting babies and things like that, because all the myths 
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if myths they were, of the behaviour of the Germans, the Hun of 
the First World War, were perpetuated in these books’.66 Periodicals 
and part-works were regularly recalled, even if exact titles were not 
forthcoming. Don Browne read a series of magazines called ‘The 
Great War something’,67 and Jim Stephens described a periodical 
written by ‘Brig. Hammerstein or something like that’ – probably 
Hammerton’s War Illustrated.68 Similarly, Derrick Davies, born in 
1923, read the twenty-two-volume The Illustrated News History 
of the 1914–1918 War.69 Peter Woodard got a four-volume set of 
War Illustrated when he was apprenticed aged 15, and may have 
also had a set of books called The First Pictorial Knowledge of the 
[Great]War before the Second World War.70 

In 1933 the Daily Express opined that their own publication of 
that year – The First World War: A Photographic History – was 
‘the most dreadful book of bloodshed ever printed’ and argued that 
‘there is no glamour left in war after turning those pages’.71 Yet 
looking at texts like these from a modern perspective it is hard to 
classify them as ‘anti-war’ – they frequently mentioned British hero-
ism and clearly celebrated victory – and some of them, particularly 
those produced as the spectre of another confict loomed during the 
1930s, were undoubtedly sensationalist. War Illustrated included 
photographs of Victoria Cross winners,72 and illustrated reports 
of heroic acts.73 Even when the illustrations depicted challeng-
ing combat the tone of accompanying text suggested courage and 
sometimes martial adventure.74 Given that death and injury were 
not absent (though British causalities appeared less frequently than 
German) it is important to note that although often accompanied 
by text heralding bravery,75 what readers took away – particularly 
from the images involved – could be very diferent from the content 
of the text. 

The images of the Great War encountered in illustrated histo-
ries were a particularly common source of young men’s concep-
tions of the Great War.76 Allan Florence found, and occasionally 
looked through, a ‘whole pile of books on the Great War’ his par-
ents ‘had gathered somehow or other’. They were difcult reading 
for Florence, aged between 5 and 8, but the photographs of the 
Army in France enabled an understanding; he saw the ‘terrible 
states some of the men were in, er, parts of bodies blown of and 
all that, lying around ….’77 Pearson, a keen reader, remembered 
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he had been interested in a book about the Great War owned 
by his brother George. ‘[O]ccasionally when George brought it 
out’ Pearson would look at the pictures ‘of the trenches’ and he 
remembered he was impressed by photographs of the Highland 
regiments who frightened the Germans, and also saw images of 
men going into action.78 Illustrated histories of the Great War 
were also one of the representations of the Great War in popular 
culture more commonly referenced by MO respondents. A civil 
servant, born in 1920, had, when he was ‘very small’, been given 
a war book – presumably an illustrated book given his age – which 
had prompted nightmares, and said this was behind his ‘intense 
horror and dislike of war’.79 Another, born in 1919, felt ‘war is 
outrageously barbaric. The seeds of this opinion were, I believe, 
sown by reading the serial magazine War Illustrated issued dur-
ing the last war. I did this in my childhood and some of the pic-
tures still remain in my memory.’80 A music student the same age, 
though, implied he had taken a similar impression from ‘the picto-
rial history of 1914–18’ as from ‘the usual “glorious” war stories 
in books and magazines’.81 

A few of my interviewees had read avidly about the war even as 
children. Given the choice, Bob Woodhams would have opted for 
a book about the Great War ahead of other topics, and had read 
about the Army’s experiences on the Somme. He recalled that the 
books he had read had included illustrations of 

people going over the top and what it was like in the trenches, you 
know, used to explain it all, about the mud and when they used to 
lay down all these duckboards and that, and actually digging ’em and 
where they actually dug under the German lines, to dynamite ’em, 
to blow ’em up, I remember reading that part, so there was diferent 
things that stuck in your mind about that.82 

Brian Spragg said he had known ‘quite a bit, I used to read about 
it’. While he thought much had gone over his head, he remembered 
reading about the internment of prisoners during the Great War. 
Interestingly, he noted that ‘pretty well all’ of his friends’ fathers 
were veterans, so he and his friends would talk about the war. From 
around the age of 8, Ken Hay was borrowing war books from the 
adult section of the library because he ‘found them quite exciting’. 
He said: 
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I think I read every book in the library concerned with air warfare, … 
I can recall some from the Navy, the Battle of Jutland and things 
like that, I think I was very interested in the war but as an event, not 
something that was coming, a something that was in the past and 
even when the war did come I can’t recall ever associating the two 
things, one was history almost happening you know and I didn’t see 
that as history ….83 

Hay’s enthusiasm was unusual amongst the interviewees, but his 
interest in air warfare was not. More interviewees had read about 
the air aces than any other aspect of the Great War.84 Bob Lowe, 
aged between 10 and 12, had ‘avidly’ read his brother’s books ‘all 
about the fying aces of the First World War’, ‘about all these blokes 
in these little bi-planes going up and shooting Germans down and all 
the rest of it and getting shot down themselves … so I had a fair idea 
of what happened there’.85 Maurice Marriot read about Great War 
pilots and aircraft and subscribed to Aeroplane magazine, which was 
about ‘all the latest aircraft’.86 Often an interest in the Great War fy-
ers related to a more general fascination with aviation, and reading 
about air races and the feats of fyers like Amy Johnson. Visits from 
Alan Cobham’s Flying Circus were particularly well remembered,87 

while a few had attended military air displays, like the Hendon 
Air Pageant, which the League of Nations and the Fellowship for 
Reconciliation and Peace sought to ban, believing it encouraged mil-
itarism.88 The Air Ministry agreed, and therefore supported displays 
like Hendon, and the later Empire Air Day, which saw hundreds of 
thousands attend aerodromes across the country, to participate in a 
form of popular militarism especially attractive to British youth.89 

Representations of the war in the air inevitably put innovative 
technology and individual military heroes centre stage. This topic 
had particular appeal to young men in inter-war Britain, but the 
personal testimonies also highlight that illustrated histories of the 
Great War were a commonly encountered and easily accessible 
representation that could also leave a lasting impression. While 
such texts demonstrated the human costs of the Great War in 
potentially graphic ways, they could also provide narratives of 
heroic action compatible with traditional scripts of military ser-
vice as adventure and a test of masculine character. Moreover, 
readers’ responses were varied; some were horrifed, but others 
were impressed. 
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War literature 

Around four hundred works of fction representing the Great 
War were published in Britain between the wars.90 Erich Maria 
Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, published in English 
in March 1929, was probably the most widely read.91 By July 1929 
133,000 copies had been sold.92 It occupied the best seller list from 
April to October, ‘an astonishing achievement for any book, in any 
genre, in this period’.93 More signifcantly, it was serialised in the 
Sunday Express in autumn 1929, a decision that was perceived 
to have increased the paper’s circulation.94 Hugh Cecil argues, 
however, that the success of All Quiet and R. C. Sherrif’s play, 
Journey’s End (also serialised in the Evening Standard in October 
1929),95 obscures the fact that ‘book for book, the British Public, 
over a thirty year period, seem to have preferred the patriotic to 
the disenchanted type of war book’.96 Trott has highlighted that 
texts that celebrated Tommys’ achievements and ofered a consol-
ing vision of the Great War, like Peter Jackson, Cigar Merchant, 
sold well,97 and Ernest Raymond’s Tell England, published in 1922, 
had sold 300,000 copies by 1939.98 In the 1920s and 1930s, it was 
middlebrow novels that occupied the bookshelves of libraries and 
middle-class homes.99 Middlebrow novels typically connected the 
Great War with traditional military ideals to alleviate the shock 
of the Great War, and to maintain middle-class values.100 Daniel 
Todman has noted that it was possible for texts like Tell England, 
which depicted the Great War ‘in terms of Christian redemptive 
sacrifce and made use of traditional visions of heroism’, to por-
tray the war as horrifying whilst also investing it with essentially 
positive meanings.101 It sold out eleven imprints.102 Even texts that 
were labelled ‘anti-war’, like Journey’s End and Robert Graves’s 
Goodbye to All That (1929) contained ambiguity; authors might 
demonstrate that war was destructive and deadly but remain far 
more equivocal about the war as a whole and stress positive war-
time experiences.103 Indeed, Robert Graves and Sherrif resented the 
moniker ‘anti-war’.104 

Trott suggests that publishers attempted to cater to an inter-war 
book-buying public that was divided about how to interpret the 
war; both romanticised and disillusioned depictions found a mar-
ket.105 Janet Watson’s exploration of the war books controversy 
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illustrates this division. While some heralded the ‘disillusioned’ war 
books as telling the ‘truth’ about the war, others argued that while 
the war had been horrible, ‘To dwell on that only … and to argue 
that coping with its horrors was beyond the capacities of British 
soldiers, was to malign the past (including the dead), to criticise 
the present, and even to jeopardise the future of the nation.’106 

Charles Carrington’s A Subaltern’s War, published in July 1929, 
was intended to counter the disenchanted war books. Carrington 
‘contend[ed] that he and his fellow volunteers had known from the 
outset that they faced a terrible ordeal but were determined to see it 
through’.107 Veterans had letters published in the conservative press 
declaring that the disenchanted books did not mirror their experi-
ence,108 though it is noteworthy that their high rank suggests they 
were professional soldiers who may therefore have approached the 
confict with a diferent perspective to their amateur or conscripted 
counterparts. Still, veterans’ organisations, which preferred to cel-
ebrate more positive aspects of war experience, tended to disap-
prove of the disenchanted war books.109 Veteran Sidney Rodgerson, 
in Twelve Days (1933), praised the courage, resolution and cheer-
fulness of ordinary soldiers, and expressed his irritation that ‘the 
soldier looks in vain for the scenes he knew’ in war books which 
portrayed an experience manipulated ‘by the … agents of peace 
for all time……this post-war propaganda, piling corpse on corpse, 
heaping terror on futility’.110 Conversely, a critic praising the real-
ism of Blunden’s Undertones of War wrote that ‘all should have 
been recreated, so that a youth reading might experience exactly 
what Second Lieutenant Blunden experienced at the time’.111 

The hope or fear that disillusioned literature might diminish the 
next generation’s martial spirit and patriotic sentiment or cultivate 
a commitment to peace was also visible in newspaper opinion pages 
and in the comments of civic fgureheads.112 It is the fact that it was 
a youth doing the reading that Watson sees as fundamental to the 
interest in these texts. There was little new about the depiction of 
war they ofered; the unpleasantness of trench life was illustrated in 
traditional literature in the early 1920s, and disillusioned represen-
tations of the war had appeared regularly without attracting criti-
cal or public attention.113 What was diferent was the readership; a 
younger generation of readers encountered this literature, and sub-
sequently saw the war ‘not for what it had achieved, but for what it 
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had cost’.114 Moreover, Watson has observed that All Quiet appears 
to have had particular resonance with ‘those who came of age just 
after the war and who wanted to understand the experiences that 
had been so formative for their older brothers. All Quiet seems to 
ofer them a window into that shadowy time. They could, they felt, 
know what really happened.’115 

Some of the archival interviewees belonged to the age group 
Watson is referring to, but none made reference to All Quiet. 
References to ‘disillusioned’ war literature were even uncom-
mon amongst the MO respondents, but they did occur and sup-
port Watson’s suggestion that the war books provided a sense of 
understanding for those who had been excluded from the war 
experience. These respondents had lived through the war as young 
children – girls, in fact, though their responses suggest little reason 
some boys would not have responded in the same way. A young 
woman, born in 1914, who gave her occupation as ‘reader’, had 
indistinct memories of wounded soldiers and unhappiness in those 
around her, but these memories were bolstered by the ‘war nov-
els of the late 1920s and early 1930s’ which she read ‘almost like 
advice’, ‘I suppose because I had to fll in the facts about the war of 
which I had such vivid though such vague childhood impressions. 
I remember the bitterness and disillusion of those war books and I 
shared it.’116 A housewife, born in 1910, wrote that she had ‘read a 
terrifc amount of books on [the war]’ and that her ‘horror of war’ 
is ‘based on my reading of the sufering and futility of the Great 
War …’.117 

Although they were generally younger than either the MO 
respondents who mentioned the war books, or those who ‘came of 
age’ just after the war, a small number of those interviewed for this 
research had read All Quiet between the wars. In contrast, as will be 
seen below, it was the flm of All Quiet which would have probably 
the greatest impact of any cultural product of the inter-war years 
on interviewees’ remembered attitudes to war. Their responses pro-
vide insight into how they had approached the war books.118 Ken 
Hay, who also read lots of non-fction about the Great War, read 
All Quiet and Goodbye to All That and treated them as historical, 
although he understood they were novels.119 Derrick Thurgood had 
read All Quiet at least twice, aged 10 or 11 in 1936/7, and later saw 
the flm. He was attracted to the story because: 
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I was very interested in the First World War, erm, I, I found it difcult 
to believe that men could go over the top into a hail of machine gun 
fre knowing that their friends were all falling down and they were 
the next ones …, erm, er, there didn’t seem to be anything heroic 
about it on the one hand, on the other hand it was a sort of subject 
that you couldn’t, I couldn’t, leave alone ….120 

At a similar time Thurgood read Howard Spring’s Oh Absolon, 
(my son my son), which he found stunning because it showed an 
ofcer could be on the battlefront in the morning ‘and get on a 
train and that evening be back in Victoria taking a girl to dinner … 
having only just left the ghastliness of the First World War trenches, 
and I found that riveting’.121 Stagg felt that he had learned about 
the experience of fghting the Great War through fction from the 
library, although he was uncertain which titles. He thought that 
some used fction to ‘build up the momentum they were fction but 
er the basic principles of ’em were true’. His response to the books 
demonstrates a similar ambivalence to that displayed by Thurgood; 
they were ‘thrilling to a certain extent but at the same time you 
thought there was really horrendous you know’.122 

In March 1940 MO asked ffty young men attending sixth form 
colleges, and mostly born in 1922 or 1923, to complete a ques-
tionnaire about literature.123 Their responses suggest they were, on 
the whole, keen readers. Thirty-fve read book reviews, typically 
those in the Observer or Sunday Times, and a couple even read 
the Times Literary Supplement. Even so, nearly four times as many 
said their book purchases were ‘spur of the moment’, infuenced 
by the author or the type of book, rather than in response to book 
reviews; this is noteworthy when considering the infuence of lit-
erary critics. Charles Dickens topped the list of the young men’s 
favourite authors overall, while P. G. Wodehouse was by far their 
favourite humorous author. Thirty-fve of the ffty had liked a book 
so much that they had read it more than once. Among the revis-
ited titles were The Pickwick Papers (4 respondents), The Wind 
in the Willows (3 respondents), Winnie the Pooh (2 respondents) 
and Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (2 respondents). Great War 
novels – whether canonical or middlebrow – were, however, absent 
from lists of their favourite novels and novels they had revisited, and 
while titles about Gladstone, Disraeli and monasteries featured in 
their favourite historical books titles about the Great War did not. 
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Some certainly had read Great War books, though. Hemingway’s 
Farewell to Arms and Sassoon’s Memoirs of a Fox Hunting Man 
were each named once among the eighty-four titles that had given 
readers ‘the greatest satisfaction’, and one respondent mentioned 
All Quiet on the Western Front when asked if they read foreign 
books in translation. As well as asking about their favourites, the 
questionnaire solicited readers’ feelings about particular authors. If 
their familiarity to readers is indicated by the number of responses 
then Edmund Blunden (3 responses) was relatively unknown com-
pared with Charles Dickens (18), William Thackery (11) and Aldous 
Huxley (10). Nevertheless, those who had something to say about 
Blunden were positive, considering him ‘the best novelist of the war, 
beating Mottram by a short head’, and recalling Undertones of War 
as ‘the best war novel I have read’ and ‘a very enthralling and mov-
ingly realistic picture of the war’.124 

Taken together, the personal testimonies and surveys show that 
young audiences clearly did read war books and could fnd them 
afecting, but the responses to MO’s 1940 questionnaire summa-
rised above also reiterate that we should see such texts as only a 
component of the reading matter individuals in inter-war Britain 
consumed and as something that some but not all young men 
engaged with, rather than conceiving them as texts that impressed 
their representation of war experience upon a generation. 

Poetry 

Poetry, like literature, provided varied depictions of the Great 
War. An ‘incoherent’ canon developed.125 Wilfred Owen and 
Siegfried Sassoon achieved critical recognition and featured in col-
lections of poetry that sold well,126 but 300,000 copies of Rupert 
Brooke’s Collected Poems had been sold by 1930.127 Both Brooke 
and Owen’s work featured in the BBC’s Armistice Day radio pro-
gramme in 1930.128 Clearly, disillusioned poetry certainly did not 
sit wholly outside mainstream culture, but it appears that works 
that celebrated traditional values remained popular and better 
known during the inter-war period. 

The works of Sassoon and Owen were, at least before 1945, 
largely unfamiliar to my interviewees. Moreover, they rarely recalled 
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having read any poetry about the Great War. Pond commented that 
‘most of the poetry I knew were flthy’; the one poem he could 
recall related to the Great War was about ‘diddling in [a German’s] 
eye’ and suggested that people should feel no sympathy towards the 
Germans.129 The small minority of interviewees who had encoun-
tered war poetry, often at school, most commonly remembered 
reading Brooke’s The Soldier and McCrae’s In Flanders’ Fields.130 

Thurgood doubted they made any impact, and Lowe said the same 
of Owen and Sassoon, whose work he thought he ‘probably didn’t 
understand because they all seem to be a metaphor really [laugh-
ter]’.131 Jack Pragnell read the ‘very thoughtful’ ‘peaceful poems’ of 
Sassoon and Graves at school, but also read Brooke, Kipling and 
Tennyson; it was the latter’s The Charge of the Light Brigade which 
was his favourite.132 

The responses of those who refected on the infuence of child-
hood impressions for MO confrm that war poetry did have the 
potential to shape understandings and attitudes, though. A writer 
and businessman, born in 1901, wrote: 

… fellows who had been at school with me were killed in their teens. 
This I believe afected my later attitude. I think my later war reading 
afected me much more than childhood. The romanticism of war as 
seen by a child has been obliterated by intellectual approaches, the 
poetry of Sassoon and Owen etc.133 

Notably, though, this respondent identifed his profession as a 
writer, suggesting he may have had greater interest in literature than 
most. Of those whose testimonies have been examined here, only a 
minority had encountered ‘disillusioned’ war poetry and those who 
had did not typically deem it infuential. 

Watching and listening to the Great War 

Literary texts were by no means the only, or even the most signif-
cant, means of cultural production that represented the Great War 
to inter-war audiences. Films, plays and radio programmes were 
produced, and literary and stage representations were adapted for 
radio and cinema. Indeed, the cinematic adaptations of Journey’s 
End and All Quiet on the Western Front were two of the most 
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successful inter-war war flms.134 It was undoubtedly the case that 
most of those who encountered these stories did so via these means 
of dissemination. 

Film 

The Battle of the Somme was probably the most widely seen cin-
ematic representation of the Great War.135 In the months follow-
ing its release in 1916 the majority of Britons watched battlefront 
recordings and, unbeknown to audiences, re-enactments that viv-
idly depicted the action that had taken place in France two months 
previously.136 The next flm in the series, Advance of the Tanks, 
shown in June 1917, proved a box ofce failure. With audiences 
wanting to escape the war, few subsequent feature flms were made 
about it until the Armistice.137 When the Great War returned to the 
screen, Paris argues, it was generally portrayed in a positive light; 
sacrifce had occurred, but it was worthwhile. Therefore, Paris 
suggests, cinema ‘helped to disseminate heroic images of violence 
and war’.138 

Traditional and patriotic portrayals of war outnumbered those 
that ‘raised even some ambiguously phrased doubts about whether 
such sacrifce could ever be justifed’ even when anti-war sentiment 
became more widespread.139 In any case, those flms that were more 
ambiguous about the war’s meaning, like Reveille (1924), enabled 
audience members with conficting views to see what they wanted. 
Paris suggests that British Instructional Films The Battle of Jutland 
(1921), Mons (1922, remade 1926) and Ypres (1925) were widely 
seen by children as they were perceived as educational,140 and were 
popular with audiences.141 These flms provided a similar version 
of the war to that expressed in inter-war popular fction: ‘sanitised, 
heroic images, testaments to courage, patriotism and the nobility 
of sacrifce’.142 They were not recalled by my interviewees, who 
were largely too young to see them upon release, but nor did they 
feature, by name at least, in the archival interviews examined here. 

Throughout the 1930s there were between eighteen million and 
nineteen million cinema attendances a week, a number that leads 
Ross McKibbin to suggest that ‘no other cultural activity of the 
period’ was as popular, and it was adolescents who went most.143 
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A quarter of the school-age boys asked in Merseyside in 1934 
went to the cinema weekly.144 In the 1990s Annette Kuhn surveyed 
nearly two hundred 1930s cinema-goers, ‘probably reasonably rep-
resentative of “ordinary” picture goers of their generation’, about 
their flm tastes.145 Almost half had been educated past 14, most 
were frst employed in positions typical of the lower-middle class, 
and their median year of birth – 1923 – was similar to that of my 
interviewees.146 Nearly all went to the cinema at least once a week, 
which Kuhn suggests ‘does not exaggerate the cinema-going habit 
in the 1930s’.147 Nearly a third went regardless of the picture play-
ing, and stars were a more important attraction than plots. They 
had favourite flms and genres, though; flms adapted from books 
or plays were most popular – about three times more popular than 
war flms – and were also the type of flm most often cited as having 
made an impression.148 

Two of the most successful inter-war war flms, though, were 
both adapted from books or plays and were war flms: Journey’s 
End and All Quiet on the Western Front.149 The flm adaptation 
of All Quiet had greater reach than the original novel. Released in 
1930, it ‘played to packed theatres in Britain’150 where it apparently 
‘fared better … than anywhere else in the world’.151 A clerk, born in 
1922, wrote to MO in 1940 that: 

One of my habits when young was seeing all the war flms that I 
could – and this possibly made me dread war. I can vividly remember 
All Quiet on the Western Front when I was about 10. I remember I 
was petrifed with horror and disgust as I was later when I read the 
novel.152 

All Quiet was the favourite flm of 11 per cent of the men Annette 
Kuhn surveyed about their 1930s cinema-going.153 How typical this 
was may, however, be open to question. Sue Harper has analysed 
one of the few remaining attendance ledgers of the period, from 
the Regent Cinema, Portsmouth. The cinema’s immediate catch-
ment was ‘clearly lower-middle-class’ and ‘young-ish’, an audience 
who liked to see flms that confrmed their essentially conservative 
attitudes.154 All Quiet was shown in the week beginning 4 April 
1931; admissions were the third lowest of that year, some 4,000 
below the average.155 Harper suggests that audiences avoided All 
Quiet because ‘it was too depressing’.156 In comparison, Gunga 
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Din and Cavalcade, both of which had a more traditional mili-
tary aspect, were hits at the Regent.157 The war flms of the 1930s 
were not generally disillusioned, but often simple depictions of 
war as adventure.158 Duty and sacrifce were the key themes of Tell 
England (1931) and Journey’s End (1930), and the latter focused 
more upon ‘the enduring heroism of the soldiers than … anti-war 
rhetoric’.159 Forever England (1935) – which drew big audiences at 
the Regent in Portsmouth160 – emphasised individual heroism, and 
while war was unpleasant, it remained a man’s duty to endure it.161 

That Forever England was a naval tale may have been signifcant 
in its success. The last British flm set in a trench was Suspense 
(1930).162 Paris suggests that with another war on the horizon flms 
about the Great War became more positive in their attitude, and 
flmmakers turned to earlier wars that ‘could still be portrayed as 
high adventure and were well received by the public’. This, he con-
cludes, shows ‘that the nation’s pacifsm was not perhaps as deeply 
held as we have been led to believe, or at least did not extend to 
entertainment’.163 

When asked about the cinema, interviewees often recalled 
Saturday morning matinees, often Westerns, in the ‘Fleapit’ or 
‘tuppenny rush’.164 Far from all who went to the cinema regularly 
recalled having seen flms about the Great War as they grew up, but 
a number of flms about war were recalled by individuals, includ-
ing the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse165 and Lives of a Bengal 
Lancer.166 Jim Hayes had seen ‘a good many flms’ about the Great 
War, including some staring Victor McLagan.167 Frank Webster 
recalled that he had found one Great War flm ‘rather callous’; it 
depicted an American soldier who ‘fred the shot and he said to his 
mate “Went up like a so-and-so and down like a so-and-so, stif as 
a board”, it was almost glorifying the fact that he killed a bloke’.168 

The popularity of the cinema notwithstanding, however, not every-
one went. Thomas Leask, born in Newcastle in 1923, spent much 
of his leisure time at the swimming baths, which was ‘very popular 
because it was so cheap, we couldn’t aford to go to cinemas and 
things like that’.169 

Signifcantly, the flm All Quiet was re-released in 1939, at 
which point the men interviewed for this research were closer to 
the coming-of-age Watson describes.170 All Quiet was the war flm 
that most often appeared naturally in interviewees’ narratives.171 
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Those who remembered it tended to agree with Brian Spragg’s over-
all assessment: ‘I was very sad when somebody was shot [laughter]’, 
and it was ‘rather a sad flm as much as anything’.172 There was 
much greater variation, however, in what men took from the flm. 
Jim Stephens remembered that the ‘slaughter they depicted there 
was absolutely horrible’.173 Frank Webster remembered that All 
Quiet ‘frightened [him]’ and always remembered the fnal scene, 
but thought he was ‘too young to understand that much’ in relation 
to its message.174 Similarly, Tom Knowlton, who had either read 
or seen All Quiet, felt its impression was limited: ‘it didn’t sink in 
because I wasn’t clever enough to understand it, put it that way’.175 

Conversely, Don Browne had understood the flm to be about the 
‘futility of war’, but he had gone to see it ‘as entertainment’ and 
while ‘it was a very sad flm’, he felt that it had little long term efect 
on his views about war.176 

George Stagg, who like many others recalled the fnal scene,177 

suggested that the flm had ‘showed you an insight that the German 
people … was on the same principles what we were, working-class 
people all with their sons and sending ’em of to kill and be killed’. 
Whether Stagg had understood this at the time or whether this is 
how he understood it on refection is unclear, however, as he also 
said that ‘at that time, being that age, it don’t sink in properly, it 
was still to a certain extent sort of storytelling’.178 Reg Day remem-
bered it was about ‘trenches and fghting and killing, it was about 
the Western Front I guess’. It was, however, ‘just a flm to us, we 
weren’t old enough to be serious about things like that, our life 
was too young and sweet wasn’t it, we didn’t think about what 
had gone …’.179 Reg Elson, on the other hand, was ‘very much 
impressed’ and felt that he took All Quiet and the flm adaptation 
of Journey’s End as accurate depictions of war experience: ‘Oh I 
think we thought it was real, I think we thought it was realism, 
truly I never thought of it as fction ….’180 

For Fred Pond All Quiet provided a window onto an experience 
he was otherwise unable to access, as Watson suggests. The Great 
War ‘wasn’t part of history’ at school, so ‘all we got was what Tom, 
Dick or Harry would say to you, you know, my dad was this’ or 
knowledge from veterans they knew. Still, ‘we heard very little of 
trench warfare but we knew of it because I think they made a flm 
of it, All Quiet on the Western Front the flm was called, … that’s 
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the only way we got what happened in the trenches’. Pond was sure 
that other war flms existed, but All Quiet which he saw aged 12 or 
13 ‘was the main one, er, and that was, that was impersonating the 
trenches, completely in trenches, but they were German trenches 
and about German people, the story was about how they got on up 
against the enemy which was us’.181 

Pond’s responses about All Quiet’s impact were complex and 
conficting. He repeated that All Quiet had been the only thing that 
had given him an idea of what the Great War had been like, but had 
earlier said that it had not left any impression because flms were 
‘all stories’. When we returned to the topic, he said he had known 
nothing about the Great War ‘except that we got out of flms, stories 
and plays, American ones, you know where you’d see a dogfght or 
they were being bombed but you saw them and you thought “all 
that’s what happened” …’. I pressed Pond further and mentioned 
that he had said that All Quiet ‘told [him] a bit about the trenches 
and I think you suggested that what you knew about trenches put 
you of the Army, is that something that you think is true?’. Pond 
replied that it could have put him of, but ‘it wouldn’t have stopped 
me from going in the Army had I wanted to go in the Army, no that 
wouldn’t have stopped me because it was a flm, it may have been 
reality but we never treated it as reality or even dangerous’.182 

The other key trend that came through from my interviews was 
the distinct efect cinematic representations of aerial warfare had 
on the boys who grew up in the 1920s and 1930s. Although men 
did not suggest they were flms that had infuenced their attitudes 
about war itself, how they were spoken about suggests they con-
tributed to enthusiasm about aerial warfare. Tom Knowlton recalled 
Hell’s Angels, which featured Alan Cobham, was about ‘the First 
World War air battles, it was a wonderful flm that was’, and Derrick 
Thurgood remembered Dawn Patrol had ‘some really spectacular bi-
plane dogfghts’.183 Dawn Patrol was one of the few cultural artefacts 
referred to within archival enlistment narratives. Charles Patterson, 
born in 1920 and taught about the horrors of the Great War by 
his mother, was interested in fying and took from Dawn Patrol an 
image of aerial warfare as adventurous and exciting. He said he was: 

very much infuenced in what I wanted to do if there was a war by 
the flm Dawn Patrol …. It may sound a bit odd and unlikely but 
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[it] really did have a tremendous infuence on me. Because it struck 
me that although the casualties were very heavy it was much the 
most exciting and wonderful way to go to war. … I could never – 
I thought at the time and certainly know now – have stood up to 
the rigours of fghting on land in the dust and heat and dirt and 
so on. That simply would have been quite beyond me. Also fy-
ing seemed to ofer an outlet for personal initiative and individual 
initiative.184 

While All Quiet had given some, though signifcantly not all, the 
impression that the infantryman’s Great War had been horrifc, 
cinematic representations of war in the air had none of the same 
connotations. 

Stage and radio plays 

Journey’s End could be seen on cinema screens from 1930, but had 
started life on stage. War plays were not popular during the 1920s; 
R. C. Sherrif’s was a notable exception, and sold a record-breaking 
175,000 copies when published.185 Sherrif did not consider the play 
to be anti-war but it was ambiguous about the war, with Stanhope’s 
heroism demonstrated in his selfess endurance rather than coura-
geous acts of valour; many reviewers perceived it to be both excep-
tionally realistic and a ‘brilliant indictment of the futility of war’.186 

Journey’s End was also broadcast on the radio on Remembrance 
Day in 1929.187 The Radio Times devoted two pages to publicising 
the broadcast, including a full-page article: ‘Mr Sherrif’s Play and 
What It Stands For’.188 Charles Morgan opined that while it might 
‘by a side wind, have the efect of making men more reluctant to 
enter into war, to consider it from that point of view is to misin-
terpret it’.189 Instead it was signifcant because it provided listeners 
access to a scene that is, 

and always was, remote from the visual experience of all English 
women and of the greater number of Englishmen. Those who served 
in the trenches were a minority even in the years of war; as time 
advances, that minority shrinks. The period is not far distant when, 
except to a few old men, the struggle of 1914–1918 will be no more 
than a tale that is told.190 
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The play would bridge the experiential and generational gap: listen-
ers ‘almost believe themselves to be listening to the conversation 
of men they themselves have known and loved’. Morgan rejected 
the suggestion that Journey’s End maligned soldiers by playing too 
much emphasis upon cowardice and drunkenness: 

It is true that fear and the use of drink to make endurance possible 
do appear in the play. Why not? They appeared in the trenches. They 
were part of the sufering of those days; they are … evidence of hero-
ism. … The fght against personal deterioration was greater than the 
fght against the enemy.191 

In this assessment, listeners to Journey’s End could learn something 
of the experience of the Great War, and understand that it was a 
battle to retain or achieve masculine character as much as anything 
else. It appears that broadcast of Journey’s End was generally well 
received; in 1931 the Radio Times wrote that it had drawn ‘more 
letters than any single broadcast of the last two years; only one of 
these hundreds of letters protested against its inclusion.192 Bracco 
reveals that commentators at the time wondered about the efect of 
war literature on young people. In 1929, the BBC rejected a real-
istic war play written by Henry Williamson in part because ‘one 
had to be careful about the infuence of the “Glory of War” on 
listening children’.193 Sherrif subsequently assessed the impact of 
Journey’s End on three juvenile boys, and concluded the experience 
prepared them for wartime service.194 In 1931 journalist Kathleen 
Conyngham Greene wrote that a young man who saw the play 
would subsequently ‘“in his inmost heart … rather like an oppor-
tunity of trying” the military experience’.195 Emily Curtis Walters 
observes that some young men wrote to their local newspapers 
in response to seeing the play; published letters suggest that the 
War Secretary Sir Laming Worthington-Evans was correct that the 
play would show them ‘the terrible things that their fathers came 
through in the Great War’.196 Nevertheless, some asserted that they 
would go to war if it were needed.197 Reg Elson, who saw Journey’s 
End as a flm, presumably aged 8 in 1930, was impressed by it, 
and said he had ‘thought it was realism, truly I never thought of 
it as fction, way back then …’. Even so, Elson desired to join the 
Army as a child.198 Only one other interviewee recalled encounter-
ing Journey’s End in any medium, and recalled it as a play ‘about 
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the follies of war’, but he did not show that it shaped his attitudes 
towards service in the Second World War.199 

Journey’s End was not the only depiction of the Great War to 
feature on BBC radio in the inter-war years. A German radio play, 
Brigade Exchange, was broadcast four times between the wars, 
frst in March 1930 to the London regional audience and again 
on 10 November 1930 to a national audience, and then on tel-
evision in August 1938 before a national radio broadcast a few 
weeks later.200 Brigade Exchange provided realistic and graphic 
depictions of British attacks on German lines from the perspective 
of German troops at a telephone exchange.201 The Radio Times 
listings in 1930 sought to draw attention with a dedicated centre-
column illustration and a header at the top of the page – ‘A German 
radio war play’ – and noted that it had proved popular in Germany. 
Gregory suggests that the use of Brigade Exchange in the context 
of Armistice Day in 1930 is ‘an indication, perhaps, of how far All 
Quiet changed attitudes in the space of a year’.202 Nevertheless, 
plays centred around the Great War were uncommon on the inter-
war BBC, though it seems this changed to an extent in 1938, when 
Brigade Exchange was just one of fve Great War plays aired.203 

Radio plays were popular with the listening public as a whole, but 
perhaps had more appeal to older adults than young men; inter-
viewees did not regularly recall Great War plays on radio.204 

The Great War on the air 

When Journey’s End and Brigade Exchange were frst broadcast 
on the BBC, perhaps a quarter of households had a radio; a decade 
later the BBC estimated this had grown to four-ffths, though the 
proportion of lower-working-class homes with a licence was less 
than three-ffths.205 Interviewees from working-class homes gener-
ally recalled their family radio as a relatively recent acquisition in the 
late 1930s. Diferent households, and diferent members of house-
holds, consumed radio content in diferent ways. Ross McKibbin 
suggests that ‘there was a tendency in working-class households to 
turn the set on and leave it on. Middle-class households were more 
discriminating: the set was turned on for particular programmes 
and turned of when they ended.’ McKibbin observes the radio ‘was 
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like a piece of furniture … especially if it was on all the time. It 
was simply there; an accompaniment rather than an alternative to 
something else.’206 As a result, young people often consumed other 
people’s programme choices passively and incidentally, as well as 
choosing content themselves. 

Radio was an important mode of mass media, but only one of 
the people writing to MO in February 1940 referred to representa-
tions of the Great War on the air; a woman born in 1921 recalled 
her mother ‘hated to talk of the war or listen to any radio pro-
grammes about it’.207 Interviewees rarely recalled representations 
of the Great War on the radio either, but Peter Woodard was quite 
right to recall that ‘they did quite a few radio programmes at one 
time’ about the Great War.208 

While uncommon, the appearance of such recollections in 
personal testimony suggests that the presence and tone of repre-
sentations of the Great War on radio deserves more scholarly 
consideration, particularly given radio’s reach. Great War radio 
plays were far from a regular feature, but special programmes for 
Armistice Day were an annual event, and just as Eleanor O’Keefe 
has observed in relation to local press, the Great War ‘seeped into 
the calendar of civic life well beyond Armistice season’.209 In addi-
tion to extensive Armistice Day programmes, the BBC broadcast 
no fewer than eight commemorative ceremonies between 1923 and 
1939,210 and as late as 1936 military bands were BBC listeners’ third-
most popular programme type.211 While memorials and ceremonies 
were important elements of remembrance, programmes intended to 
illicit reminiscences of the Great War, typically through music, were 
more frequent on the BBC. According to the Radio Times the 1925 
‘Radio Pageant of the Great War’ would ‘renew … memories of the 
pathos, wit and music of the times, as well as the spirit of self-sacri-
fce shown by all people’,212 and ‘Army Reminiscences’ (June 1929) 
which featured songs of the route march and songs of the trenches, 
would ‘revive old army memories’.213 Songs such as ‘Tipperary’ and 
‘Oh, We Don’t Want to Lose You’ featured in ‘War in Song’, broad-
cast October 1928, and ‘Marching Songs of the Great War’ (which 
included mouth organ illustrations) was broadcast nationwide in 
August 1926. The descriptions of these programmes suggest that 
they were intended to appeal to veterans, and a desire to remember 
positive aspects of war experience including the camaraderie. 
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The same desire appears to have underpinned the apparent 
popularity (probably particularly amongst veterans) of ‘Concert 
Party’ radio programmes. During the war Concert Parties featuring 
bawdy songs and jokes had ‘brought all ranks together in a spirit 
of community’ and ‘helped dispel any tensions within a unit, often 
by making light of recent events or by parodying less favourable 
aspects of military life’.214 The Roosters’ Concert Party performed 
one particularly popular example. The amateur troupe was formed 
from servicemen overseas in 1917 and subsequently reformed, 
with some new members, in 1923.215 They then performed humor-
ous songs and sketches regularly on BBC Radio, as well as at sea-
side resorts and British Legion events.216 Their ‘Evening of Army 
Reminiscences’ Concert Party was broadcast on BBC London in 
June 1924,217 and ‘in response to many requests’ they repeated it 
in October of the same year, and the programme was broadcast 
nationally on Armistice Day.218 They performed again for Armistice 
Day in 1925 and 1926. As late as May 1938 the Roosters delivered 
a Remembrance Concert to an audience of veterans, broadcast on 
the BBC.219 Their Army sketches and songs, backed by a raucous 
ensemble, sought to evoke the atmosphere and humour of the war-
time Army. In November 1926 the Radio Times wrote: 

This party must be almost the last of the original Army troupes 
extant, and wherever they perform this feature of their entertain-
ment the scenes and humours of army life in war time is continually 
asked for. […] On Armistice night this year the ‘Roosters’ will once 
again give one of the Army scenes – a typical Y.M.C.A. concert of the 
1914–1918 period complete with Padre, piano (with a past), good-
hearted but amateur performers and a generally ribald audience.220 

By the late 1920s veterans were becoming marginalised in Armistice 
Day commemoration,221 but nostalgic recollection and camaraderie 
were given greater prominence in the national commemorative radio 
coverage when the Daily Express orchestrated a change in the tone 
of the Armistice Day Festival of Remembrance. It had been held at 
the Royal Albert Hall since 1923, and centred around a performance 
of Fould’s World Requiem, conceived as a universal appeal to peace. 
This music was, however, considered too elitist for the masses and 
too boring by the musical elite.222 In 1927 the Daily Express efec-
tively co-opted the event and championed a much more populist 
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programme of wartime songs, expressing a less pacifst, patriotic 
remembrance that made space for military solidarity.223 Fifty thou-
sand veterans applied for the ten thousand free tickets to attend 
the event at the Royal Albert Hall, keen to take the opportunity to 
gather as comrades and sing marching songs, and the forty thousand 
who missed out could still participate by listening to the BBC radio 
broadcast.224 The programme included hymns and humorous songs, 
but also cynical and unheroic songs, such as ‘I Want to Go Home’.225 

In a period of confict about the most appropriate modes of com-
memorating the Great War, it seems many veterans considered this 
format to strike a balance between the pleasant and the reverent; it 
facilitated reunion and comradeship, nostalgia and remembrance. H. 
V. Morton attended the Royal Albert Hall Festival of Remembrance, 
and wrote of the efect of the songs: 

We were young once more as we can never be again and we went 
deeper into our memories […] We looked into an abyss of memo-
ries where long columns passed and repassed over the dusty roads 
of France, where grotesque, unthinkable things happened day and 
night – the brief joys, the sharp sorrows of those days, the insane 
injustices of fate, and above it all the memory of the men we knew so 
well … It seemed to be that we had caught the only decent thing in 
the war – the spirit of comradeship.226 

I have contended that the existence of representations must not 
be confated with evidence of their reception or infuence, and I 
have not found evidence of how young men received these specifc 
representations. Nevertheless, this examination sheds greater light 
on what was possible and plausible. Veterans’ requests for and 
responses to renditions of wartime songs and concert parties on 
BBC Radio do suggest that such representations beftted the ways 
they sought to remember the Great War.227 This resonates with 
the evidence elsewhere that comradeship, moments of enjoyment 
and comic fatalism were frames through which veterans sought to 
remember. When paired with what we know about how radio was 
consumed and the nature of inter-war housing, it is highly likely 
that some young men consumed these representations directly and 
certainly indirectly.228 Moreover, much as a mother’s feelings about 
the Great War could be read from her insistence that radio pro-
grammes about it were switched of, a veteran listening to (and 
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potentially insisting the rest of the family listened to) such pro-
grammes implied that they endorsed this representation of how 
Great War experience might be understood. 

Some interviewees did recall other Great War representations on 
radio. Bob Woodhams felt that the little he knew about the Great 
War as a young man had come from ‘what we read, and fashbacks 
on the radio then’. Woodhams, having initially questioned the accu-
racy of his recollection, described a programme involving interviews 
with veterans, with the Somme as the main topic.229 Based on dig-
itised searches of the inter-war Radio Times, occasions when Great 
War veterans discussed their experiences on radio appear to have 
been limited. Such items were certainly a feature of Armistice Day 
programmes, though the radio listings provide insufcient informa-
tion to establish the content or tone of these narratives. Beyond 
Armistice Day, I have identifed fewer than ten episodes or pro-
grammes broadcast on the inter-war BBC that, based on the Radio 
Times descriptions, focused on veterans’ stories. They typically 
aired in the latter half of the 1930s and typically focused on the 
‘remarkable’ experience and on heroic action. For instance, in 1938, 
listeners to ‘Up Against It – Escape from Capture’ heard Lieutenant-
General Sir Tom Bridges describe ‘an exciting episode in … 
the early days of the Great War – August, 1914 – he was involved 
in the skirmishing between the British Expeditionary Force and the 
advance sections of the German Army. In one day he twice escaped 
from capture and then only by the skin of his teeth, after a suc-
cession of hairbreadth adventures.’230 The same year listeners of 
‘Hunted by Kurds’ heard that Commander Oliver Locker-Lampson 
‘took a British armoured car unit across Russia from the White Sea 
to the Caucasus to take part in the fghting in the north of Turkey’. 
While crossing ‘twenty miles of plain “with only one abominable 
track” in an open touring car accompanied only by driver, orderly, 
and interpreter … they were ambushed by Kurds – enemies so cruel 
that Locker-Lampson was advised to poison himself rather than fall 
into their hands alive – … how they got away will be told in this 
exciting talk’.231 Great War veterans featured more than once in a 
1932 series called Hazard in which men recounted experiences of 
‘adventure’ and ‘thrills’ that had resulted in narrow escapes in war 
or exploration. The third programme, ‘Zeppelin Raid on London’, 
featured the Commander of a German Zeppelin unit during the 
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Great War, who was on board an airship ‘forced down in the North 
Sea’. The Radio Times remarked that ‘The hazards of war are com-
mon to men on both sides, and the telling of them can only serve the 
cause of union.’232 Whether this message would have stood out to 
a youthful audience when within a programme that stressed hyper-
masculine adventuring spirit and the thrill inherent to taking risks 
and beating the odds, is less than certain, however. 

When considered as a whole, representations of the Great War on 
radio emphasised the Great War as adventure and/or as an occasion 
of masculine camaraderie – either of which were compatible with 
traditional images of military service and with a wider pleasure cul-
ture of war – or as the subject of commemoration, where the war’s 
meaning was necessarily ambiguous and from which, as we will 
see, young people did not necessarily glean in-depth understanding. 

Being taught the Great War 

In addition to coming to ‘know’ about the Great War through 
cultural representations, young people in inter-war Britain might 
be more consciously educated about the Great War at school, by 
what might be broadly termed peace organisations, and through 
Armistice Day commemoration. A civil servant, born in 1917, was 
most likely thinking of the latter two factors when she remarked 
to MO that ‘all people of my age [have been] educated to peace’, 
and that she had always ‘heard of the Great War as a terrible thing 
which had happened in the past, to make a new world possible. It 
was a bad mistake which would never be made again.’233 

Few of my interviewees remembered having been taught about 
the Great War in the classroom. History lessons focused upon the 
‘Kings and Queens going back to William the Conqueror’,234 or 
‘the Battle of Hastings, Trafalgar, Nelson absolutely, anything to 
do with the empire as well’.235 A minority of interviewees, seem-
ingly where an individual teacher felt it was important or inter-
esting, were taught about aspects of the Great War. A veteran 
teacher lectured Fred Pond’s class, not about the fghting but ‘nor-
mally … true stories that happened to him, and there was nothing 
really spiteful, it was a bit of humour, it was good entertainment 
yeah … just what happened to him, with the Indians, he liked the 
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Indians …’.236 Elson was taught that concealed international afairs 
had caused the Great War, and Stagg and his peers also received 
lectures about why the Great War happened and the battles, but 
recalled ‘we wasn’t given the gruesome parts of it’, ‘we wasn’t given 
numbers of dead and so forth, things like that, we was only taught 
the fundamental parts of it’.237 Aged 10 or 11, Les Temple was 
taught about various battles and ‘the dreadful conditions of trench 
warfare and so on, … that’s really all we were concerned with with 
the First World War’.238 

Of course, there could be no guarantee that pupils would be 
particularly struck by such lessons or treat it any diferently to other 
school topics; an MO respondent, born in 1921, wrote that when he 
heard about the war in school it ‘was just history’.239 Nevertheless, 
the personal testimony above refects what we know about the con-
tent of school textbooks. Chapters about the war were included in 
new editions of existing textbooks and dedicated textbooks were 
produced. These typically presented the war in military and political 
terms, stressed that Germany had caused the confict and portrayed 
Britain’s involvement as legitimate and worthwhile.240 Reference 
was made to the horrors of war, but limited emphasis was placed 
on the number of dead or the experience of battle.241 In 1925 
the Incorporated Association of Assistant Masters in Secondary 
Schools refected that boys’ interest in the details of battle did not 
make it a more important topic than ‘the causes and consequences 
of wars’, and covering it risked encouraging militarism.242 As in 
other media, descriptions of the experience of warfare could have 
the efect of emphasising the heroism, stoicism and sacrifce of those 
who experienced it. 

More balanced and critical discussions of the Great War 
appeared later in the inter-war period.243 Although apparently not 
widely (or immediately) adopted, a school textbook written by two 
veteran teachers in 1929 honestly refected the ambiguous attitudes 
veterans could have towards the war.244 They made ‘frequent refer-
ence to British courage, portray[ed] the High Command positively’ 
and saw death as noble sacrifce, though most performed no heroic 
deeds. War had ‘redeeming features’: the estaminet, the cheerful 
billet and comradeship. They were thankful, though, that ‘memory 
lets slip the unpleasant and leaves the pleasant uppermost’, for it 
had been tiring, terrifying, gruesome and often monotonous, and 
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ultimately ‘not one of those who felt the scorch of war would will-
ingly live through his or her experiences again’.245 The youngest of 
those landing on D-Day might have seen a schoolbook written in 
1936 for children aged 11 which explained that ‘in all countries 
men who fought did not want to kill each other; they were caught 
up in something bigger than their private wishes [….] In all coun-
tries men long that peace may not again be broken.’246 A similar 
sentiment was described by some of the younger respondents to 
MO; they had been taught to think of the Germans as just as unfor-
tunate to sufer the war as Britons, but this lesson was most com-
monly imparted outside the classroom.247 

Great War commemoration 

On 11 November, the Great War and its dead were deliberately 
and publicly remembered by and for the nation. Commemorative 
ceremonies had a distinctly local focus, clustered around town 
and village war memorials on Armistice Day itself and on the 
Remembrance Sunday that followed. From 1928, radio provided 
a popular way for people to join Armistice commemorations as 
the BBC broadcast the ceremony from the Cenotaph,248 and com-
ponents of the wider programme, such as the Roosters’ evening 
Concert Party, were also broadcast nationally. 

The majority of interviewees remembered the strict observation 
of the silence as Ken Hay described: ‘at 11 o’clock on November 
11 there was a big maroon … that boomed right across the town, 
and everything stopped, buses, trafc and you wherever you 
were stopped, and in my case said a prayer for the deceased … 
and then [the maroon] went again and you carried on’.249 In rural 
Derbyshire, Arthur Howard and an acquaintance halted their walk 
home from their allotments to observe the silence.250 The ritual of 
the silence was entrenched, but its enactment alone might commu-
nicate little about the Great War. To Reg Day it ‘was just Armistice 
Day, it was the day the war ended and that was it, didn’t know 
anything about it’. The maroon ‘would be heard all over the town 
and [people stopped] because there were still a lot of veterans about 
from the First World War … they knew what they were remember-
ing’.251 Jack Abbott, born in 1925, said Armistice Day and British 
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Legion poppies served as the ‘two reminders that there had been 
a world war … the war to end all wars as they called it’. But he 
also described ‘a generation of grown-ups, older people, who were 
more aware of what had happened and they wanted to remem-
ber more ….’252 These latter narrations suggest the gap that could 
exist between those who had experienced the war and a younger 
generation who might observe the silence out of obligation. This 
interpretation fts with Adrian Gregory’s discussion, drawing on 
MO’s work on Armistice Day, about the way in which its mean-
ings changed during the 1930s,253 and with Lucy Noakes’s fnd-
ing that throughout the 1930s Armistice Day remained signifcant 
and potentially traumatic for those who had direct experience of 
the Great War, or who had been bereaved by it, but that ‘rituals 
of remembrance’ had little afective resonance for many, especially 
those too young to have a personal connection to the war.254 That 
young men had understanding of the ritual and the obligation to 
participate, and that doing so often had limited resonance, is clear 
in men’s recollections. 

Armistice Day and Empire Day were marked by schools ‘come 
hell or high water’, Don Browne remarked, but with the exception 
of observing the silence schools’ commemoration was varied.255 

Browne did not recall being told anything about the war, but they 
sang ‘Oh God, Our Help in Ages Past’ and a prayer was read. Pond, 
who observed the silence in his school hall, felt that he and his peers 
had understood from a young age and without explanation that 
‘everybody in the nation had to stand still for two minutes’, and 
that the silence was ‘to remember the dead, if you knew any’.256 

George Cash’s school held an assembly that coincided with the 
silence: 

we would go in and sing a hymn that was relevant to Armistice Day 
and then of course we would say a prayer and then [the headmas-
ter] would say that today we’re not celebrating but we’re thinking 
about all the men who were killed during the war and explain[ed 
why people were] wearing poppies and things like that … so that we 
would think to ourselves if we saw a lady with a poppy ‘oh yes she’s 
remembering somebody’, but it wouldn’t sink in tremendously ….257 

Brian Spragg’s school would sometimes mark Armistice Day with 
a visit to a local cenotaph, and the signifcance of the Armistice, 
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particularly the casualties, was impressed upon them.258 Casualties 
were the most commonly recalled focus; at Les Temple’s school the 
emphasis was upon ‘paying our respects to the people that died 
fghting for us’, and they were also shown slides about the war.259 

Pearson felt he and his peers were unaware of the extent of the cas-
ualties, though his teachers stressed that the dead should be remem-
bered, poppies – which were obtained by fnancial donation – were 
widely worn at his school in a very poor area of Manchester, and 
‘we all had to stand to attention no matter what’ for the silence.260 

Only a minority of those interviewed for this research attended 
commemorative events outside school.261 Shrines were visible in the 
streets surrounding George Cash’s home. On his street, a shrine 
listed the names of those who had ‘gone from that street’ and every 
November 

they held a little service … but even that didn’t really bring it home to 
us, all it was was that we used to go and stand and watch and listen 
and then some of the older people would talk amongst themselves, 
do you remember old so and so … his boy’s name is on there and that 
sort of thing it didn’t really strike home exactly what it all meant.262 

Lowe and Woodhams both sometimes watched the parades for 
the spectacle. Woodhams lived close to the local war memorial, 
and his mother would say, ‘“There’s a band down” … so we used 
to go down there and just watch the band more or less, that was 
the big attraction’. Woodhams found the silence and the Last Post 
very impressive, though he gave the impression he understood little 
more about the Armistice than that it marked when the war had 
fnished. It was with his own service that it had gained emotional 
resonance; he understood ‘more now than what I did … when I was 
a nipper’.263 

Even involvement in the ceremonies might not ensure ‘lessons’ 
were learned.264 Tom King had been part of the Armistice parade 
as a member of the Church Lads Brigade, but commented, ‘it didn’t 
have any meaning excepting that we were getting dressed up for 
the day and marching to the war memorial’.265 Stagg’s scout troop 
had its own service, and marched in a service at the local memo-
rial. Stagg’s mother, who had lost her frst husband in the Great 
War, would attend, and also took Stagg annually to the Field of 
Remembrance at Westminster Abbey ‘because we always used to 
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put a cross in his section … I used to go there as a boy, and do it 
….’266 As a result of his attendance at these various ceremonies, he 
had been told ‘that it was the war to end wars and all the rest of it, 
but to grasp it all, you can’t, because you’re too young’, though he 
thought it had an efect to ‘a certain extent’.267 

Others attended commemorative activities because of familial 
involvement in the Great War. On one occasion Jim Hayes’s father 
told him he was going to participate in a local march, and Hayes 
volunteered to polish his medals, and ‘I saw him on the march and 
that and he was proud to be marching’.268 Reg Elson’s veteran 
father took him to a local service every year, though Elson’s primary 
interest was not the content of the service but soldiers stood on 
each corner of the memorial who performed a rife drill at the end 
of which they ‘turned the rife completely, slowly, upside down and 
lowered it onto the instep of the boot … then the Sgt Major would 
say “Down”, so there would be four soldiers in First World War … 
uniforms and they would stay like that throughout the whole cer-
emony, called the sleeping sentry’, and the padre would preach his 
service from a horse trough and those gathered would sing ‘Abide 
with Me’.269 

Todman has suggested that Armistice ceremonies were a 

signifcant means by which a younger generation were educated 
in what war had meant. The commonly expressed idea that young 
Britons owed a debt of loyalty to the men who had sacrifced their 
lives for the liberty of future generations, bound them together in a 
concept of duty and responsibility.270 

But assessing children’s response to Armistice Day is difcult. The 
absence of emotional reactions evident in the oral histories is mir-
rored in observations from and closer to the time. Gregory quotes 
someone who observed children listening to an explanation of 
Armistice Day: ‘No emotion, I should say, in children, but interest 
in something that is spoken on so much in their hearing.’271 When 
those writing to MO in 1940 refected on their attitudes towards 
warfare some cited Armistice ceremonies as being infuential but, 
regardless of the intended message, the reported efect was mixed. 
An electrical inspector, born in 1921, felt the ‘solemn and impres-
sive’ ceremonies conducted at his school had contributed to his 
‘general dislike of war’, but a medical ofcer at a sanatorium, born 
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in 1916, felt his sense of duty and patriotism was developed ‘in 
my childhood by literature, armistice services, patriotic songs, and 
historical tradition etc.’.272 In retrospect, however, few of my inter-
viewees felt they were learning anything of signifcance about the 
war other than that they should remember those who had died. 

Yet, even if Armistice commemorations did not teach young 
people a great deal about the events or experience of the war, the 
responses to MO’s February 1940 Directive do emphasise that 
communal remembrance of the Great War continued to have a sig-
nifcant didactic and rhetorical function because it communicated 
the idea that the Great War was the war to end all wars.273 This 
message was reinforced by organisations such as the Peace Pledge 
Union (PPU) and the League of Nations Union (LNU), which 
mobilised the Great War to educate young Britons to peace.274 

These were not insignifcant organisations; the strictly pacifst 
PPU reached 120,000 members, while the ‘pacifcist’ LNU, which 
would countenance war only if all other measures failed, could 
state that one million Britons had been members between 1920 and 
1933.275 The LNU provided schools with guest speakers and teach-
ing resources, and established junior branches and study circles.276 

An education on peace clearly continued to resonate with some of 
those who had come of age after the Great War, like a male cloth-
ing manufacturer’s assistant from Ipswich, born in 1922, who said: 
‘Childhood told me war was always unnecessary and also taught 
me to hate it. I still hate, I still think it unnecessary.’277 Similarly, 
a 25-year-old teacher from Chesterfeld felt the waste of lives and 
resources made the Second World War ‘sheer stupidity’ because she 
had been ‘brought up to believe that the Great War was a war to 
end wars’ and for a long time ‘could not realise how statesmen 
could be such fools as to allow wars to develop’.278 While this pair 
did not describe the origins of their attitudes, their views mirror the 
proselytising of the PPU and LNU, and others directly recall their 
infuence. A 23-year-old civil servant from Harrow expressed her 
‘present scepticism about the war. Also from earliest times I had 
heard of the Great War as a terrible thing which had happened in 
the past, to make a new world possible. It was a bad mistake which 
would never be made again. I did not dream that it could happen 
again.’ She was, along with all her school peers, a member of the 
LNU; like ‘all people of my age … we were educated to peace. It is 
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hard now to change one’s attitude to war’.279 A male solicitor from 
London, aged 24, had a similar experience and expressed a similar 
attitude. He ‘felt that after our peaceful upbringing we should not 
be much use if called upon to fght after all; it also made me won-
der if it could be right to ask us to make such a complete switch 
round in our attitude’.280 Notably, these Directive respondents were 
relatively young and held lower-middle- and middle-class occupa-
tions. This could be simply be symptomatic of the demographic 
composition of MO’s panel, a collective who were probably more 
likely than the average Briton to be exposed to and receptive to 
the PPU and LNU. At a local level the LNU was predominantly 
middle class,281 and working-class oral history interviewees did not 
commonly recall knowing about or interacting with peace organi-
sations. Nevertheless, it appears that their messages were in step 
with popular feeling in the mid-1930s; the responses of eleven mil-
lion Britons to the 1935 ‘Peace Ballot’ suggest widespread support 
for a ‘prudent middle way between isolationism and militarism’.282 

Conclusion 

This exploration of how young men might encounter the Great 
War in inter-war Britain has emphasised the vast variety of rep-
resentations of the confict circulating in multiple diferent media 
within popular culture between 1918 and 1939. Some of these, 
such as those in boys’ story papers, flms and illustrated histories, 
were encountered very frequently. Others, such as poetry or plays, 
were less commonly seen. Broadly speaking, representations that 
intended a positive depiction of the Great War appear to have been 
more widely encountered than those that intended negative depic-
tions. These were understandings of the Great War that ftted neatly 
into, or at least resonated with, traditional depictions of war as a 
venue for adventure and a test of masculine character. The rela-
tive absence of references to ‘disillusioned’ representations, even 
within Directive Replies to MO, should inform our expectations 
of their relative impact. Moreover, examining the representations 
that informed young men’s subjective impressions of the Great War 
allows us to gain a more nuanced sense of which texts were infu-
ential and encourages us to explore an even wider range of cultural 
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media. They were often, for example, shaped by illustrated histories 
of the Great War, some of them directly aimed at children: notably, 
this is a feld of representations which remains under-researched. 

Looking at how young men (rather than critics) responded to 
a variety of cultural artefacts shows that the responses of audi-
ences were even more numerous than the number of representa-
tions. This in turn illustrates the difculties of generalising about 
how a particular representation shaped the thoughts of individu-
als. Even those representations that resonated with individuals 
might shape them in unpredictable directions. For example, many 
young men might have seen All Quiet but their responses show 
that how much of its intended message they understood varied 
widely. So too did their feelings about how they should react, 
which depended largely on whether they considered themselves 
to be watching something that was more fact than fction, or vice 
versa. Moreover, even such a negative portrayal of the war was 
received in concert with all manner of conficting representations 
of war as heroic adventure. 

Crucially, however, popular cultural texts were not the only 
sources available to young men to learn about the war. Nor were 
they even necessarily the most infuential. In fact, the interviews 
conducted for this research, the archival interviews and the MO 
responses, all suggest the importance of representations in famil-
ial and social settings. These versions of the war are the focus of 
Chapter 2. 
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Encountering Great War veterans 

Ron Holloway recalled that his uncle Fred ‘… wouldn’t talk about 
the 1914–18 war and I was told strictly never, never to mention it 
to him …’. Nevertheless, Holloway ‘spotted a framed citation on 
the wall and I read it and I couldn’t believe it’: Fred was shot by 
a sniper, but travelled a mile to warn others at headquarters. This 
explained Fred’s incapacitated right arm. Fred was one of ‘perhaps 
half a dozen’ Great War veterans Holloway was acquainted with 
as he grew up in inter-war Britain. It ‘seemed to be the general 
rule that any chaps of my father’s age with any wartime experience 
didn’t talk about it, they bottled it, … I got the impression that you 
didn’t ask them anything at all.’ Yet: 

occasionally they would say something, like I made a remark to one 
chap, I said ‘Cor dear, I do feel hungry’ and he looked at me and said 
‘Tha’s never been hungry’ and described how he got into a truck … 
when he was being relieved from the trenches, coming back, they 
picked up all the odd bits and pieces that the troops coming in had 
thrown on the foor and they ate them …, and he said ‘That’s when 
you’re hungry, when you’ll eat what somebody else has thrown 
away.’1 

This chapter explores whether, how and what young men heard 
about the Great War from its veterans. It shows that Holloway’s 
experience typifes those of young men in inter-war Britain: they 
knew that veterans were present in their day-to-day lives; they 
found veterans were generally reticent about their wartime expe-
riences; and, nevertheless, they were typically exposed to occa-
sional representations of Great War experience by these veterans, 
or learned something about their wartime service through other 
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means. Veterans are popularly imagined as either expressive poets 
or silent (traumatised) warriors.2 In reality, most were neither of 
these archetypes. The moments when they spoke of the war are elu-
sive after the fact: often feeting, private and not always recognised 
at the time. Yet oral history interviews and MO material reveal that 
veterans in inter-war Britain divulged elements of their experiences 
and attitudes to the young men around them more commonly than 
has previously been acknowledged. Learning that men were veter-
ans or hearing them discuss their service, tell war stories or express 
attitudes to confict all provided young men with impressions of 
wartime service and understandings of the Great War. 

Although young men’s interactions with veterans, and the nar-
ratives they heard from them, were a signifcant and infuential 
way by which young men came to ‘know’ about the Great War, 
they are largely overlooked in the extensive body of scholarship 
about representations of the Great War in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Very little research considers veterans’ non-literary accounts, and 
the transmission of narratives of the Great War within the family 
has remained largely unexplored. The notable exception to this is a 
published conference paper by Gary Shefeld, which examined how 
Second World War servicemen drew upon the Great War. Shefeld 
suggested that some had heard about the Great War from their 
fathers and that this afected their service preferences. He argued 
that whilst the ‘First World War was a terrible experience … it was 
also for many survivors the most important and rewarding period 
of their lives, and this perspective was passed on to youngsters.’3 

Shefeld’s suggestion was, understandably given its origins in a con-
ference paper, based upon a small evidence base. This chapter uses a 
signifcantly larger body of personal testimonies, including ffty-fve 
purpose-designed oral histories and ffty-four archival interviews 
that include a reference to Great War veterans, to examine the topic 
more thoroughly.4 These sources also enable insight into the experi-
ences of a more socially varied group of men than those Shefeld 
examined. This breadth matters because class shaped father-son 
relationships in inter-war Britain, and therefore what veterans 
shared, and because class shaped how the Great War was experi-
enced, and therefore what there was to tell. The sources used here 
enable a wider investigation, and a more nuanced understanding, of 
what young men heard from veterans. 



93 Encountering Great War veterans 

93 

   

  

   
 

 

 

 

  

This chapter begins by examining the extent to which veterans 
were present in young men’s day-to-day lives in the inter-war period, 
before exploring the potential explanations for veterans’ reticence 
about their Great War experiences. The second section examines 
how young men established that men they knew were veterans and 
how they learned more information about their wartime service; 
day-to-day conversation and artefacts within the home, including 
veterans’ bodies, could reveal wartime service and transmit at least 
an impression of their experience. The third section considers the 
occasions – sometimes prompted by day-to-day occurrences, objects 
or wounds – when young men heard more expansive and deliberate 
narratives from veterans themselves. The content and tone of these 
narratives varied; veterans ascribed heterogeneous meanings to the 
war. What they chose to pass on, and what they preferred not to 
talk about, meant that young men more often heard broadly posi-
tive messages about the experience of the Great War than explicitly 
negative ones. The Great War was not typically presented to, or 
understood by, young men as an experience entirely lacking posi-
tive or redeeming features, such as pride in having served or com-
radeship, and it remained possible to position these narratives as 
representations of adventure, rewarding endeavour or redemptive 
sacrifce, each of which could place military service within estab-
lished conceptions of masculinity. Positive framing could even be 
used when young men heard from others about family members 
who had been killed during the Great War. The fnal section shows 
that during the Second World War the Home Guard became a site 
where young men encountered, and often respected, veterans prior 
to their own full-time military service, but, even in a setting where 
discussing military experience had cachet, young men typically 
found veterans talked amongst themselves rather than sharing their 
experiences with the next generation. 

Encountering veterans and silences in inter-war Britain 

Great War veterans were common in inter-war Britain; more than 
seven million Britons had served and returned home. Young men 
found them conspicuous, nevertheless. Perhaps the most con-
spicuous were the more than one million disabled veterans, most 
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of whom ‘lived with their disabilities not in institutions … but at 
home, in domestic spaces and local communities’.5 Young men cer-
tainly noticed and remembered disabled veterans on the streets, 
‘selling matches or selling razor blades, whatever they could sell 
to live of’.6 Harry Parkes remembered a ‘victim of the First World 
War’ who begged at Nottingham Cathedral and ‘travelled home by 
swinging on his hands’, and Jack Pragnell recalled a ‘shell-shocked’ 
man who would do a ‘jerky march’ past his house.7 They also 
watched veterans in Armistice parades, and irrespective of outward 
markers of ‘veteran’ status, they considered it noteworthy when 
they learned a man they knew was a veteran. These were often 
men with signifcant roles in their lives; thirty-four of my ffty-fve 
interviewees knew their fathers were veterans, and the vast major-
ity counted ex-servicemen amongst their uncles or elder brothers, 
or amongst men they regularly interacted with as part of their day-
to-day lives: friends’ relatives, neighbours, teachers, colleagues 
or fathers-in-law. All of these fgures were potential narrators of 
Great War experiences; indeed, all were cited as such. Only two 
interviewees had not knowingly encountered a Great War veteran 
before joining up in the Second World War.8 

The presence of, and the knowledge of, veterans in young men’s 
lives did not necessarily ensure that they heard detailed or exten-
sive narratives about the war, though. Ten of my thirty-four inter-
viewees with veteran fathers heard nothing from them during the 
inter-war period about their Great War service, and some others 
heard imprecise or abridged information. Gwyn Grogan knew 
that his father had been a decorated Brigadier General, but he ‘did 
not really talk about it very much’. Instead, Gwyn learned about 
his achievements by reading the ofcial histories.9 Joseph Drake 
apparently knew only basic details about his brother’s service and 
wounds, Brian Folkes had two veteran uncles who did not dis-
cuss it and George Elliot knew his uncle had been decorated by 
the Belgians in the Great War, but said ‘no member of the family 
knew what he had received it for, that I can guarantee’.10 Even 
when ftting opportunities for story-telling presented themselves, 
they might not be taken: John Riggs’s Ofcer Training Corps mas-
ter had won a Military Cross on the Western Front but ‘never 
mentioned it much’.11 Most young men established at least basic 
details about the service of veterans they knew, and some found 
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that veterans would occasionally narrate select fragments of their 
war experiences, but few were regularly regaled with stories by 
the veterans they interacted with. The trope of the ‘silent veteran’ 
certainly makes too little allowance for occasional oration, but it is 
not without foundation.12 

It might seem unnecessary, even impudent, to ask why veterans 
might not have discussed their – potentially traumatic – wartime 
experiences in the earshot of young men. Yet, the oral histories 
demonstrate the importance of acknowledging the variety of pos-
sible, and not mutually exclusive, explanations. A desire to move 
on should not be dismissed; it was explicit in Len Pettet’s experi-
ence. Pettet’s father ‘didn’t say much, anything about it at all’, but 
his mother revealed that his father had served in a rife corps in 
France before becoming a prisoner of war (POW). Pettet asked his 
father about it ‘on one or two occasions but I was given rather 
negative answers, “That’s all gone by now boy, we’ve got to live 
for the future and that’s gone”, he didn’t really want to know’.13 

Pettet (later) postulated that this reticence was probably because his 
father’s experiences had been horrifc. Trauma undeniably under-
pinned some veterans’ silence, but this need not be our default 
assumption.14 Veterans may also have struggled to compose a 
coherent narrative of combat, or have been discouraged by the 
belief that those who had not been there would not understand.15 

They might have held back out of concern that their stories would 
upset their audience; the desire to avoid causing distress had shaped 
soldiers’ letters home during the war itself.16 Silence could also 
result from a veteran’s perception – arrived at either by comparison 
with representations in popular culture or by objective assessment 
– that their service was uninteresting; as Dan Todman has reasoned: 
‘If Daddy had spent his war shifting packing cases in Le Havre, 
he might not want to talk about it not because it was horrifc but 
because it seemed humdrum.’17 Another possibility, and one per-
haps most applicable to those in ‘humdrum’ roles, is that men who 
enlisted ‘for the duration’ and who had not fully identifed as sol-
diers during the war did not embrace the identity of veteran at its 
conclusion. Oliver Wilkinson suggests that while a minority joined 
veterans’ associations most ‘easily jettisoned [military identity] in 
favour of civilian identities and afliations that predated the war 
and/or prevailed in its aftermath’.18 
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Far more prosaic reasons, unrelated to war experience, were also 
important. Fred Pond had little opportunity for conversation with 
his father, who worked nights as a baker; while Pond knew his 
father had served he was uncertain about what he had done.19 Some 
veteran fathers died when their children were young.20 Others’ 
fathers seemingly had the opportunity but opted not to discuss 
their war service.21 Conversational conventions could be impor-
tant. Todman has pointed to the working-class tradition that work 
stayed at work,22 and some young men felt that their parents’ pasts 
simply were not topics of discussion. Dennis Hagger knew his father 
had become a machine gunner after the horses he worked with in 
the Royal Horse Guards were killed. When asked if his father had 
talked about his wartime service Hagger replied, ‘No, I don’t think 
he talked about anything to me of his past, I mean he never said 
much about his time in Australia [where he had emigrated briefy 
as a young man].’23 

Another prosaic but nonetheless signifcant factor worthy of rec-
ognition is that veterans were not necessarily silent in the face of 
persistent questioning. Gordon Waterhouse noted that his father 
‘wouldn’t talk about it unless you approached him and asked these 
things’,24 but my interviewees’ recollections suggest that children 
did not commonly do so.25 Some simply were not sufciently curi-
ous about the war. Although Fred Pond had rarely had the oppor-
tunity to ask questions of his father, he explained that he would 
not have been inclined to in any case: ‘I don’t think I was interested 
in the war, no, just because we’d never been taught about it so it 
wasn’t a subject to us.’26 Derrick Thurgood, on the other hand, was 
interested in the Great War and conscious of his father’s service, yet 
had not thought to question his father.27 Fathers were increasingly 
involved, and friendly, with their children in inter-war Britain,28 but 
some did not expect to be questioned or pestered by their children 
after a day’s work.29 In other families it was fathers, rather than 
children, who directed the topics of conversation. Ken Hay and his 
brother listened ‘if my Dad chose to tell us something’ and ‘could 
ask him anything’, but 

on things like the war we just relied on him to tell us and if he didn’t 
tell us I don’t think we rationally thought well he doesn’t want tell us 
because it’s horrible, we didn’t think to ask I don’t think, or I didn’t, 
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I don’t think my brother did either because my brother would have 
told me, ‘here, did you know dad said so-and-so’.30 

The freedom to ask about anything did not extend to all households. 
Some youngsters were dissuaded from asking about the Great War 
by other family members, who either understood or presumed that 
a veteran relative did not want to discuss it. Ron Holloway ‘was 
told strictly never, never to mention it’ to his veteran uncle, and 
an estimator, born in 1918, told MO in 1940 that he had grown 
up with three uncles who ‘had gone through the war and two had 
been wounded, but they would never tell of their experiences. I was 
discouraged from ever asking them, and in fact so far as that house-
hold was concerned, the last war might never have been fought at 
all.’31 Alternatively, mothers and older siblings could assume the 
role of gatekeeper: Reg Elson’s father had answered his questions 
about elements of his experiences, yet other family members would 
not. When Elson was aged about 12 his father sufered rheumatism 
as a result of his wartime service. Elson was told ‘it’s because “Dad 
was wet in the trenches”, things like that, “Dad has rheumatism 
from the war”, but no more detailed than that and indeed come 
to think of it if one kept asking one would be told “be quiet, it’s 
none of your business”.’32 Whether it was any of their business or 
not, and despite the varied reasons that veterans might not have 
been voluble about their wartime experiences, most young men did, 
however, establish basic details about the service of veterans who 
they knew. 

Learning about veterans 

Young men learned about the wartime service of family mem-
bers and other veterans in a number of diferent ways. Some were 
directly told a limited amount about their service. Percy Walder’s 
father had told him ‘just the facts’: he was in the Army, although 
Walder was unsure of his role, and he was gassed at Ypres.33 Jack 
Abbott felt his father wanted to move on from the war and so 
‘didn’t talk much about it’. Still, without asking questions, Abbott 
‘picked up diferent pieces about how he was in Italy and … Turkey 
and … Egypt’, knew he was involved with vehicles and saw some 
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photographs of his father in uniform.34 Importantly, the deliberate 
reminiscence envisaged in the ‘Daddy, what did YOU do in the 
Great War?’ recruitment poster was far from the only way that 
children established that men they knew were Great War veterans, 
or gained an understanding of their experience.35 

Because wartime service had intruded upon men’s lives, refer-
ences to it could emerge from more familiar conversational scripts 
about careers, family life and travel. For instance, William Coster 
knew that his father had started his business ‘after he came out of 
the First World War in 1919’.36 Stanley Brand was told the familial 
tale of his parents’ frst meeting, when his grandmother invited sol-
diers from the local Army depot to her home in an attempt to marry 
of her daughters.37 While the Great War’s destructive capacities 
enshrined it within many family histories, its end served as a refer-
ence point for the resumption or beginning of family life in many 
more. Children were designated as memorials to both death and 
love in connection with the Great War: Harry Gould understood 
that he was named after an uncle killed at Passchendaele, while 
Denys Owen’s name was chosen because it was popular in north-
ern France, where his father had served during the Great War and 
where his parents subsequently spent their honeymoon.38 Wartime 
service was also referred to because of its contemporary relevance. 
Arthur Howard was not the only interviewee to learn of his father’s 
service through his mother’s complaints about an unawarded war 
pension; in Howard’s case this was attributed to his father having 
absconded from hospital while being treated for exposure to gas.39 

Conversely, Ken Hay recalled that what his father had learned in 
the RAMC qualifed him as the household expert when they had 
minor ailments.40 Family gatherings provided another situation 
when young men might encounter representations of the Great 
War. Frank Webster recalled his father and his father’s brother-in-
law enjoying playing Great War marching songs on the piano and a 
banjo on Sundays, and at other family occasions young men (over) 
heard about family members service.41 Gordon Mellor recalled 
that when his extended family gathered his uncles would discuss 
their war experiences over dinner while his aunts swapped tales of 
their time in domestic service.42 Brian Spragg’s uncle told him his 
father had been ‘brave’ and his grandmother gave him an insight 
into trench conditions when she told him that ‘when [his father] 
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came home on leave, he’d come virtually out of the trenches and 
be in a flthy condition and she virtually had to burn his uniform 
[laughter] full of lice and dirt and mud’.43 On other occasions, 
children overheard conversations that they were not intended to; 
Ruth Armstrong recalled her veteran father ‘told me nice stories’. 
He reserved the ‘nasty stories’ for her mother; ‘I was outside the 
door one day and I overheard him telling her about the things that 
he saw, and what the Germans had done. They had no idea I was 
listening.’44 

As children explored, and simply lived in, the domestic space 
they might encounter wartime objects and artefacts that indicated 
the presence of a veteran in the family. This chapter opened with 
Ron Holloway’s recollections of learning about his uncle’s wartime 
service through a citation on the wall of his home, and Abbott’s 
testimony above indicated that photographs reinforced his under-
standing of his father’s service overseas. Photographs, particularly 
photographs of family members in uniform, were the objects that 
young men most consistently recalled as having provided them with 
any information about familial Great War service.45 How informa-
tive they were depended on whether they could be connected to 
other knowledge, as in Abbott’s case, or if they were accompanied 
by a narration. Samuel Pearson, whose father died when he was 
aged nine, knew that his father had been a regular in the Royal 
Navy and had heard about the battle to obtain his war service pen-
sion, but it was family members who showed Pearson photographs 
of the ships he had served on and told him mainly adventurous and 
humorous tales about his time in the Navy.46 Similarly, Maurice 
Marriot, who was 8 years old when his father died, later saw a pho-
tograph of his father in uniform and was told basic details about 
his service by family members.47 Viewed in isolation, however, 
photographs ofered limited depth. Frank Webster learned of his 
uncle’s service from a photograph, but without further information 
his knowledge was incomplete: ‘I know he had another brother, me 
father had another brother who was in the Cameroons I believe it 
was, but I only know that because I saw a picture, but I don’t know 
any details.’48 Still, this could be informative if one had previously 
known nothing; Alf Wyke claimed he only knew of his father’s ser-
vice because he saw a photograph of him in uniform.49 In some 
homes photographs were ever present because they performed a 
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commemorative function: George Stagg remembered a photograph 
of mother’s frst husband in uniform that was hung in memoriam.50 

Other families preserved photographs in albums. In his family’s 
photograph album, Ron Meades found posh silk postcards from 
the frontline, which told him a little about the Great War.51 Such 
cards were expensive, and some soldiers requested that the recipi-
ent keep them as souvenirs.52 This was as close as any interviewee 
came to referring to wartime letters and/or a diary. The wealth of 
letters now within British archives proves that families did retain 
letters, but the fact that interviewees do not remember encountering 
them suggests that in the inter-war years they were typically stored 
– treasured or forgotten – rather than regularly examined.53 

The family home could also house wartime mementoes. Like 
photographs, these were more informative if accompanied by a 
narrative, but they could reinforce knowledge of a family member’s 
service or prompt questions. Stanley Brand was given his uncle’s 
Royal Navy Air Service helmet, ensuring he knew that his uncle 
had served and creating a tradition of service in Brand’s mind.54 

Souvenir collecting was a popular habit amongst British soldiers,55 

and Derrick Thurgood’s father had brought home a Poilu’s helmet 
and a shell head, which Thurgood felt had ensured he had always 
been conscious of the Great War. Little scholarly work has sought 
to excavate the meaning that veterans themselves attached to their 
souvenirs, but Paul Cornish suggests that they ‘resonate with mem-
ories of life and death situations, sufering or glory’.56 Nicholas J. 
Saunders suggests that for those who had lost loved ones, artefacts 
and trench art were reminders of the dead,57 and triggered feel-
ings of grief, guilt or relief.58 Yet, these objects did not necessar-
ily carry the same meaning to those who encountered them on the 
mantelpiece rather than the battlefeld, particularly if their owner 
had come home with them at the end of the war. Thurgood’s con-
sciousness of the Great War did not prevent him and his brother 
from enjoying playing with the shell head; their understanding that 
their mother feared it would detonate increased their enjoyment.59 

Other boys utilised such objects within the pleasure culture of war, 
too. Wilf Curtis recalled a friend’s father had a decommissioned 
hand grenade from the Great War, ‘and my friend one day pulled 
the pin out and we were waiting for it to explode, but of course it 
never exploded. Boys being boys …’.60 
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Medals were more intrinsically informative than photographs, 
indicating not only that people had served, but also where, and 
whether they had served with particular distinction. Ted Roberts, 
whose father never spoke about his war service, learned about his 
father’s service by covertly retrieving his medals from a drawer. As 
Roberts stated that his father never spoke about his war service it 
is possible the medals were the only way he learned his father had 
served in the Boer and Great Wars.61 Conversely, objects had the 
potential to provoke questions. Phil Robinson knew that his father 
had served ‘because of his medals’ and when he was school age his 
interest was piqued because his father ‘had a German helmet with 
a spike on, and erm, what was it, [mimics excited voice] “How 
many Germans did you kill, Dad?”, he’d never tell you, never tell 
you’.62 Other fathers were more forthcoming, or found themselves 
in situations where either the questions or the answers were deemed 
more appropriate. When Jim Hayes was shown his father’s medals 
prior to an Armistice parade he was made aware of his father’s 
pride in his service, and remembered when ‘I was only a kid, [Dad] 
brought a German pistol out, Luger, and he was taking it to pieces 
and showing me and cleaning it and he said he took it of a German 
that got killed …’.63 Any answer Robinson’s father had provided 
would have lacked such ambiguity about who killed the German. 

Veterans’ bodies could also provide a lasting record of some 
of their war experiences.64 Jessica Meyer has noted that the close 
confnes and ‘wider physical intimacy’ of working-class family life 
in inter-war Britain made hiding wounds difcult,65 and Oliver 
Wilkinson uses the case of Arthur Hoyland – a Great War vet-
eran and POW – to illustrate that fact that ‘war disability could be 
starkly visible at home’: ‘“the deformed thumbs, the whip marks 
that stood out on his back, and the gaping hole in his arm” were 
all visible to family members when Hoyland stripped in front of the 
fre for his bath [and] carried with them the testimony of his captiv-
ity experiences to family members’.66 Other veterans were even less 
able to conceal the damage the war had wrought upon their bodies 
from their children. Stuart Underdown’s father ‘would never talk 
about it. Erm he was badly knocked up, lost an arm, his left arm, 
shrapnel in his head, and back, which was there ’til his dying day’.67 

Similarly, Cyril Price recalled being very conscious of his father’s 
disability, which resulted from his Great War service: 
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Father was twice wounded, once in the leg and secondly he had a bul-
let through the front of his helmet that ploughed a rift in the front of 
his head and came out of the back and er he sufered from the efects 
of that for the rest of his life ….68 

Even when wounds were no longer obvious, though, sustaining 
wounds seems to have been a common detail for even reticent vet-
erans to narrate.69 When asked if his father spoke fondly of the 
services, Des Radwell replied, ‘Dad was wounded twice badly in the 
First World War, through the leg and through the mouth … I believe 
he had a pretty hard war, but he never used to say too much about 
it at all.’70 As Meyer suggests, ‘the ex-serviceman’s damaged body 
formed a persistent reminder of the loss of war’.71 Unless wounds 
had been sustained in particularly heroic fashion they were unlikely 
to be perceived as a positive representation of war experience, or to 
be interpreted within a ‘pleasure culture’ framework, but they did 
demonstrate service and sacrifce.72 Like objects, veterans’ wounds 
might illustrate service and its efects, but the extent to which they 
provided information about an individual’s experience was deter-
mined by what was said about them. Indeed, wounds could prompt 
more expansive narratives about the incident in which they were 
sustained. 

Hearing from veterans 

When he thought his son was old enough to understand, Frank 
Webster’s father explained the circumstances that resulted in his 
missing arm. In explaining how he was wounded, he provided 
an insight into his experiences. Webster’s father had been at 
Passchendaele: 

[T]hey were being shelled, me father thought ‘Oh dear, there’s some 
poor devil’s legs sticking out of the ground,’ and he was near that, 
and said that the stench wasn’t very pleasant so he crawled away to 
get somewhere else, and then he laid on his left side, and then another 
shell came over and apparently a little distance away of course, the 
legs disappeared but of course they caught him on the right arm and 
the right hip, and erm, he er, he was attended to and the [Medical 
Ofcer], whoever, said that I doubt whether this chap will reach the 
casualty clearing station alive, because he’s lost so much blood …. 
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A blood transfusion ‘kept him going … and apparently his arm 
turned gangrenous and he was happy enough for it to be removed’.73 

Wounds might also prompt children to ask questions. Elson recalled 
that his father ‘didn’t go on about the First World War’ but he ‘had 
been shot in the arm, we used to look as children and say “Dad, 
what’s that?”, where the bone had been taken out there was kind of 
a big circle …’. This prompted a detailed explanation. 

He told us he was detailed to gather in wounded and was with some 
stretcher bearers when he bent down and the next thing he knew his 
arm was slung around here and he was terrifed because he thought 
his arm had gone and he couldn’t feel anything, what happened was 
the bullet had entered his arm just above his left elbow and swung 
his arm over and it had caught on … his braces so he’s going around 
thinking he’s lost an arm. 

That the incident was ultimately presented not as horrifc but as 
humorous, with the emphasis on his arm catching on his braces, is 
notable; it made the narrative more acceptable for a young audi-
ence, it increased the chances of a positive response and it could 
serve as a coping strategy. Elson commented that his father more 
often told them funny anecdotes.74 Gordon Waterhouse’s father had 
been a sergeant in the ‘Kings Liverpool’, and was wounded twice – 
Gordon ‘could actually put [his] fst in the side of [his father’s] back 
where he got wounded with shrapnel’.75 Gordon heard about his 
service on the Western Front: 

I can remember him telling us [Gordon and a friend] stories about 
when they were in the trenches in France and the battle of Ypres 
and all that, and they’d have their fxed bayonets and they’d put, for 
pastime I suppose, bully beef on the end, and put it on the parapet 
and the rats would come and take it … and he said he stood for 
weeks and weeks in water, with the puttees round their legs, and then 
he told us about when they got this thing to go over the top, when 
they went over, and he got wounded, I think it was in Delville wood, 
I remember him saying, and he was in hospital, but one of the 
chaps that carried him back, pulled him back out of the thing, he 
actually lived … quite near where my father lived, and I can always 
remember … when my father had a few shillings or anything, he’d 
give it to him and he always used to say ‘Thank you very much 
Albert’ and it was only because he had saved his life actually …. 
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Gordon Waterhouse characterised his father as reluctant to talk 
about the war, yet he appears to have been a willing narrator when 
given an interested audience and would answer questions, even 
those asked by one of Gordon’s friends, who ‘used to love talk-
ing about the war’. His service in Ireland appears to have been his 
preferred topic: ‘he told us stories about all that, what happened 
when he was there’. He discussed the IRA threat and going in civil-
ian clothes to hear Michael Collins speak, and stumbling upon an 
armed bank robbery when in uniform: ‘all of a sudden there’s two 
hands touch them on their shoulders and they said “If you move 
you are next”, he said, and they just froze and when they got up 
afterwards there was nobody there, so he always told us that tale. 
“If you move, you’re next.” ’ 

Regularly hearing extended narratives about the Great War from 
one of its veterans was unusual. The oral histories make clear, how-
ever, that, even without wounds or wartime objects as prompts, 
many young men did occasionally hear fragments of wartime nar-
ratives from usually reticent veterans. These were varied in terms of 
content and emotional efect. Thirteen of my thirty-four interview-
ees with veteran fathers heard deliberate, but normally singular or 
irregular, refections about their fathers’ experiences. Some heard 
tales from more than one veteran. George Stagg heard tales from 
two uncles, his neighbours and a colleague.76 Wilf Curtis, who also 
heard from multiple veterans as he was growing up, said, ‘The only 
thing that I knew about [the Great War] was stories that people 
who had served in the war had told us about it.’ Curtis’s father had 
‘quite a soft job’, driving ‘the Colonel around … he was very, very 
lucky, so he never went to France, so he told me about his trips in 
the staf cars and things like that, but he didn’t speak a lot about 
the war’. Aged around 11, Wilf heard from a friend’s father about 
France: ‘he never told us much about the actual fghting, talking 
more about how they had to struggle to live … in trenches’. Wilf 
‘just listened to the tales he was telling us, I was too young to ask 
any sensible questions’.77 Others also received an insight into trench 
living conditions. As a child, Stagg’s veteran neighbours spoke about 
‘what they had to go through, their rations and things, and how 
they used to eat with the cats and shaving in the morning if they 
were lucky, and things like that, in the trench and when it rained’.78 

Jack Pragnell, camping on the village green as a child, received a 
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similar brief insight into trench life when he saw a stranger drink-
ing from a water tank: ‘there was a slug in the water, and we said 
“Ergh, look at that!” and he said “Ah, that’s nothing compared to 
what we drank in the trenches” ’.79 That such details were shared 
with youngsters suggests that they were perceived as appropriate 
narratives for children to hear: devoid of the violence of war, they 
were perceived as unlikely to upset children (or their parents), per-
haps because trench conditions were frequently depicted in popular 
culture.80 Nevertheless, such tales, and the response to Holloway’s 
complaints of hunger, could fulfl a didactic function. Veterans illus-
trated a model of stoic masculinity by emphasising to young men 
how much harder life could be and how much softer they were than 
the previous generation, while legitimising their veteran status by 
highlighting their trench experience. 

Others heard more detailed narratives of events on the frontline. 
Frank Webster heard a ‘frightening’ story from a neighbour-cum-
family friend about an instance when ‘a colleague got shot in the 
head or something and I think he went to bandage him and all his 
brains came out somehow’.81 Brian Spragg heard ‘bits and pieces’ 
about his father’s service, including 

how terrible it was at Passchendaele … he said whole wagons, some 
horses would disappear in the mud and food … and he did tell 
me that he was stuck for two days in a shell hole in no man’s land 
wounded before he was brought out, but he never went on to sort 
of explain things to me a great deal probably until after the Second 
World War.82 

Tom Knowlton heard a similar story as his veteran colleagues dis-
cussed their service. Although they rarely talked about combat, one 
spoke about being ‘in the fghting area somewhere … looked for a 
hole to get into and saw a crater, jumped in, and there were two 
dead Germans there you see, I remember him telling me that’.83 

George Cash’s father ‘never really spoke much at all’ about the 
Great War, but ‘occasionally my dad would reminisce’. He once 
told Cash and his brother about being a courier, and having ‘to fnd 
his way in the dark and so on and so forth’, and about guiding an 
ofcer: 

[A]s they went along the route Dad said that some of the landmarks 
had been blown away with shells and so on and he came to a point 
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where he just didn’t know where to go and this young ofcer lost his 
temper with him and brandished his revolver and said ‘If you don’t 
take me, I will shoot you’, you know, well fortunately my dad man-
aged to fnd a reasonable landmark which he made for and then he 
got this man where he wanted to go but he used to make a joke of it 
and say that was the nearest he came to anything happening to him 
sort of thing but none of my uncles sat down and talked about the 
war as such and my dad never did, it was just, with my brother and 
I, just an occasional thing and we didn’t pump him [because we were 
not that interested or knowledgeable].84 

Hay heard mention of similar issues in ‘some horrifc tales’ about 
his future father-in-law’s time as a runner in the Post Ofce Rifes, 
and learned he had been wounded twice, once being shot through 
both arms. These ‘horrifc’ tales were, however, mixed with some 
more positive tales about his time in Syria in charge of some horses 
and Indian drivers.85 

It seems that more graphic recollections of front-line experience 
were more often heard by young adults, while children heard about 
trench conditions. Graphic representations may have simply been 
considered inappropriate for children, but age also infuenced the 
intergenerational dynamic. While childhood was associated with 
innocence and play, as sons approached working age their fathers 
commonly sought to prepare them for the wider world and teach 
them about manliness,86 and treated them more like ‘pals’.87 Either 
of these shifts may have enabled or prompted more revealing nar-
rations. What both groups of narratives communicated about the 
experience of war or masculinity was, however, potentially equivo-
cal. From such descriptions, trench conditions could be imagined 
as unbearable, or a test of stoicism and grit. Stories of life or death 
runs through featureless trench networks, or taking cover from 
artillery fre in shell craters could sit comfortably within juvenile 
adventure fction, but would not be out of place in All Quiet on the 
Western Front.88 

Some narratives were more clearly disillusioned. Thomas Leask’s 
father served in the Dardanelles, where his battalion took heavy 
casualties. He spoke little of his experiences but when he did he 
angrily expressed his disdain for senior commanders and the 

dreadful waste of life, I remember him telling me quite clearly when 
they frst got to Gallipoli they could actually walk ashore and they 
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could have taken the whole peninsula, but … they had to wait until 
the powers that be were ready to invade and by that time of course 
the Turks backed by the Germans were ready for them, and so it was 
a disaster ….89 

Peter Woodard also received a striking negative impression of ser-
vice at Gallipoli, and its after-efects, from his father, who had been 
a radio operator in a Signals unit. He ‘didn’t talk about it, never 
did talk about it’, but traumatic memories meant he provided an 
involuntary narrative; he would ‘have a bender now and again and 
he used to live Gallipoli all over again’. One evening Peter and his 
brother were trying to get their father home from a club ‘and he 
was bobbing up and down behind hedges and swearing like hell 
about the Turks […] He was reliving it all again, but he couldn’t tell 
us what he was reliving or anything like that, he was just there.’90 

Edward Kirby’s father came close to the stereotypical disillusioned 
veteran. He sufered from neurasthenia, ‘wanted to get back into 
normal civilian life’ and was ‘rather scornful’ of Edward’s veteran 
uncle who wore his medals and attended veterans’ events. Kirby 
said he ‘never never spoke about the war, I only remember one 
thing he told me’: 

[S]o the trenches they were in, they were in them for a long time, and 
the dead were left there for a long time, and he remembered, this is 
the one thing that he spoke about to do with the horror, he never 
spoke about the horrors of the war, but there was a corpse, a man, 
with his head [hanging] over the parapet with his mouth open, and 
he watched this corpse turn into a skeleton, they were long enough 
for this body to decompose but nobody moved it and he had to walk 
past it every day and er he came back, that couldn’t have been the 
only corpse he saw, but it was the awful position, the mouth open 
and the teeth showing, er ….91 

Kirby was not alone in understanding his father had not enjoyed his 
wartime service. Pragnell’s father had been a regular in the Royal 
Engineers and, while he passed on the Morse code and French he 
had learned, Pragnell understood that he ‘detested war, he’d see the 
bad side of it’. He ‘didn’t tell us a lot about the trenches or about 
the war but he’d tell us more when we got him talking now and 
again, more about the Boer War and when he was in India in the 
cavalry which was a much nicer thing’.92 
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While some veterans clearly did express disillusion, it seems to 
have been more common to avoid some topics or to opt to talk 
about the ‘much nicer thing’. Pragnell, and Phil Robinson – whose 
father ‘would never tell’ how many Germans he killed – were not 
alone in their awareness of silences and selectivity in what vet-
erans would recount. Silences could themselves cause interest;93 

Thomas Chilton’s father passed on tales about Thomas’s uncle’s 
time in the Navy, but ‘the tales he would not tell me about was 
when he was in the trenches, he would not speak about it, he used 
to say “It was tough son” but … across the bridge of his nose he 
had … a piece of shrapnel [that] he carried … until he died’.94 

Although his response, ‘It was tough son’, served to refuse an 
extended narrative, in combination with the shrapnel, Chilton 
took away the impression that his father’s trench experience had 
been unpleasant. Chilton’s questions were repeatedly rebufed, 
but with war looming in 1938 Chilton ‘could fnally get him to 
talk sometimes, not about what he went through, but about what 
happened in the First World War, why they went to war and all 
this sort of business’. Chilton’s father was happiest to talk about 
the Great War indirectly. George Stagg experienced a diferent 
kind of selectivity. When he was 18 years old Stagg worked on 
a delivery lorry with Bill Palmer. Stagg learned Palmer was a 
‘First World War hero’ who won the Military Medal while driv-
ing for the Army Service Corps, and Stagg heard a detailed nar-
rative about this incident and other elements of his service, but 
Palmer refused to discuss more unpleasant memories. Stagg 
recalled: 

he used to tell me about the runs he used to make, from diferent regi-
ments, ’cause he was driving a solid wheel truck, what used to carry 
ammo and food and everything, … and he was going from one place 
to another and [came] under heavy machine gun fre, very heavy, in 
fact Bill had a fnger and he could waggle it about, [the bone was 
detached] and what had happened was that he had to go to this other 
area or this headquarters and he said he went through this lane down 
there and he came under heavy machine gun fre and a bullet hit the 
column of the steering wheel, and bounced and hit his hand and it 
was pouring with blood and he still … drove on and he won the MM 
for that, he showed me that medal …. 
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JM And did you ever ask Bill questions about the First World 
War to try and fnd out more, were you interested in knowing 
more? 

GS Well yeah, whenever he was, but I sorta considered his 
feelings at times just in case he didn’t want to talk about it. 

JM Right. So were there times when you wanted to ask 
something more? 

GS Well I asked him and you know he’d say oh you don’t want 
to know nothing about that. 

JM Do you remember what kind of things he’d say that to? 
GS Well, diferent times I asked him about if he’d carried any 

wounded fellas about like, and he says well you don’t wanna 
know nothing about that, ’cause I think he used to not only 
carry ammo and stuf like that, he used to use it as ambulance 
as well if it was required … 

Establishing why veterans avoided discussing unpleasant aspects 
of service is difcult; self-protection from traumatic memories, 
maintaining a stoic appearance or a sense that such narrations 
were unsuitable for adolescent audiences, could all have played 
a part. It is also plausible that, perhaps in an attempt to achieve 
composure, men’s difcult experiences were related with the 
emphasis placed upon the ‘silver lining’; George Cash heard that 
his father-in-law had been gassed, but ‘he used to climb over the 
[hospital] wall and go and meet Emily who he eventually mar-
ried [so] even that was something romantic that had happened’.95 

Ironically, however, this selectivity may have reinforced the cul-
tural tendency that continued to construct military service in posi-
tive terms. Certainly, what Palmer was happy to share with Stagg 
could be told in heroic, exciting, adventurous tones, particularly 
given the award of the Military Medal, and would not have been 
out of place in a Boy’s Own story. 

As Gary Shefeld suggested, positive or rewarding aspects of 
military service appear to have been shared more commonly than 
negative ones. Some young men heard about the novelty of veter-
ans’ experiences. James Mann’s father mainly spoke about France 
as a country, promising to take him to visit, Richard Grifths 
heard about his father’s experiences learning to fy, and John 
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Riggs’s uncle recounted the famous artists he served with in the 
Artists’ Rifes.96 A number of young men heard tales that they took 
to communicate their fathers’ pride; notably, this was not limited 
to men who had served in combatant roles. Mr Sweetland’s father 
‘used to tell us he was one of the Royal Engineers who probably 
laid the French railway lines as they were more or less up to the 
present day’.97 William Coster heard a detailed account of the 
places his father had served and how he had received ‘a smashed 
fnger’, and knew he ‘was always very proud of being a sergeant 
in the RASC [Royal Army Service Corps]’.98 Richard Todd heard 
a detailed narrative of his father’s service in a medical role; he 
had ‘a fairly active and good, if you can use the word good, erm, 
certainly active First World War, got a good Military Cross … 
because of him I think my thinking as a boy was pretty militaris-
tic’.99 Others heard apparently exciting tales. As a child William 
Jalland’s father ‘used to tell me about being at Shoeburyness 
[in the Royal Artillery] and the shooting down of a Zeppelin at 
Potter’s Bar and er, I suppose that was the reason that I started 
getting interested’.100 Jack Thomas had heard a heroic version of 
his father’s experiences, which certainly were unusual. Thomas 
understood his father to be one of only two private soldiers to 
escape from a prisoner-of-war camp in Germany. He was subse-
quently posted to the Intelligence Corps, where he won a medal 
for his involvement in the arrest of two German spies. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, Thomas recalled that as children he and his friends 
perceived war as ‘adventure more than anything else’.101 Watson 
has argued that the adventurous soldier was a valid identity at the 
time,102 and, as was discussed in Chapter 1, depictions of war as 
adventure persisted in inter-war popular culture. That young men 
interpreted veterans’ narratives as such is clear in a number of the 
descriptions of narrative transmission above. Jim Hayes’s veteran 
father was unusual in that he was known to like talking about the 
war.103 When Jim asked about the war his sister would object – 
‘ “Don’t start him of again!” ’ – but Hayes was ‘all ears … give 
me the worst …’. He heard ‘a lot about the trenches’, about his 
father’s hatred of trench rats and about ‘snipers getting a couple 
of his pals and dropping down in the trenches, they had to think 
what to do for them and all that’. Hayes’s father also told him 
about an occasion when his unit had to retreat hastily: 
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[F]or four days and four nights they galloped and galloped and galloped, 
stopped for a drop of water and all that but the Germans was 20 min-
utes behind them all the time and I thought what a nerve test and that 
was, and I didn’t like that much but other than that I was all for going 
in the war if there was a war, you know, it wasn’t frightening to me.104 

Hayes’s tone suggests that he placed his father’s narratives within a 
‘war as adventure’ framework as a youth, and despite his unease and 
recognition that war could be a test of nerve, he was not deterred 
from envisaging his own service. Pride and enjoyment appear to 
have dominated in the understandings of others who heard more 
ambivalent narratives of veteran’s service. George Iceton’s father 
was a driver for the engineers, 

he used to have to get the stuf up to the back trenches and they were 
manhandled through the trenches to the front line, and so I had had a 
fairly vivid account of the war from my father, and also from a lot of 
his comrades because erm, with having a farm my mother and father 
seldom took holidays together so I went with my father … to visit his 
old war comrades, so yes I had heard this discussed, and again, for all 
they did mention some bad times of the war, most of their memories 
were happy, erm joyful, erm, I don’t think I was let into all of their 
secrets but er, as a young boy, big ears, I heard quite a lot.105 

Mr Parkhouse knew his father had become an ofcer in the RASC, 
before volunteering for the Royal Flying Corps. Although Parkhouse 
knew that he had been ‘badly shot up on three occasions’ and ulti-
mately returned to the infantry diagnosed temperamentally unft to 
fy, Parkhouse understood his father was proud of having fown 
artillery observation sorties during 1918, and ‘very proud of the fact 
he was a member of Kitchener’s Army’.106 Similarly, Elson, whose 
father had narrated his being wounded with black humour, would 
‘occasionally talk about a buddy lost’, but Elson understood his 
father was ‘very proud of his old regiment’, and he had more com-
monly told his children humorous anecdotes. Ultimately, Elson felt 
that the Great War ‘was romanticized in young men’s minds …’.107 

Pride, although not romance, could even be taken from objec-
tively horrifc narratives. Ron Womack’s father became a POW in 
France after German forces overran his trench. He did not volun-
teer information about this experience, but when Ron was aged 
about 10 he asked his father, who provided frightening accounts 
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of the abuse and starvation he had sufered at the hands of the 
‘Prussians’ while being used as forced labour in railway marshalling 
yards, and about a friendship he developed with an ‘Anglo-Saxon 
German’ who had worked in England prior to the war, who would 
sneak him food. Ron understood that his father’s experiences were 
frightening and horrifc – they were difcult to interpret another 
way – and he later discouraged Ron from joining military youth 
organisations. When asked whether hearing about this had given 
‘any particular impression or feeling about the First World War as a 
youngster’, Ron responded, ‘I think like most children of my age we 
were proud of our fathers having fought in the war, fought against 
the Germans ….’108 

As these examples illustrate, despite the selectivity that some 
veterans exercised, many young men heard representations that 
revealed that military participation could be dangerous, challeng-
ing, unpleasant, even horrifc, but this did not invalidate expres-
sions of duty and pride in service. If anything, the understanding 
that veterans had endured it in spite of this amplifed the pride they 
felt. Narratives could be presented within the frame of adventure 
or rewarding endeavour, and young men could also interpret them 
as such, but challenge and sacrifce could be accommodated within, 
and even bolster, conceptions of military service as a test of mascu-
linity or adventure. Veterans’ narratives were not necessarily under-
stood in cultural isolation, and the presence of representations of 
war as adventure, rewarding endeavour or redemptive sacrifce 
might well have encouraged such interpretations. 

Hearing about veterans 

In August 1918, as he lay mortally wounded on a battlefeld in 
France, a British serviceman wrote to his wife: 

With my last strength God bless you and the kiddies. I am glad to 
give my life for my country. Don’t grieve over me – be proud of this 
fact. Goodbye and God bless you. Fred. 

When the kiddies get older, tell them how I died.109 

Fred was just one of the 145,000 British men who left a widow, 
and his children were just some of the 360,000 who lost fathers.110 
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Fred’s wife never received his instructions about how to remem-
ber his death, and we cannot know what she told the children. For 
those who had lost loved ones, the meanings attached to the Great 
War could be conficting; a worthwhile heroic sacrifce for King and 
country – the dominant construction in wartime rhetoric and com-
memoration – contrasted with the wasteful, destructive event of an 
individual death, which often also caused long-term fnancial hard-
ship for families. Scholarship about British war widows has typically 
focused upon how they coped post-war, particularly their battles for 
(albeit inadequate) pensions or their decisions to remarry.111 Less is 
known about how widowed mothers presented the Great War and 
their husbands’ wartime deaths.112 Richard van Emden’s interviews 
with children who lost fathers confrm that children experienced 
both the positions described above.113 Violet Baker remembered her 
mother was, and remained, ‘so angry’ about Violet’s father’s death; 
she was ‘disgusted’ by the Death Penny, insulted that the State would 
give ‘[t]hat for a husband’, and called the pension she received ‘blood 
money’.114 Violet’s mother tried to avoid being reminded of her 
husband, and Violet never saw his medals.115 Conversely, Donald 
Overall’s mother told her children about their father’s character and 
hobbies, and took them to the Cenotaph on 11 November 1920. 
Donald, then aged 8, felt ‘dumbfounded’ during the service and felt 
most for his crying mother.116 His mother continued to demonstrate 
her pride in his father’s service by adorning her dresses with buttons 
from his regiment,117 and she told Donald details about his service 
that emphasised his loyalty and duty: 

She told me about the snipers and how they went over the top and 
how scared they were and how, when his mates were killed, he had 
to carry on. That’s why he wouldn’t take Corporal’s stripes on his 
arm because he didn’t want to be separated from his mates, what 
were left of them. I was really proud of my dad and I always wished 
I could be like him.118 

My own interviewees were mostly born too late to have lost their 
fathers during the Great War, but the testimonies of George Dann 
and George Stagg provide insight into how information about a 
deceased father’s service might be passed on. Dann was born in 
1921, but his father died in 1922 as a result of being gassed during 
the war. When Dann was about 5 years old his mother took him 
to the local Armistice ceremony, showed him his father’s name on 
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the war memorial and explained what had happened. They con-
tinued to go the ceremonies, where Dann recalled he saw veterans 
marching with their medals and ‘used to think, cor, you were in 
the war and nothing happened to you …’. He thought that as a 
youngster he had respect for them because they had helped to win 
the war. George had seen a photograph of his father in uniform, 
and a small, fat soldier’s tobacco tin that had belonged to him, and 
in his late teens, Dann received his father’s Military Medal from his 
mother. Perhaps surprisingly, she did not tell him the circumstances 
in which he won it, but she told him ‘more or less what they had to 
put up with and we obviously won [the war] but I only really knew 
that he was in the trenches and that’s how they did things, apart 
from what you read in other things …’.119 George Stagg’s mother 
lost her frst husband in the Great War. Although George was not 
his son, George’s mother involved Stagg in his commemoration, as 
we heard in Chapter 1. In addition, a photograph of him in uniform 
was displayed in their home and Stagg saw ‘the medallion for the 
wounded and all his medals’. As Stagg grew up, his mother told 
him about his death and showed him a letter a Canadian nurse at a 
clearing station had written, which detailed his wound and death. 
Stagg’s mother did not discuss her own views of the war with him, 
but he was conscious that the loss of her frst husband contributed 
to her anxiety when it was clear her three sons might serve in the 
Second World War. Sadly, her worry was not misplaced. During 
the Second World War she lost her second husband, a railwayman, 
in the bombing of Bishopsgate, and her eldest son was killed in 
the Navy. Four of the archival interviewees’ fathers were killed in 
the Great War. Their testimonies reveal little about what they had 
learned about their fathers’ service, but they do show sons were 
not necessarily deterred from the military; two enlisted between the 
wars in the same service arm as their fathers.120 They perhaps, like 
Donald Overall, ‘wished [they] could be like him’.121 

Hearing from veterans in the Home Guard 

As is evident in a number of the instances described above, veterans’ 
narratives could result from a number of prompts: objects, wounds, 
or particular contexts such as Armistice Day or the approach of 
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the Second World War. The Civil Defence organisations that were 
formed as a result of the Second World War provided another context 
in which young and old were brought together to participate in the 
defence of Britain. ‘[M]illions of greying veterans … ofered them-
selves for service … in bodies such as the Home Guard and the Air 
Raid Precautions.’122 Similarly, many young men joined the Home 
Guard, whose local branches routinely ignored the theoretical mini-
mum age threshold,123 before enlisting for full-time military service. 
All those interviewees who had joined the Home Guard remem-
bered it as a site where they encountered Great War veterans.124 Ken 
Hay joined the Home Guard aged just 15 in 1940. He remembered 
‘it was all the old sweats … when you went on parade there were 
blokes who limped by from war wounds of the First World War’ 
as well as one or two younger men in reserved occupations.125 The 
‘ex-serviceman’ identity could bring recognition within the Home 
Guard, and the leaders of units were often veterans.126 The veterans 
in Norman Bowdler’s Home Guard battalion ‘were considered sen-
ior fgures ’cause they’d done a bit’.127 Likewise, the NCOs in James 
Donovan’s unit were mostly veterans. Donovan recalled that ‘they 
would try and pass on a bit of their expertise as best they could’ 
and ‘some of them were really good’ because ‘they’d been through 
it so they knew what it was all about’.128 Such respect was typi-
cal,129 but it was not guaranteed; Charles Seibert recalled that when 
a rife was accidentally fred ‘most of the older men seemed to be 
trying to clamber up the walls of the hut in the corners [laughs]’.130 

As well as being an environment in which young men and veter-
ans interacted, Todman has suggested that the Home Guard also 
encouraged ex-servicemen to reminisce.131 George Nicholson, who 
had joined the Home Guard aged 17 in 1941, once found his father 
and other Home Guard members, most of whom were ex-service-
men, in the pub singing First World War songs.132 Reminiscence 
also occurred in Civil Defence units; Jessica Hammett reports that 
one air raid warden refected that the words ‘“In the last war” … 
have begun countless reminiscences with which Civil Defence work-
ers have wiled away the watches of the night’.133 Yet, interviewees 
rarely recalled being deliberately involved in or overhearing veter-
ans’ reminiscences in the Home Guard. 

In some cases limited interaction between members of diferent 
ages curtailed the opportunities for the dissemination of narratives. 
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Fred Pond found that members tended to talk with those of their 
own age, explaining that the diference in age was signifcant 
enough that the others were ‘old to us’,134 and spatial separation 
cemented this division: the veteran members of the unit ensured 
they got some sleep by delegating their guard duties to the enthu-
siastic young members who were – although technically messenger 
boys – only too happy to relieve them of the rife and head out 
into the night. In Reg Day’s experience it was the veterans who 
undertook duties while he was confned to headquarters. He too 
felt distant from them because ‘they were old men to me’, though 
he admired them because ‘they’d been and done it’.135 

Even some of those who spent time around the veteran mem-
bers of their companies did not hear anything about the Great 
War.136 Derrick Thurgood, who joined in 1942, also aged 15, knew 
that many of the members of his Home Guard were veterans, but 
they did not discuss the Great War in front of him. It was only ‘by 
accident’ that he had heard that one of his superiors had won an 
MC in the Great War.137 Bob Woodhams remembered that all of 
those in charge in his company were veterans, and they would talk 
amongst themselves about ‘their experiences’; ‘they used to have 
a chat now and again, of how they was lucky to come through 
like diferent battles they’d been in’, and sometimes Woodhams 
‘might get the tail end of the conversation but you wouldn’t know 
what they was talking about’ and he would not be included in such 
conversations.138 His experience supports Todman’s suggestion 
that the Home Guard encouraged reminiscence primarily between 
veterans, rather than across generations. None of the interviewees 
recalled veterans volunteering narratives while conducting Home 
Guard duties, nor had they asked veterans questions about their 
service. That veterans appear to have traded stories with other vet-
erans or drawn upon common memories, rather than discussing 
experiences with younger men, in some ways mirrors the dynamic 
of Old Comrades Associations.139 While veterans might have per-
ceived their Great War role as sufciently diferent to that in the 
Home Guard that they did not see the relevance of sharing their 
experiences, it is nevertheless surprising that narratives of the Great 
War were not volunteered or requested in such a ftting setting, 
and where veteran status was valued. While it seems that young 
men typically respected veterans and perceived their Great War 



117 Encountering Great War veterans 

117 

 
 

 
  

  

 

experience as having some relevance to and utility in the context 
of Second World War Civil Defence, this fnding also supports the 
broader argument that veterans were typically reticent about telling 
war stories to the younger generation, and highlights the impor-
tance of representations within the family. 

Conclusion 

When discussing what they had heard from veterans, interview-
ees’ often characterised them as reticent and began discussion with 
phrases like ‘he never said much’. This phrase, however, belied a 
striking variety of experiences; discussion often revealed that the 
interviewee actually had heard about wartime experience, and 
sometimes extensive or signifcant narratives. Phillip Foster’s case 
is an illustrative example. Foster knew his father had been respon-
sible for clearing up RAMC feld operating theatres, but felt ‘I 
never really got very much, he’d tell the odd story but he never said 
very much.’140 Despite this assertion, ‘one of his stories’ – phras-
ing which implies that his father told, and retold, stories – detailed 
clearing up after an amputation: 

… this fella had supposedly died and had been taken into the mortu-
ary and my father came across this leg, he said, and thought ‘Well I’d 
better put that with this chap’ so he tucked this leg under his arm and 
went down to the mortuary tent and … suddenly the fella sat up and 
said ‘Can I have a drink of water’ […] He says ‘I shot out of that tent 
and then I came to my senses and went back in and organized him 
being taken out of there, so I don’t really know what happened to 
him but if ever a bloke deserved to survive then he did’, but only very 
small, he didn’t talk about it much, but he must have had a hundred 
of equivalent sort of experiences. 

Foster’s insistence that his father ‘never said very much’ is perhaps 
partly explained by the fact that his father, like many other veter-
ans, exhibited reticence and only spoke about the war occasionally, 
but it hints at something else, too: Foster believed there were stories 
that his father left untold. Nevertheless, as this chapter has shown, 
young men in inter-war Britain learned about Great War experi-
ences from veterans in their day-to-day lives more frequently than 
has been previously acknowledged. This was not always transmitted 
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directly or deliberately: objects in the home, innocuous passing 
comments and veterans’ bodies could all provide clues to veteran 
status and experience. Although most veterans appear to have been 
reticent, a signifcant proportion of young men heard occasional, 
detailed recollections of aspects of their service. Most were not 
regularly regaled with war stories; more often their knowledge was 
gleaned from singular or irregular insights. What triggered these 
narratives is not always clear but was certainly varied: sometimes 
they were solicited by young men’s questions; sometimes something 
war-related, such as wounds or wartime objects, triggered narra-
tives (or young men’s questions); and sometimes triggers were indi-
rect, such as discussion of parents’ work, travel or relationships, or 
young men’s complaints about comparatively trivial matters. 

Like representations of the Great War in inter-war popular cul-
ture, veterans’ narratives were heterogeneous. Veterans expressed 
not only a wide variety of attitudes, but also of experiences. 
Trenches, shell holes and being wounded – culturally available 
images of the Great War – were components of many narratives, 
but some spoke about more banal activities absent from represen-
tations in popular culture. Moreover, and contrary to Todman’s 
suggestion based on a desire to provoke thought rather than on pri-
mary research, some men who had served as drivers, engineers, in 
medical facilities or in Britain were not silenced by their own inabil-
ity to tell ‘war stories’ that related to combat or the increasing dom-
inance of the trench soldier in popular understandings of the war. 
If anything, it seems that activities away from front-line trenches 
were more commonly discussed. The fact that no one version of 
the confict dominated between the wars may have made young 
men more receptive to varied stories: they too were not necessarily 
bound by a single version of what wartime experience should mean. 
This open-mindedness may have enabled non-combatant veterans 
to be more communicative, and narrating experiences that diverged 
from more popular understandings might have been easier within 
a family environment.141 As Meyer observed in relation to wartime 
letters and post-war memoirs, though, families were not an appro-
priate audience for narratives of killing or committing violence.142 

While the scarcity of such narratives no doubt partially refects 
the fact that many veterans did not have direct engagement with 
enemy troops, this silence perhaps speaks to the incommunicability 
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of violence and the difculty of comfortably accommodating tales 
of such violence within the domestic sphere. Although horrifc or 
traumatic incidents were certainly recounted, it seems young men 
more often heard about camaraderie or humorous incidents, or 
narratives that illustrated stoicism or heroism. The selectivity vet-
erans exercised tended to deny young men access to more negative 
narratives, and equivocal narratives outnumbered the clearly disil-
lusioned. When exposed to such representations, young men seem 
to have taken away afrmative rather than disillusioned elements, 
such as pride in service, as has been suggested in relation to ambiva-
lent Great War literature. These fndings sit comfortably alongside 
Todman’s suggestion that when veterans were together they were 
keen to recollect positive elements of their war experience,143 with 
Isherwood’s observation that veterans’ memoirs presented the war 
as meaningful and emphasised comradeship,144 and with Paris’s 
suggestion that veterans selecting literature for children chose ‘a 
heroic and justifed representation of the war’.145 They also add 
substantial support and depth to Shefeld’s suggestion that it was 
the rewarding elements of Great War service that were passed on 
to young men.146 

What young men heard from veterans encouraged an under-
standing of war as a duty to accept, a challenge to overcome or even 
an adventure to be had, more often than as a futile endeavour to 
denounce. Those who heard about challenging aspects of the war, 
such as being wounded or falling into shell holes, or about veter-
ans who had died, may have better understood the potential for 
war to be horrifc, but that understanding served to amplify rather 
than lessen the stoicism and bravery of the veterans they had heard 
from or about. Veterans’ narratives were also uniquely positioned 
to shape young men’s understandings of war and masculinity, com-
ing from older men, and often those who younger men respected, 
sought to emulate and from whom they might expect to learn about 
manliness. While this may not have been intended by the narrator 
or perceived by the audience, veterans’ narratives of the Great War 
afrmed particular masculine traits. Stoicism, even in the face of 
fear or injury, and pride in service, duty and camaraderie were all 
common themes, and sacrifce and gallant heroism were present too. 
Veterans’ narratives typically ofered little that would decouple war 
and masculinity. Instead, war remained a theatre in which young 
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men could perform masculinity, as the previous generation had. In 
this respect what young men most commonly heard from veterans 
was similar in tone to the representations in popular culture through 
which young men might otherwise ‘know’ about the Great War. Reg 
Day even remarked that what he had heard from his veteran grand-
father about his service in Mesopotamia ‘was all unbelievable, it was 
the things you read in Hotspur’.147 Yet, the unmediated, and often 
familial, nature of veterans’ narratives may have given them greater 
signifcance. They were feeting and ephemeral representations but 
were nonetheless signifcant. Although previously subjected to lim-
ited examination, they are an important component of the cultural 
memory of the Great War because, as we shall see, they sometimes 
shaped the attitudes and decisions of young men when they faced 
the prospect of service in the Second World War. 

Notes 

1 Ron Holloway (Morley, 2016). 
2 Todman, Myth and Memory, p. 8. 
3 Shefeld, ‘Shadow of the Somme’, p. 31. 
4 47 of these 54 made reference to their fathers being veterans, and 
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You and the Call-Up: Conscription, 
attitudes and agency 

Introduction 

From 1938 to 1945 the relationship between the British State and 
the British people changed considerably, as the State gained and 
exercised substantial power to direct Britons into work and the 
Armed Forces. The limits of the State’s power shifted regularly and 
signifcantly over the course of the war, and so too did Britons’ 
individual agency. For some this had limited and quotidian con-
sequences, but for others it fundamentally changed the nature of 
day-to-day life for the duration of the war and had profound efects 
upon people’s life courses, as careers were upended, people were 
relocated, doors opened or closed on relationships or lives were cut 
tragically short. Chapters 1 and 2 established the variety of ways 
young men encountered the Great War as they were growing up. 
Chapter 4 explores how understandings of the last war afected 
perspectives on service in a new confict. To set the context within 
which men were applying these understandings (or not) in relation 
to their own potential service, this chapter examines the introduc-
tion of State structures to control manpower and what these meant 
for an individual’s agency, as well as analysing Britons’ attitudes 
towards conscription and military service in 1939. 

First, the chapter outlines the coming of conscription in 1939. 
It describes the debates about the introduction of conscription in 
peacetime, which were partly infuenced by memories of the Great 
War. It then uses opinion polling data and previously unexamined 
responses to an MO street survey to examine how the British pub-
lic reacted to the introduction of conscription, particularly those 
young men who were to be afected by it. 
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With the outbreak of war in September 1939, the State’s con-
trol over men with regard to military service drastically increased. 
It extended still further over the course of the war. The third and 
fourth sections of this chapter examine who was liable to be made 
to do what, when. War Ofce documents, contemporary advice 
guides, MO material and personal testimony are used to map the 
shifting boundaries of wartime conscription and to detail how these 
afected the individual registering under the National Services Acts 
over the course of the war, how individuals might negotiate the 
demands of the State, how well young men understood the options 
open to them at the time and the ways men were able to exer-
cise agency, legitimately and illegitimately. This chapter provides 
a foundation for Chapter 4, a detailed examination of the ways 
in which men’s attitudes and enlistment decisions were shaped by 
their understandings of the Great War. While detailing changes to 
manpower controls, and how the public reacted, the chapter high-
lights the infuence of Great War memories and the relationship 
between wartime masculinity and military service that the State 
was enforcing through legislation. The chapter provides the most 
detailed discussion of men’s State-imposed wartime responsibilities 
to date, and – in conjunction with Chapter 4 – enhances our under-
standing of men’s attitudes to conscription and military service dur-
ing the Second World War. It shows that varied levels of willingness 
hid beneath the veneer of consent displayed towards conscription. 

The coming of conscription 

In 1937 Chamberlain stated, ‘We shall never again send to the 
Continent an army on the scale of that which we put into the feld 
in the last war.’1 Before the Second World War, there was consider-
able debate about the nature of British military involvement in any 
future confict and the extent of the compulsory military service 
that would be required. The attitudes of Britons – those with power 
and those without – refected the continued infuence of memories 
of the Great War. While it ultimately became widely accepted that 
military and perhaps also industrial conscription would be required 
in the event of the outbreak of major hostilities, these forms of 
compulsion remained politically and culturally unattractive so long 
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as peace survived. Nor was it a foregone conclusion in the mid-
1930s that Britain’s participation in a second world war would 
take the form that it ultimately did. With Britain’s leaders trying 
to limit the costs of the Army and in any case reluctant to recruit 
another great army for another attritional war, Britain adopted 
a position of limited liability to continental security. As Todman 
explains, ‘No British politician of any stripe wanted to precipitate 
another world war, and Labour and Liberal defence policies shared 
the Government’s strategic logic: a large air force and navy, a reli-
ance on economic power, and no great army to be sucked into the 
trenches of another western front.’2 The British public had not gen-
erally become pacifst over the inter-war years, but there is evidence 
of greater scepticism and reluctance to accept war as a method of 
resolving international tension. The Peace Pledge Union had over 
100,000 members in the late 1930s and the ‘pacifstic’ League of 
Nations Union, which would countenance war only if all other 
measures failed, could state that one million Britons had been mem-
bers between 1920 and 1933,3 and the responses of eleven million 
Britons to the 1935 ‘Peace Ballot’ suggest widespread support for 
a ‘prudent middle way between isolationism and militarism’.4 The 
British public appear to have been of a similar mind about military 
commitments as their political leaders. In January 1937, according 
to a British Institute of Public Opinion (BIPO) poll, three-quarters 
of Britons were against compulsory military training.5 Nor were 
Britons necessarily eager to serve on a voluntary basis: in November 
1937 only 38 per cent of men asked by BIPO replied that they 
would volunteer in the event of a future war, and only 22 per cent 
of women expected they would pressure their husband to do so.6 

The latter years of the Great War arguably set both the expectation 
that this would be how armies would be raised if they were needed 
and the expectation that conscription was the lot of the young man 
in wartime. In March 1938 MO asked Britons whether individuals 
could do anything about the international situation. MO suggested 
that the responses indicated a high degree of fatalism. Certainly, 
a number of responses indicate cynical resignation, but they are 
not without resolve: ‘Worker, 40: “Have to fght I suppose. We’ll 
probably get conscription”. Worker, 25: “Go out and get shot”. 
Worker, 30: “We’ve got to fght if we’ve got to fght”.’7 What is also 
clear in these responses is that many Britons expected conscription 
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if war broke out. Six months later, in the midst of the Sudeten Crisis 
of September 1938, some had accepted their lack of control over 
events in the international arena and much closer to home: when 
MO asked a 20-year-old Londoner about the crisis he replied, ‘[I] 
[d]on’t take any notice mate. What’s the good? If they want yer 
they’ll take yer. They don’t ask your permission like.’8 In the pro-
cess of normalising conscription, the Great War had, for some at 
least, disrupted the expectation of voluntarism. 

Shortly after the Sudeten Crisis in September 1938, MO can-
vassed working-class residents in West Fulham. Clearly, it was 
not only political leaders whose perspective on current events was 
fltered through memories of the previous confict. A 55-year-old 
woman told them, ‘it scared my wits out, thinking of the last war. 
They said it was going to be this week, and I heard the milkman say 
this morning that we can say the worst has passed now.’9 Time, and 
Hitler, would make fools of both the milkman and Chamberlain. 
After the Munich Agreement, there was growing public disillusion 
with appeasement.10 A woman aged 30 told MO: 

If there’s one thing we want, it’s no more war. But I can’t see what we 
are going to do when he keeps on wanting things that he says, like 
that Czechoslovakia. I know what I’d do if I had him. My husband 
says, and I agree, that we will have a bigger war now sooner or later 
for this.11 

Her mention of ‘no more war’ echoes the ‘war to end wars’ rhetoric 
of Great War commemoration, and the Great War was explicit in 
other’s reactions. A man aged 34 told MO, ‘For once in my life I’m 
damned well ashamed to be an Englishman. I think the worst pos-
sible thing has happened to them Czechs now. It puts me in mind 
of a song they used to sing during the last war: “You can send who 
you like, but for God’s sake don’t send me.” ’12 

Britons shared their leaders’ disinclination to participate in another 
large-scale war. Yet as international tensions increased the French gov-
ernment made clear that they did not ‘intend England to fght her bat-
tles with French soldiers’,13 British politicians recognised that limited 
liability had to be abandoned, and the British people came to accept 
that conscription was coming. Following the apparent deferring of 
confict at Munich, demands for conscription in order to strengthen 
Britain’s defences became increasingly forceful. By October 1938 
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public opinion remained evenly divided on conscription,14 but three-
quarters of those polled by BIPO favoured a National Register, sug-
gesting a desire to be prepared.15 Nonetheless, conscription remained 
a difcult political issue. It was popular with some Conservative 
MPs,16 but Chamberlain remained concerned about both the diplo-
matic message that would be sent by the introduction of compulsory 
service and the political consequences of the bargaining that it would 
require with the trade unions. From the very diferent perspective of 
the Labour party, allowing the national government to control man-
power – and hence perhaps to conscript unionised workers – was 
also problematic.17 As late as November 1938, Chamberlain argued 
to the House of Commons that conscription might yet be proved 
unnecessary: ‘It must be remembered that we are not today in the 
same position as we were in 1914, in this respect: that we are not 
contemplating the equipment of an army on a continental scale.’18 

Some Britons did not need to be conscripted, of course. In 
March, September and November 1938, hundreds of thousands 
of men responded to the heightened international tensions of the 
Anschluss, Sudeten Crisis and Kristallnacht by volunteering for the 
Territorial Army, Air Raid Precautions and Auxiliary Police.19 It 
was Britons’ voluntarism, quite aside from any strategic need to 
increase enlistment for the forces, that created pressure to imple-
ment a system of registration and direction in order to avert indus-
trial disruption. As the Ministry of Labour would later explain, 
there was a strong awareness that the Great War ‘had shown the 
folly of indiscriminate recruiting’.20 A voluntary National Register 
was announced on 1 December 1938 and on 25 January 1939 the 
Voluntary National Service Campaign was launched to encourage 
enrolment.21 Promoting the campaign on the radio, Chamberlain 
told listeners: ‘Compulsion is not in accordance with the demo-
cratic system under which we live, or consistent with the tradition 
of freedom we have always striven to maintain. We are confdent 
that we shall get all the volunteers that we need without recourse 
to compulsion.’22 Two hundred and seventy-fve National Service 
Committees were established to promote recruitment and advise 
individuals how they could serve, particularly those covered by the 
newly published Schedule of Reserved Occupations (SRO). Every 
household received a copy of National Service: A Guide to the Ways 
in which the People of this Country May Give Service, which was 
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intended to ‘give the public a concise description of the various 
forms of national service open to them’.23 The guide included an 
application form and explained the commitment and qualifcations 
that each role required, as well as cautioning that people should not 
volunteer for positions they would be prevented from fulflling in 
wartime. While most people supported the idea of the Register, in 
practice volunteerism was more attractive when other people were 
the ones doing it. In December 1938, when the voluntary National 
Register was announced, only a third of those polled who had not 
yet volunteered for some form of National Service intended to do 
so under the ‘national register system’.24 Interest in the Voluntary 
National Service campaign diminished as early as February, particu-
larly after press reports of willing volunteers being turned away.25 By 
the end of the campaign in August 1939, 1.5 million had enrolled, 
but three-quarters had enrolled for Civil Defence, ‘an indication of 
the defensive mood of the country’.26 As Todman has highlighted, 
‘Left to themselves, most people were not getting ready for war.’27 

Conversely, by the start of 1939 the State’s preparations for war 
were difcult to miss. Numerous RAF airfelds and Army training 
camps were created, along with their associated stores, and muni-
tions and aircraft factories were built at great State expense.28 Gas 
masks had already been issued and in some regions local authori-
ties hastened their construction of public air raid shelters and started 
distributing Anderson shelters for installation in Britons’ gardens; 
in others they began enquiring who would be willing to open their 
doors to evacuees.29 Hundreds of thousands of Britons, motivated 
by a sense of duty, volunteered for largely part-time roles in Air Raid 
Precautions.30 Attitudes to conscription in 1939 have to be seen in 
the changed international context: ‘By the start of 1939, Munich was 
clearly seen as a postponement rather than a deliverance.’31 Britons 
had been relieved not to go to war in 1938, but as Hitler and the 
Nazis repeatedly took advantage of Chamberlain’s policy of appease-
ment and escalated tensions towards war, and persecuted European 
Jews in acts such as Kristallnacht, a majority of Britons believed 
that peace could not be maintained honourably, and resolved that 
there was little to be gained through delay.32 An increasing num-
ber of Britons now agreed with the sentiments a man aged 20 had 
expressed to MO after the Munich Agreement: ‘I’d give Hitler hell 
for this lot. He’s going to get it too before long, you bet he will.’33 
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Chamberlain was slow to see that Britons’ mood had shifted.34 

In February 1939, Britain restated its commitment to defending 
French territory – a point demonstrated in March by a doubling 
of the Territorial Army.35 According to BIPO polls in April, a nar-
row majority of the public favoured flling these nearly 200,000 
spaces by voluntarism, and the public remained evenly divided on 
the question of compulsory National Service.36 In the event, volun-
teers were not hard to fnd, with 88,000 new recruits in April, aided 
by the removal of 630,000 men from the SRO.37 After Germany’s 
invasion of the rest of Czechoslovakia in March, Britain commit-
ted itself to the defence of Polish independence. In April 1939, 
Chamberlain accepted that peacetime conscription was a necessary 
symbol of British commitment to European security. On 26 April 
the Secretary of State for War, Leslie Hore-Belisha, announced the 
Military Training Bill: men turning 20 who were not in reserved 
occupations would be required to complete six months’ full-time 
training, followed by three and a half years in the reserves.38 Unless 
war broke out, men could not be sent overseas, employment was 
to be reinstated after service and provision was made for conscien-
tious objectors and students. Men were primarily to be trained for 
air defence at home rather than continental war. That Chamberlain 
was moved more by the symbolism of this act than the utility of an 
expanded force or a shortage of volunteers is well illustrated by the 
fact the Army had not been consulted; Allport writes that ‘When the 
deputy chief of the Imperial General Staf … heard the news, he gave 
a look of “almost incredulous bewilderment”.’39 The sudden shift 
from voluntarism to compulsion left Labour in a difcult position, 
too: some of its MPs were angered by what they saw as Government 
trickery, but the party was unwilling to be seen as simultaneously 
opposing the bill and demanding a strong stance against Hitler.40 

On 26 May 1939 the Military Training Act was passed, introducing 
conscription in peacetime for the frst time in British history. 

Responses to peacetime conscription 

In the days immediately following the announcement of the Military 
Training Bill, MO’s investigators went door-to-door in London, 
particularly the East End, to assess reactions.41 The 405 responses 
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provide a much richer understanding of the immediate public reac-
tion to peacetime conscription.42 

Conscription was favoured by 44 per cent of those MO asked, 
while 33 per cent opposed it; the remainder were uncertain, unin-
terested or unwilling to answer.43 By Tom Harrisson’s reckoning, 
more support was to be found amongst middle-class households, 
but still a small majority of working-class households favoured 
conscription. In both cases, Harrisson suggested, the responses of 
‘families where some member is directly concerned in conscription 
are LESS favourable to it than the rest’, but this had less impact on 
the middle-classes, for whom job security was less of a concern, 
and OTC training in secondary school increased the chances of a 
commission.44 

The verbatim replies reveal individuals’ reasoning.45 Most of 
those unafected by conscription thought it positive because it was 
necessary given the circumstances or it was important to enhance 
national preparedness. At a point when voluntarism was being 
emphasised, some noted that ‘young fellows of that age are joining 
the Territorials. It doesn’t seem right to me that some should join, 
and others who are not public spirited enough should be able to 
keep out of the Army.’46 Conscription would ensure the burden was 
evenly spread. Another common favourable reaction disassociated 
military training from its military purpose and endowed it with 
that of social regeneration: it would ‘help the fellows of the street 
corners, and give them something useful to do, instead of chas-
ing after girls all night’, or solve the problem of having ‘too many 
mothers’ boys in the country. Conscription would make a man out 
of them’.47 Such ideas refected a wider, long-standing contempo-
rary discourse about masculinity and military service, and inter-war 
concern about soft boys.48 Around a quarter of those unafected by 
conscription expressed defnite opposition to it, most commonly 
owing to a belief that the voluntary principle should be maintained, 
that conscription wrongly removed British freedom, or sometimes 
as a result of a more general desire to avoid war altogether. 

For the parents of young men conscription contained an obvi-
ous tension between personal impact and assessments of ideol-
ogy and necessity. As the father of one 20-year-old said, ‘From 
a father’s point of view it is not a good thing, from a patriot’s 
point of view, there ought to be some form of national service.’49 
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Fathers expressed greater recognition of the necessity of conscrip-
tion than mothers, and were more often convinced that military 
training would beneft their sons. Most mothers expressed their 
objection: some were concerned about employment and com-
ments such as ‘We want the jobs guaranteed after conscription or 
a war. Half the men were caught that way in the last war’ were not 
uncommon; some disagreed on that basis that Britain was a ‘free 
country’. The majority of mothers, though, expressed an unwill-
ingness to subjugate parental duty to patriotic duty: ‘A mother’s 
opinion is: not conscription, much as she would like to see eve-
rything all right.’50 Another simply said, ‘Nobody wants to give 
their sons away. Certainly not me.’51 Even though war would not 
be declared for another fve months, some parents were evidently 
imagining their sons doing more than training. Memories of the 
Great War, which informed the demand for job guarantees above, 
more explicitly underpinned some parents’ objections. One father 
replied, ‘I fought in the last war, and I can tell you that my lad is 
not going to be conscripted by this government nor any other. I did 
my part, and it’s left me no reward ….’52 And mothers, too, might 
look to the personal costs of the previous confict: one replied, 
‘No I am opposed to conscription […] My husband was killed at 
Vimy Ridge, and he left me two sons, and I pray to God that he 
won’t take them like he did my old man.’53 These responses show 
that individuals’ recollections of the Great War informed their 
attitudes to conscription, but we can also read these responses 
as responding to, or at least aligned with, commemorative scripts 
of the Great War. Sacrifce, and sacrifce represented as primarily 
borne by mothers,54 was at the heart of commemorative practice, 
and rhetorical eforts to imbue that sacrifce with purpose had 
promised the reward of a brighter future, including the promise 
of peace. Yet for most Britons the 1930s had proved distinctly 
overcast even before the clouds grew darker and more ominous in 
1938. These responses refect not only gendered codes of expres-
sion, but also a gendered framing of Great War memory: fathers 
refected on how service would beneft their sons, weighing the 
merits of the contract of masculine citizenship, sometimes based 
on their own experience. Mothers, on the other hand, anticipated 
what it would cost them, and determined they were unwilling to 
pay that price. 
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Around two-thirds of the potential conscripts themselves (and 
most of their girlfriends) were opposed to conscription. A minority 
thought conscription a good idea, commonly because it would ben-
eft men to be prepared if or when war arose. Some felt that others 
their age required social improvement – it would provide their peers 
with employment, ‘stop them hanging around street corners, keep 
them ft’, and ‘wake one or two of the boys’ ideas up’.55 Most of 
conscription age, however, expressed their opposition to conscrip-
tion, and more vehemently than those unafected, in conjunction 
with resignation that they would be unable to avoid service. 

Expressions of self-interest, in the form of not wanting to lose 
their job or simply not wanting to participate, were as common as 
expressions of ideological opposition. Respondents expressed their 
feeling that conscription signalled the erosion of liberty, or described 
conscription as the frst encroachment of totalitarianism; one feared 
that soon ‘We shan’t be able to speak without being spied upon, like 
they are in Germany.’56 A small number of respondents alluded to 
soldiering as a task that fell upon the working classes as a conse-
quence of the actions of the ruling classes. And of course, for some 
all these complaints coalesced to form the following sentiment: ‘No 
I am not in favour of conscription. I shall try to get exempt, I have 
just fnished my time [apprenticeship] and now I earn a fairly good 
wage, and I’ll be fucked if I’m going to lose it already because of the 
bleeding capitalists. It’s a bloody grand state of afairs when all our 
liberty is taken away from us.’57 

Conscription found signifcantly greater favour amongst those 
just below conscription age, many of whom wanted to join up 
or had volunteered. The little opposition that existed tended to 
be based on the assumption that others would also volunteer. A 
lower-middle-class 19-year-old said, ‘I’d much sooner they relied on 
the spirit of the young people to volunteer. I’m a Territorial.’58 At 
least half of those aged 22–25 expressed approval of conscription, 
although again this view tended to come from those who had joined 
or wanted to join the services anyway. 

MO also asked those just above conscription age ‘who will be 
afected in the next draft’ whether conscription would ‘induce you 
to volunteer now for Territorials or some other service’.59 In fact, 
it was those just below conscription age, who would turn 20 the 
following year, who would be liable for the next draft. Yet MO’s 
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question and the responses suggest that individuals expected the 
expansion of the act to higher age groups, an expectation which 
may itself have drawn on knowledge of the pattern of conscription 
in the Great War. A signifcant group expressed an apparently genu-
ine desire to join the Territorials, like a 23-year-old lower-middle-
class man who felt conscription ‘a very good thing. I don’t know 
what there is against it. I only wish I were of age to join. I shall 
join some sort of national service as quick as I can.’60 Equally com-
mon, though, was a self-serving rush to the colours by those who 
opposed conscription, certainly if it was to afect them. Joining the 
Territorials or the Auxiliary Fire Service in an attempt to obtain 
exemption from the Act was one way for a man to retain his job, as 
this young man expressed: 

Well people of my age have missed it so far but they are not going 
to catch me. I am going to join up for something, the Auxiliary Fire 
Brigade if I am old enough. You see I work as a clerk with a £3 a 
week job, it’s alright employers being public spirited and say the job 
will be left open, it wasn’t in the last war and it won’t be this time, 
so I’m not taking any chances on that, you can’t blame me can you.61 

We can only speculate about what had focused the attention of 
men in their early twenties on the fragility of guarantees to workers 
twenty years earlier, but one can imagine how an older man’s warn-
ing – at home or at work – could seed such thinking, which then 
spread amongst peers. Certainly, it seems that J. B. Priestly was 
preaching to the choir when, two years later, he cautioned his listen-
ers to remember the fate of those who returned from the Great War 
to poverty and unemployment.62 Between 1–29 April 1939, 88,000 
new members ‘were enlisted or in the process of enlistment for the 
Territorial Army’.63 This no doubt partly refected both the unsta-
ble appearance of international relations at the time – TA enlist-
ment had also surged during the Munich Crisis in 1938 and with 
the invasion of Czechoslovakia in March64 – and the announcement 
in March that it would have double the number of divisions. Still, in 
the spring of 1939, a proportion of those enlisting in the Territorials 
were, as the young clerk’s response explains, not expressing their 
patriotic voluntarism but participating in a pragmatic negotiation of 
their service. Those who had enrolled in the Territorials or auxiliary 
forces by 27 April would be unafected by the Bill,65 an exemption 
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Territorial ofcers were not above using to stimulate recruitment. 
In East Anglia on the evening of 26 April, ffty-four recruits signed 
up at Safron Walden’s drill hall after two Territorial ofcers had 
driven ‘around Safron Walden, Dunmow and Stanstead in a lorry 
… urging young men, through a megaphone, to volunteer before 
they were conscripted’.66 From early May it was decided that those 
subsequently enlisting in the Territorials would be diminishing the 
time they would spend in the reserves after their six months train-
ing.67 Militia-age men continued to rush to enlist.68 The potential 
conscript had every incentive to join. If war broke out quickly his 
peers would soon join him in uniform, and if not those who enlisted 
before 27 April would have traded the disruption of six months in 
the Army for part-time soldiering, and those who were slower of 
the mark were reducing their time in the reserves. 

The responses provide a sense that such respondents would 
have objected less had Britain been at war, but during peacetime 
six months in the forces and away from one’s employment was 
too great a sacrifce. Those who were to become militia men were 
largely disgruntled. A signifcant proportion of those a few years 
older looked to pre-empt the spectre of peacetime conscription 
through self-serving voluntarism and other methods of avoiding 
compulsory military service. Students could defer their conscrip-
tion, and R. Douglas Brown suggests it was no coincidence that in 
1939 Cambridge saw its largest intake of freshmen since 1919.69 

Those who were keen to participate in military service look to have 
been volunteering under the National Service Campaign, regard-
less of conscription, while a large proportion, if not a majority, of 
young men sought to delay service if at all possible. Probably thanks 
largely to the deteriorating international situation, the reaction to 
conscription in peacetime amongst the general population was 
favourable, though a signifcant minority objected. On a national 
level it appears that public opinion about conscription was moving 
in step with the Government’s reactions to the shifting international 
situation. Although the public had preferred voluntarism in April, 
in May, after the announcement of the Military Training Bill, BIPO 
found three-ffths of those polled approved of conscription,70 and 
by July, shortly after the frst 34,500 were enlisted as militiamen, 
most were happy with conscription as it stood, and those favouring 
its expansion outnumbered those calling for its abolition by 2:1.71 
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Analysis of the responses to MO’s street survey, however, high-
lights the majority of the young men who were expected to prepare 
for war did not favour the prospect of doing so in its absence.72 

Wartime conscription would evoke reactions that were diferent, 
but not wholly dissimilar. 

Wartime conscription: registration and enlistment 

By 1945, 32 per cent of the male working population were in the 
armed or Civil Defence forces, and optimal mobilisation of the avail-
able manpower (and woman-power) inside and outside the forces 
was crucial to the war efort.73 Reporting after the war, the Ministry 
of Labour and National Service noted the success it achieved was 
largely dependent on the ‘willingness with which men and women 
accepted restrictions and hardships in order that the war might be 
brought to a successful conclusion’.74 The Government’s authority 
to regulate, restrict and direct Briton’s employment dramatically 
increased over the course of the war, as did the number of Britons 
upon whom this authority to could be brought to bear. This gener-
ally limited the choices people had about the role they would play, 
although the range of service options available was occasionally 
broadened due to manpower demands. Still, individuals retained a 
certain amount of agency and were able to negotiate their service, 
in both legitimate and illegitimate ways. It is important to lay out 
the ways in which the boundaries of compulsion changed during 
the war in order to understand the circumstances in which reactions 
to service were formulated. 

With the outbreak of war, the National Service (Armed Forces) 
Act 1939 was passed. It made British men aged 18–41 ‘liable by 
Royal Proclamation to be called up for service in the Armed Forces 
of the Crown’.75 A compulsory National Register was completed by 
the end of September, and on 1 October 1939 the frst proclama-
tion made those aged 21 liable for service, along with those who 
had turned 20 since 3 June when those already aged 20 had been 
called to the militia.76 After ‘deducting medical rejects, conscien-
tious objectors, exempted classes and men covered by the schedule 
of Reserved Occupations’, the frst proclamation was expected to 
provide around 200,000 men for the forces, who were to register 
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on 21 October 1939 and to be called for medical examination 
to enable their enlistment in November.77 The next required age 
groups were to be made liable for National Service by subsequent 
proclamations, along with those who had turned 20 in the interven-
ing months; thus on 1 December 1939 those aged 22 were made 
liable along with those born between 2 October and 1 December 
1919.78 

On 15 December 1939, Ernest Brown, Minister of Labour and 
National Service, suggested altering this system, and instead making 
an annual proclamation on 1 January ‘making liable the age-groups 
which are expected to be required for the year’.79 The Government 
gave signifcant consideration to efects on morale when making 
decisions over the course of the war.80 Manpower was no diferent. 
Brown explained an annual proclamation would not only increase 
administrative efciency, ease the identifcation of those not reg-
istered and provide employers with greater notice of which staf 
they were to lose, but would be benefcial to morale and politically 
expedient, too; 

a Proclamation on 1st January next making liable for service all men 
up to 28 would have a profoundly good efect in France … and would 
also have a stimulating efect in this country. It would come at a time 
when it can be expected that the strain of waiting may well be hav-
ing some deleterious efect on morale, and action of this kind taken 
on New-Year’s Day, demonstrating our determination and resolve, 
would, I suggest, provide a ftting opening for 1940.81 

When, on 19 December 1939, the War Cabinet discussed the sugges-
tion, the Chancellor of the Exchequer suggested the proclamation 
should be accompanied by speeches that ‘correct the impression in 
France and elsewhere that we were not contributing our fair share of 
man power to the common struggle’.82 And it did not go unnoticed 
that an annual proclamation justifed the presentation of aggregate 
fgures of the manpower to be committed to the Armed Forces that 
year; those age groups were expected to provide 850,000 men, ‘but 
the number of registrations would probably exceed 1,000,000 and 
it might be possible to use this fgure in any statement issued, so 
as to increase the efect on public opinion at home and abroad’.83 

The King signed the proclamation on 1 January 1940, after a ‘full 
press conference at the Press and Censorship Bureau of the Ministry 
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of Information which was attended by representatives of the for-
eign as well as of the British press’.84 The existing system of calling 
each age group to register as they were required was to remain 
unchanged, and it was stressed that those aged 19 would not be reg-
istered until they turned 20. By the end of January 1940, then, all 
those men born between 1916 and 1919 had been assigned a reg-
istration date or had actually registered.85 In addition, those born 
between 1912 and 1915, and those born in 1920, had been made 
liable to be called to register and were awaiting the announcement 
of a registration date.86 

In April 1940, just three months after proclaiming those who 
were to register in that calendar year, the Committee on Recruitment 
for the Armed Forces was already discussing how to obtain the 
next required batch of recruits with the least damage to public 
morale. They debated whether young men currently reserved by 
the SRO should be fshed out before older men engaged in non-
essential work were called, but decided that ‘it would be wrong 
at this stage to withdraw trained men from industry’.87 The deci-
sion to limit the next proclamation, on 9 May 1940, to those up 
to the age of 37, rather than the upper limit of 41, was shaped by 
concern about the potential for public discontent because they had 
not frst implemented the alternative discussed.88 The public’s main 
concern, however, appears to have been less nuanced. Journalist 
Douglas Reed complained that the call-up seemed ‘to progress with 
the speed of an elephant trying to compete in the Derby’,89 and the 
Government’s Home Intelligence reports suggest that at least some 
of the British public were frustrated that men were not entering 
the Forces faster, and particularly about the delay between registra-
tion and actual call-up. The report from Birmingham on 24 May 
1940 noted that ‘Demand for further acceleration of calling-up and 
armament activity is common.’90 In June, similar reports were made 
from Birmingham, Bristol, Reading, Edinburgh91 and Nottingham, 
which reported ‘increasing indignation at slowness of call-up: “turn 
playing felds into drill felds; don’t wait for rifes” ’.92 A report from 
London stated ‘Ex-servicemen disturbed by “large number of young 
men about streets and getting exemption” ’.93 Despite the accusa-
tory undertone in this statement, the presence of men on the streets 
was a poor indicator of men’s interest in serving, particularly given 
other reports. On 18 June, shortly after the British Expeditionary 
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Force had been evacuated from Dunkirk, the report from London 
claimed, ‘Men in many districts rushed to Recruiting Ofces yester-
day and today. Were turned down and told to wait for registration. 
Much dissatisfaction the result and criticism of the present govern-
ment.’94 The same week, people in Birmingham remained frustrated 
at delays: ‘“men lose their enthusiasm waiting” ’.95 

On 29 January 1941 the King proclaimed the remaining age 
groups between 18 and 41 to be liable.96 A proclamation on 5 
March 1942 raised the upper age limit to include men up to the 
age of 46. The National Service Act 1942, passed on 17 December 
1942, enabled men to be called to register at the age of 17 years and 
8 months in order that they could be called-up at 18. This power 
was utilised by the fnal proclamation, on 13 January 1943, which 
made men automatically liable upon turning 18. From this point 
registrations were less frequent as it was only necessary to register 
those who had reached 17 years and 8 months since the previous 
registration.97 

Who was liable for military service and what they could be 
directed to do changed a number of times over the course of the 
war in an efort to meet the manpower demands of the war. On 10 
April 1941 the National Service Act (NSA) 1941 gave the govern-
ment authority to call-up men for Civil Defence, which included 
the Police War Reserve, the Auxiliary Fire Service (later renamed 
the National Fire Service) and the Civil Defence Reserve.98 The 
NSA 1941 (No. 2), on 18 December 1941, enabled men to be 
called up at 18½ instead of 19, and extended liability to those up 
to the age of 51.99 It also authorised the signifcantly greater power 
of ‘imposing on all persons of either sex a general obligation for 
service in the armed forces, civil defence, industry or otherwise’, 
including the Royal Observer Corps and Special Constabulary.100 

For the frst time in Britain, women aged 20 to 30 could be con-
scripted to the women’s military auxiliaries.101 From January 1942 
men aged 18–51 could be directed to serve in the Home Guard; 
946,200 were by September 1944.102 Finally, those who registered 
between 14 December 1943 and 22 April 1945 were included in 
the unpopular ballots for Bevin Boys, which selected 21,800 men 
to do their bit mining coal from beneath the green and pleasant 
land.103 By the end of 1945, the NSAs had called 3.2 million men 
into the forces.104 
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Table 3.1 Intake of men into the Armed Forces, 1939–45 

Men registered Men Men 
under NSA[1] conscripted volunteered 

into Army, for Army, 
Navy or Navy or 
RAF[2] RAF[3] 

3 September–31 December 727,000 122,200 210,800 
1939 

1940 4,100,000 1,044,600 499,600 

1941 2,222,000 632,700 300,300 

1942 399,000 547,200 209,100 

1943 465,000 347,400 197,200 

1944 286,000 254,500 90,900 

1945 156,000 231,300 70,700 

Total 8,355,000 3,179,900 1,578,600 

[1] [CMD 7225] p. 12. 
[2] Parker, Manpower, table IV, p. 485. 
[3] Ibid. 

Held back: reserved occupations and essential work 

The challenge of providing sufcient manpower to both the Armed 
Forces and essential industries was complicated by the fact that all 
men were not equal; Britain’s skilled labourers were never suf-
ciently numerous to satisfy the demands of the Armed Forces and 
industry.105 In May 1938, the Minister for the Co-ordination of 
Defence told the House of Commons that ‘any Government dealing 
with the use of manpower today would be almost criminal if they 
did not take account of the lessons of the Great War’.106 The State 
was more conscious that an army fghting for an extended period 
required manpower to equip and supply it as well as to serve in 
it,107 and therefore as Ernest Brown, Minster for Labour, stated to 
the House of Commons in December 1938, ‘One of the clearest 
lessons of the Great War of 1914–18 was the necessity for conserv-
ing the supply of skilled workmen employed in war industries.’108 

A system to exempt men from conscription and direct their labour 
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was therefore required to keep or place millions of men in roles that 
optimised their contribution to the war efort. Exactly who was 
reserved changed throughout the war, and the teeth of the conscrip-
tion comb became fner and fner as the State refned its methods. 
What remained constant, though, was that who was exempted and 
why was complicated, difcult for individuals (including MPs) to 
understand and sometimes open to question.109 

The provisional SRO, published on 29 January 1939, was intro-
duced to optimise the application of the available manpower. Men 
employed in the trades and professions listed in the SRO, and over 
an occupation-specifc age threshold, were conferred ‘immunity 
from conscription’.110 The SRO listed some 2,500 roles, including 
those in industries directly essential to the war efort, and those that 
provided commodities or services that were necessities of daily life. 
It protected fve million men working not only in working-class 
roles in heavy industry but also in white-collar professions.111 From 
November 1939, employers could also apply for deferment for men 
not covered by the SRO, and 116,000 men who were either con-
ducting work of national importance but were below the industry 
reservation age, or whose skills were essential to the viability of 
their employer’s concerns, were deferred.112 

The immunity ofered by the SRO was not necessarily perma-
nent, though, because the SRO deferred rather than removed an 
individual’s liability to military service, and the SRO was never 
static; occupations were added or removed, age thresholds were 
altered and exceptions could be made if a man wanted to volun-
teer for a particular service role.113 The SRO was revised in April, 
May and August 1939 and continued to change during the war. 
MO perceived repeated changes to the SRO to have created doubt 
about when reserved men would be called, yet some in ROs who 
responded to an MO’s Directive about conscription in January 
1940 appeared quite defnite in their understanding of what would 
happen to them.114 Many did express uncertainty about when they 
would be called, but this actually indicates that they understood 
that reservation was inherently uncertain. For example, a 26-year-
old time-study engineer clearly expressed that he understood his 
position but this did not remove uncertainty: ‘I might be called up: 
the [SRO] changes and I might not be on it at some future date. I 
would in many ways prefer not to be called up. But since somebody 
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must do the job, why shouldn’t I be somebody?’115 From the State’s 
perspective, the SRO’s adaptability was one of its strengths, but this 
uncertainty must have been disorientating and unsettling for indi-
viduals afected. For instance, in April 1939 the removal of some 
occupations from the SRO meant some 630,000 men who had been 
reserved in January found they were not any longer. Conversely, 
in August 1939 changes to the reservation-age threshold in some 
industries meant more young men found themselves reserved.116 

Those who were too young to be reserved could enter the Armed 
Forces, but were theoretically only to be posted as tradesmen rather 
than for general service.117 Eight thousand men who had joined 
the Territorial Army before the war began and who were there-
fore mobilised at the outbreak found themselves pulled back to 
work because their occupations were on the SRO and they were 
not working at their trade in the Army.118 During 1940, to make 
more manpower available for the forces, some jobs were removed 
from the SRO and reservation-age thresholds were increased, and 
reserved men were permitted to volunteer for RAF aircrew and 
specifc service trades.119 A more signifcant ‘combing out’ of indus-
try was achieved in April 1941 with the issue of a new SRO with 
higher reservation-age thresholds, which were raised further in June 
or October 1941, or sometimes both.120 

Despite continual refnement, a more precise system than the 
SRO was required to enable the application of the principle that 
what mattered was less a man’s occupation and more what his 
occupation produced and how essential it was that he be the one 
to do it. Thus, in December 1941 a diferent principle was adopted 
to the allocation of deferments: manpower policy transitioned from 
the block reservation system – which reserved people who were 
working in specifc occupations and over a given age – to a system 
of individual deferments granted on the basis of a man’s occupa-
tion, age and the wartime importance of his employer. This resulted 
in substantial changes to the management of manpower. By the end 
of 1941, 100,000 businesses deemed to be doing work of national 
importance were listed on the Register of Protected Establishments; 
they employed more than 600,000 men.121 At the same time, a sys-
tem of ‘double ages’ was applied to the SRO. An occupation in 
a Protected Establishment was typically assigned a lower reserva-
tion-age threshold than the same occupation outside a Protected 
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Establishment. Then from January 1942 the age thresholds in all 
occupations were increased by one year each month, until almost 
no occupation was automatically reserved.122 With each monthly 
increase in the age threshold, a new cohort of men had their existing 
‘block’ deferment reassessed and either replaced with an individual 
deferment or cancelled. As a general principle, men under the age of 
25 were likely to have their deferment cancelled,123 and men enter-
ing a reserved occupation would not be granted deferment.124 Men 
who moved from a Protected Establishment to an unprotected one 
ceased to be reserved, but men could move in the opposite direc-
tion and remain deferred, so long as they provided notice before 
they were to be enlisted.125 This process, then, was calculated make 
more young men available for the forces and to encourage skilled 
workers to relocate to employers who were doing the most essential 
work, while ensuring Protected Establishments (and the men they 
employed) were efectively shielded from the application of a fner-
toothed comb to Britain’s manpower.126 

While movement into Protected Establishments was encouraged, 
movement between employers in essential industries created inef-
fciency, and was another challenge for the Ministry of Labour.127 

The solution was the Essential Work Order, issued on 5 March 
1941.128 Employees covered by the EWO could neither resign 
nor be sacked by their employer without authorisation from the 
National Service Ofcer.129 It also gave the State the power to direct 
labour. In return, employees received guarantees about pay and 
conditions.130 By the end of 1941 EWOs covered 30,000 employers 
and 5,750,000 employees who were deemed to be doing work of 
national importance.131 By December 1944 the EWOs tied 6.1 mil-
lion men to their jobs.132 

You and the Call-Up: conscription and the individual 

The SRO, EWOs and individual deferments shaped how millions of 
men contributed to Britain’s war efort, but the default overarching 
constraint on individual agency was conscription. One way for the 
individual to take control of their military service was to volun-
teer, an option that was open to a majority of men throughout the 
war, though there were restrictions upon some in ROs. How and 
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why they might do this is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4. 
Yet despite increasing State control, even the conscript retained a 
certain amount of agency and a number of choices, particularly if 
they understood how to negotiate the complexities of the call-up 
system. By April 1940 War Facts Press were ofering Joining Up? A 
Handy Guide for Every Recruit, which promised ‘All you want to 
know! 6D. Registration – the call up – training – food – kit – pay – 
promotion – allowances – leave – postponements and exemptions. 
Army. Navy. Air Force’.133 Joining Up assumed a decidedly positive 
and reassuring tone; and in his Foreword, Ernest Brown sought to 
mobilise a rhetorical pillar of Great War commemoration: young 
men’s duty to their father’s generation, who had already fought for 
them. He wrote, ‘It is to you, and thousands more like you, that 
Britain looks to safeguard the rights and the freedom which your 
fathers have won for you. That you will do it, and do it with a 
stout heart, I know!’134 By contrast, the front cover of You and the 
Call-Up. A Guide for Men and Women, published in 1942, empha-
sised legitimate routes to avoid unwanted service: ‘Your liability to 
Compulsory Service in the Forces, Industry, the Home Guard, and 
Civil Defence – When you may not leave your job – The Essential 
Work Order – Postponement and Deferment – Conscientious 
Objection, etc etc – are all fully explained’.135 

After being proclaimed liable to be called to register men were 
free to continue their lives as usual, and when they were needed 
or the system had capacity to cope with them a registration date for 
the group was publicly announced and circulated by the BBC and 
the press. Notices were posted at labour exchanges, post ofces and 
police stations which detailed the age group required to register, the 
penalties for failing to do so, and who was exempt. You and the 
Call-Up informed readers that at this point: 

The person liable must make an application to be registered at such 
time and such local ofce as may be specifed by the Minister of 
Labour […] On registering he … will be given a certifcate of regis-
tration in the form of a postcard, and his … name will be entered in 
the military service register.136 

Registration was one of the few opportunities a man had left to 
exercise the little infuence he had over his future for the rest of 
the war. It was now that ‘all the particulars of [his] education, 
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experience, trade or profession and any specialist qualifcations’ 
were recorded, and that he was asked to express a preference for 
the Army, Navy or RAF, or had the opportunity to state a conscien-
tious objection.137 

At some points during the war shortages in specifc areas resulted 
in more options being profered. When those aged 36 registered in 
January 1941 demand was such that they also had the option of 
‘service in the Police War Reserve or the National Fire Service as 
an alternative to the Armed Forces’.138 From April 1941, some men 
could also express their preference for Civil Defence.139 Mining was 
ofered as an alternative to military service to men under 25 years 
of age from September 1942, and to all ft men being called up for 
the forces from August 1943.140 Joining Up optimistically informed 
readers: 

It is a recognised principle that men shall go to the branch of the 
service they chose, whenever possible; but obviously the numbers 
required for the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force are limited. 
Remember, whatever branch of the Service you eventually fnd your-
self in is an honourable one and you’ll fnd good pals there.141 

Two years later, You and the Call-Up simply warned, ‘These prefer-
ences will be recorded, but … there is no guarantee that the appli-
cant’s wishes will be given efect to.’142 

Upon registration, a man also had to provide details about his 
employment and employer, to establish whether he was afected by 
the SRO. If he was then his call-up was deferred; if his occupa-
tion was but he was below the reservation age it was noted that 
he should only be called into the services as a tradesman, not for 
general service.143 There was a striking level of compliance with 
conscription. Relatively few men persistently attempted to dodge 
service by failing to register. Some 500,000 cases of failed registra-
tion were investigated during the war, but over 200,000 of these 
men were discovered to be in the services or were not liable for 
service. Ralph Harris recalled a friend fnding the police at his door 
because he had not attended his registration when expected, but he 
had joined the Territorials in the middle of 1939 and thus was in 
the Army when war broke out.144 Many others had either already 
registered or did so once enquiries began. Those in the latter group 
might have simply needed the reminder that a visit from the local 
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constabulary provided, or they might, perhaps, have been seeking 
to delay their military service as long as possible by placing the onus 
on the State to fnd them and personally request their registration. 
Either way, only around 1,000 liable men determinedly resisted 
registration.145 

Men liable for registration under the National Service Acts could 
request postponement or exemption from service. Deferment could 
be granted to those for whom call-up would cause hardship over 
and above that which conscription would impose on all, such as 
those expecting a child within three months, or needing time to 
arrange the running of their business in their absence.146 Students 
and apprentices could apply for deferment to complete their course 
or to sit imminent exams, though from 1943 this was granted only 
to science students, who would have a useful application in war-
related work upon graduation, and from early 1944 apprentices 
were no longer inevitably deferred.147 

Individuals who chose to express a conscientious objection could 
object to all war-related service, to military service or to combat-
ant duties. They were provisionally placed on the register of con-
scientious objectors pending a tribunal. Assuming he objected to 
serving entirely, his tribunal had four possible outcomes: he could 
be placed on the register of conscientious objectors uncondition-
ally; he could be placed on the register on condition he performed 
specifc civil work, such as forestry or agriculture; or from 1941 he 
could be required to perform Civil Defence;148 he could be liable to 
be called to serve in the military in non-combatant duties, such in 
the Royal Army Medical Corps, or – from April 1940 – the Non-
Combatant Corps;149 or he could be removed from the register of 
conscientious objectors and be liable to call-up on the same terms 
as the rest of his age-group.150 

It is difcult to suggest what proportion of men held a consci-
entious objection. Just as we might suspect that some expressed 
insincere objections, we can presume others held such a conviction 
but opted not to express it. Public disapproval towards COs surely 
encouraged some pragmatists to keep a sincere objection to them-
selves because they expected to be deemed medically unft for mili-
tary service or to be reserved due to their occupation. For instance, 
Bernard Smith, a committed member of the Socialist Party of Great 
Britain, opted to work in mining for the duration but stated that 
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he would have objected if he had expected to be enlisted in the 
services.151 Only 67,047 men expressed a conscientious objection 
upon registration, just 0.8 per cent of the 8,356,686 men who were 
registered.152 COs were not only a very small group but were also 
increasingly invisible in registrations as the war went on. More than 
half of wartime conscientious objections were expressed before May 
1940, and 80 per cent by the end of that year.153 The majority there-
fore occurred when the younger men were registering, and when 
the war situation appeared less serious.154 The perceived severity of 
Britain’s situation at the point of Dunkirk may have made conscien-
tious objection less attractive. As Figure 3.1 illustrates, the propor-
tion of each registration group expressing an objection had been 
gradually decreasing before Dunkirk, but in June, following the 
evacuation order, the decrease (25 per cent) was distinctly sharper 
than in May.155 

Peace Pledge Union membership also declined after Dunkirk: 
6,000 people had joined between August 1939 and May 1940, 
but between Dunkirk and March 1941, resignations exceeded 
new members by more than 2,000.156 From April 1941, not more 
than 0.5 per cent of a group of registrants expressed a conscien-
tious objection.157 Over the course of the war, the tribunals heard 
fewer than 60,000 cases, and 12,204 of these were unsuccessful.158 

A total of 3,577 men were registered unconditionally, 28,720 
were registered conditionally and 14,691 were registered for non-
combatant duties.159 By 30 June 1945, perhaps 2,000 men had been 

Figure 3.1 Percentage of registration groups provisionally 
registered as COs 
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fned or sentenced to imprisonment for failing to comply with a 
condition of their registration or failing to submit to medical exam-
ination having been refused CO status.160 Although conscientious 
objectors were a culturally conspicuous component of Britain’s war, 
ultimately only a tiny proportion of men eligible for conscription 
refused to contribute to the war efort in some way. 

Unless an individual was reserved, deferred or awaiting a tribu-
nal to determine the validity of his objection, his registration details 
were passed to an Allocation Ofce, which would then call him 
to a Combined Recruiting Ofce for his medical and interview.161 

Men could attempt to avoid or delay service by neglecting to attend 
the medical examination, but by June 1945 only 4,931 men had 
been convicted of doing so.162 You and the Call-Up provided sound 
motivation for attending: ‘The penalty for failing to attend for med-
ical examination when required is a fne of £5 or imprisonment 
in default of payment of the fne, up to one month on conviction 
before magistrates.’163 Joining Up, of course, framed the experience 
more positively, remarking, ‘As a civilian you would have to pay 
each of these doctors at least a couple of guineas for a similar exam-
ination!’164 In practice, each of the thirty or so men in attendance 
passed under the scrutiny of four civilian doctors, each of whom 
had only a few minutes to conduct their assessment. One investi-
gated medical history, mental condition and vision; one checked 
physical size, lungs, pulse, and eyes, nose, throat and teeth; one 
checked the heart rate, pulse and physical development; and the last 
tested hearing, urine, abdomen and heart.165 They then made a col-
lective determination as to each man’s grade, with the chairman of 
the examination board settling any diferences of opinion.166 While 
some interviewees felt the medical was thorough, particularly those 
who were found to have problems or those who placed value on 
their grading,167 veterans’ accounts tended to difer starkly from the 
description provided by Joining Up. James Mann was 

surprised anybody ever failed [… you would] strip of and a man 
would stand behind you and whisper ‘can you hear me?’ and of 
course you could hear him and they’d hold the optics and that and 
the size of them you couldn’t help but [see] and they tested your 
chest with a stethoscope and then grabbed hold of you and tell you 
to cough and I think that was about your medical, they asked you if 
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you had any ill health or anything like that, really it wasn’t much of 
a medical … it was a bit of a hit and miss thing.168 

Some medical professionals and politicians shared this view, and 
concerns were raised in parliament about men who seemingly 
should not have been passed as ft but nevertheless had been. In 
1942, Samuel Silverman MP told the House of Commons: ‘People 
are saying that a medical board examining a recruit is interested 
only in getting him into the Forces by any reasonable means it can 
use, and therefore, if there is any doubt about a man’s medical con-
dition, the Army gets the beneft of it.’169 

The potential recruit learned their medical grade immediately 
after the examination. The classifcation system became more com-
plex as the war progressed and the need for manpower increased – 
by 1945 it had no fewer than ninety-two sub-categories170 – but 
it can nevertheless be described in broad terms. Grade I (A) desig-
nated an individual as suitable for any role. Grade II (B) described 
those with minor health defects, but capable of considerable exer-
tion; those with poor vision or poor feet were often in this class, 
and were marked, for example, II(a)(Feet). Grade III (C) restricted 
one to particular roles that, theoretically at least, did not require 
strength or exertion, and Grade IV (D) marked an individual as 
unft for military service. Seventy-eight per cent of men under the 
age of 25 were placed in Grade I, and only 6 per cent of the same 
age group were deemed unft for military service.171 Medical grad-
ing could not be appealed, but a man could attempt to gain re-
examination by presenting evidence of his ftness, or lack thereof.172 

Corinna Peniston-Bird has highlighted that ‘Medical Boards 
were the subject of popular classifcation themselves, located on a 
spectrum of leniency. Classifcation could thus be negotiated, with 
varying degrees of success, by careful choice of board.’173 Moreover, 
Newlands has suggested that each board was ‘a site of bargaining 
and resistance’.174 Men might negotiate their service by attempting 
to present their health, through dishonesty or omission, as either 
better or worse than it was. That men might attempt to trick a 
recruiting sergeant by playing blind, deaf or dumb was understood 
widely enough that it could feature as the premise of a 1940 music 
hall skit.175 While fctitious attempts evidently could be a laughing 
matter, Newlands rightly observes that failing the medical exam 
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was ‘perhaps the best option’ for those who wished to ‘dodge’ mili-
tary service, and some were determined to do so.176 Some simply 
tried to feign symptoms, but in June 1940 eight Londoners were 
imprisoned after paying a man with heart disease to impersonate 
them at the examination, and several doctors were struck of for 
selling fake medical documents.177 Men who were unable to pay 
large sums of money, or who were unwilling to break the rules so 
explicitly, could still attempt to bend them. An MO investigator 
conducting ‘overheards’ research in an East End café in July 1940, 
recorded the following exchange.178 Fred, aged approximately 25, 
walked in and told his friends the medical board had graded him 
C-3 (ft for Home Service only). 

Albert Here, come on, out with it. How d’you do it? It’s my 
turn next- got to get used to the idea, what do you say? 

Fred Nah, it wasn’t nothing. They just passed me C-3. 
Albert Cripes! I bet they pass me A-1. Just my luck. 
Gerald That’s what they done to me, A-1. 

Arthur enters, to be asked by George, ‘Here, Arthur, 
which’d you think was the healthiest? Gerald or Fred? 
Arthur: Fred. 

Fred Well, I’m C-3 and he’s A-1. 
Arthur Bloomin’ swindler – what d’you say to them? Told ’em 

you got a weak heart? 
Albert  Here, out with it, I want to know for when I go. 
Arthur You want to get out of it, as well? 
Fred Why not? Besides, we won’t get out of it. They’re taking 

fellows with one eye and one arm, so … 
Albert  Still, they’ll keep us on the ground, if we’re C-3. 
Fred Sure – I’ll be on the ground. 
Arthur What’s the secret? 
Fred Well, I got one leg longer than the other, and a weak 

limp and fat feet, and … 
Albert  A weak brain. 
George I bet it’s easy to get C-3 if you want it. I bet it’s easy. 
Fred Sure, then, you get it. Easy? Why didn’t all them other 

geysers get it then? 
George Here come’s Alf. Hey Bill – he’s C-3! 
Bill C-3 is he? Good luck to him. 
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Arthur clearly saw Fred and Albert as trying to manipulate the sys-
tem in order to shirk, but his discouragement was not so vehement 
as to make the topic unacceptable among the group. That Fred’s 
apparent success in beating the system was received with as much 
admiration as condemnation might in part be due to the attitude of 
Albert and Gerald, who seem to see military service as an unwel-
come imposition from above.179 More generally, their discussion 
illustrates the widely held view that military medical examinations 
were, at best, unselective. 

This imprecision was, however, certainly also utilised by men 
who were keen to ensure that they were deemed ft for service. It is 
difcult to suggest the frequency with which this may have success-
fully occurred, but the press reported instances of healthy men paid 
to stand-in for men who knew they would fail,180 and the oral his-
tories provide multiple incidents of men attempting to present their 
health as better than it was.181 For example, Don Browne withheld 
a family history of TB to enter the Navy.182 Reg Elson was deter-
mined to join the Territorials despite his weak left eye. He attended 
his medical without his glasses, knowing that ‘they didn’t take you 
if you had glasses’, and ‘All [the medical ofcer] asked you to do 
was to place a card in front of one eye and say “can you read that” 
and they said “that was fne” and … [he] put it on my right eye 
and I recalled the one that was on my other eye and “that’s fne” he 
said, where I could hardly see, well I could see some but not clear 
enough, but that was as simple as that ….’183 

Many men found self-worth and pride in confrmation of their 
physical ftness, while those who failed the medical and were there-
fore prevented from joining the services often recognised that they 
were denied access to the most culturally exalted masculine war-
time identities.184 Some young men clearly worried that they would 
not be seen as living up to their responsibilities because they were 
unft, even if their position was entirely legitimate. At his exami-
nation Albert Parker was asked if he wanted to be passed ft and 
replied, ‘Of course I do. All my mates have passed and I want to go 
with them.’185 One young man, 

injured in the leg, reserved in essential work even if he were ft for 
military service, hates the thought that people may think he’s dodg-
ing the call-up: ‘My conscience is quite clear. But somehow I don’t 
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like to explain all this, even to myself. It always has the sound as 
though I was trying to cover myself up in some way. And when I’m 
asked the time-honoured question in years to come – “What did you 
do in the Great War, Daddy?” the above will sound pretty foolish.’186 

Newlands also provides the example of a diarist who said that he 
had had an ‘inferiority complex’ and worried that he ‘wouldn’t be 
able to look a woman in the eye’ if he had been passed Grade 2.187 

The discomfort and emasculation of those who failed the medical 
was made even more pronounced by the popular perception that 
the bar was low: Ken Hay recalled it was commonly said that as 
far as the Army was concerned, if ‘your body is warm you are in 
[laughter]’.188 

After the medical examination men were interviewed by a 
Recruiting Ofcer from the service they hoped to join. He would 
recommend where an individual should be posted, and from these 
recommendations names would be added to a list of men available 
for posting, with tradesmen separately listed.189 The three services 
informed the Ministry of Labour of their manpower requirements, 
who then issued instructions telling an individual where, when and 
with which unit he was to enlist.190 Some men were unpleasantly 
surprised upon receiving letters sending them to training centres 
for an unexpected service. Joining Up reassuringly represented the 
Recruiting Ofcer as ‘a sort of guide, philosopher and friend to the 
soldier to be. Tell him what branch of the service you fancy. Let him 
know all your special qualifcations … [he] will guide you, although 
he can’t give you any guarantee of any particular corps or regi-
ment.’191 Individuals’ descriptions of their enlistment suggest that 
the experience of the process was not this straightforward. Some 
men were interviewed by Recruiting Ofcers from all three services 
as their frst and second preferences had no interest. George Stagg 
recounted: 

They examined you and then said ‘A1’ or whatever it might be, then 
they said ‘What service would you like, RAF, Army or Navy’ and of 
course I said ‘the Navy please’ and they said ‘Oh, Sorry, we don’t 
want anybody … you’ll have to see that chap next door’, they had 
like three cubicles … where they had an interviewing ofcer and I 
went into the Army one and they said ‘what would you like to do 
in the Army, would you like to be a dispatch rider’, so I said ‘that’s 
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alright’, ‘the signals?’ so I said ‘yes that’s fne’ … they said ‘right 
you’ll hear from us in a few weeks time’.192 

Others claimed not to have had the opportunity to express a prefer-
ence at all. When William Bell was called to interview he 

was asked what work I was doing and I mentioned the fact that I’d 
worked on ships in repair and one thing or another and straight away 
the guy who was interviewing me said ‘Righto, you’re going to be in 
the Navy’ and that’s as much choice as I had, mind you I’m pleased 
about it because I didn’t particularly want to be in the Army, but it 
was just taken out of my hands really.193 

These two examples indicate a lack of individual agency, but 
Charles Seibert’s testimony demonstrates that the quick-thinking 
conscript could try to shape his service at the point of interview. 
Upon learning that Seibert had worked in foundries his interviewer 
asked 

‘So you know all about furnaces and boilers then?’ so I thought well 
whatever that is I don’t like the sound of it, so I said ‘No, I don’t 
know anything about those’, I had visions of being put in the engi-
neers in a hospital or something, shovelling coal into a boiler [laugh-
ter], so at that time, you know, being a youngster, enthusiastic, I said 
that I wanted to go in the Tank Corps … but when I got my call up 
papers I was posted to … heavy anti-aircraft [….]194 

That registration and call-up could be confusing is demonstrated by 
the experience of Arthur Finn. Having heard the radio announce-
ment that Britain was at war with Germany, Arthur and his neigh-
bours gathered in the street. He and a neighbour of the same age 
were talking and decided that they ‘ought to volunteer. For no rea-
son other than the fact that my father had served in the Merchant 
Navy in the First World War, I suggested that we should ofer our 
services to the Royal Navy.’ The pair discovered the Recruiting 
Ofce was closed, and returned the following day to be told that 
volunteering for the duration was not an option; it was twelve years 
or eighteen, which neither wanted. Finn returned to work at the 
Bristol Aeroplane Company, until February 1940 when he turned 
20 and was required to register for National Service. He was asked 
to express a service preference and stated the Navy. When, in July, 
he attended his medical examination he was disappointed to learn 
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the RAF were conducting it, but his protests were ignored. He 
asked, ‘eventually what the nearest thing was to the Navy, [and] 
was told Coastal Command would be something similar and so I 
accepted this ofer’. In early September 1940 he received his call-up 
papers: 

I had a quick look, noticed that I had to report to Exeter on 16 
September, put the envelope in my pocket and hurried of to work 
where I informed my workmates that I would soon be of to join the 
RAF. One of them looked at the papers and laughingly pointed out 
that I was being called up into the Army. Eforts to get this changed 
at the various recruiting ofces were fruitless and so I accepted the 
inevitable, enjoying the doubtful record of having volunteered for 
the Navy, been medically examined by the RAF and called up into 
the Army.195 

How much the majority of conscripts knew about the processes 
in which they were involved has to be open to question. MO’s 
research suggested that creating public understanding of wartime 
schemes was difcult. Although households were barraged with 
booklets of ofcial instructions a minority of people reported read-
ing them and some said they never saw them at all. MO noted 
that even in August 1939, with ofcial leafets a novelty and air 
raids a genuine cause of anxiety, ‘in a sample of 1,000 people (near 
Bolton and London) nearly half had not attempted to read or look 
at the ofcial leafets distributed to every household’.196 Campaigns 
to teach Londoners how to extinguish incendiary bombs educated 
only two-thirds of those surveyed,197 and when MO investigated 
public awareness of clothes rationing they also found signifcant 
levels of misunderstanding, notwithstanding what they considered 
relatively good dissemination of information.198 When asked specif-
ically about conscription, Mass Observers themselves displayed an 
understanding of their own liabilities for service, but even among 
these respondents, who were evidently interested in the world 
around them and disproportionately well educated, a signifcant 
minority were demonstrably misinformed about what would hap-
pen to them and when.199 

The understanding demonstrated by interviewees also varied 
signifcantly. Some volunteered with little knowledge of what they 
were volunteering for and without understanding that they could 
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have been reserved if they had stayed put. Others, as will become 
clear in discussions in Chapters 4 and 5, well understood how to 
manipulate the system to increase their chances of serving, or not 
serving, where they wished. The oral histories also suggest those 
approaching conscription age gained some understanding from the 
experiences of older peers and siblings, as well as from more ofcial 
channels, and the ‘overheard’ conversation in the café well illus-
trates how this could occur. Members of Air Training Corps appear 
to have had particularly good understandings of conscription, per-
haps because one had to be particularly proactive to ensure entry 
into the RAF and unit leaders were able to educate young men in 
how to go about it. Indeed, former ATC members often said that 
they had joined the ATC because they had frm ideas about the role 
they wished to obtain during the war and hoped it would help. The 
interviews also demonstrate that while some young men discussed 
their enlistment aspirations with friends, and some went to the 
Recruiting Ofce with mates, young men’s decisions about enlist-
ment were often taken alone and parents were often not consulted. 
Interviewees who had not conferred with their parents commonly 
explained that they had expected their parents to be unhappy at 
their decision to volunteer or to attempt to dissuade them from 
enlisting any sooner than was necessary. As was illustrated earlier 
in relation to MO’s street survey, some parents expressed objec-
tions to their sons’ military service that were informed by their own 
memories of the Great War, and as will be discussed in Chapter 4, 
oral histories show some sons assumed that their parents’ knowl-
edge of the Great War would lead them either to worry about or 
object to their sons enlisting voluntarily. 

Conclusion 

As the Second World War loomed, both British politicians and the 
British public looked backwards to the Great War and hoped that 
conscription would not need to be introduced. One lesson from 
the previous confict, though, was the importance of introducing 
conscription and manpower controls early. Ultimately, conscrip-
tion began before the war, and over the course of the Second World 
War the National Service Acts and related legislation gave the State 
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increasing control over manpower in wartime Britain. Nevertheless, 
the imposition of conscription and strict controls on who would 
work where did not generate widespread resistance. By the time 
Chamberlain had conceded conscription was a necessity a major-
ity of Britons had accepted its inevitability and between 1939 and 
1945 those who were directly afected by conscription remained 
broadly acquiescent. 

In April 1939, Britons’ responses to peacetime conscription were 
largely positive. Some of the young men of militia age felt the same 
way, though they were largely ‘public-spirited’ volunteers, and the 
majority of those who were to spend six months in the forces were 
against the idea. Most disliked that conscription would disrupt 
their lives and careers, some simply found the idea undesirable, 
some complained that it impinged upon their liberty and for some 
it was another class’s war, or a combination of these factors. Once 
the war had broken out, however, few men actively opposed con-
scription. Few men were convicted for failure to register or attend 
medical examinations, and even those taking the legitimate route 
of conscientious objection were insignifcant in number. This does 
not, however, mean that Britons universally accepted the efects 
of conscription or passively awaited instructions from the State. 
Indeed, the lack of opposition to manpower controls may have 
been because, as this chapter has shown, men who understood the 
system retained a surprising degree of agency. They regularly exer-
cised this agency to negotiate the terms of their service, in ways less 
visible than conscientious objection and more legitimate than fail-
ing to register. By changing employers, enlisting in the Territorials 
or enrolling at university, or through their military medical exami-
nations and interviews with recruiting sergeants, men attempted to 
infuence how they would participate in Britain’s War. As has been 
suggested here, and will be demonstrated more fully in Chapters 
4 and 5, men could use the system not only to get out of but also 
to get into the forces, and to control their positioning within 
them. These aspects of the individual navigation of military expe-
rience – and the implications in terms of how men thought about 
war – have not previously been considered in scholarly works on 
wartime service. 

The various pieces of manpower legislation during the war 
were attempts to solve a particular problem of resource allocation, 
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rather than tools to communicate a particular construction of 
wartime masculinity, but as formal, legal statements of what was 
expected of specifc groups of citizens they nevertheless had that 
efect. Moreover, by examining them we can see some of the State’s 
assumptions about men and military service. Faced with the need 
to be ready for rapid expansion of the forces, the Militia Act of 
1939 asserted that it was young men on whom the expectation of 
wartime service fell frst and foremost. This principle continued 
throughout the war. The much more expansive National Service 
(Armed Forces) Act 1939 afected a signifcantly wider age range, 
but it too was limited to men, and while it made men up to the age 
of 41 liable for service, it was the youngest who were called frst. 
Prior to making the proclamation of May 1940 the State had con-
sidered combing out young men from reserved occupations rather 
than forcing older men to enlist, and from January 1942 the shift 
from block reservation to individual reservation also prioritised 
removing the youngest men from ROs frst. The system of reser-
vation acknowledged that some men were more valuable as civil-
ians than as soldiers, but the system’s default assumption remained 
that a man was most useful in the services unless a case could be 
made otherwise. This was reinforced by the principle of dilution, 
which ‘released’ men for the forces. While the National Service Act 
1942 enabled the conscription of women into the forces, combat 
remained reserved for, and the duty of, men. 

Examining men’s attitudes to conscription and military service 
helps to explain the decisions men made and did not make, and why 
some used the agency they retained as they did. Perhaps because 
conscription was established quickly, evolved slowly and caused 
little outward dissent, MO did not frequently or consistently inves-
tigate how men felt about conscription and military service during 
the war, despite their evident interest in morale.200 The next chap-
ter, however, makes use of MO material from January 1940 and 
oral history interviews to look at responses to conscription over 
the course of the war. Crucially, these sources also enable deeper 
investigation of men’s motivations, the ways in which they wanted 
to serve, and the means by which they attempted to negotiate the 
system. These extensive enlistment narratives also allow a much 
fuller exploration of a thread that has been highlighted throughout 
this chapter: that when Britons – be they politicians or labourers, 
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parents or adolescents – thought about what military service would 
be like in a second global confict, they often drew on their imag-
ined reconstructions of the last great war. 
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Attitudes to service and the Great 
War in the Second World War 

Introduction 

On 11 November 1939, a woman in a Bolton fsh shop commented 
that her son would soon be conscripted. A fellow customer ofered 
reassurance – ‘He’ll be alright, you’ve nothing to worry about’ – 
but she was not appeased: ‘Yes, but I won’t be alright. I had enough 
last war – they took my husband then, and now they want my two 
lads.’1 Her response illustrates that the efects of conscription were 
felt beyond those who were to be called up and that the memory 
of the Great War continued to shape how many Britons anticipated 
and responded to the Second World War.2 The sense that mothers in 
particular were being asked to lend their sons to the service of the 
State, and that they were not willing to do so, pervades discussion 
of familial responses to men’s wartime enlistment. Men themselves 
were often reluctant, too. This chapter uses oral histories and MO 
material to explore young men’s attitudes to conscription and vol-
unteering during the Second World War and to examine how these 
were infuenced by understandings of the Great War. 

Perhaps because the Great War had set a precedent, Britons 
ostensibly met conscription with far more compliance than resist-
ance.3 This may explain why sustained examinations of what young 
men thought and felt about conscription and enlistment remain 
uncommon,4 though attention has been paid to the relatively incon-
sequential proportion of British men who expressed a conscientious 
objection.5 This chapter adds a wider and deeper consideration of 
young men’s attitudes and decisions about enlistment to the histori-
ography. Alan Allport well illustrates that young men held a variety 
of attitudes towards enlistment in the Army, but the RAF and Navy 
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were beyond the scope of his book.6 Similarly, within a study with 
broader aims, Frances Houghton has explored how Second World 
War veterans who had been ‘at the sharp end’ from all three services 
presented enlistment in their memoirs, and found that most claimed 
to have been enthusiastic about their enlistment.7 This chapter 
includes the views of those who did not covet or hold combat (or 
even military) roles, and considers what men said at the time as 
well as afterwards. It reveals a more nuanced and detailed picture 
of conscription in the Second World War. A distinct lack of unanim-
ity was camoufaged by what outwardly appeared overwhelming 
compliance with State direction; individual young men held diverse 
attitudes and took varied decisions around enlistment in an efort 
to negotiate the nature of their wartime service. Younger recruits 
in particular were able to conceive of wartime service in heroic, 
adventurous or patriotic terms, as some of their counterparts had 
done decades before, and as Houghton has suggested of some com-
bat veterans.8 More commonly, though, and unlike Houghton’s 
memoirists, men reluctantly consented to service that they felt was 
an unwelcome interruption to their working and domestic lives. 
Their compliance was, however, at least in part, due to the potential 
for individuals to negotiate (or at least attempt to negotiate) the 
manpower system to obtain wartime service that suited their own 
desires. Chapter 3 highlighted the extent to which men retained 
agency despite the implementation of conscription. This chapter 
gives further consideration to how men used that agency to position 
themselves within the forces, rather than to stay out of uniform. It 
shows that volunteering – the most obvious expression of agency – 
was often a method of negotiation to ensure entry into the forces, 
and especially the service a man wanted. Discussion of why some 
men opted to wait for conscription and what motivated others to 
volunteer is followed by explanation of men’s service preferences 
over the course of the war. Crucially, understandings of the Great 
War often shaped men’s service preferences. 

The second half of the chapter addresses the Great War’s infu-
ence and illustrates how complex this was. As was discussed in the 
Introduction, the connection between attitudes to the two wars 
has not been the subject of extensive historical discussion. As was 
explored in Chapter 1, within the breadth of representations of the 
Great War in popular culture in inter-war Britain, the most popular 
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and commonly encountered were those that placed the confict in 
a traditional framework. Shefeld has suggested that young men 
remained fascinated by war, and that the continued existence of 
representations that presented the Great War in traditional terms 
explains why ‘so many young men proved resistant to the trend 
among the intellectual elite of revulsion against the First World 
War’.9 Trott cites examples of men who engaged with ‘disillusioned’ 
literature as young men in the inter-war period and notes that they 
did not necessarily turn to pacifsm as a result, and for some this 
even fostered curiosity about war; Christopher Isherwood felt 
ashamed that he had not taken part, and George Orwell felt ‘less 
of a man’ because he had missed it.10 Houghton has observed that 
the Great War features in Second World War veterans’ memoirs; the 
‘pleasure culture’ depictions of the Great War could spur interest in 
military service, and less positive understandings were included as 
justifcations for preferring RAF service over the Army.11 These sug-
gestions are plausible, but the infuence of the Great War on joining 
up in the Second World War has not previously been the focus of 
a substantial study. Given that Chapters 1 and 2 demonstrate that 
young men’s engagement with representations of the Great War was 
more complex than has previously been suggested, it is worthwhile 
exploring this topic in greater depth, and using an approach that 
has the potential to shed more light. As well as examining a broader 
range of personal testimonies, including more young men who grew 
up in working-class households,12 the original oral histories pro-
vide the opportunity to probe the signifcance interviewees placed 
on the Great War, and to view their narratives of joining up in 
tandem with their recollections of their engagement with represen-
tations of the Great War. The chapter considers how young men’s 
attitudes, and the feelings and advice of their parents, were afected 
by their understandings of the Great War. It reveals the complexity 
of the Great War’s infuence. The attitudes and decisions of many 
young men, but not all, were shaped by their understandings of the 
Great War, but the efects were not straightforward, particularly 
when those understandings were informed by both representations 
encountered in popular culture and from veterans. Understandings 
of the Great War did infuence how men sought to spend their war-
time service, most commonly discouraging service in the Army, and 
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especially the infantry, but did not commonly cause men to with-
draw their consent to serve. 

Conscription in the Phoney War 

In January 1940, in the midst of the ‘Phoney War’, the Ministry of 
Labour and National Service announced that all men aged 20–8 
would be liable for conscription before January 1941. In response 
MO asked their Panel of observers: ‘If you think you are going to 
be called up this year, what are your reactions to this and how has 
it afected your personal plans for the future?’13 More than 150 
men responded. Half had already been made liable for conscrip-
tion or even registered and so could report their reactions to being 
conscripted based on experience, and many others responded even 
though they did not anticipate being called up in 1940.14 Ten per 
cent were over conscription age, but they were largely willing to 
participate in the war efort.15 One Great War veteran, far from dis-
illusioned, complained that the government had so far ‘spurned the 
services of ex-servicemen’ and somewhat presciently remarked they 
‘will be glad of us before long (if bombing raids come for exam-
ple)’.16 Another, who had enlisted in the Great War aged 15 and 
served three years in the infantry, wrote that fghting ruined men 
and he ‘would rather face it again than let my son go’, but also 
wrote, ‘Strangely enough there is something about the smell of dead 
men, high explosives and earthy smells that does link my mind with 
a desire to get down to it again.’17 More importantly, though, half 
the respondents were aged 20–8; a ffth were older but still under 
41, the maximum age for conscription; and a ffth were under 20 
but old enough that they would be eligible for conscription if the 
war lasted a year or two. For most of the respondents the question 
was therefore highly relevant. 

As a declaration of war was notably absent when MO frst 
assessed attitudes to conscription in the street surveys of April 
1939, the reactions men on the panel expressed in January 1940 
are a useful comparison and enable a more accurate suggestion of 
attitudes to conscription and military service during wartime.18 

When MO wrote about the January 1940 replies in February 1940 
they looked to the Great War and noted with surprise that young 
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men did not feel they were ‘fghting for the mistakes of the older 
generation’, but saw amongst the responses ‘little positive enthusi-
asm for the war, plenty of strong support for the negative idea of 
“stopping Hitler” ’.19 Re-evaluating the verbatim material provides 
little reason to quarrel with MO’s assessment about overall morale, 
but does provide a greater understanding of what respondents’ 
attitudes towards conscription were, what underpinned them and 
how this varied according to age. Men’s attitudes were, of course, 
diverse, ranging from those inclined to grasp any socially respect-
able opportunity of exemption to those who keenly anticipated 
wartime service. MO – characteristically pessimistic about Britons – 
worried that young men in 1940 exhibited ‘nothing comparable 
to the fervour and energy shown by those who bore the brunt of 
the last war’.20 They were right that only a minority of potential 
recruits exuded enthusiasm, but they were wrong to misremember 
enthusiasm as the dominant reaction to the outbreak of the Great 
War;21 consequently, they missed the similarities between reactions 
in 1914 and 1940. 

In his study of working-class volunteers in the Great War, David 
Silbey found escape and adventure to be motivations for enlist-
ment.22 He reminded his reader that ‘no sombre thoughts of trenches 
and gas masks troubled the clerks and greengrocers … who joined 
up in their thousands’.23 Those facing conscription twenty-six years 
later could not say the same, and yet a minority of respondents 
were eager to enter the services. They tended to be younger men 
who saw the possibility of adventure and an escape from humdrum 
lives. A 21-year-old student who had applied for his conscription to 
be postponed to complete exams had heard nothing further at the 
point of writing to MO. He was: 

rather at the crossroads about it, however, as common sense tell[s] 
me to make every efort to get postponement and fnish my course 
but I have a sort of feeling that there is in this thing a chance of 
adventure. I keep telling myself this second business is all rot and 
war nowadays isn’t an adventure but I still hope. I might perhaps get 
to China, Egypt, Palestine, or even France. I wouldn’t care much if I 
had to go.24 

Implicit in his apparently unwanted awareness that ‘war nowadays 
isn’t an adventure’ is the suggestion that the Great War should have 
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taught him something, yet adventure remained an alluring pros-
pect, just as representations of warfare as adventure had remained 
commonly encountered in popular culture. Similarly, a 24-year-old 
vegetable salesman was looking forward to his call-up, ‘aside from 
a natural dislike of the possibility of being polished of in my prime’, 
because ‘[i]t will make a change from the daily grind anyway. I am 
a bachelor, no strings, no dependants, and every possibility of my 
job being kept open ….’25 

For many others, just as in 1914, domestic and economic con-
siderations shaped attitudes to enlistment. Particularly for older 
men, responsibilities to family trumped responsibilities to the State, 
and enthusiasm was contingent on ensuring that they would have 
something to return to and that their domestic duties would be met. 
Businesses,26 children27 and families had to be looked after; as a 
pharmacist, 32, wrote, ‘if I could assure my wife and family of any-
thing like their present circumstances, I should volunteer for the 
RAMC at once’.28 Volunteering at once was not the intention of the 
majority of the respondents in January 1940, though. A 28-year-old 
teacher ‘hate[d] the thought of leaving my wife quite literally hold-
ing the baby’,29 and a 39-year-old clerk wrote: ‘I should certainly 
not volunteer, but would go without grumbling when called on 
[….] Talk of fghting for democracy and King and Country leaves 
me cold, but I should do as I was told just like the rest.’30 The 
clerk demonstrated his acceptance and sense of duty but recognised 
his enlistment ensured domestic upheaval, and his primary concern 
was how his wife and child would manage the loss of income.31 

After all, what was the point of defending hearth and home against 
Hitler if doing so meant defaulting on the mortgage? 

Amongst those respondents under the age of 20, who could see 
conscription approaching, resignation and fatalism characterised 
reluctant acceptance. A clerk, 18, hoped to be deferred to complete 
exams, and if this was not granted he would ‘undoubtedly not have 
the kindest possible feelings towards “King and Country”. Beyond 
that my feelings are fatalistic – what must be must.’32 A conceptu-
alisation of the process of enlistment as a negotiation where both 
parties could compromise is inherent in this response – if the State 
would limit the potential disruption of his service by granting defer-
ment, then he would accept his service as necessary. People of all 
ages voiced their objections to having employment disrupted, but 
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it was most common amongst those under the age of 20. Most per-
ceived their service as necessary, but this did not lessen its impacts 
on their futures. A 17-year-old engineer’s assistant’s response was 
typical: ‘My opinion is that is it a dirty job that’s got to be done and 
the sooner done the better. I feel that all my ambitions and plans for 
the future are shattered.’33 Even those prepared to look for positives 
in enforced service shared this annoyance. One noted that ‘Army 
life does not seem too bad [….] I am not exactly pleased at having 
a carefully planned career interrupted just as it was getting under 
way and rendering some three years’ work practically fruitless.’34 

Some were pragmatic. A 20-year-old clerk wrote, ‘Whilst I see 
no glory in war, I accept the situation as it is and intend making the 
best of it.’35 A journalist, 24, was determined to achieve fast promo-
tion to ensure he would proft fnancially,36 while another resolved 
to learn to be a wireless operator to improve his future employ-
ment prospects.37 Others, particularly the older respondents, were 
more accepting but unenthusiastic. A boot-repairer, 33, wrote that 
he had ‘no burning desire to respond, but neither have I any strong 
desire to avoid it’.38 A teacher, 25, had ‘no desire to be a bloody 
hero, I do feel that the “cause” is worth fghting for. I am certainly 
not looking forward to the war “as a picnic” (as some of my more 
light-hearted acquaintances are) … but when the time comes I’ll 
be there.’39 This respondent’s assessment of the mood of his peers 
lends further support to the idea that, regardless of the Great War, 
it remained possible to approach the Second World War in a spirit 
of adventure. Nevertheless, reactions like his were more typical – 
these men would stoically endure service when it came, but they 
had no intention of accelerating their enlistment; it was ‘an unpleas-
ant eventuality to be faced when it occurs’.40 

Most respondents disliked the prospect of military service. A 
civil servant, 21, resented the loss of personal freedom, ‘the bother 
and the dislike of having to regulate my life to the military machine: 
of having to wear clothes I don’t like; of being at the beck and call 
of any young ofcer, of having to salute him and say “sir” and 
click my heels and all the rest of the paraphernalia’.41 A techni-
cian, 23, expected to ‘resent being quartered with lots of fools who 
only think about football and women. I shall hate having to be 
ordered about by men whom I consider my inferiors … I should 
hate badly cooked food [and] ill ftting clothes … I might like the 
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comradeship.’42 Annoyance with the disruption of their domestic 
and professional lives, or concerns about losing access to home 
comforts, or the freedoms, status and authority enjoyed in civilian 
life, were commonly expressed reasons for men’s dislike of the pros-
pect of conscription. Without doubting the sincerity or signifcance 
of these concerns, we can note that it was socially acceptable to 
voice such feelings. Concern that conscription could result in death 
was voiced less often. A 31-year-old insurance inspector had put 
his afairs in order so that ‘when the time comes I shall be ready to 
go. If I survive I hope I may be of some use to the community in the 
establishment of the new order.’43 More often, such concerns were 
an unspoken undertone in reports of frivolous spending, quitting 
courses of study, breaking of relationships, rushing or delaying 
marriage or a lack of interest in the future. One respondent wrote 
he was ‘unlikely to think of marrying somebody before I go, as such 
a lot of people seem to be doing’.44 His observation was astute. 
The responses indicate that the war and conscription accelerated 
planned nuptials,45 and encouraged marriages that may not have 
otherwise occurred; a pessimistic CO felt ‘inclined to get married as 
[I] might as well die married as single’.46 Between 1938 and 1940 
the marriage rate increased by 28 per cent, as ‘thousands of people 
decided to marry while they still had the chance’.47 Conscription 
did not encourage such spontaneity in all. Many who were not 
already betrothed found their relationships became wartime casu-
alties,48 while others set aside contemplation of matrimony, even if 
they ‘fell in love wholeheartedly’.49 

MO correctly highlighted that a conscript army contained 
‘many whose private opinion is against joining up, but who are not 
bold enough to hold a public opinion in opposition to the socially 
accepted “public opinion” of the moment’.50 Most disliked the pros-
pect of being conscripted and reluctant acceptance was the most 
common attitude, but signifcant minorities of men of all ages were 
distinctly unhappy and would have seized a respectable exemp-
tion. This was not commonly because of an ideological objection, 
and notably few stated that they did not feel the war was worth 
fghting.51 The signifcant exception to this was the 17 per cent of 
respondents who stated that they had or would express a conscien-
tious objection. This is a much higher proportion than that in the 
general population, but this is unsurprising given what is known 
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about MO panellists’ common political leaning and the age of the 
respondents. Respondents’ conscientious objections were normally 
based on religious belief, but two respondents added objections 
about imperialistic and capitalist wars, and democracy being the 
only justifcation for war respectively.52 Respondents were perhaps 
more forthright and resolute when writing to MO than when com-
municating with the Ministry for Labour and National Service, but 
the intention to conscientiously object was more common amongst 
younger respondents, and younger men expressed stronger convic-
tions than their older counterparts. A farm labourer, 21, awaiting 
his tribunal, wrote that as only 4 per cent of COs at the London 
tribunal had obtained unconditional exemption and ‘I shall be 
content with nothing less [it] looks probable … that I shall spend 
the duration in prison.’53 He was far from alone in stating such 
determination,54 but some were more fexible. One, who ‘look[ed] 
forward to the Army with the utmost annoyance, fear, and horror’, 
accepted his non-combatant duties because ‘the only alternatives 
are suicide, prison, or stow awaying [sic] on a ship bound for some 
place like Peru, and none of these seem very practicable or desir-
able’.55 While this response can be read as self-consciously face-
tious, for others the prospect of military service appears to have 
caused signifcant distress. One would-be non-combatant, who had 
told MO ‘he would suicide’ on his New Year card two months 
before, explained that his increasing acceptance of military service 
meant that he no longer felt ‘so horribly gloomy about the future 
as he had in December’; even if his objection was dismissed, at 
least the process would delay his entrance into the services by a 
few months.56 Some expressed a sense that once war had begun 
‘the best must be made of a bad job’,57 and many were happy to 
accept non-combatant, normally medical, roles. On the basis of the 
January 1940 replies, MO argued that because it was ‘extremely 
difcult for individuals to resist conscription publicly’,58 ‘for every 
CO there were one or two “latent” objectors’ who held, but felt 
unable to express, a conscientious objection.59 The ratios suggested 
are dubious, but certainly some respondents had decided against 
conscientious objection after genuine contemplation, like a metal-
worker, 24, who had decided to ‘submit [to conscription] rather 
than the objector’s court, as I said previous I am interested in motor 
cycles so I shall try to join a motor cycle unit’.60 
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More common than conscientious objectors – ‘latent’ or pro-
fessed – were men who held no conscientious objection, nor a pub-
licly acceptable reason to refuse, but privately rejected service. They 
resented being forced to enlist and were unwilling to serve, but they 
were more prepared to comply with the requests of the State and 
the nation than to face the consequences of publicly refusing to 
serve. This attitude was particularly clearly expressed by those who 
actively hoped to avoid military service by obtaining reserved occu-
pations. For example, a 21-year-old who was ‘not at all keen to 
join up’ hoped he would be granted postponement until December 
1940 to fnish studying. He would then ‘desperately try’ to obtain 
the building work for which he would be qualifed, and get experi-
ence as close as possible to what he had intended in peacetime.61 

Another was pleased to be in an RO: ‘[f]rom the point of view of 
personal freedom I would far rather stay as I am, as I would fnd life 
far more severe in the services. I would also fnd it difcult to live 
on 2/ a day.’62 As will be discussed in Chapter 5, men in ROs were 
often perceived, or even perceived themselves, to be emasculated by 
their non-military role. Within all the age groups were, however, 
discernible and sometimes signifcant numbers of men who either 
would not voluntarily relinquish a RO, or who were unhappy 
about service and would have gladly taken one had it presented 
itself.63 Others who knew enlistment was a much more likely pros-
pect instead hoped the war would end. A 20-year-old clerk, more 
concerned about the loss of home comforts in the military than the 
danger that service might pose, wrote, ‘Nothing would please me 
more than to fnd the war over before my services are needed ….’64 

Although most respondents were willing to accept military service, 
reluctantly and only if necessary, only a minority would have disa-
greed with his sentiment. 

In April 1939, the response to peacetime conscription amongst 
the broader population had been largely positive. Some of the young 
men who were militia age felt the same way, though they were largely 
‘public spirited’ volunteers, and the majority of those who were to 
spend six months in the forces were against the idea. Most disliked 
that it would disrupt their lives and careers, some simply found the 
idea undesirable, some complained that it impinged upon their lib-
erty and for some it was another class’s war, or a combination of 
these factors. Most of those who wrote to MO in January 1940, 
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after war had been declared, were reluctant conscripts. They had 
diverse reasons, but signifcantly, practical considerations were more 
dominant than ideological ones. Men still expressed concerns about 
careers and employment, and disruption to one’s life, and older men 
were more concerned about the impact of military wages and their 
potential (permanent) absence on families than those who had been 
potentially afected by the Militia Act. Few men actively opposed 
conscription once war came, but expressions of self-interested nego-
tiation that had been evident in peacetime replies remained com-
mon amongst wartime respondents. In terms of positive motivations 
to accept conscription, a crucial one was, as MO noted, ‘stopping 
Hitler’. Explicit statements of patriotism, particularly of the gung-
ho kind, were noticeably absent,65 but statements of duty were not. 
Neither, though, were expectations of adventure and excitement. 

Writing about 1914, Catriona Pennell has argued that ‘War 
enthusiasm’ was an oversimplifcation: Britons were not, on the 
whole, jingoistic but accepted war because they were convinced it 
was unavoidable and necessary, and alongside enthusiasm sat signif-
cant worry about the consequences.66 I have argued elsewhere, based 
on diferent MO material, that the picture during the Phoney War in 
1939 and 1940 was similar. Britons felt deep regret that war had not 
been avoided, wishfully hoped that it might not be so bad, were often 
frustrated, and some were impatient for the war to start if really 
must be fought at all. The apathy identifed in some accounts, includ-
ing MOs, is more difcult to fnd.67 The responses to the January 
1940 Directive ft neatly into the same wider picture. MO were 
right that men demonstrated limited fre and fury, and an attitude 
of ‘Defendism’ – the motivation was the negative aim of stopping 
Hitler, and Britons grumbled and groused about having to do it. Yet 
that should not be mistaken for meaningful apathy. Instead, it sug-
gests they had reluctantly resigned themselves to having to fght a war 
they had not wanted to defend the status quo. Many men resented 
the various ways that military service would afect their immediate 
lives and future plans, but they typically assumed that they would do 
it anyway. Objections were normally individual rather than ideologi-
cal, and men more often hoped to manipulate how they would take 
part in the war efort, not if. As we will see, the oral histories reveal 
a similar picture, and enable a deeper examination of men’s attitudes 
to enlistment and service preferences. 



182 Joining up in the Second World War 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conscription, volunteering and service preferences 

Almost a year after the outbreak of war MO reported that the call-
up remained a subject of conversation on the streets. MO concluded 
that those young men who were ‘left are none too keen. But there 
is a certain amount of feeling that it is better to volunteer than to 
“hang about”.’68 Over the course of the war, 1,578,000 successfully 
volunteered, while 3,179,900 men were conscripted.69 There are 
distinct limits to what these numbers reveal about men’s attitudes, 
though. Oral history interviews provide a rich understanding of not 
only how men felt about military service but also why some opted 
to volunteer and the various factors that could constrain the agency 
men could exercise over their wartime service. 

As we saw in Chapter 3, when a man’s time came the mecha-
nisms of conscription would direct him to a role in which he would 
beneft the war efort. He might take action to afect this direction 
in some way, but the knowledge that sooner or later he would be 
conscripted meant that men did not need to give the matter any 
thought or take any action beyond registering when told and await-
ing instructions telling him when and where to go next. ‘Hanging 
about’ was a legitimate option, and it was the one that most men 
took. Jim Stephens was by no means keen to enter the forces. His 
narrative demonstrated little sense of agency; he and his friends 
did not discuss their preferred roles, but simply accepted that ‘you 
do what you’re told and that’s all there was to it’. Regardless, as 
the ffth of eight children in a working-class family in London’s 
East End, he ‘couldn’t volunteer because we needed every penny we 
could lay hands on, but I knew that sooner or later it would be my 
lot because I was twenty …’.70 

Stephens was not alone. Men opted to wait to be conscripted 
rather than volunteering for the forces for a variety of reasons, 
often practical considerations unrelated to the war similar to those 
we saw in Chapter 3 and in the MO material above. Gordon Gent 
was prepared to accept service, but reassured his wife and chil-
dren that he would ‘not leave you ’til I have to’ because his enlist-
ment would reduce their household income.71 Young men without 
dependants were also often contributing to their parents’ household 
fnances, and had this to consider. Tom Knowlton, a Post Ofce 
counter-clerk born in 1922, had been fascinated by aeroplanes since 
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childhood and ‘wanted to volunteer … I was desperate’ to learn to 
fy in the RAF. Yet, as a civil servant, by the time he came of age the 
State would only make up any shortfall in his pay if he was con-
scripted; with ‘my mother in desperate straits I couldn’t be a volun-
teer straight away, I had to wait until I was called up’.72 Similarly, 
George Stagg wanted to volunteer for the Navy but was unwilling 
to leave his widowed mother on her own.73 Such domestic reasons 
for delaying military service were similar to concerns experienced 
in the Great War. Adrian Gregory cites the dilemma of Harold 
Cousins, a middle-class man who understood his enlistment would 
threaten the fnancial security of his wife and child and so fought 
hard to retain his civilian employment; ‘his intended answer to the 
question “What did you do in the Great War, Daddy?” was clearly 
“I tried to look after you and your mother.” ’74 In a reversal of Tom 
Knowlton’s situation, Gregory notes that a large number of busi-
nesses paid at least a proportion of enlisted men’s pre-war wages, 
or bounties for volunteering, which removed the fnancial barrier 
of enlistment.75 Still, a son’s duty to his mother had delayed enlist-
ment during the Great War, too; as an Essex gardener expressed it, 
‘his mother had done much for him, whereas the King, so far as he 
knew, had not rendered him any service!’.76 The oral histories and 
the MO material highlight that during the Second World War both 
young and older men waited to be conscripted because they put 
their responsibilities to their families ahead of their responsibilities 
to the State, and sometimes their own preferences. As will be dis-
cussed, they surrendered a key method of afecting their own war 
experience by waiting. 

Others unsuccessfully attempted to volunteer between 1939 
and 1945, then waited until they were conscripted. William Reid 
remembered that ‘like many of my young chums I thought I would 
[do] the fashionable thing to do I suppose, join the air force’, but 
when told ‘you’re too studious a chap to go fying so we won’t have 
you thank you very much’ he decided to wait until he was called, at 
which point he expressed a preference for the Navy.77 

Some simply had no desire to enter the forces before they had 
to. Thomas Illman, born in 1923, would, like many others, have 
preferred not to serve. He felt ‘Apprehensive. Not too enthusiastic’ 
about his call-up in 1942, and wished that he could have ‘missed 
the war’.78 Jack Abbott, born in 1926, had also hoped the war 
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would be over before he was conscripted in March 1944. He had 
not considered volunteering, but reluctantly accepted conscription. 
He said, ‘I just thought it was my duty’, before saying, ‘well, I sup-
pose, erm, I suppose you wouldn’t wish it on yourself really, but 
you know, there seemed to be no option, you had to go, you went 
before a medical board, you’re ft, go in the Army. It’s the Army 
for you ’cause the Army needs you.’79 The Great War had also 
set the expectation that conscription was the mechanism by which 
men entered the forces. Bob Lowe said: ‘it never occurred to me to 
volunteer, I’m being called up anyway, I mean you registered … 
when you’re 18 and I think [volunteers] would have been almost up 
to being called up anyway’.80 Lowe knew that his eyesight would 
prevent him being aircrew, so when he was called to register he 
expressed his wish to be an aircraft mechanic. He was told there 
were no vacancies and asked to state a preference for the Navy or 
Army. Despite having his heart set on it, Lowe had not considered 
that as a conscript his wish might not be granted; ultimately his 
ATC squadron leader successfully intervened on his behalf.81 

Crucially, volunteering could give men more control over which 
service they would join and what role they would have. Throughout 
the war, individuals could volunteer for the service of their choice, 
subject to ftness, skills and demand; the RAF and Navy sometimes 
only accepted volunteers for certain roles. Men who would have 
been deferred if conscripted might also encounter restrictions on 
their ability to volunteer, and needed governmental approval. Thus, 
men could experience ROs as a safety net or a trap; Stephen Smith 
‘was determined to do what I could to get out [of his RO] I tried a 
lot … But each time the dreaded Essential Works Order came along 
and stopped it.’82 Each branch of the services could ask for restric-
tions to be waived in individual cases, and from the beginning of 
1941 the schedule was relaxed for men volunteering for the RAF 
as pilots or observers.83 Even so, the proactive youngster in a job 
that would see him reserved upon reaching conscription age could 
force his way into the services. John Malling was working at A. V. 
Roe making aircraft, and told his employer he wanted to join the 
RAF. ‘[T]he frst thing they said was that they can stop me from 
going’, but Malling understood that he would only be reserved 
upon turning 18, so ‘I’d already gone and got a number, 143250 
AC2 Malling’ and been accepted in the RAF Volunteer Reserve.84 
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As with responses to conscription, the reasons that men decided 
to volunteer were many and varied. Occasionally, the war pre-
sented the opportunity rather than the motivation. Alf Wyke volun-
teered just before turning 18 not because of conscription or the war 
efort but because of his dissatisfaction with working long, hard, 
anti-social hours in agriculture and a desire for change following 
the end of a relationship with a Land Girl. The war presented the 
opportunity for what he expected to be enjoyable employment as a 
driver in the Army. His description of the process, however, shows 
how little information individuals could have, and just how fex-
ible some people’s service choices were. Joining something might be 
more important than joining something specifc. Wyke went to the 
Recruiting Ofce: 

‘I’ve come to join the Army’ so er he said ‘What you wanna go in?’ 
and all I could think of was the Royal Army Service Corps because I 
was always mad on driving … so he said ‘You’re too young … What 
else you wanna go in?’ A friend of mine from the village, he was 
in the Queens Royal Regiment and he used to say when he used to 
come home on leave how good a regiment it was, I said ‘I’ll go in the 
Queens’ and I hadn’t got a clue what the Queens Regiment was ….85 

For most, though, a combination of war-related factors shaped atti-
tudes and decisions. These can be placed in one of two broad cat-
egories. Common reasons men wanted to enter the war sooner than 
they would do if conscripted (or at all if they were in reserved occu-
pations) were a desire for adventure; a patriotic desire to ‘do their 
bit’; or a desire to meet societal conceptions of duty and masculinity 
(the importance of which is discussed in Chapter 5). Alternatively, 
or additionally, men might volunteer to exercise more control over 
the way in which they would serve. What made a role desirable 
might be far more self-serving than might be implied by the notion 
of the ‘volunteer’. Men might volunteer in order to decrease their 
exposure to danger or discomfort; to maximise their fnancial ben-
eft; or to prepare themselves for the post-war world. 

Richard Todd, born in 1919, had prepared to follow his father 
into the military, passing through Sandhurst before beginning a 
career as an actor. When war approached at the end of the 1930s, 
he and his friends ‘decided we were going to get in as quick as pos-
sible because it probably wouldn’t last very long and if we didn’t get 
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in right away we might miss it all’.86 John Winstanley had the same 
attitude. He was studying to be a doctor when war broke out but 
was also commissioned in the Territorial Army. He opted to stay 
with his regiment rather than continue his studies because ‘it was 
all going to be a short afair’ and he was ‘only twenty and in a way 
I think it was you know a chance for adventure’.87 It is tempting 
to read these two accounts as limited in various ways: limited to 
1939; a peculiar quirk of those already military-minded; or limited 
to young, middle-class men inculcated with a particular patriotism. 
The memoirs examined by Frances Houghton contained similar 
attitudes, expressed by people with similar characteristics.88 

Yet, even as the war continued, young working-class men might 
consider enlisting in the wartime services an opportunity for adven-
ture. Don Browne was 16 in 1939, and recalled he was ‘enthusiastic, 
well I was young, I was young, yes I think as I say we were saying 
we hoped it won’t be over before we can get in’. As an apprentice 
Browne could have had his service deferred, but he volunteered for 
the Royal Navy on his 18th birthday because ‘I think at that age I 
looked upon it as a big adventure ….’ Browne explicitly dismissed 
the idea that his service was ‘doing his bit’: ‘being a war on I wanted 
to go in … I don’t think it was because we wanted to fght for 
King and country because we just wanted to get in with the ser-
vices.’89 Similarly, as a railway clerk Maurice Marriot could have 
been reserved, but like John Malling, he knew that an individual’s 
reservation was not triggered until he reached conscription age; 
Marriot volunteered beforehand. He ‘fnished up with a tribunal at 
the labour exchange’ in order to join the RAF, which he was keen 
to do because of ‘mainly sort of the excitement and the glamour of 
it, it wasn’t much you know sort of fghting for King and country 
and all that sort of thing, the things you hear about, you know, get 
at the enemy and all that’.90 

The narratives of a number of middle-class men suggest a belief 
that with social privilege came an expectation of leadership and 
the responsibility to serve. Harold Sell, born in 1910, the privately 
educated son of a wealthy family, was also in the Territorials when 
the Second World War began, and commented that he ‘had been all 
through my life taught that I had an obligation to the country to be 
in [some form of national service]’.91 Charles Patterson’s testimony 
provides an explicit illustration of such thinking. Patterson did not 
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wish join the military, and described himself as far from a natural 
warrior, with a deep fear, drawn directly from his understanding 
of Great War, that he would undoubtedly die were there a future 
war. Yet when the war broke out ‘joining up was just automatic. It 
never occurred to me that I could do anything else’, and he enlisted 
as a pilot. He conceptualised service as his duty, and said that it 
had been 

very frmly implanted in my mind [that] these sacrifces and these ter-
rible conditions [of the Great War] had been endured by the ordinary 
Tommy, the ordinary working-class English boy [in] conjunction 
with a much less number of more privileged but again young and 
innocent subalterns and junior ofcers. And what I most believed – 
or totally believed and was taught – was that if these young, working 
class boys could show such courage and such self-sacrifce it made 
it absolutely imperative on me to not let them down. Or endeavour, 
at least to make an efort, to live up to what they had done should 
another war come.92 

Some working-class men also expressed patriotism or the desire to 
feel involved in the nation’s war efort. George Stagg was willing to 
serve and conceived of it as something he had a duty to do. George 
felt he ‘wasn’t any diferent to anybody else, I mean we all had to 
have a go, we all saw this er looming on the horizon sort of thing, 
we had to safeguard our own … we had to defend it, it was our 
country, it was us and we were English’.93 Similarly, Jim Hayes 
rejected the opportunity to evade conscription: ‘I didn’t want to 
shirk at all’ because ‘we wasn’t only fghting for the land, England, 
we were fghting for our families as well so that is what got me, you 
know’.94 To some extent responses such as Hayes’s demonstrate a 
pragmatic acceptance of the reality of the confict: there was a self-
evident need for collective participation in national defence. What 
is also apparent within the attitudes just discussed, though, is the 
survival of traditional modes of thinking about military service: 
adventure, duty and opportunity to prove character. As we will see 
in Chapter 5, military service remained strongly connected to war-
time masculinity in many men’s subjective conceptions. 

Evidently, some men were keen to enlist, but close examination 
of enlistment narratives reveals how difcult it is to read the act 
of volunteering as an indicator of men’s attitudes towards military 
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service. It could indicate a desire to enter the war but it could also 
be self-serving. Men commonly volunteered in an attempt to exer-
cise agency over which service they would enter or which role they 
would have. Indeed, this was a contributing factor in the enlistment 
of most of the twenty-three volunteers I interviewed, and in seven 
cases was the only reason they did not simply await conscription. 
George Cash ‘wanted to beat the time when … I would be due to be 
called up because from what I understood if I was called up I could 
be placed anywhere and obviously I wanted to avoid that at all 
costs so I went and volunteered before that time came’.95 Similarly, 
Jack Pragnell and his twin brother were well aware that ‘we’ve got 
to join something, we’re 18 and any minute now … the old letter 
[conscription papers] was going to drop and once they said “You’re 
in the Army” [then] you’re in the Army, so we decided we wanted 
to go in the air force for the glory of it’.96 

The Great War had associated conscription with providing the 
manpower for a large army, and many assumed that was their likely 
destination if conscripted, regardless of which service they stated as 
their preference upon registration. This assumption was not with-
out justifcation. The RAF and the Navy could be selective because 
enough men listed them as their preferred service.97 Therefore over 
the course of the war, only 21 per cent of those conscripts preferring 
the RAF and 27 per cent of those preferring the Navy enlisted with 
those services. The remainder entered the Army, along with those 
who had expressed a preference for the Army.98 

Those who particularly wanted to join the Navy or RAF, espe-
cially as aircrew, were signifcantly more likely to be successful if 
they volunteered. Joining the Army remained entirely achievable 
without volunteering, but volunteering gave the individual more 
control over what they would do once they were in. 

Of course, a determination to serve in a particular role could 
combine with an enthusiasm to enter the war as quickly as pos-
sible. Allan Florence volunteered as soon as he was old enough 
in 1941 because he had always intended to join the Navy, but the 
outbreak of war had made him ‘more [interested] than ever’.99 

Nevertheless, although volunteering required one to enlist sooner 
than if one waited to be conscripted, it did not necessarily indicate 
a desire or even a willingness to serve.100 Instead, an individual’s 
desire to hold a particular role might be self-interested rather than 
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Table 4.1 Success of conscripts preferring Navy or RAF 

Date Conscripts preferring Conscripts preferring 
Navy who were taken RAF who were taken 

by Navy (%) by RAF (%) 

3 September–31 8 1 
December 1939 

1940 11 11 

1941 28 21 

1942 71 79 

1943 68 35 

1944 22 36 

1945 6 10 

Calculated from data in Parker, Manpower, table IV, p. 485 and table VI, pp. 488–90. 

self-sacrifcing. Ian Carmichael felt obligated to serve but ‘hated’ 
the prospect of army life, and attempted to avoid service overseas 
by volunteering for the anti-aircraft artillery, which he hoped might 
enable him to stay at home protecting English cities.101 Norman 
Bowdler was working in aircraft production but, having repeat-
edly found himself out of work due to the bombing of factories, he 
decided to volunteer for the Army instead. He remembered, ‘if you 
volunteered at that time you could get into the unit of your choice, 
or at least they would try to put you in the unit of your choice, and 
… I wanted desperately to be in the Armoured Corps’. He found 
tanks fascinating, and ‘fghting the war on my feet didn’t appeal to 
me very much, I thought I’d sooner do it on wheels thank you very 
much so er I volunteered’.102 As we will see, Bowdler’s decision to 
volunteer to have greater certainty that he would avoid fghting the 
war on his feet in the infantry was certainly not uncommon. 

The RAF was widely perceived as the most popular force.103 Not 
only did it accept more volunteers than conscripted men but its 
most visible members, aircrew, were universally volunteers.104 Even 
those conscripted to the RAF had generally expressed it as their 
preference. Conscripts to the Navy had also largely joined their pre-
ferred service, and they only marginally outnumbered volunteers.105 



190 Joining up in the Second World War 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Army enlisted more than three conscripts for every volunteer, 
many of whom would have preferred to serve elsewhere.106 This 
should not overshadow the fact that the Army enlisted 650,000 
volunteers, absolutely more than the RAF or the Royal Navy, but 
as David French notes, the vast majority of these men volunteered 
before or during the summer of 1940.107 Importantly, most volun-
teers chose to enter Corps rather than the infantry, until that option 
was removed in 1942.108 

The numbers of volunteers each service accepted, and the pref-
erences men expressed, do not provide a complete picture of the 
relative popularity of the three services. Most signifcantly, the 
numbers of volunteers who entered each service difered from 
the number who volunteered for it. The RAF, with more stringent 
medical and educational requirements, rejected many more volun-
teers than the Army. Additionally, even the most diligently kept 
records of manpower cannot account for instances, detailed in oral 
narratives, of men who attempted to volunteer for the RAF or Navy 
but, upon being told it was full, volunteered elsewhere or awaited 
conscription.109 Nor can records reveal how many men were stra-
tegic in their enlistment actions, and therefore did not volunteer 
for or express a preference for the service which they most wanted 
to join; enlistment narratives illustrate that many would-be fyers 
never applied in the belief that their education or health, especially 
eyesight, all but ensured disappointment. They therefore sought to 
serve elsewhere.110 

Similarly, it is impossible to know how commonly conscripts 
did not honestly express their preference, but asked to join their 
second-choice service in the belief this was more likely to keep them 
out of their least preferred service. The RAF was widely remem-
bered as the service that most young men wished to join, and nei-
ther the testimonies nor numbers suggest this is incorrect, but the 
comparative popularity of the RAF and Navy amongst conscripts 
also altered over the war. The RAF was strongly favoured in the 
early years of the war, when the majority of men were registered, 
but from 1943 this had almost reversed. 

The age of the conscripts was constant from 1942 to 1945 
and so does not account for this shift, and in any case the young 
men enlisting in early 1941 had similar preferences to the older 
men who enlisted in the middle of that year. The impression that 
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Table 4.2 Registrants’ relative preferences for RAF or Navy, 1939–45 

Year Number expressing preference % preferring % preferring 
for Navy or RAF RAF Navy 

1939 265,699 65 35 

1940 1,652,529 66 34 

1941 1,151,937 72 28 

1942 246,056 51 49 

1943 298,813 40 60 

1944 152,633 32 68 

1945 67,100 29 71 

Calculated from data in Parker, Manpower, table VI, pp. 488–90. 

it was difcult to enter the RAF may have made the expression 
of a naval preference appear an increasingly more likely way of 
avoiding Army service. Alternatively, the Navy may have become 
more attractive than the RAF because it appeared a safer service, 
or a safer way to enjoy an adventurous war; or the Navy may have 
appeared more likely to ft one with a useful trade for the post-war 
world, an important consideration for young men whose opportu-
nities as apprentices had been disrupted by the war. 

Of course, what infuenced men’s choices depended upon indi-
viduals’ aims, be that glory in the air, safety at home or something 
in between. Even some who volunteered had no fxed ideas about 
which service or role they wanted. Arthur Howard had agreed to 
join the RAF with a friend, and when they told Howard he could 
only immediately join the Volunteer Reserve he considered both the 
Army and the Navy before ultimately accepting.111 Some sought to 
continue with their civilian occupations in military uniform as far 
as possible. Gordon Gent’s preference was to serve as a butcher in 
the Royal Army Service Corps.112 Similarly, Frank Clements was 
working in the grocery trade when the Second World War began. 
When his employer told him that he was to join the services before 
Christmas he volunteered for the RASC. After being told ‘We don’t 
want you yet’ because he was 24, he successfully applied for a simi-
lar role in the NAAFI.113 
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The government issued National Service: A Guide to the Ways 
in Which the People of This Country May Give Service had out-
lined what the service roles entailed, though as it was published in 
January 1939 it had emphasised Civil Defence.114 In any case, MO 
research suggests that most households would not have retained the 
pamphlet, limiting its usefulness at the point of conscription.115 If 
National Service had gone missing, or had not provided individuals 
with enough information to develop a preference for a branch of 
service or specifc role, guides such as Joining Up certainly did so. 
Without particularly careful reading, one could establish the roles 
most likely to involve action, or to avoid it, and which roles were 
fnancially best remunerated. 

Britons commonly understood, probably as a legacy of the Great 
War, that Army pay was poor. Readers of Joining Up could estab-
lish that that remained the case: a private soldier would earn 15s 
9d a week, and if he was married and allotted 7s of this to his wife 
the government would add another 17s a week, with additions if 
they had children.116 Less detail was provided on Navy pay, but it 
was clear that an Ordinary Seaman earned 14s a week, and an Able 
Seaman £1 1s a week, and that gaining a trade or other qualifca-
tions could add signifcantly to this.117 In the RAF an armourer or 
instrument repairer, once trained, might earn nearly £2 a week, and 
£3 if he had a wife and child.118 All but the most careless reader 
would have noticed that RAF aircrew earned the most. Pay was 
similar to a private soldier during training, but once qualifed a 
pilot earned a minimum of £4 7s 6d a week, plus various bonuses, 
and if he was married then his wife also received an allowance of £1 
1s a week, or £1 11s 6d a week if they had a child.119 

As we have seen, fnancial considerations led some to delay 
entering service, and they could shape the roles men wanted. Alfred 
Cox wanted to become a physical training instructor in the RAF 
because he had heard he would fnd the work easy and be quickly 
promoted, and therefore paid more.120 Some men accepted addi-
tional or diferent duties once enlisted because of increased pay,121 

but it was rare for earnings to be cited as the primary reason for 
preferring a particular role or service. This is not to say that men 
did not consider the fnancial ramifcations. George Stagg wanted 
to join the Navy, but also understood that uniform allowances 
would leave him better of than if he were in the Army. George 
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Cash wanted to fy in any case, but said ‘for me it had to be air crew 
because they got the most money … if I was going to go into the 
services I wasn’t going to go in and stay on two shillings a day’, but 
to have a ‘reasonable return in respect of pay’ and ensure his wife 
would get the best possible pension if he died.122 George Dann had 
known that he would not lose out fnancially by joining the RAF, 
but for him this had been a secondary motivation to the sense that 
he was going to do something worthwhile.123 

Men’s preferences were also afected by what a role entailed. By 
far the most commonly expressed example of this was men citing 
a desire to fy as the reason they wanted to join the RAF. As was 
discussed in Chapter 1, aviation and especially military aviation 
occupied a prominent place in boys’ culture in inter-war Britain. 
For many it was a long-standing interest and aspiration, and the 
war made it a genuine possibility. Tom Knowlton was disappointed 
to learn his mathematics was not good enough to be a pilot, but 
he would be a wireless operator/air gunner instead. Knowlton had 
been ‘fascinated by any book or comic about aeroplanes that you 
would see’, and having ‘always dreamt of fying’ he ‘wasn’t bit-
terly disappointed but I was disappointed, I wanted to be a pilot’. 
He conceptualised service as an opportunity to undertake ‘a job I 
wanted to do’ rather than an opportunity to do his bit or an adven-
ture, and was interested in fying rather than joining the military.124 

Others preferred roles because of what they would allow them 
to avoid. In January 1940, an MO respondent wrote that he had 
anticipated his impending conscription by applying to a ‘technical 
branch of the RAF … The job is technical research and compara-
tively bloodless, which suits me nicely.’125 Jim Hayes made a similar 
observation about volunteering for mine sweeping duties.126 In a 
similar vein, Thomas Illman recalled that ‘everybody had aspira-
tions to join the RAF, I think what put you of the Army was the 
possibility of hand-to-hand combat, but of course you didn’t get in 
the RAF because it was pretty full’.127 Notably in all three examples 
the thing men sought to avoid was either the infantry service explic-
itly and/or killing in the abstract, which was certainly perceived as 
part of the infantryman’s task, and in two of the three examples the 
preferred solution was to join the RAF. 

Frank Webster’s experience of enlistment merits detailed descrip-
tion as it provides a clear illustration of many of the threads 
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identifed in this chapter so far: although he had no aspiration to 
join the forces in peacetime, he was young and keen to participate 
in the war; he had a clear sense that military service was expected of 
men in wartime; he understood the manpower system and yet was 
unable to enter his preferred service due to the vagaries of service 
requirements; his enlistment was ultimately somewhat chaotic; and 
his preferences were strongly infuenced by his understanding of the 
Great War. 

As detailed in Chapter 2, Webster was very aware of his father’s 
Great War experience because he had lost an arm and had a debili-
tating wound. Frank, born in 1920, recalled that after the Munich 
Crisis and Chamberlain’s ‘piece of paper and all that’ there was lots 
of activity to drive recruitment: 

[I]f you went to the pictures you’d fnd coming out there’d be some-
body to get you to join the Territorials and things like that, but erm, 
this isn’t sort of, what can I say, a correct reason, but bearing in mind 
my father had been through what he had, I, I, I didn’t feel incline to 
wander into the Army [little chuckle]. 

In March 1939 Frank had committed his thoughts on ‘This Question 
of Conscription’ to paper, which he showed me during our inter-
view. He wrote that he would support peacetime conscription 

wholeheartedly if it wasn’t for the fact that I’m an apprentice and on 
the threshold of a good career, which takes seven years, if not more, 
to thoroughly grasp. If I’m conscripted (my age is just right) it means 
I abandon my typographical studies and to be released when my time 
in the Army is fnished, to what? [….] I will be just an incompleted 
craftsman cast into the world against heavy competition. 

But Frank also understood that if ‘Britain is in danger unless I fght 
or to quote a recent ARP poster “Protect my/your heritage” my life 
as briefy planned above will just the same fzzle out’. Frank recog-
nised that ‘If war came, and I hope to God it doesn’t, conscription 
would be brought in right away, when careers or individual ideas 
don’t mean a thing’, but he felt that in peacetime provision should 
be made for ‘youngsters like myself, who are working now to ft 
themselves for a secure business and social future’.128 
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As his contemporary writing suggests, Frank stated in his inter-
view that he previously had no ambition to join the forces but felt 
it was expected of young men once war broke out. He recalled that 
with the outbreak of the war there was ‘a bit of a buzz’ about the 
prospect of joining up amongst his group of apprentices. Although 
he was not contemplating joining the Army, Frank was not deterred 
from military participation in a diferent service. 

Coming back to what I wanted to do, I thought there’s the Army, 
my dear old dad, there’s the air force, I didn’t fancy going in that – 
I wasn’t clever enough I didn’t think – [so] in ’39 I went to the recruit-
ing place in Whitehall as it was then to join the navy and they said 
‘All recruiting has stopped’. I said ‘What? War on and recruiting 
stopped?’ Well the recruiting ofcer there, he sort of melted for a 
moment and said ‘Well look at me’, he said ‘I’m a qualifed gunnery 
instructor ofcer and I’m stuck in this ofce’. Anyway I came away 
from there defated, and months went on, and erm, then Dunkirk 
occurred, and erm, I still wasn’t in the Navy obviously, and erm, I 
joined the Local Defence Volunteers … in June 1940. 

Meanwhile a friend had ‘been plaguing me’ about joining the RAF, 
and in July 1940, dissatisfed with ‘what I’m learning with my 
broomstick, as an LDV’, 

Eventually I said to him, ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do, you come with me 
to join the Navy for a last chance’ … and the recruiting ofcer … 
said to me ‘How old are you?’ I said ‘19’ … he said ‘Are you any one 
of these trades’, which I wasn’t, I said ‘No’, he said ‘Well I cant take 
you’ and he said to my pal ‘How old are you?’ He said ‘18 and a half’. 
He said ‘I’ll take you and not you’. My pal said ‘I don’t want to go 
in the Navy’, so I went along with my pal and I joined the air force. 

Frank had little knowledge of RAF roles, but was content when 
told he would be an instrument repairer, even if he did not really 
know what it entailed. It enabled him to enter the forces, as he 
had been trying to do, and it kept him out of the Army, which he 
wanted to avoid ‘because of my father, with his one arm and his 
bad wound and all that’.129 The role that young men’s understand-
ings of the Great War had within their enlistment is the topic of the 
next section. As we will see, one of the key ways that young men’s 
understandings or nebulous sense of the Great War informed their 
enlistment decisions was in encouraging a desire to avoid the Army. 
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1914–18 in 1939–45 

The Great War held a signifcant position in the subjectivities of 
Britons of all ages, and many viewed the Second World War through 
the lens of the First. In February 1940 MO asked its National 
Panel about infuences on their attitudes to the Second World War. 
The responses suggest that for at least the frst nine months of the 
war many Britons of all ages assumed that the Great War was the 
inevitable reference point when thinking about the Second World 
War.130 Moreover, about a third of the respondents’ attitudes were 
demonstrably shaped by the last war. Those who could remember 
the war but had been too young to participate were the most likely 
to say it had afected their opinions, but the importance of post-war 
impressions is suggested by the fact that even a ffth of those who 
had been born after the Armistice felt that the last war was afecting 
how they thought about the Second World War. 

Some suggested that their understandings of the Great War made 
them more enthusiastic, but it was more commonly cited as the 
cause of feelings of resignation, dismay or fear. The limited war 
enthusiasm – which concerned MO and some contemporaries 
mentioned – was, at least in part, a legacy of the Great War.131 A 
sense of repetition accelerated war weariness. A 49-year-old teacher 
from London expressed the resentment she felt towards both world 
wars: the last war had spoilt her career, denied her husband pro-
motion, ‘stopped all our homemaking plans’ and ‘indirectly it cost 
me my children’. ‘Now after twenty fve years it has again divided 
our home, taken my job, left me to fght depressions and bitter-
ness.’ ‘Worst of all is the dreadful feeling that none of these wars 
need have happened if people had been kind and sympathetic and 
generous to one another.’132 But memories of wartime trauma and 
a sense of loss were just one facet of the legacy of the Great War 
that informed Britons’ attitudes.133 Understandings of the origins 
and efects of the Great War also encouraged scepticism in some 
Britons about who the war was for and their position in the nation. 
A woman from Bolton lamented that ‘It’s always us working and 
poor people that sufer, you know’, and her son suggested that ‘It’s 
the people who put the young fellows to the war that ought to 
go.’134 Similarly, a student from Yorkshire born in 1907 could not 
‘help thinking at times, drawing remembrances from the last war, 
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that we are being led up the garden path again. I am suspicious of 
anything this government says or does.’ He also felt the ‘immense 
amount of anti-war propaganda to which we have been subject in 
the last 20 years’ has ‘helped to produce the lack of enthusiasm for 
the war which was so pronounced in the 1914 struggle’.135 

Gary Shefeld has suggested that the Great War functioned as 
a touchstone of horror for Second World War veterans; their war 
was not as bad as that which had come immediately before.136 

Occasionally I have found evidence to support this, but in general 
the infuence of the last confict seems to have been more in men’s 
minds when they considered future service – a moment when they 
had more chance of refection – than during combat. At least a third 
of the men of service age who wrote to MO in February 1940 drew 
upon their understandings of the First World War when considering 
the Second, and oral histories demonstrate this process occurred 
more widely. References to the Great War were a frequent compo-
nent of enlistment narratives, including references to the issue of 
equipment from the Great War; as shorthand to describe the provi-
sion of obsolete weaponry; and sometimes in descriptions of inad-
equately prepared superior ofcers. As we will see, it also informed 
men’s attitudes and decision. The MO responses and the oral histo-
ries also show that Britons’ understandings of the Great War were 
informed by diferent types of knowledge: personal experiences, 
vicarious memories and post-war representations. Post-war famil-
ial narrations and representations of war in popular culture were 
considered more important by younger respondents, who lacked 
personal recollections. 

We saw in Chapter 2 that a return to martial activities in the 
Home Guard encouraged reminiscence amongst ex-servicemen, 
and MO observed that widows of the Great War were particu-
larly afected by seeing soldiers in the streets; one commented that 
she could not help staring: ‘I always think of my husband, got 
killed in the last war. Only a youngster. We’d only been married a 
month. It comes hard on the youngsters, don’t it?’137 Because the 
Second World War stimulated recollection of the First, it created 
instances where young men heard reference to the earlier confict. 
In December 1938, Derrick Thurgood had overheard his father and 
veteran friends talking of ‘“having to do it all over again” or some-
thing like that as ex-servicemen tended to’.138 Discussing Second 
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World War events also led some veterans to make comparisons with 
their own experiences. Bob Atkinson remembered that his father 
did not talk regularly about his war during the inter-war years, but 
elements would come out as they discussed the war news. He felt 
the German advance through Poland and France would have been 
halted by artillery in the Great War, and when British forces were 
retreating prior to Dunkirk he said: 

‘They could have cut ’em of!’ In frst war they would have let ’em 
through then closed the gap, but he couldn’t understand like a tank 
bides some stopping … but that’s what they used to do, if they came 
through one place they let them go through and then stop ’em going 
back, and when they ran out ammunition they could do nothing, 
they could stop as long as they wanted if they’d used their ammuni-
tion [laughs] that was what he said, let ’em go through and stop 
second lot.139 

Other prompts were more personal. Jim Hayes recalled seeing his 
cousin shortly after he had been evacuated from Dunkirk; ‘Dad and 
I got talking about it then … my dad says “he’s all to pieces isn’t he” 
and he said “my God it brought back memories, I saw some folks 
coming out of action like that”, he said “it’s not a nice sight”.’140 

Great War veterans’ narratives, whether from before or during 
the Second World War, can be seen infuencing men’s attitudes to 
Second World War service and service preferences in a number of 
ways. James Donovan, aged 15 in 1939, was not the only man who 
said that tales of the Great War had made him curious about the 
Second World War: 

JD When war was declared I thought to myself I wonder if it will 
last long enough for me to go, and I think that at the back of 
me mind I did want it to last so that I could go and join up. 

I You did? 
JD Yes defnitely. 
I  Why? 
JD I don’t know, I suppose like a lot of youngsters you’d heard 

tales of the First World War, and er, well I thought to myself 
well I’ll be disappointed if I don’t fnd out what it’s like, as 
strange as it may seem now, but at the time I thought to myself 
is it going to last long enough for me to get into the Army. 
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The precise origin of these tales is uncertain, but may have been his 
veteran father, who ‘had shrapnel in his legs … that was never taken 
out and as a child I can remember he’d say “Oooh its gone round 
back behind me knee” … and you could actually feel the small bits 
of shrapnel under his skin’.141 Nevertheless, the efect was to make 
Donovan keen to experience war in order to better understand his 
father’s experience. A desire to understand ‘the soldiers’’ experience, 
prompted by veterans’ narratives, is also apparent within the more 
ambiguous feelings an insurance agent born in 1912 expressed to 
MO in January 1940. He had: 

heard so much from the soldiers of 1914–18, ‘What I did in the Great 
War’, that I have a desire to experience it ‘frst hand’. Nevertheless 
I had a feeling of horror at the possibility of having to kill another 
human being, particularly if it be by bayonet. I have to a degree a feel-
ing of patriotism and of fulflling my obligations to society but over-
all is a feeling of despair – not from thoughts of defeat but because 
of the futility of war – war only causes further wars and hatred ….142 

Similarly, the respondent mentioned in Chapter 2 who lived with 
his three silent veteran uncles and wrote that ‘while one half of my 
mind is aware of the horror and waste … of the war, the other is 
prey to what I can only call a sadistic curiosity’ initially considered 
conscientious objection, but had decided against it and was looking 
forward to the change in life that enlistment would bring; perhaps 
his curiosity won out.143 

Even basic knowledge of veterans’ experiences might shape 
which service young men opted to join. When conscripted, Ronald 
Mallabar did not have particular reason to opt for one armed force 
over the other two, and so ‘expressed a preference for the Army 
because my father had been in the Army in the First World War, I 
couldn’t think of any other reason’.144 More extensive narratives 
could inspire young men’s determination to serve in the same unit. 
John Wilson was 18 when the war broke out. He was ‘anxious 
to get into the Army to get out the ofce to be honest, my father 
was in the Black Watch in the 14–18 war and I’d heard nothing 
but Black Watch from him, I think he would’ve joined up with 
me [if he could]’.145 Wilson, seeking something more adventurous 
than ofce life, subsequently doggedly attempted to join the unit. 
Richard Parkhouse opted to become a pilot, having taken positive 
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impressions of his father’s service from his ambivalent narratives, 
and heard his mother speak in ‘awed tones about how Daddy got 
his wings’.146 

Conversely, some of those young men who heard about their 
father’s negative experiences were unwilling to serve in the same 
way. Reg Day, who had heard about his father’s gassing, wanted to 
avoid the Army, and Edward Kirby, whose father had sufered from 
neurasthenia and told him graphic recollections of witnessing a 
corpse decompose in a trench, was reluctant to serve.147 Jim Hayes 
had expressed a preference for the Navy during his enlistment, but 
was told it was full. He was drafted to the Royal Ordnance Corp 
but left the Army during training by volunteering for work on mine 
sweepers. He cited his understanding of the Great War as one fac-
tor in his decision. His father had spoken regularly about his war 
experiences, some of which Jim had seen as exciting, a ‘nerve test’, 
but he said: ‘I remember my dad telling me a lot about the trenches, 
snipers and that, and the rats in the trenches and all this, and that 
did have a bearing on it I can tell you, because I didn’t fancy going 
in the trenches at all.’148 

Impending military service did not only stimulate young men to 
think about the last war. It could also encourage veteran fathers 
to give their sons advice. Alf Wyke, who had little knowledge of 
his father’s service, was instructed, ‘“Whatever you do, … don’t 
become a sniper.” ’ As it happened, Wyke was a very good shot, and 
was ofered the opportunity, but he declined as his father’s advice 
‘had stuck in my mind’.149 Bob Atkinson, born in 1925, had not 
heard a great deal about his father’s war service, but knew that he 
had been in the King’s Own Royal Regiment during the Great War, 
and been wounded three times and gassed. Bob’s call-up papers 
arrived in July 1943. 

BA [Dad] didn’t say much, he just said ‘Don’t go in infantry, 
whatever you do lad’, but I’d no option. 

I You didn’t have a choice? 
BA No choice whatsoever. I believe after I went in they were, in 

our area, they were asking for Bevin Boys, but they never 
asked me. It was either a stoker in the Navy or in the Army. 

I So your dad’s reaction was don’t go into infantry. 
BA [Interrupts] Don’t go into infantry, get into artillery. 
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I What was your mum’s reaction? 
BA Don’t go at all! [Laughs] ha ha, I don’t want you to go at all 

I should say. 
… 

I But of course you have to go don’t you. 
BA You have to go. Conscript.150 

Atkinson’s mother worried about him serving, but Bob recalled, 
‘I think me dad just calmed her down by saying “Oh it’ll be over 
soon”, but he knew in his, he knew it wouldn’t be over soon.’ Eric 
Johnson was apathetic about military service – ‘Oh well, I shall 
be called up, that’s it, you know.’ Until then he was happy as a 
youth in training at the Post Ofce telephone exchange. Unlike 
Atkinson, once Johnson had registered he did receive a letter ‘ask-
ing for Bevin Boy optants. My mum got hold of this and said “Oh 
yes, you become a Bevin Boy, don’t want you to go in the Army, 
you become a Bevin Boy.’ Johnson was happy to because it ena-
bled him to stay connected to his day-to-day civilian life, but in his 
narrative his agency had been curtailed by his parents: ‘My mum 
more or less volunteered me to be a Bevin Boy [laughter].’151 Eric 
Wakeling, who had long aspired to be a regular soldier, wrote in 
his memoir about turning down the ofer of a commission as an 
infantry or gunner ofcer early in the Second World War on the 
advice of his parents, who ‘of course had memories of the previous 
war and the early deaths of Infantry subalterns and young gunner 
ofcer in the Advanced Observation Posts, who sufered the high-
est losses’.152 

Second World War events might confrm the ideas expressed by 
Great War veterans. George Cash’s father had convinced him that 
the Army was not the place for him: having heard about foot-slog-
ging and trench conditions from his father and ‘after Dunkirk a few 
of [my mates] came back with their tales, and half of them didn’t 
come back, and well that decided me, I wasn’t going to go in, I was 
told by my dad to steer clear of the Army so that confrmed it in 
my mind’. Having experienced the Blitz, Cash became determined 
to be a fghter pilot, and discussed volunteering with his parents as 
he approached conscription age. His father advised him to ‘go for 
the RAF if that’s what you want, but for God’s sake don’t go into 
the Army’.153 
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Some felt their fathers’ experiences caused them to worry for 
their sons. Henry Brewis concealed his plans to enlist from his 
father, fearing he would object, expecting his father had ‘fears in 
his inner self that it was going to be a repeat of the previous do’ 
in which Henry’s uncle had died.154 Similarly, when war broke out 
Jack Abbott ‘sense[d] that my parents were getting very anxious my 
father in particular, having been through one war, he changed a lot, 
erm, the [Second World] war changed him, because he had the First 
World War experience of knowing what war was about, it was no 
jolly picnic, it was jolly hard, and erm, it was going to be a diferent 
war because there were more aircraft involved, and we soon knew 
about that because we knew that we had to prepare for bomb-
ing’. Four years later, when home on embarkation leave, Abbott 
concealed his imminent overseas service from his parents because 
he felt his father was worried as a result of his Great War experi-
ences: ‘[H]e’d not been in the fghting but he knew enough about 
the war to know what war was all about ….’155 Stanley Brand’s 
father advised him to avoid military service if possible. Brand’s 
father had been ‘a wreck at the end of the [Great] war with the 
gassing …’. He was ‘particularly conscious’ that the war was com-
ing, ‘and he had a horror of it, because he had seen erm, Flanders, 
he’d seen the Italian/Austrian frontier up in the Alps and er, yes he 
he hoped that we would ft ourselves for some job where we would 
be essential at home’.156 Brand turned down a university place in 
September 1939 because his veteran uncles had had qualifcations 
but were unable to fnd work after the Great War and he antici-
pated the same thing happening to him. Instead he took a job at 
Imperial Chemical Industries: ‘it was a reserved occupation but 
because I was dealing with poison gases I wanted to get the hell out 
of it, I didn’t want to be associated with anything like that, but it 
was a reserved occupation’. Ultimately, Brand volunteered to join 
the Fleet Air Arm, which he conceptualised as a fairer and more 
chivalrous way to participate in warfare, and he got to fy, which 
he had wanted to do since childhood. 

More commonly, though, fathers were perceived as understand-
ing and stoically accepting that their sons had no choice but to 
serve. Brian Spragg, whose father had told him about terrible con-
ditions at Passchendaele, understood that his father was a ‘true 
patriot’ who would have encouraged him to serve.157 Similarly, 
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Jack Pragnell, whose father was ‘defnitely anti-war’, was proud of 
his service with the Royal Engineers, and had taught his sons Morse 
code. Come 1939, he hoped they would join the Engineers too.158 

Mothers’ memories of the Great War, on the other hand, were 
commonly perceived as the cause of their worry and upset.159 They 
were often unhappy about the prospect of their sons’ service, as seen 
in Atkinson’s and Johnson’s testimony. Wilfred White’s mother had 
lost her brother, Bill, at Ypres. Before joining his unit Wilfred had 
grown a moustache, and his mother ‘said I looked exactly like Bill 
so I wasn’t going in …’.160 White did not recall his father express-
ing any encouragement or opposition. He had done ‘most of his 
service helping in the cookhouse’ in the RASC; ‘he obviously hadn’t 
been in the trenches, so there was no sort of blood and guts sort 
of get yourself out there and kill a few for me sort of thing …’.161 

Mothers’ and fathers’ (outward) reactions to their sons’ conscrip-
tion were themselves gendered: mothers were depicted as protec-
tive but emotional, unwilling to sacrifce their child for the State; 
fathers were depicted as knowing and stoic, rationally attempting 
to protect their wives, protect their children by steering them to the 
safest available path and acknowledging a man’s responsibility to 
the wartime State. 

Chapter 2 demonstrated not only that young men commonly 
encountered narratives of Great War experience from veterans, but 
also that the tone of and impressions given by those narratives were 
hugely varied. Here, we have seen that the infuence of those nar-
ratives was varied too. Some men sought to join the Army to emu-
late veterans they knew and to better understand their experience. 
Others found their service preferences and choices were shaped 
by the lessons they could take from veterans’ experiences; most 
commonly this encouraged men away from Army, and specifcally 
infantry, enlistment, rather than away from enlistment altogether. 

Representations of the Great War in popular culture also shaped 
men’s attitudes to service and their service choices, though they 
were cited as infuences less frequently than veterans’ narratives. 
These representations also encouraged young men away from the 
infantry and towards other roles, but the texts and artefacts that 
were infuential are not necessarily those suggested by existing 
scholarship on the memory of the Great War. References to canoni-
cal war literature and war poetry were almost entirely absent. 
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The signifcant exception, and the only canonical cultural represen-
tation that was cited with anything approaching regularity by inter-
viewees as having infuenced their attitudes and decisions, was All 
Quiet on the Western Front. Amongst my interviewees, though, it 
was the flm, most often the 1939 re-release, rather than the novel, 
which was referred to. As Jim Stephens explained, he envisaged 
that the Second World War would be like the First, and said that 
‘the question of er avoiding the infantry I think was on everybody’s 
mind because looking at some of the detail, I watched a flm called 
All Quiet on the Western Front … just before was called up [J: 
Right] and the slaughter they depicted there was absolutely horrible 
so that put me of’ service in the Army, and specifcally the infantry. 
Stephens could not avoid Army service by volunteering because his 
family needed his earnings: ‘when I got my calling up papers … 
to get going to the Army and they told me that I’ve got a report 
to Devizes on Salisbury plain to Searchlight Regiment … which I 
was highly overjoyed about because the searchlight regiment isn’t 
like an infantry regiment. Anyway about two weeks after my call-
ing up papers I got another one from the War Ofce, “Dear Jim”, 
or words to that efect, “forget about the Searchlight Regiment 
you’ve got to go to Exeter to report to an infantry regiment, the 
Devonshire Regiment”.’162 

Another infuence commonly discussed as discouraging men from 
considering service in the Army, and the infantry in particular, were 
the photographs of battlefronts in encyclopaediae and illustrated 
children’s histories. Bob Woodhams was particularly interested in 
joining the Navy, and did not appear to have genuinely considered 
any of the other services. What he had learned from such artefacts 
about the last war confrmed his choice: 

diferent battles, the Somme, I used to think I don’t want to be a 
soldier … troops being killed like that on the Somme and that trench 
warfare, though nah I don’t want none of that, I’d sooner be at sea, 
yeah, so that could have a lot of me infuence as well cos you know 
after reading that, what they went through and that, I thought no, 
not for me, if I can help it, yeah.163 

Allan Florence narrated a similar experience. He had always 
intended to join the Navy, but the outbreak of war had made him 
‘more [interested] than ever’ and he volunteered as soon as he 
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turned 18 in 1941. Later in the interview, when establishing what 
he had known about the Great War, he said that he had read books 
his parents owned which included photographs that showed the 
‘terrible states some of the men were in, er, parts of bodies blown 
of and all that, lying around, don’t want that, no I don’t want that, 
yeah’. Jack Pragnell’s father and all of his uncles were in the Army 
in the Great War – ‘Dad was defnitely anti-war and he didn’t tell us 
a lot about the trenches or about the war’ – but Jack and his brother 
liked to read: 

we got a set of encyclopaedias and a bit half of one of the volumes 
was on the First World War, showed this bloke going up and down 
blowing the bagpipes, that sort of historical event and it showed the 
trenches and the trees all broken down and what have you … but we 
didn’t discuss it much at all, that was the fear, that it was going to be 
the same war … gonna be trench warfare. 

When combined with the manpower requirements of Britain’s 
forces, this fear created an incentive to volunteer. Pragnell explained: 

see if we didn’t join the air force, I was just 18, gonna be called up 
for the Army, and the idea of the Army we got in our minds was the 
First World War, trench war and none of us wanted that, so we, my 
brother and myself and another fellow man decided we’d join the 
Fleet Air Arm because we liked the uniform. 

Ultimately Jack joined the RAF, which had a vaunted reputation in 
1940, whereas the Army had recently evacuated from Dunkirk: ‘we 
read about the pilots and the heroics of it, I don’t think anybody 
wanted to go in the trenches did they [little chuckle] so it was no 
particular sort of bravado or anything like that’.164 

Some interviewees’ narratives were conficting. Samuel Pearson 
had not connected the First and Second World Wars when enlisting 
because he expected ‘that it wasn’t going to be like the First World 
War’. Yet, he was pleased not to be in the Army, and referred to 
images from his brother George’s book; Pearson ‘always pictured 
the First World War, what I knew about the First World War … 
the bayonets, when they were bayonet fghting and I never fancied 
that’. The Army would nonetheless have been his second choice, 
because he did not want a non-combat role in the RAF and did not 
think he could be a pilot.165 
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Representations of war in the air were often cited indirectly 
as reasons that men were keen to join the RAF, their interest in 
fying originating in books about the Great War aviators and the 
adventures of Biggles. Biggles, while well remembered, was just one 
example of a much larger body of representations which glamor-
ised fying in inter-war Britain; W. E. Johns alone created a num-
ber of popular pilot characters.166 As was discussed in Chapter 1, 
young men found depictions of war in the air like Hell’s Angels and 
Dawn Patrol exciting images of combat, and often subsequently 
wanted to join the air force.167 Charles Patterson was ‘very much 
infuenced by Dawn Patrol’, the 1930 Great War flm about the 
Royal Flying Corps, which showed him that ‘although the casual-
ties were very heavy it was the most exciting and wonderful way to 
go to war’.168 This description does not resonate with imaginings of 
infantry service: notably, Biggles once remarked, ‘Thank goodness 
I’m not in the infantry.’169 

Analysis of enlistment narratives demonstrates the complexity 
of the interactions between various representations of the Great 
War. Veterans’ accounts did not always dominate representations 
in popular culture, and vice versa. Composite impressions could 
be formed, and of course variations in content afected any infu-
ence. Ian Carmichael used his knowledge of his father’s Great War 
service on Anti-Aircraft guns around Hull to identify a safe service. 
When told that his mathematic ability was inadequate for the Royal 
Artillery, he accepted an ofer of service in the Royal Armoured 
Corps, because of an understanding of the Great War informed by 
images in popular culture: 

the distance between the two wars was still so short and although I 
was born in 1920 … there were horrifying pictures of trenches and 
mud and bayonets … I thought it’s better to drive into battle and 
have a bit of armour round you rather than going in on foot ….170 

Peter Woodard wanted to join the RAF because he was interested in 
fying, but he also wanted to avoid the Army. When asked why he 
explained, as was described in Chapter 2, that his father had occa-
sionally ‘lived Gallipoli all over again’ and had fashbacks when 
drunk, ‘so that’s one reason I thought, oh, and I had read about 
the First World War of course [J: Right] and the privations of the 
infantryman and the army in general so that’s why I thought I don’t 
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want to be a soldier [little chuckle]’. In Woodard’s case the repre-
sentations he had encountered on a private level matched those he 
had encountered in wider culture. 

Young men’s attitudes to service were not necessarily shaped by 
the representations of the Great War they had encountered, though, 
regardless of the variety or extent. Ken Hay, who had read avidly 
about the Great War at his local library, conceived it as an inter-
esting event in the past with little contemporary signifcance when 
the Second World War broke out: ‘I don’t think I was conscious at 
that time of war being a terrible thing or being anything at all, you 
know it was something that has happened like Barking had just 
missed out on the amateur cup or something.’171 One reason that 
some did not connect what they knew about the First World War 
to how they thought about the Second was that they expected it to 
be so diferent. Peter Taylor, a member of a motorised Territorial 
Army unit, felt the greater mobility provided by vehicles would 
ensure the Second World War was completely diferent to the 
First.172 Likewise, Derrick Thurgood, who had enlisted in the elite 
Reconnaissance Corps in search of wartime adventure, ‘expected 
it to be entirely diferent … I thought it would be a mobile war, 
I thought it would be tanks and armoured cars, er parrying and 
thrusting, I didn’t for a moment think that there would be dug in 
trenches, as there were in the eastern front … but we weren’t getting 
any images from there’.173 

Others highlighted the importance of air power as a revolutionary 
technology. Brian Spragg had heard about the Great War from his 
father, and grandmother, had read about it, and felt that All Quiet 
had left an impression. Yet, he felt he had not made any connection 
between the First and Second World Wars at the time, ‘knowing 
the First World War was a trench warfare basically, and you know 
thousands going over the top regardless of what was coming at 
them, a diferent war altogether, and more mobile war was coming 
up …’.174 Not only had the pilot become a prominent hero in inter-
war juvenile fction and flm, but aerial warfare dominated inter-
war imaginings of future war. The Great War had marked the Home 
Front as a target by demonstrating that aerial attack was possible 
and that the maintenance of civilian commitment to the war efort 
was crucial. Over the 1930s, the British government became preoc-
cupied with how to best defend against the swift and devastating 
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air attack that was anticipated at the outbreak of a future war.175 

Between 1927 and 1934 the RAF held annual ‘well-publicised exer-
cises designed to test the ability of bombers to penetrate London’s 
air defences’; the bomber almost always got through.176 The poten-
tial for airborne oblivion was made visible to the British public in a 
number of ways: newsreels of the Spanish Civil War,177 discussion 
in the press,178 and representations in popular fction. One of the 
better remembered examples is H. G. Wells’s The Shape of Things 
to Come (1933) and its flm adaptation, Things to Come (1936), 
but this might have shared bookshelves with titles like The Gas War 
of 1940 (1931),179 Cry Havoc! (1933), The Poison War (1933), The 
Air War of 1936 or Air Reprisal (1938), for example. This body of 
representations informed public expectations that aerial warfare 
would be central to future conficts, and thus that the Second World 
War might be very diferent from the First.180 

The majority of young men, however, seem to have expected 
the Second World War to be like the First, at least when it came 
to infantry service. Arthur Flint chose to join an armoured unit 
because he ‘felt no wish to sort of get slaughtered like the infantry 
were in the 14–18 war’.181 A 30-year-old clerk, reserved at the time 
of writing to MO, wrote: 

If I am called up for service, I’ll do all I can to get a job in the Army at 
which I will be MOST useful, and I don’t mean BEHIND a bayonet. 
I have no desire to impale anyone on the business end of a rife. If 
the worst happens and I’m put in the P.B.I. then God help any bugger 
that gets in the way, of either the point or the bullet.182 

It is noteworthy that the Great War acronym Poor Bloody Infantry 
was sufciently common parlance in January 1940 that the respond-
ent saw no need to spell it out. The perceived probability of infan-
try service, and a sense of the infantry’s Great War experience as 
negative, was a signifcant reason that Army life in particular was 
not anticipated with excitement and enthusiasm. A 23-year-old told 
MO in January 1940, ‘I’m going to try and keep out of the infantry 
if I am called up, I don’t want to go into muddy trenches, going to 
try for despatch rider.’183 

As we have seen, the Great War was understood as the Army’s 
war, and particularly the infantryman’s war. This understanding 
was numerically accurate, but had also been reinforced in post-war 
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representations, as discussed in Chapter 1. One way that young 
men responded to this understanding was to seek to serve in a dif-
ferent role. Yet, especially if a man planned to serve in something 
other than the Army, the Great War might still appear disconnected 
from his own service. For instance, Spragg, who had consumed lots 
of representations of the Great War, said that his understanding of 
the Great War had not impacted upon his thoughts because ‘it was 
always at the back of my mind that aviation was what I wanted and 
the RAF preferably’.184 Tom Knowlton, whose father was a Great 
War veteran, who had occasionally heard Great War stories from 
veteran colleagues, who saw All Quiet, and who read avidly about 
Great War air aces and thought Ships With Wings was a ‘wonder-
ful’ flm, did not feel his attitude was shaped by his understanding 
of the Great War. The Second World War was an opportunity to 
fy, a job he had aspired to but would otherwise have been una-
ble to aford to access.185 A similar line of thought was visible in 
Don Browne’s narrative. He had imagined the Second World War 
as an opportunity for adventure, and he recalled the sincere hope 
amongst his friends that the war would last long enough for them 
to serve, but only in the Navy: ‘I didn’t want to go into the Army, 
because I’d been brought up about the First World War and going 
over the top with bayonets and I thought I could and never ever do 
that ….’186 Impressions of the Great War commonly shaped young 
men’s understandings of Army service, and deterred many from it, 
but any such lessons or infuences could be dismissed as irrelevant 
by those anticipating enlisting for war in the skies or on the seas. 

Conclusion 

Varied motivations afected whether men waited to be conscripted 
or volunteered. Men typically waited because they prioritised their 
duty to their families, because conscription removed the need to 
consider volunteering or because they were in no rush to enter the 
forces before they had to. While Britain’s men were overwhelmingly 
compliant with conscription, most were not enthusiastic about the 
prospect. Some volunteers were keen, expressing a desire for adven-
ture and a sense of patriotism, but volunteering also gave men greater 
opportunity to exercise agency over their service. Arguably, in 
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relation to wartime control of manpower both the State and citizens 
learned from the First World War: the State learned that conscrip-
tion and reservation was necessary to control who enlisted; Britons 
learned legitimate ways to negotiate with the State and balance the 
desires and responsibilities of the individual with their responsibil-
ity as citizens. A signifcant proportion of servicemen volunteered, 
in part or often solely, to have control over where they served. A 
desire to avoid the Army, particularly the infantry, was a signifcant 
reason for the popularity of the RAF and the Royal Navy, and in 
many cases that desire was directly informed by men’s understand-
ings of the Great War. That Britain operated a manpower system 
that allowed men to exercise agency about how and where they 
served, or at the very least created the illusion of agency by asking 
them express a service preference, had an unintended consequence: 
an individual was more likely to consent to service of some kind, 
even if they were strongly averse to the prospect of infantry service 
because of their understanding of the Great War, because they could 
(or thought they could) afect how they would serve. 

Many young men drew upon their understandings of the Great 
War when thinking about their service. Those who expected the 
Army’s war to be similar often drew on their understandings of the 
last war to try to identify safe service roles. That normally led them 
away from the infantry towards tanks or the artillery, or into the 
Royal Navy or the RAF. In reality, provided he had not volunteered 
to go into a front-line infantry or tank unit, a man who went into 
the Army actually had a better chance of returning home alive. The 
particular nature of the RAF and Royal Navy’s war contributed to 
their higher death rates: 5.5 per cent in the Navy, 5.87 per cent in 
the RAF and only 3.8 per cent in the Army.187 

Not everyone, however, looked back to the Great War. This was 
sometimes because they expected the Second World War would 
be a diferent kind of war altogether, and sometimes because they 
expected their role would be diferent. Young men’s understand-
ings of the Great War were strongly connected to the Army, and 
the infantry in particular. As we saw in Chapters 1 and 2, in popu-
lar culture, and in veterans’ narratives too, representations of the 
Great War privileged trenches and men ‘going over the top’. Those 
who anticipated serving other roles did not necessarily connect the 
two conficts. 
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Both veterans’ narratives and cultural texts shaped young men’s 
attitudes towards the Second World War, but this relationship was 
more complicated than the assumption that consumption shaped 
attitudes. Within oral enlistment narratives, and in MO responses 
about infuences upon attitudes to the Second World War, refer-
ences to accounts of the Great War from veterans, particularly fam-
ily members, were more common than those to representations in 
popular culture. The relative paucity of references to popular cul-
ture suggests that individuals privileged frst- or second-hand rep-
resentations of the confict in their narratives and their conscious 
understandings. When men did refer to cultural representations of 
the Great War they tended not to point to the now canonical war 
books and instead drew on a much wider body of representations. 
These fndings complicate the assumption that cultural representa-
tions of the Great War determined Britons’ responses to the out-
break of the Second World War. 

Knowledge of a veteran’s service did not need to be detailed to 
be infuential. One veteran’s narrative alone could be more infu-
ential than any number of books or flms, but the meanings that 
individuals took from their encounters with the legacy of the Great 
War were not necessarily what one might assume. Even those who 
encountered the horrifc consequences of modern warfare when 
brought close up to wounds did not necessarily believe that they 
would sufer the same fate, and young men who had lost their 
fathers to the last great confict were not inevitably put of partici-
pation in the next.188 

While MO was concerned that men lacked fre and fury, the 
prevalence of reluctant, if determined, resignation in fact ftted 
well with the temperate masculinity that would become hegemonic 
in public discourse during the Second World War. The temperate 
model required bravery and willingness to fght, but was set against 
the jingoistic militarism associated with Nazi Germany. In practice, 
and as will be discussed in Chapter 5, men’s subjective masculinities 
diverged from the temperate construction – the First World War had 
not removed the possibility of imagining war as hyper-masculine 
adventure, and the desire to avoid combat was not strictly playing 
the game and was positioned as hypo-masculine – but in practice 
temperate masculinity was broad enough that it could envelop mas-
culinities along this spectrum within respectable male citizenship. 
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The uniformed combatant remained the most vaunted masculine 
identity, though, and broad public opinion about wartime service 
was still refected by the First World War recruiting song that opined, 
‘We don’t want to lose you but we think you ought to go.’ These 
personal testimonies suggest that most men would have responded, 
‘I’d prefer I wasn’t needed, but if I am then I suppose I will.’ 
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Masculinity in the Second World War 

Introduction 

Young men’s understandings of the Great War may not have dis-
suaded them from participating in the Second World War. Nor did 
they necessarily weaken the relationship between military partici-
pation and masculinity in young men’s subjective constructions of 
what it was to be a man. This chapter develops the interpretation 
laid out so far by concentrating on how understandings of masculin-
ity afected attitudes to and experiences of service. It examines the 
importance men placed on military service, and its visual embodi-
ment through uniforms, and whether social constructions of mas-
culinity exerted pressure upon young men to serve. The frst section 
explains how masculinity is conceptualised. The second highlights 
the disconnect between scholarly suggestions about the Great War’s 
legacy in relation to masculinity and research about gender in public 
discourse during the Second World War, and explains the wartime 
masculinity that occupied a hegemonic position in public discourse. 
In the third and fourth sections, oral history interviews and MO 
material are used to examine the centrality of military participation 
to men’s subjective conceptions of wartime masculinity, and how 
these related to the hegemonic wartime masculinity constructed 
in public discourse. Men’s attitudes to those outside the full-time 
Forces – conscientious objectors, those in reserved occupations 
(ROs) and the Home Guard – are explored, before turning to the 
ways that masculinity was evident in men’s discussion of their own 
enlistment and service. Consideration of how constructions of mas-
culinity shaped men’s attitudes towards enlistment runs throughout 
the chapter. 
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The chapter demonstrates that men’s understandings of wartime 
masculinity did shape their attitudes to service, but it also demon-
strates that men’s subjective conceptions of masculinity were often 
divergent from the ‘temperate’ masculinity that was hegemonic in 
Second World War Britain. Some men desired military involvement 
or combat, perceived elements of service as glamorous, and antici-
pated an exciting adventure. This conception was more closely 
aligned to a much older perception of service as a masculine rite 
of passage. However, the majority of men probably did perceive 
the connections between masculinity and military participation in 
terms of duty, defence of home and family, and reluctant accept-
ance of the need to serve. It should be recognised that the key shift 
between the First and Second World Wars was not the wholesale 
rejection of military participation but rather the increased accept-
ability of publicly expressing a willingness to fght mixed with a 
preference for not having to do so. Signifcantly, this chapter also 
shows that men generally understood hegemonic wartime mascu-
linity as bound up with the status of combatant, particularly in the 
air, and perceived similar hierarchies of wartime masculinity. Even 
though not all aspired to the hegemonic version of masculinity, 
and some served begrudgingly rather than sincerely willingly, this 
understanding nevertheless shaped their attitudes towards military 
service. The considerable variation in men’s subjective conceptions 
of masculinity that is shown highlights that national discourse did 
not necessarily dictate individuals’ ideas, but the temperate frame-
work was fexible enough to contain and permit such diversity. 

Conceptualising masculinity 

Any given society, at any given time, through public discourse and 
social expectations and practices, encourages and validates sets of 
behaviours and attributes as gendered ideals. The ‘hegemonic mas-
culinity’, in Connell’s useful conceptual framework, is it not neces-
sarily the most common masculinity in a given society at a given 
time, but it is the masculinity most ‘respected for men of a par-
ticular age group’.1 It is a dominant ideal type established through 
public discourse, which ‘convinc[es] the generality of men that 
there is no other way of “being a man”’.2 It sits at the top of a 
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hierarchical framework into which other subordinate masculinities 
can be positioned in relation to both the hegemonic masculinity and 
femininities.3 Constructions of national identity and citizenship can 
also shape acceptable gendered behaviour, particularly during war-
time,4 and the hegemonic masculinity is not universally or wholly 
applicable but is contingent upon other elements of an individual’s 
identity, such as class and age.5 Nevertheless, masculinity is not 
only a social construct but is also a subjective identity.6 John Tosh 
writes men ‘must live by a code which afrms their masculinity’, 
and such ‘lived masculine identities’ draw upon available cultural 
forms.7 Similarly, the hegemonic masculinity and men’s subjective 
masculinities are connected in Judith Butler’s notion that individu-
als strive to ‘perform’ socially constructed gender identities.8 Men 
who accept the hegemonic masculinity will attempt to enact it, and 
failure to do so will result in a sense of personal defciency or emas-
culation.9 In practice, a gender identity, like other aspects of social 
conformity, is something that individuals go to difering lengths to 
achieve. Men might only wish to be perceived as conforming to the 
hegemonic masculinity, to avoid being seen as possessing a sub-
ordinate masculinity. As Peniston-Bird stated about men’s bodies, 
‘Men did not have a choice whether to conform or reject hegemonic 
masculinity: they positioned themselves in relation to it.’10 

Drawing on Connell’s formulation, we might envisage a hier-
archical framework of multiple masculinities, with the hegemonic 
masculinity surrounded by concentric rings of subordinate mascu-
linities of decreasing status. During wartime, roles involving com-
bat, risk, and high levels of ftness or/and skill tend to be closer to 
the centre. Defning the hierarchy is, however, made very difcult 
by the number of potential variants. The fghter pilot appears to 
have been the hegemonic masculinity of Second World War Britain, 
encapsulating ideas of chivalry and fair play, but he required less 
physical and more mental capacity than the front-line infantryman, 
who could also ultimately be in much closer proximity to killing. 
As we will see, when soldiers referred to airmen as ‘Brylcreem 
Boys’, they were posing an implicit query about their masculinity 
– when airmen used the term about themselves, they were claim-
ing access to an idealised masculinity. Attitude or spirit was also 
central to understandings of wartime masculinity, though its reha-
bilitative power was limited.11 The willing voluntarism of an unft 
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RAF armourer might place him closer to the hegemonic masculin-
ity than the conscript reluctantly serving in an infantry regiment. 
To further complicate matters, non-military roles can be as mas-
culine as some military roles.12 Increasingly technological warfare 
made this particularly apparent; radar operators might be physi-
cally detached from battle but integral to it, and did not require all 
the traditional soldierly attributes. The existence and performance 
of an alternative masculinity might provide personal and/or social 
acceptance. For example, Alison Chand suggests that men in ROs 
could retain a sense of masculinity through a focus on pre-war 
masculine attributes, within a community where many others were 
doing the same.13 Similarly, one my interviewees felt that the public 
thought more of men in the forces than of civilians, but that fremen 
were ‘on a par with the forces’.14 Nevertheless, public perceptions 
were much less nuanced than the potential variables; the inability 
to create a rigid hierarchy did not prevent people from drawing 
a boundary between sufcient and defcient masculinities in war-
time Britain. The masculinity of those within military uniform was 
largely accepted, though the Home Guard came close to straddling 
the boundary, whilst that of those outside uniform was open to 
challenge and scrutiny. 

Scholars have used the term ‘military masculinity’ to describe 
either the set of characteristics required of servicemen by the mili-
tary, or the socially expected behaviour of men during wartime. 
To avoid confusion, here, where the military’s requirements are of 
interest only in so far as they shape the public understanding of the 
relationship between warfare and masculinity, societal expectations 
of men during the Second World War are referred to with the term 
‘wartime masculinity’. 

Connecting wartime masculinities 

The historiographical literature relating to the First and Second 
World Wars does not always intersect. In 1914 the hegemonic mas-
culinity was that of the soldier hero.15 Some scholars have con-
tended, however, that the Great War challenged the place of military 
participation in conceptions of masculinity, and that masculinity 
was reshaped during the inter-war years.16 Certainly, combat in the 
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Great War challenged the connection between agency and hero-
ism and survival and victory, and potentially undermined the rel-
evance of the previously held characteristics of the ideal soldier, and 
therefore man. The prevalence of shell shock, which demonstrated 
men of all classes could not endure the mental strains of modern 
warfare indefnitely, challenged understandings of ‘character’ and 
stoicism. Michael Roper suggests that one lesson of the Great War, 
which ‘struck at the heart of manliness’, was that character could 
not prevent fear; instead, the ability to endure despite fear became 
the hallmark of courage.17 Men might plausibly have rejected mili-
tary participation as national duty and an essential characteristic of 
masculinity in the wake of such an illustrative display of the costs 
of this principle, as some scholars who focus upon the ‘disillusioned 
war writers’ suggest.18 

George Mosse and Alison Light suggest that in inter-war Britain 
masculinity was constructed as softer, more domestic, pacifstic, and 
anti-heroic.19 Sonya Levsen argues that by the late 1920s Cambridge 
students were less inclined to consider themselves ‘soldiers ready 
for their summons’.20 Alternatives to military masculinity were 
available, and while they wished to honour the worthwhile sacrifce 
of Great War dead, celebrating peace was an increasingly popular 
way to do this. Debating societies increasingly supported pacifst 
motions, similar to the widely noted 1933 Oxford Union debate 
which passed the motion ‘This house will in no circumstances fght 
for its King and Country’.21 Whether such results reveal people’s 
viewpoints rather than which side made the strongest argument 
is questionable, though; none of those who voted for the Oxford 
Union motion subsequently conscientiously objected.22 Gregory 
has suggested a literal interpretation: students would no longer 
fght for King and Country, for the patriotism associated with 1914 
– although they might well fght (and did) for other things.23 

Oxford and Cambridge represented a narrow social milieu, but 
Bond, Shefeld and Watson cite a similar trend towards peace in 
wider society, driven by the realisation of the human cost of the 
war.24 This is normally illustrated with the Fulham East by-elec-
tion,25 the success of the 1935 ‘peace ballot’ and the subsequent 
popularity of the Peace Pledge Union.26 Whether or not these events 
can or should be interpreted as evidence of a single set of attitudes 
to peace, war and the international use of force is highly debatable: 
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it might be better to see them as highlighting the views of particu-
lar sections of society at particular political moments. Nonetheless, 
they do suggest that diferent versions of masculinity, in which the 
martial was less important or diferently constructed, did open up 
for some people in some places between the wars. 

In contrast to the emphasis on the popularity of the peace move-
ment, and despite a scholarly concentration on canonical litera-
ture and disillusionment as a legacy of the Great War, the frst and 
second chapters of this book demonstrated that inter-war popular 
culture and veterans continued to ofer traditional and positive rep-
resentations of the Great War, as an adventure and an arena for 
heroic or stoic manliness. In these representations military partici-
pation in wartime remained an integral part of what it was to be a 
man, and as these chapters showed, these were the representations 
that young men most often encountered. Scholars have suggested 
that the continuation of such depictions, and particularly the pleas-
ure culture of war, may have ensured the survival of Edwardian 
masculine ideals.27 

There is consensus amongst historians of gender in Second 
World War Britain, based on research about constructions of gen-
der in public discourse during the Second World War, that military 
service remained an essential component of hegemonic masculinity 
from 1939 to 1945. Men and women were expected to contribute 
to the war efort, with the ‘Good Citizen’ constructed, Sonya Rose 
has argued, as a self-sacrifcing, active contributor to the welfare 
of the nation, who subjugated self-interest for the beneft of the 
community.28 This construction of active citizenship, Lucy Noakes 
states, worked to persuade people to perform wartime roles that 
‘were not necessarily roles that everyone was happy to undertake’.29 

Signifcantly, though, these wartime roles were gendered: ‘man as 
soldier and woman as wife, mother and war worker’.30 While the 
formulation of active citizenship encouraged, and to some extent 
legitimised, women undertaking work that challenged traditional 
gender roles, the contests that occurred about women’s involvement 
in particular roles served to articulate the essential boundaries of 
wartime masculinity and femininity, and the signifcance contem-
poraries placed signifcance on segregating combat as a masculine 
arena.31 Women who joined military arms were designated auxil-
iaries, and were denied the use of weapons even in the most logical 
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circumstances.32 Just as ATS recruitment literature stated: ‘The men 
will do the fghting, You must do the rest.’ Indeed, Summerfeld 
has described a ‘wartime gender contract’: ‘Men, not women, were 
presumed … to be “natural” warriors’ and ‘were pledged to fght 
for women, who undertook to maintain home and family’.33 The 
contestation surrounding women’s military participation, and the 
limitations imposed upon their roles, demonstrates the extent to 
which men, not women, were expected to fght the nation’s wars, 
and combat roles remained the pinnacle of wartime masculinity. 

Nevertheless, Rose suggests that the hegemonic masculinity dur-
ing the Second World War was softer than during the First; the 
soldier hero was blended with ‘the homely, more feminine ideals 
of masculinity inherited from’ the ‘interwar anti-hero’ to form a 
‘temperate masculinity’: good humoured, rational, stoic, chivalrous 
and fair spirited, physically strong, brave and modestly heroic if 
necessary, but lacking in bravado and aggression.34 This ‘“kinder, 
gentler” manliness, which was equated with Britishness’, was ‘an 
unstable mix’;35 performing it successfully required a man to be in 
‘military dress’. The man outside uniform risked being ‘seen as a 
“bad citizen”, even though there were millions of men on the home 
front “doing their bit” for the country’.36 If public discourse had 
not made societal expectations clear enough, the announcement of 
conscription legally marked military service as the civic obligation 
of the young man, and ensured that the masculinity of those out-
side uniform was open to scrutiny. Conscientious objectors were 
widely criticised and represented as cowardly and efeminate, with 
questions posed about their sexuality.37 Similarly, men at work out-
side military uniform were often represented in public discourse 
as possessing subordinate masculinities – they were assistants, not 
equals.38 

Existing research about wartime roles in cultural discourse dur-
ing the Second World War and the resolute defence of combat as 
a masculine sphere suggest its continued centrality to hegemonic 
wartime masculinity. This does not ft neatly with the idea that 
masculinity had been signifcantly reconstructed in response to 
the experiences of 1914–18. Historians have, however, paid less 
attention to whether individuals’ subjective understandings of mas-
culinity mirrored these ideal constructions and how this afected 
their attitudes to wartime service. Recent studies have shed much 
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needed light on the subjective masculinities of men outside uni-
form – in the Home Guard and in reserved occupations – and these 
works inform this one in useful ways.39 How the man in uniform 
experienced being at war and how this afected masculine subjec-
tivities has also received some attention.40 Martin Francis focused 
on masculinity amongst combatant aircrew in the wartime RAF, 
and posits a change towards a more refective martial masculin-
ity, readier to acknowledge the challenges to traditionally male 
traits implicit in the experience of combat.41 Frances Houghton 
makes a similar argument about memoirists who served in explic-
itly ‘sharp-end’ roles across all forces: their narratives chart a com-
ing of age, from naive, enthusiastic (even gung-ho) warriors who, 
upon combat experience, recognised a more temperate and less 
heroic masculine reality.42 That Houghton’s memoirists presented 
themselves as enthusiastic about the prospect of military participa-
tion and expected action to be both adventure and rite of passage 
mirrors some of my fndings.43 Nevertheless, it remains necessary 
to explore attitudes to military service and masculinity in greater 
breadth because, as Houghton points out, her memoirists were an 
atypical sample of servicemen.44 As well as having a war story that 
both that veteran and publisher deemed worth telling, Houghton’s 
(typically middle-class) memoirists had often been involved mili-
tary forces prior to the outbreak of the war, often had rank and 
had mostly chosen to enter explicitly combatant roles.45 Given their 
decisions, and that public schools encouraged a masculinity that 
emphasised stoicism, civic duty and heroic chivalry, it would be 
surprising if these men had not begun their wars as keen fghters. 
Their path made a story-worthy war more likely and was diferent 
to that taken by the majority of British men, particularly those who 
tried to limit their war to the mundane. Houghton is careful to 
avoid generalising from their experience, but the composition of the 
sample limits the relevance of the fndings to the diferent questions 
this chapter addresses. Still absent from the historiography is a sig-
nifcant body of research that unpicks the subjective conceptions of 
masculinity held by men in uniform during the Second World and 
who were brought up after the Great War, and that focuses on pull-
ing these two threads together. This chapter starts to address this 
defcit, and to improve our understanding of masculinity in Britain 
after the Great War. 



228 Joining up in the Second World War 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conchies, shirkers and Dad’s Army: non-military 
masculinity in Second World War Britain 

Men’s subjective understandings of wartime masculinity were sel-
dom directly addressed in narratives of enlistment and service. 
Nonetheless, they were evident as men discussed their attitudes 
to military service, particularly why it was desirable, and as they 
discussed the consequences of wearing or not wearing a uniform. 
Indeed, their descriptions of and attitudes towards men (includ-
ing themselves prior to enlistment) who were outside the full-time 
forces highlight their understandings of the importance of military 
service to wartime masculinity. Therefore, this analysis begins with 
an examination of what men thought about conscientious objec-
tors, and those in reserved occupations or the Home Guard. 

‘Evading their responsibilities’: conscientious objectors 

In April 1940, MO surveyed 250 people in Fulham about COs. 
Around a third were sympathetic, particularly the young, while 
around two-ffths were antagonistic, some violently so, and antago-
nism was more entrenched than tolerance.46 MO, counterintuitively, 
suggested that ‘the less likely people are to be conscripted them-
selves the more antagonistic they seem to become to the idea that 
other people can evade conscription’.47 In August and September of 
1940, when Britain appeared under signifcantly greater threat, MO 
repeated their questions in Fulham. Similar proportions expressed 
either pro-pacifst (12 per cent) or strong anti-pacifst sentiment (25 
per cent), but far fewer people reported tolerance and a full third 
were ‘moderately anti’.48 Attitudes had hardened. 

Those who supported COs tended to comment on their bravery, 
with comments like ‘Needs a lot of pluck, don’t it, facing every-
body.’ Tolerance was more common than sympathy, and still tended 
to include qualifcations about COs sincerity. One said, ‘They’ve 
got as much right to their views as anyone, if they’re really COs.’ 
Another said, ‘If a man’s honestly a CO I think he had a perfect 
right to be one.’ Tolerance was often begrudging; as one woman 
said, ‘Well I understand their point of view and I even sympathise, 
but if the other boys have got to fght, they should really, too.’ 
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What MO termed ‘mild criticism’ centred upon the idea that 
everyone should participate in the war efort. Doubts about COs’ 
sincerity combined with fears they might beneft from others’ sac-
rifce, perhaps gaining lucrative war work, caused antagonism. 
Accusations of cowardice were common within the stronger criti-
cism. One said, ‘I think they are cowards, looking after themselves’, 
while another said, ‘Cowards … they didn’t ought to have ration 
cards.’49 Suspicions of cowardice undermined their masculinity; as 
one woman tellingly commented, ‘I don’t think they’re men.’ In 
Liverpool, a ffth of those asked their opinion of COs said they 
were ‘afraid to fght and should be made to’. One replied, ‘Some 
are yellow, some are truly of that conviction. I should put them on 
work of national importance. They must pull their weight.’ The 
State was, of course, directing them to such work, but even COs 
serving with the Non-Combatant Corps sometimes encountered 
open antagonism; soldiers would start fghts in pubs and members 
of the NCC were denied service by some businesses;50 a café owner 
told one ‘We don’t serve the NCCs here. It’s the missus, not me. She 
lost a brother in the last war and would rather put the shutters up 
than take money from anyone who wears your badge.’51 

John Hall Williams, who was a CO, recalled being sent an anon-
ymous postcard labelling him a traitor.52 White Feather campaigns, 
which sought to shame men not in uniform, were not as wide-
spread as during the last war.53 Still, there were calls in parliament 
for men who were exempt from service on medical grounds to be 
issued with a badge to deter undeserved criticism from passersby, 
and men who had been discharged wounded were given the King’s 
Badge to indicate their service.54 My interviewees also remembered 
antagonistic feelings, and that most people ‘had no time for COs’ 
during the Second World War.55 Only one had considered objec-
tion themselves, and few had known COs. Their attitudes mirror 
those found by MO. A small number sincerely felt that COs were 
entitled to their opinion, but only a minority admired them. George 
Stagg felt the decision was for each individual’s conscience, and that 
COs ‘must have had some convictions’ to go before the tribunal. 
Moreover, he recognised ‘a lot of ’em done jobs that I would never 
have done’, such as stretcher-bearing in the Royal Army Medical 
Corps.56 Some were indiferent, particularly if Objectors were forced 
to join the war efort, but their position remained questionable.57 
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George Dann thought COs were undermined by ‘the minority of 
people who were, shall we say, were cowards, who didn’t want to 
go in and get killed and they … dodged in other words’.58 Similarly, 
Frank Webster’s attitude highlighted the importance of that ambi-
guity: he ‘never felt antagonistic’ towards a CO colleague, ‘prob-
ably because I knew that he wasn’t a shyster’, but ‘generally I don’t 
suppose I was very pleased with the fact that they were, course then 
you come to the word conscientious, I mean that’s the main thing, 
some were, some weren’t …’.59 

As many interviewees had negative attitudes as had held sympa-
thetic or tolerant ones. Some felt that the benefts of citizenship were 
contingent upon fulflling one’s obligation to defend the nation, 
and Reg Elson felt ‘bitter’ that the protection and food which some 
fought and died for might be received by a ‘conscientious objector 
[who] in my book has no rights to any of that whatsoever’.60 Others 
believed that an individual should not be able to shirk the burden 
of wartime service. Brian Spragg said, ‘Well I for one, did object to 
[COs] really, and most of my friends did as well because you know, 
somebody has got to do it’, and he and his peers ‘were quite pre-
pared to do military service of some sort or other’.61 Peter Woodard 
said, ‘We tended to look down on [COs]’. ‘As a lad I suppose you 
got a feeling that the war is on and pull their fnger out and join 
up and beat these damn Germans.’ He would not have objected 
himself: ‘you’ve got to do your duty after all is said and done’.62 

Maurice Marriot agreed: ‘I didn’t think much to them … because 
I mean none of us wanted war or anything but we felt it was our 
duty’, and while COs were brave ‘the general thought was that they 
were getting out of you know going into the Army, the forces’.63 

This observation mirrored that of MO diarist Len England, who 
reported that ‘the men in the Army feel that [COs] are getting away 
with it’.64 

Two testimonies provided particularly clear illustrations that a 
man’s lack of willingness to serve in the military could be perceived 
as emasculating them. Percy Walder thought very little of COs, and 
said ‘nothing would turn me into that’. He questioned the sexuality, 
and thus masculinity, of men entering ROs, and characterised COs 
with the same terms. He suggested that it was efeminate men who 
objected: ‘barbers and these blokes who worked in like tailors and 
those sort of things, what I call a soft-hand man who would never 
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done anything sort of thing’.65 Reg Day felt that most men were 
reluctant combatants, but felt ‘like everybody else’ that COs were 

cowards, cowards, I mean I’m no hero but I’m not a coward either … 
they were cowards, I mean they backed right out of the whole thing, 
I was only going to go and do half way as I thought, I mean you 
know, meaning I wouldn’t be doing the full bit which would to be 
going right up the very front end, I’d be going as near as I could get 
to actually doing it … I’ve still got the eye half blind. 

Here Day demonstrates a clear hierarchy of service based upon 
proximity to combat. His poor eyesight, rather than his courage or 
will, prevented him from progressing past ‘half way’ and ‘doing the 
full bit which would be going right up the very front end’. This still, 
however, put him above COs, who were ‘cowards’ because they 
lacked will even if they had the physical capacity. Overall, these 
fndings support Linsey Robb’s conclusion that ‘[f]or many [COs] 
were still shirkers and cowards who had fundamentally rejected a 
key part of their male duty. For others the objector’s seeming desire 
to choose only the palatable parts of wartime service seemed pal-
pably unfair.’66 COs themselves were evidently not attempting to 
embody the hegemonic wartime masculinity,67 but others’ attitudes 
towards them illustrate that uniformed military service and willing-
ness to fght if needed continued to be signifcant components of 
most Britons’ conceptions of wartime masculinity. 

‘Jammy bastards’: men in reserved occupations 

The civilian man had been represented as a shirker in the Great 
War and civilian workers’ eforts were absent from post-war memo-
rialisation; when the Second World War Schedule of Reserved 
Occupations was devised there was concern about ‘scrimjacks’.68 

Robb stresses that ‘Reserved Occupation’ was not a singular war-
time identity in a dichotomous relationship with the serviceman 
during the Second World War; diferent civilian occupations were 
depicted diferently in public discourse and occupied diferent posi-
tions in the hierarchy of wartime masculinity.69 For instance, fre-
men and merchant seamen – the ‘most exalted civilian wartime 
occupation’70 – whose roles were easily connected to the war efort, 
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required bravery because of inherent danger, and in the case of mer-
chant seamen could also involve fghting with the enemy, featured 
in public discourse in ways that paralleled the heroism of service-
men and that positioned men in these roles as close to the war-
time hegemonic ideal. Meanwhile men working in agriculture were 
rendered invisible by the focus on the work of the Women’s Land 
Army and campaigns to encourage amateurs to dig for victory, and 
the man in industry, pushed aside by a focus on women entering 
new roles, was ‘most defnitely the man behind the man behind 
the gun’.71 

Men’s subjective attitudes to ROs make visible the importance 
of occupying a military role to enact masculinity as distinct from 
the importance of fulflling civic and patriotic duty through par-
ticipation in the war efort. Some of my interviewees expressed 
disappointment in friends attempting to avoid military service by 
entering ROs, and attempted to avoid non-uniformed roles them-
selves, which suggests that membership of the fghting forces was 
an important component of their subjective conceptions of wartime 
masculinity. 

Men in ROs received signifcantly greater acceptance, and less 
hostility, than COs. Many interviewees had simply accepted that 
ROs were making their contribution. As Bob Woodhams said, 
‘if they’re exempt and they don’t want to go and they’re doing a 
worthwhile job then that’s fair enough, if they’re working on muni-
tions and anything to help the war efort … ’cos they’re doing the 
same job but in a civilian way like, it’s all helping, …’.72 Some did 
not see such work as an equal contribution to being in the ser-
vices, though. Arthur Howard said, ‘we always referred to [ROs] as 
jammy bastards, we thought “Well it’s alright for you, you’ve got a 
cushy number” ’.73 Derrick Thurgood would not stand a drink for 
a reserved man and said that ‘they were seen as certainly dodging 
the column’.74 

The moral legitimacy of reservation appears to have been heavily 
dependent upon when an individual had entered the role. Peniston-
Bird has suggested that ‘Working in a reserved occupation was 
only acceptable if the individual longed to join the Armed Forces, 
but nobly sacrifced his desire for the good of the country.’75 Don 
Browne was clearly thinking of those who were kept in ROs, per-
haps unwillingly, when he accepted that ‘you didn’t really have a 
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choice did you, I mean if you was the age [then] you went or if 
you were a reserved occupation you stayed at your job because it 
was obviously an important job, a war job’.76 Interviewees depicted 
men who had deliberately entered ROs after the outbreak, how-
ever, in terms that challenged their masculinity and perceived their 
behaviour as unacceptable. John Malling, who volunteered for the 
RAF from his position at A. V. Roe’s, manufacturer of the Lancaster 
bomber, observed: 

a lot of young fellows … who wanted to get themselves reserved 
would come to A.V. Roe’s … their mums and dads didn’t want them 
to fght the wars, wanted them to be safe [….] We didn’t think much 
of it but it was legitimate for them to do it, they came into a reserved 
occupation, we needed people to fll the vacancies and you are getting 
the right types who didn’t want to fght. 

While Malling recognised that it ‘pleased everybody’ as those who 
wanted to fght were replaced by those who did not, it was seen as 
‘a way out, escaping call-up’ and ‘they were frowned upon’ by the 
existing employees.77 Malling’s framing subtly but clearly emascu-
lates such men; that their motivation was safety implies coward-
ice, and that it was their parent’s decision both denies agency and 
denotes immaturity. Percy Walder left an RO at Hawker, manu-
facturer of the Hurricane fghter-plane, for the RAF. Like Malling, 
he described men entering ROs at Hawker in critical terms that 
certainly implied efeminacy and appear, given his initial coyness, 
to have implied homosexuality. Both characterisations suggested 
he perceived them to possess subordinate masculinities. Initially, 
Walder said, ‘[T]hey were bringing in what we call, I shouldn’t use 
the right word because it’s the wrong word probably, but still, what 
I meant, people who had never got their hands dirty if you like, one 
way or another, hairdressers if you like, put it a bit vaguely.’ He 
later referred to them as ‘people who had been … in a shop selling 
clothes and whatnot, not what I call a manual man …’. At the end 
of the interview, he described them again, perhaps revealing the 
word he had earlier avoided: 

[T]here were all sorts coming in there [Hawker], I’ve got a funny 
word which I use, posers I call ’em, whatever, pansy boys, they got 
rings on their fngers and long fngernails and whatever but they’re 



234 Joining up in the Second World War 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

not, they are either tailors or whatever, but that’s me I’m rough and 
ready [….] right smart git I remember coming in now, the old fn-
gernails were lovely and he had posh shirts ha-ha-ha-ha oh dear but 
there you are.78 

Walder’s description of clean, well-presented, efeminate appear-
ance suggested these were men unfamiliar with, and potentially 
unsuited to, this kind of workplace and who were not acculturated 
to the ‘rough and ready’ hard masculinity traditionally associated 
with heavy industrial manufacturing. 

Even if they thought ROs were legitimate, some individuals 
clearly conceived ROs as subordinate roles to those in the mili-
tary. Peter Woodard said that ‘if you couldn’t be in the forces then 
you just had to do what you could do otherwise, whether it be in 
munitions or [whatever]’. The implication that ROs were inferior 
to military roles was repeated when he said that he was glad not to 
be reserved because ‘there was a war on and you’d got to be your 
best, that was it’.79 The notion of a hierarchy was also apparent in 
Les Temple’s refections. He remembered those who opted to enter 
mining were ‘looked down on a bit’ because they had ‘tried to get 
out of the services sort of thing you see’. Asked about the compara-
tive masculinity of men inside and outside uniform, Temple said 
that being in the services ‘was the ultimate’ but that Bevin Boys and 
ROs were ‘a grade below servicemen’. They were ‘looked upon as 
being unable to get in the service and they may not have been ft 
enough to get in the service, just about ft enough to go down the 
mine, you see, which wasn’t a glamour situation’ and some felt they 
were more feminine.80 

Men’s reluctance to be in ROs further suggests that this posi-
tion did not satisfy wartime masculinity. Although it was noted in 
Chapter 3 that a minority of men would have gladly accepted res-
ervation to avoid military service, most interviewees said that they 
would have been unhappy to be reserved, and a signifcant number 
knowingly left positions where they were, or would have become, 
reserved. This was certainly not always related to masculinity; Ted 
Roberts left skilled war work for the Army simply because he had 
always wanted to join when he came of age and was not about 
to let the opportunity presented by the war pass.81 The following 
examples show, however, that a desire to meet either personal or 
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public conceptions of wartime masculinity did in some cases moti-
vate the move from ROs into uniform. 

Bill Lloyd burnt his reservation paperwork and deceived his boss 
to be conscripted. He thought he ‘must have been the only skilled 
moulder in the British Army’, but explained that ‘all my mates 
had gone [to war], I’d lost a brother, my brothers had gone, and I 
thought well I’ll take it’.82 Similarly, a friends’ enlistment was key 
in Walder’s decision to volunteer for the RAF from a RO. Walder 
had not questioned his civilian role ‘because we were there to build 
things for the war’ but once his friends had joined he felt left out 
‘in a sense’ and ‘they went in and it looked like the natural thing, 
they were in it and I had to get in it, that’s really what it was I sup-
pose’.83 Ronald Oates’s boss arranged for his reservation and pro-
vided paperwork to present at his medical examination. Ronald, 
however, felt he had to be in uniform to do his bit: 

I felt no, I’m going into the services, I’m going to play my part, my 
brother’s in the services I’ve got to be part of the services so I, I never 
told my director these feelings [and] I never surrendered that letter, 
because I didn’t want to be a key worker …. 

Ronald recognised ROs were necessary, but his insistence upon 
joining the forces to play his part implied that ‘key workers’ did not 
meet his conception of wartime masculinity.84 George Forster’s nar-
rative suggested that he felt others did not perceive ROs as meeting 
wartime masculinity. When reserved despite volunteering, Forster 
was disappointed because ‘what does it look like, all your friends 
going and you’re still stuck at home’. That his disappointment was 
expressed in relation to how others would perceive him, rather than 
his own desire to fght, suggests that it was meeting societal expec-
tations that drove his attempt to enlist. Deferred students could 
experience the same discomfort – a 19-year-old wrote to MO: ‘a 
large number of my friends who were in the Territorials were of 
course called up, and I do feel as though people are comparing me 
unfavourably with them’.85 These examples make clear that mas-
culinity was comparative, and notably the comparisons were made 
with men in close proximity – brothers, friends and peers; when 
they made these comparisons these men evidently did not feel that 
they would be making an equivalent contribution to the war efort 
without donning uniform. 
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Not all men dreaded the prospect of being denied wartime mas-
culinity by reservation. Joseph Drake, born in 1913, was willing to 
join the forces if he had to, and had joined Civil Defence, but his 
enlistment narrative conveys disappointment that a hoped-for RO 
did not materialise. He said, ‘I had a heavy Goods Vehicle License 
so in some ways I thought I wouldn’t be called up, however, my 
calling up papers came and I had to go.’86 Some men would even 
bribe foremen to ensure they were reserved, which Chand argues 
demonstrates that they were uninterested in living up to a hegem-
onic masculinity.87 Drake was notably older than many of my inter-
viewees. Studies of men in ROs suggest that older men were more 
likely to prioritise staying at home, while younger men were more 
likely to be keener to enter the forces.88 This suggestion is broadly 
supported here.89 It might be that older men had more commit-
ments which tied them to home or required them to avoid unnec-
essary risks, as outlined in Chapter 4, or that young men more 
readily perceived or were more interested in potential adventure in 
warfare, which had been depicted in popular inter-war representa-
tions of warfare. Temperate masculinity, which required men to 
be willing to serve but not necessarily eager, permitted older men 
to prioritise their other responsibilities for as long as they could. 
Alternatively, we might argue that the hegemonic masculinity of 
wartime Britain was more applicable to younger men since it privi-
leged attributes they possessed in any case; moreover, reservation 
policies which reserved older men ahead of younger colleagues 
legitimised their desire to stay, and these policies meant older men 
in ROs were less likely to feel pressured because their immediate 
peers were in the forces. 

The comparative pressure to serve in the forces could also be 
reduced by living in a region with a high concentration of essential 
industries. My interviewees often suggested that a sense that they 
were making an inferior contribution compared to friends or family 
members encouraged them to leave ROs or volunteer before their 
conscription date. Several of my interviewees remembered being 
challenged in the street about why they were not in uniform, and 
Pattinson notes that slurs aimed at young men who were not in the 
forces were reported as the cause of suicides.90 Conversely, studies 
of men in ROs suggest that being within a community of reserved 
men lessened feelings of emasculation and pressure to enlist.91 
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Certainly, being in an area where most men were not in uniform 
and locals understood it was probably because they were reserved 
reduced the chances of being challenged in the street about why you 
were not uniform.92 

Studies of men in ROs also fnd that many, particularly those 
who had ofered to serve in the forces, were ‘comfortable with their 
reserved status’, able to build a masculine identity around their 
wartime contribution, or traits specifc to the workplace rather than 
to wartime, such as skilled or dangerous labour, physical exertion 
and earning capacity.93 Excepting earning, these were the attributes 
of men in ROs that Rose and Robb highlight were emphasised in 
public discourse.94 In addition, both Chand and Peniston-Bird have 
argued that those who could connect their employment directly to 
the war efort were able to cast their manhood in military terms, 
reinforcing the idea that participation in the war efort was key to 
wartime masculinity.95 

The attitudes expressed by men who went on to become service-
men have commonalities with the fndings of Chand and Pattinson, 
McIvor and Robb about the attitudes expressed by men who were 
reserved. Much as some of my interviewees would not have wel-
comed reservation, Pattinson et al. say that some of their interview-
ees felt ‘stuck’, denied an experience their peers were having,96 and 
half of their interviewees attempted to leave ROs, because ‘military 
service was evidently a powerful lure to young men’ and member-
ship of the Armed Forces was an important component of their sub-
jective conceptions of wartime masculinity.97 Pattinson, McIvor and 
Robb are certainly correct to argue for recognition of the complex-
ity of lived experiences of wartime civilian masculinities – a thread 
that also runs throughout this chapter – and to stress that many 
reserved men did not experience their status as emasculating.98 It is 
not contradictory, however, to argue, as I have shown here, that the 
attitudes which men in uniform demonstrated towards both COs 
and those in ROs suggest that many of them subjectively conceived 
those in these roles as possessing subordinate masculinities to men 
in the forces. COs were not being patriotic because they refused to 
be involved in the war, and accusations that their objections were 
a pretence to disguise their cowardice attacked their masculinity. A 
reserved man’s willingness to fght was also ambiguous. As Frank 
Webster said: 
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I think there were some who couldn’t go and would of and others 
who were glad they didn’t, I know one in particular, I don’t mean he 
was, what can I say, don’t know how to put it, I don’t say he was a 
coward but he just didn’t want it … I think he was in a what do they 
call it [JM: a reserved occupation?] Yeah that’s it a reserved occupa-
tion and i think there was some in reserved occupations who you 
thought hhhhmmm [little chuckle]. 

Central to this tension was the ambiguity about willingness to par-
ticipate in the war efort, defned above all by the act of combat. 
COs were determinedly stating their lack of willingness, while ROs 
might have found a way to shirk military service. This is why a 
military uniform was so crucial to hegemonic masculinity in war-
time: it was a very clear signal of intent – indeed, one that could be 
clearer than the ambiguous feelings many men in uniform actually 
had about their military service. 

‘What a privilege to have a real rife to walk around 
with …’: the Home Guard 

Chris Rose joined the Home Guard before reaching conscription 
age, and remembered he got a ‘khaki uniform like the soldiers were 
wearing, and er feeling so proud in it, used to walk down the road 
in it sometimes …’. When asked why he had joined he remembered 
his motivation was ‘being a soldier I suppose, trying to be a man 
[little laugh]’.99 Joining the Home Guard was one way to access 
military uniform, and thus signal one’s willingness to serve, yet the 
masculinity Home Guard service provided could be fragile. Reg 
Day felt his ill-ftting uniform undermined his credibility and there-
fore his masculinity. Similarly, James Donovan’s uniform was 

about two sizes too big for me, the collar [laughter] was about 6 
inches bigger than what my neck was but er, you didn’t have enough 
guns to go round, so you used to have to share them, we used to go 
out on patrol and you would have one rife and fve rounds 

and his training exercises were farces that concluded prematurely 
at the pub.100 Summerfeld and Peniston-Bird have demonstrated 
that the appearance, equipment and training of the Home Guard, 
as well as its recruits’ age and ftness, posed questions about the 
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organisation’s military efcacy, which rendered the masculinity 
of the force unstable.101 Nevertheless, they suggested that Home 
Guard membership could be a route to being a ‘man’ in wartime. 
Although Donovan highlighted the force’s weaknesses, he appeared 
proud of his service. The enlistment narratives examined here sup-
port Summerfeld and Peniston-Bird’s argument that men joined the 
force both because of a desire to ‘do their bit’ and a desire to be 
demonstrably involved with the military.102 

James Oates expected to be conscripted into the Army, and 
even married in preparation. When he was reserved because his 
work ‘bricking up windows in hospitals and schools, putting up 
air raid shelters’ was ARP work he ‘felt guilty like any young man, 
so I joined the Home Guard’.103 Oates’s guilt demonstrates he con-
ceived military service to be a crucial element of wartime mascu-
linity, and his response demonstrates that he saw Home Guard 
membership as providing some compensation for his otherwise 
threatened masculinity. Similarly, Les Shepherd recalled that his 
father, reserved as a shipyard boilermaker, got into trouble for 
volunteering for the full-time Forces so persistently, even trying 
his luck in diferent towns; ultimately he joined the Home Guard 
instead.104 By changing from ‘civvies’ into uniform the Home 
Guard member moved closer to the wartime masculine ideal of 
the combatant. Members commonly reported having taken pride 
in their uniforms,105 which was so similar to that of the Army that 
members were sometimes mistaken for soldiers.106 Thomas Leesk 
joined the Home Guard rather than the ARP because he wanted 
a uniform and a rife.107 Cyril Price was in the ARP and said he 
‘envied one’s friends in the Home Guard because they actually had 
a Lee Enfeld rife, we didn’t have rifes, what a privilege to have 
a real rife to walk around with …’.108 That envy is signifcant; 
like the uniform, a rife was desirable as a signifer of proximity to 
combat and it ensured people knew the bearer held a certain posi-
tion and masculine status. 

The absence of these signifers could also be important. When 
recalling his service in the Local Defence Volunteers, the precursor 
to the Home Guard, Frank Webster pointed to his lack of uniform 
and having to equip himself with a broomstick for rife drill, as 
evidence that the ‘Look Duck and Vanish brigade’ was farcical, and 
referred to Dad’s Army to illustrate this: 
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I mean when old Dad’s Army comes on now and he says ‘Going 
home, catching the train, nine to fve or something’ and he comes 
home ready with his gun, well it’s similar to that but we didn’t have 
a gun … I watch Dad’s Army and I know it sounds preposterous, 
which parts of it are, but oh dear, until the Home Guard then became 
more established and I think it was really a force to be reckoned with 
later on, but not during the LDV days [laughter].109 

Webster compared the LDV with the RAF, which he subsequently 
joined, saying that he ‘went on to higher things’.110 The importance 
which young men might place upon being ‘visibly in the fghting 
forces’ is suggested by the elaborate ruse orchestrated by 18-year-
old Christopher Redmond, detailed by Summerfeld and Peniston-
Bird. Redmond, unable to enlist due to reservation, feared being 
perceived as a CO. He thus joined the Home Guard, and ‘then I 
looked like a soldier’. The townsfolk, however, understood he was 
not a ‘proper soldier’. He successfully enrolled on a distant training 
course and would return periodically on ‘leave’ wearing his Home 
Guard uniform minus the Home Guard shoulder patches.111 This 
instance also illustrates his conception of the Home Guard as a 
subordinate masculinity to that of the full-time forces, a concep-
tion which was suggested in a number of diferent ways in young 
men’s testimonies. For instance, when Victor Waterhouse said, ‘I 
felt I was doing “my bit” in the Home Guard as I was unft for 
National Service’, he demonstrated that his service gave him a sense 
of worth, but implicit in his statement is the notion that had he been 
fully ft his service in the Home Guard would have been an insuf-
fcient contribution.112 

Those who were too young to enter the full-time forces could also 
use the Home Guard to access wartime masculinity, though they 
emphasised that it was temporary and that the full-time forces were 
more desirable. Woodhams, for example, joined the LDV (under-
age) and proudly sat for photographs in his ill-ftting uniform; nev-
ertheless his motivation for joining was ‘to pass the time away’ until 
he could join the Navy, having aged out of Sea Cadets.113 Similarly, 
Reg Day ‘thought that if I could get in the Home Guard I will have 
covered that bit between getting old enough to join up and I will 
have been doing something in uniform’. His desire to be part of the 
war efort was enhanced by the fact that his older peers ‘were all 
going in the forces and you felt out of it, you felt as though, you 
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… weren’t doing anything to help when you felt, you wanted to 
be helping your country’. Having joined, Day was proud to be ‘in 
something, you know, I was in a uniform and in something and I 
was helping’. Despite being employed in a role that could have seen 
him reserved, Day only perceived himself to be involved in the war 
efort once he was in uniform. Getting into uniform was a posi-
tive step which he was proud of, but the Home Guard was imag-
ined as a temporary solution until he too could join the full-time 
forces, alongside those whose enlistment had left him feeling ‘out 
of it’.114 Ken Hay joined the Home Guard aged 15, and acknowl-
edged that although the ‘overriding thing’ was that ‘you felt that 
erm you are doing your bit’ ‘some people who took the Mickey out 
of you [because…] when you went on parade there were blokes 
who were limping by from [Great] war wounds … or alternatively 
through age …’. Therefore ‘there was a certain attraction about 
being in [Army] uniform, I think that applied to most people, which 
the Home Guard bits didn’t satisfy, and it looked good being on 
leave.’115 

These narratives suggest that it was important to some men to 
occupy a military role, and that military uniform provided a mas-
culine identity. They also suggest, however, that the masculinity of 
the Home Guard was subordinate: those unable to join the full-time 
forces looked to it as a substitute, and those able to join the full-time 
services saw the Home Guard as a temporary position from which 
they ‘progressed’; young men often positioned the Home Guard as 
something from which they matured into full-time service when they 
came of age. In combination, this suggests that in many men’s sub-
jectivities the hegemonic masculinity was connected to the combat-
ant Armed Forces, and they sought to occupy that role. Pattinson, 
McIvor and Robb note the poignant characterisation of selfhood 
ofered by one of their interviewees: Craig Inglis, a reserved cobbler 
and later Bevin Boy, who recalled his feelings about his brothers in 
uniform: ‘oh a wis proud of them. We thought they were the bee’s 
knees.’ Inglis, however, ‘wis naebody’.116 One of my interviewees, 
Fred Pond, recalled he had initially hoped to become an RAF air 
gunner: ‘I was boasting, you know, I was a boy and I wanted to 
become somebody.’117 
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Military service and wartime masculinity 

As was shown in the previous two chapters, men’s motivations 
and attitudes to military service were many and varied; they might 
relate to any of (or any combination of) duty (to the State or to 
one’s family), masculinity, adventure, ambition, reluctant accept-
ance or the war as an opportunity to alter their circumstances. The 
desire to perform hegemonic wartime masculinity was not impor-
tant in every man’s enlistment. Some considered service solely or 
primarily within public and private conceptions of duty and pat-
riotism, probably best combined under the umbrella of active citi-
zenship – albeit a citizenship constructed in highly gendered ways. 
For instance, Reg Elson thought all men should be willing to take 
arms in defence of the nation when called, but framed his dislike of 
COs as related to refusal to participate in a communal endeavour 
rather than efeminacy. Nonetheless, it is clear that, for many men, 
military service mattered as an articulation of masculinity, and it is 
signifcant that one of the most important sites for discussion of this 
topic was the importance of being in uniform. 

‘I think it was the attraction of the uniform that 
made up my mind’ 

Rose argued that performing wartime masculinity required men to 
be ‘visibly members of the fghting forces’.118 As we have seen, the 
citizenship and the masculinity of the man outside uniform was 
decidedly ambiguous. He might be reserved, unft, an objector or 
simply a shirker. Military uniform was thus the most important 
signifer of wartime masculinity. On the streets of wartime Britain 
uniform demarcated those performing roles that fulflled wartime 
masculinities from those whose positions were indeterminate. Men 
connected military uniform to masculinity in a number of ways that 
suggest they perceived military roles to be closer to the hegemonic 
wartime masculinity. Their testimonies suggest that they subjec-
tively valued uniform, and that they understood its cultural capital 
and the threats posed by its absence.119 

Many interviewees found being in uniform an attractive pros-
pect. Jack Abbott was unenthusiastic about military service – ‘you 
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wouldn’t wish it on yourself’ – but nevertheless excited about being 
in uniform.120 He admitted he had not thought about what ser-
vice entailed beyond ‘marching about’ and asked to join the Royal 
Marines because ‘it’s got a smarter uniform, I like the blue sash and 
the red stripe and the pink hat [laughter] you know, jolly smart the 
Royal Marines …’.121 Others based their preference on the appear-
ance of the uniform, like Jack Pragnell, who had intended to join the 
Fleet Air Arm rather than the RAF because the uniform was nicer 
and either service would satisfy his aim of fying. Bob Woodhams 
and his friends discussed what they wanted to join, and he recalled 
‘there weren’t many said Army’. He thought this was because: 

the uniform was only a blouse, buttoned up at the neck, weren’t 
nothing to look at it really to encourage anyone to go in the Army 
really, and I think this is the big thing, the uniform attracted a lot of 
people, cos the RAF was a smart uniform, and the Army was a ter-
rible uniform … baggy old jacket and that blouse.122 

That some young men framed their desire to serve in terms of getting 
into uniform, rather than a desire to defeat the enemy or perform 
a particular wartime activity, suggests the importance of signifying 
masculinity to others. Woodhams could have been reserved, but a 
desire ‘just to get into uniform’ punctuated his narrative.123 Before 
the war Woodhams wanted to join the Merchant Navy, ‘but course 
when it all started I thought uniform, I’ll go for the Royal Navy’. 
He had seen his brother in his Navy uniform with ‘the big bell bot-
toms and the Chinley collars and what have you, yeah so I liked 
that, and I thought yeah I’ll have some of that, you know, but that 
was what really attracted me, but I did want to go to sea’. He noted 
the ‘merchant navy never got a uniform you see, so I think it was 
the attraction of the uniform that made up my mind’.124 Later in his 
interview, Woodhams said, ‘I think most of us at that time wanted 
to get into the forces, regardless … [we] didn’t have a clue what it 
was about, but it was the fact they wanted to get into uniform.’ He 
lied about his age and joined the Navy aged 16. He said, ‘at the time 
I was keen to serve in the war, bearing in mind I had four brothers 
above me in the forces …’. Again, Woodhams’s motivations illus-
trate the need to position oneself relative to your peers. 

In some instances, the value placed upon the possession 
of military uniform clearly related to the social enactment of 
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masculinity – Redmond, the Home Guardsman already discussed, 
is an extreme example. This is also evident, however, in the fact 
that men took pride in their uniforms, and compared them with 
those of other forces and other ranks within their own force. 
Other items that signifed military participation were also prized. 
Men on deferred service in the RAF Volunteer Reserve wore sil-
ver badges, which Air Training Cadets jealously remembered; Bob 
Lowe recalled those with these badges ‘were the cat’s pyjamas 
because they were already in the RAF then of course’.125 Maurice 
Marriot and Jack Pragnell remembered their pride in the badges: 

MAURICE We were on deferred service for a while. 
JACK [Interrupting] We were in civvy clothes but we were 

in. 
MAURICE We all had little silver badges, do you remember 

those silver badges, RAFVR which were very proud 
of, all the aircrew got these badges which went in 
the lapel and we were very proud of these badges. 

JACK To show you were a volunteer.126 

These badges marked an individual out as a member of the RAF, a 
sought-after service, but they also removed the ambiguity created 
by being ‘in civvy clothes’ in a similar fashion to a Home Guard 
uniform. Similarly, the desirability of being a pilot was suggested 
by George Cash’s memory of being ‘so proud of [wearing] the white 
fash to indicate that we were under training for fying …’.127 

Men’s common perception that women found men in uniform 
more attractive than civilians also suggests the masculinity of ser-
vice roles.128 Don Browne explained his desire to join the Navy in 
terms of liking the uniform and the idea that ‘you pulled the birds’.129 

Derrick Thurgood felt his girlfriend could not wait ‘to be seen on 
my arm in my reconnaissance outft’.130 Pond always wore his RAF 
uniform on dates, and Marriot commented that one attraction was 
‘thinking of all the girlfriends we’d get when we were fghter pilots 
and all that [laughter]’.131 Rupert Parkhouse, who had connected 
pilots with sexual success since a pre-war air show, said, ‘One of 
the great things about [service] was of course, donning one’s uni-
form. I remember being extremely proud of the hat, looking at 
myself in the mirror in my room, thinking you know, what a hand-
some chap I looked ….’132 Francis writes that the RAF uniform was 
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‘associated with both heroism and sexual magnetism’, particularly if 
it included a set of wings.133 As Peter Woodard recalled, at dances 
women ‘were attracted by your pilot’s wings or your half brevee’.134 

Lowe said, ‘I was quite keen, you know, I was going in the RAF, get-
ting a uniform, prance around like I was the cat’s pyjamas.’135 Lowe 
felt that the RAF uniform was not only the best quality of the three 
services, but that it was the most alluring to women: 

our ordinary uniform had brass buttons … it was only [Army] dress 
uniforms that had brass buttons, they just had a short tunic, khaki 
grey, we were quite, oh yeah they always used to say that the RAF 
got the girls more, ’til the Yanks come along and knocked ours of. 

The hierarchy of the services that was often expressed in people’s 
preferences was mirrored in Lowe’s analysis of which was the most 
attractive to women: ‘oh the RAF defnitely frst, I think the Navy 
came next, I think the Army were the bottom line sort of thing’.136 

The hierarchical conception of the forces’ standing in Britain is also 
fundamental to the idea that the ‘Yanks come along and knocked 
ours of’; many interviewees remembered American servicemen 
with the phrase ‘Overpaid, oversexed and over here’, although in 
this context these markers of masculinity were an expression of 
jealous complaint rather than admiration. 

More generally, men remembered uniform increased their self-
confdence. Charles Sinclair, for whom the uniform was ‘a big 
attraction’ to joining the forces, said wearing it ‘makes you feel 
confdent, you walk down the street in an Army uniform, you feel 
pretty good’.137 Charles Jefries associated masculinity with mili-
tary uniform when he recalled his pride when he ‘put that uniform 
on and strutting around, oh yes, and I felt more so when I joined 
the Highland Regiment’ because it was ‘an elite unit’.138 During 
our interview George Cash stood up to demonstrate swaggering 
when he explained his RAF uniform made him feel he ‘was IT’. 
He remembered many of the young men in his area were ‘going of 
into the Army and they were coming home with their nice private’s 
uniforms and all the rest of it, one or two managed to get into the 
Navy and they looked even smarter but I thought myself it’s not for 
me …’. With the Battle of Britain the RAF were in the public eye, 
and he recalled ‘the RAF uniform in certain areas where I lived, you 
know people looked at you with respect so to speak, and eventually 
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when you passed out you got your wings and you got your stripe, 
by gum, you’re king of the castle’.139 Reg Day similarly said that 
pilots could ‘come home and swank’, and Pond said uniform gave 
you confdence and ‘if you was RAF you were top-notch you know, 
you were right at the top’.140 

Some said simply that having a uniform prevented them appear-
ing inferior.141 Browne said that ‘everybody was in the same boat, I 
mean you would have stood out if you had been in civvies’. George 
Stagg did not feel superior once in the Army ‘because if you walked 
down the street and there was 200 people there 150 would be in 
uniform … so you were one of the crowd. If I hadn’t been in uni-
form I’d have felt really out of place, really and truly. I’d have hid 
behind a tree.’142 The sense that most people were in uniform was 
inaccurate in relation to the proportion in the full-time forces but 
many more people had Home Guard uniforms and symbols of par-
ticipation such as ARP armbands and helmets. The sense that eve-
ryone was in uniform may well have increased as the war continued 
and uniformed men became more ubiquitous. Day, who did not 
enlist until the latter half of 1941, said that uniforms would have 
been glamorous but they were ‘ten a penny, you see every shape 
and size just down the street’.143 Webster, tellingly, said that once 
he was in uniform he ‘didn’t necessarily feel superior, I just felt that 
erm, as I said just before, at least I was doing what is required of 
everybody’.144 

‘I just thought well you’re expected’: negotiating 
societal expectations 

Men’s testimonies show that many perceived, and often accepted, 
that men were expected to serve in the forces in wartime. Ted 
Roberts felt servicewomen did ‘a hell of a job, it saved a lot of 
men and they put a lot of good food on the table, and they done a 
bloody good job in the ofces to relieve men to go to do what they 
should be there for … [my emphasis]’.145 Women, too, expressed 
their belief that men should be fghting. Hay recalled women asking 
accusingly: ‘“My son’s in the Army, why aren’t you?” … because 
I was tall they thought I was old enough to be in the Army, I got a 
lot of that’.146 Lowe got the same.147 Neither perceived this to have 



247 Masculinity in the Second World War 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

247

pressured them to enlist, but it could. Summerfeld and Peniston-
Bird cite the example of Tex Laws who recalled being ‘taunted in 
the street: “Bloody great boys. Ought to be in the Guards” … so 
eventually I became a Home Guard”, before call up’.148 

In the winter of 1939, Arthur Howard went to see The Four 
Feathers. Leaving the pictures, Howard’s friend Frank, prompted by 
a recruiting sergeant’s pre-show appeal, said, ‘What are we going to 
do? We will have to join something or they will be sticking a white 
feather on us.’ Frank wanted to join the RAF, and Howard agreed 
to do the same. Having travelled from Buxton to Manchester to 
volunteer, Howard, 19, was told he would have to join the RAF 
Volunteer Reserve. He thought, ‘I’ve come all this way and I’m 
bloody joining something’ and tried the Army, but could only sign 
for twelve years’ regular service, and thinking his mother would 
‘play hell’ if he joined the Navy, given sinking of the Royal Oak 
the previous week, he accepted the RAFVR. Howard ‘was quite 
happy to go when I made my mind up’ but considered it ‘something 
I had to do’ rather than an adventure. Asked if he ‘felt it your duty 
to serve in the forces, or was it something that you just wanted to 
do?’, he related his decision to patriotism and to social expectation: 
‘We’re British aren’t we, well English not bloody British, but oh no, 
we were, you think to yourself, well we’ve got to pull together and 
you know that’s all, I didn’t go because I thought it would be a holi-
day or nothing you know, I just thought well you’re expected.’149 

Social expectation was also apparent in Tom Neary’s narrative 
of his enlistment following call-up in October 1939: ‘you knew 
it was your duty, erm, and of course other lads were joining up 
so you know, it had to be done’.150 He explained that there was 
not the enthusiasm associated with the outbreak of the Great War, 
but ‘you knew it had to be done so, and the cause was right as 
we assumed, so we joined you know, that was it’. Hay spoke of 
military service as an obligation rather than a desire; he framed his 
Home Guard enlistment as ‘doing his bit’, and said he thought ‘well 
I think I ought to go in the Army and I ought to go in the service 
[my emphasis]’. Still, this feeling appears to have been infuenced by 
comparisons to the men around him, particularly his brother who 
was already serving in the Commandos and would ‘come home 
with his fghting knife down here … his badge with the dagger … 
you know, the bees’ knees’. Hay came to feel that he was not 
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doing my bit, my brother was doing his bit, he had served in Norway 
and now he had served and was wounded at St Nazaire, and other 
people who had gone in the Army [or] … Navy and what not used 
to come on leave … these are the chaps who are doing their bit and 
they’ve all got something, and I’m outside this, I mean being in the 
Home Guard didn’t get me into that club as such ….151 

This can be interpreted as a recognition of the social expecta-
tion of active citizenship and sacrifce, but the framing reveals the 
importance of masculinity: when he compared himself to other 
men who were doing their bit they had ‘all got something’ and 
were included in ‘club’, while Hay’s service was insufcient and 
left him in defcit. 

Traditional understandings of military service as duty were cer-
tainly not dead, as others’ testimonies show. As Gordon Mellor 
expressed, ‘there was still what you might call Victorian sense of 
duty in youngsters … King and Country, all these things were in the 
background and you absorbed them without really thinking about 
it very much’.152 Patriotic duty was central to Samuel Pearson’s nar-
rative; it was ‘always drilled into us that it was your duty if ever you 
were called to fght for your King and country and I always believed 
in that’. He lived in a strongly patriotic area and felt conscious oth-
ers were in the forces, including his older brother who had been 
conscripted as war broke out.153 Shortly after turning 20 in 1941, 
Pearson volunteered for the Navy from his RO making rubberised 
military clothing: ‘I thought to myself that I had to go, I needed 
to go, it wasn’t right for me doing that war work.’ Instead, he felt 
he ‘had to go and fght for the King and country, not being a hero 
type’.154 While he stressed that it was not about bravado, combat 
was central to Pearson’s conception of duty; had he had a non-com-
batant or administrative role in the forces he ‘wouldn’t have thought 
I was really doing my duty’ because he would not have felt involved. 

Just because men accepted service did not mean that they aspired 
to the most hyper-masculine roles. For instance, Jim Stephens was 
‘very happy’ when he was initially conscripted to a searchlight regi-
ment, because: 

you are basically at home … and you weren’t in the frontline, the 
frontline troops are the infantry, they are the frontline troops, they are 
the boys that took all the hammering, … [searchlights] were 
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non-combatants units, the combat units were the infantry and the 
artillery … so I was quite happy [JM: okay] I make no bones about it 
but [little laugh] as I said before that was wishful thinking.155 

That he made ‘no bones about it’ indicates that his attitude diverged 
from the ideal. Duty was not only used to explain a belief in service 
as a patriotic obligation, but sometimes to explain reluctant accept-
ance of inevitable military service. Alan Watcham, for example, 
appears to have been a reluctant soldier, and expressed his bitter-
ness that his call-up had not come six months later when he would 
have been compensated for his drop in pay. Nonetheless, when the 
war came he ‘never thought about anything else but well I was 21 
and the country needed me and that sort of thing …’.156 

The number of men who undertook military service against 
their private wishes but without negotiating some kind of civilian 
position through reservation or objection suggests that some men 
accepted military service to conform to constructions of masculin-
ity. They accessed a military identity that protected their mascu-
linity from scrutiny, while attempting to negotiate participation in 
the forces in the manner that they found least objectionable. Mr 
Sweetland, for example, distanced himself from a military mascu-
line identity, saying he had been brought up to shun uniform, and 
plainly did not want to enter the forces. Yet, rather than fnd a way 
out of service, he waited until he was called up, and promptly set 
about moving from his assigned role of signaller to a clerking post, 
his pre-war job.157 Sweetland exercised his own agency so that he 
could remain in uniform whilst experiencing as little discomfort as 
possible. Similarly, Thomas Illman, born 1923, also ‘wasn’t a keen 
soldier to be honest’, and took opportunities to move away from 
combat roles.158 

Others appear to have opted for uniformed roles because it 
masked attitudes that would otherwise have challenged their mas-
culinity. Hugh Jenkins detailed his psychic battles over military 
service, but his choices illustrate the draw of military identity in 
wartime, and perhaps that uniform could suggest public conform-
ity. Jenkins sincerely contemplated conscientious objection and was 
considering joining the Friends Ambulance Unit when he learned 
the Observer Corps was recruiting and seized the opportunity to 
join. He was able to reconcile the Observer’s non-combatant and 
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defensive activities with his pacifsm, but the only reason this role 
was preferable to the Friends Ambulance unit seems to have been 
that it was military and therefore more masculine. He subsequently 
joined RAF Fighter Command, which he conceptualised as defen-
sive, gallant, and noble because they never bombed civilians. This 
allowed him to access a still more masculine role without compro-
mising his principles.159 

‘Brylcreem Boys’: the ambiguities of a high technology 
war and the hierarchy of military masculinity 

Although being in or out of uniform was a signifcant demarca-
tion in wartime Britain, men also understood that a more complex 
hierarchy of wartime roles existed. Performing a particular wartime 
masculinity was not the key driver in Les Temple’s enlistment, but 
his testimony nevertheless demonstrates his conception of a clear 
hierarchy. Asked whether servicemen were ‘seen as sort of any more 
or less manly than those who weren’t in the services’, Temple said, 
‘Well, yes, I mean that was the ultimate, getting into the services to 
fght a war.’ In comparison, for him, those in ROs and Bevin Boys 
were ‘a grade below servicemen’. The RAF uniform was something 
to be proud of once ‘you got your stripes and … your wings’, and 
as aircrew ‘the girls used to look to go out with you’ and there was 
‘a bit of glamour to it’ because ‘you were on operations, you were 
in a dangerous situation’. This highlights that proximity to combat 
and to danger were related to wartime masculinity. Temple would 
not, however, have ‘felt very good’ to have a ground crew position 
in the RAF because he ‘wasn’t looking to be a mechanic or … radio 
operator on the ground but they used a lot of ladies, er WAAFs 
on the ground for th[at] you see, and I wouldn’t have been happy 
about it’. Doing the same job as a WAAF, he ‘wouldn’t have felt that 
I was contributing enough’ to ending the war.160 

Interviewees regularly recalled the glamour of the RAF, and asso-
ciated with it was the moniker ‘the Brylcreem Boys’. Whilst the RAF 
pilot may have been widely regarded as the hegemonic wartime mas-
culinity, investigation of the term ‘Brylcreem Boys’ demonstrates 
the existence of diferent military masculinities, and competition 
between those in diferent roles.161 Most aircrew members felt the 
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term had only applied to aircrew, though some ground crew mem-
bers applied the term to themselves.162 Most recalled this as a derog-
atory, teasing term used by the Army, though some members of 
aircrew reported ground crew using it too.163 The Army’s resentment 
of the RAF, occasionally seen as resulting from the RAF’s sexual 
allure,164 was most commonly perceived to be a result of the more 
comfortable and luxurious life of the RAF, particularly aircrew.165 

Lowe recalled ‘they used to call us the Brylcreem Boys, we had sheets 
on the beds, [the Army] just had a blanket’. The RAF uniform was 
softer, smarter and more elaborate than the Army’s coarse khaki bat-
tledress, and ‘we had shirts and ties, they didn’t, theirs used to but-
ton up to the neck’, and aircrew were well paid, promoted quickly, 
and ‘they used to have egg and bacon in the morning when they got 
back you see’.166 The term Brylcreem Boys, then, was an ambiguous 
one. It simultaneously denoted glamour and style and was used by 
those in other services to imply a dandifed femininity which had 
need of such comforts and which even lacked substance. 

This could be, but was not necessarily, connected to attempts to 
undermine the heterosexual allure of RAF aircrew. Jack Pragnell, 
when asked whether any roles were more ‘manly’ than others, said 
that as aircrew they ‘were treated as poofs sort of thing by some of 
the public, oh fancy boys sort of thing, fancy boys of the air force’ 
because they were ‘spoilt’.167 ‘Pansy’ was the defnition Howard 
gave for Brylcreem Boys.168 Pond said Byrlcreem Boys meant the 
RAF were ‘sissy boys’ relative to the Army, and when asked for 
clarifcation, he ofered ‘nancy boys’ as an alternative, adding, ‘they 
were the sort that would get a whistle if the Army was in a gang and 
the RAF went by’.169 Although implications of homosexuality were 
used to deride the RAF, its members doubted this stemmed from 
any belief this was true. Pond thought the criticism was because 
‘we were dressed better than they were, we had a uniform where 
we had a collar and tie, they didn’t, [laughs] I’m sure that’s what 
it was, we could have shoes, they had to have army boots …’.170 

Woodard also connected the criticism to the level of attention RAF 
members paid to their appearance, ‘especially as I say this collar 
and tie’ but he also had not perceived it to be ‘because they thought 
we were you know AC/DC or something like that [laughter]’.171 

Frank Webster associated the Brylcreem Boys teasing not only 
with the RAF’s ‘smarter uniform … collar and tie and belt and 
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buttons and all that’, but also with the RAF’s perceived absence at 
Dunkirk,172 and a class diference between the RAF and the Army: 

the majority of the RAF ground crew were tradesmen … but you 
might have had somebody who was below par or something like that 
in the Army but there is just that step up, well however you look at 
it, all our blokes were educated, I don’t know if that’s a reasonable 
explanation, but there was a diference yeah.173 

Therefore, ‘Brylcreem Boys’ might also be seen as a delineator 
rooted in classed divisions between manual and non-manual work. 
This tessellates with the interviewees’ emphases of luxury and their 
‘smarter’ uniform, particularly wearing a collar and tie, a tradi-
tional demarcation between white- and blue-collar work. It also 
connects to the reality that aircrew were better paid, and more 
quickly promoted than the majority of Army recruits. 

Another way to locate the use of ‘Brycreem Boys’ is within a dis-
course about the nature of military capability and the use of physi-
cal power. While it was well known that fyers had to pass their 
medical A-1, and especially that eyesight was important, size and 
strength became less relevant – indeed, Francis notes the slight, fem-
inine appearances of well-known pilots. The fact that fyers were 
well educated and commanding sophisticated technology also stood 
out in public perceptions. This required not only intellectual abil-
ity but a diferent kind of courage to, say, infantry service. Francis 
observes that this ‘created a space in the wartime RAF for men who 
possessed potentially “feminine” attributes or sensibilities’. The use 
of the term ‘Brylcreem Boys’ suggests that fyers’ masculinity was 
challenged by some Britons, supporting Francis’s suggestion that 
‘British masculinity in the 1940s was still in transition.’174 

It was not only those in or looking at the RAF who perceived a 
hierarchy – the importance of proximity to combat in wartime mas-
culinity is highlighted in others’ testimony about potential wartime 
roles, too. Hay, whose enlistment was infuenced by his compari-
sons with his brother’s service in the commandos, similarly seems 
subconsciously to have conceived of a hierarchy of wartime roles, 
in which those also performed by women were less masculine than 
others. When asked if he would have felt ‘less like you are doing 
your duty or possibly less manly … if you had been placed in a 
quartermaster role or moving supplies around rather than being in 
a fghting role …’, he pondered the correct wording before saying: 



253 Masculinity in the Second World War 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

253

I felt being in the infantry that I was doing all I could do that was 
expected of me, if I’d been doing a more sedentary thing like you’re 
suggesting at the quartermaster’s stores I think I would have been a 
bit fed up with myself, I think I would have [pause] felt that this could 
have been left of the girls and that we ought to be doing something a bit 
more manly than this, I don’t think I’d have much to boast about …. 

Reg Day could have been reserved as a driver for a company salvag-
ing aviation parts, but he had wanted to be more involved in the 
war. He explained that he had not seen assisting aviation production 
as a sufcient contribution because this was something his wife was 
doing. If a woman could do his job, he could be freed to perform a 
role more directly connected to combat: an RO ‘wasn’t near enough 
to the war for me, see when I was here [RAF Dunsfold] I was put-
ting bombs on aeroplanes that were going to kill Germans, that 
was what I wanted, they wanted our country and bugger them’.175 

It is noteworthy that for Day, just as for some in ROs, the ability 
to draw a direct connection between his action and the war efort 
elevated the masculine status of his role and had some recupera-
tive power. Similarly, while some in ROs found masculinity in the 
association of their role with a ‘hard man’ physicality, the usage 
of Brylcreem Boys shows that the masculinity of those in military 
roles that did not require this physicality could draw challenge. A 
number of these testimonies also confrm scholars’ fndings that the 
masculinity conferred by a uniformed role could be undermined if 
women were also fulflling the role, such as in Air Raid Precautions 
or RAF trades.176 There was, then, not a simple binary opposition 
between those in and out of the services, but a complex, and in 
some ways contested, hierarchy of wartime masculinities. Being in 
the services and in uniform was signifcant, but men understood the 
masculinity associated with a role to be afected by its relationship 
to physical work, endurance and proximity to combat. 

Wartime masculinities 

As was shown in Chapter 4, volunteering was commonly a way 
men negotiated joining their preferred service or perhaps limiting 
danger or discomfort, rather than necessarily expressing patriotism 
and desire to serve. Such self-interest ran counter to Rose’s formu-
lation of temperate masculinity. In some ways narratives such as 
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Temple’s, that show a desire to occupy positions most associated 
with hegemonic masculinity combined with a desire for strident, 
aggressive, heroic, glamorous participation, are also divergent from 
temperate masculinity. For instance, rather than accepting military 
service as an unfortunate but necessary interlude, Pragnell’s attrac-
tion to the RAF was more enthusiastic than temperate: ‘… the fy-
ing was all the glory … the prestige, the newspapers were full of 
our boys in the air … there was a bit of sort of bravado about it I 
suppose, a bit of semi-heroics …’.177 Marriot similarly desired the 
‘excitement and the glamour of it, it wasn’t much you know sort of 
fghting for King and country and all that sort of thing, the things 
you hear about you know get at the enemy and all that’.178 

Thurgood had also ‘wanted to get into the war as people did’ and 
sought an active role: ‘I wouldn’t have minded being an infantry-
man, but I didn’t want to get put into something like the Pay Corps 
or the Catering Corps.’ He had wanted to be a pilot but, knowing 
his eyesight was too poor, was attracted by a diferent elite, active, 
combatant role. Already a Home Guard, he opted (underage) to 
volunteer for the Reconnaissance Corps, which he found appealing 
because it was an elite unit and had an ‘extraordinarily attractive 
hat badge with a spear with lightning coming out of it and yellow 
and green Reconnaissance on the shoulder and all those sorts of 
things which impress young men, very young men, or did then dur-
ing the war’. The opportunity to learn to drive armoured cars and 
use every weapon ‘was marvellous’ and he said this appeared ‘fairly 
glamorous’ when they saw newsreels from El Alamein. Thurgood 
himself points to youth as one of the factors in this interest – the 
military badge impressing young men during the war – supporting 
the observation that the aspiration to perform a hegemonic mascu-
linity had a greater pull upon young men. Similarly, in the preced-
ing chapters we have heard the narratives of men, like Thurgood, 
who were keen to embark upon a military adventure, which was 
also divergent from temperate masculinity.179 We have also heard 
the expectation that military uniform increased sexual allure; the 
apparent pursuit of promiscuity intersects with youthful masculin-
ity but was not a component of the temperate masculine template, 
and is at odds with ideas of chivalry. 

This is not to say that temperate masculinity was not exhibited 
during the Second World War. It is well refected in the reluctant but 
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genuine acceptance of military service as an obligation that charac-
terised a number of men’s memories. Gordon Gent knew that join-
ing the forces would negatively impact his business, and therefore 
his family, but prioritised a sense of fair play and moral character 
when he dismissed his family’s suggestion that he play the system 
to obtain reservation: he ‘wouldn’t hear tell of it, “No” I said “No, 
I don’t want anything like that,” I said “I won’t volunteer, I’ll not 
leave you till I have to, but … I don’t want to have it handled like 
that”.’180 Enactments of temperate masculinity were not limited to 
the narratives of older men. Spragg had wanted to fy since child-
hood, and when the war presented the opportunity to become a 
fghter pilot he gladly accepted, but he was not interested in the 
glamour and esteem attached to the role. Instead, he emphasised 
the subtle distinction that he and his friends were ‘prepared to do’ 
military service, but ‘I wouldn’t like to be as strong as wanted.’181 

Others’ motivations could ft within a temperate masculinity, 
but only uncomfortably. Pond, for instance, said he wanted to serve 
‘because of the country, I had to do my part. Somebody had to do 
it. It sounded thrilling to me.’182 Woodard successfully volunteered 
to serve in RAF aircrew and, like most RAF recruits, his enlist-
ment narrative centred upon his desire to fy. Yet deeper question-
ing revealed that he was engaged in a pragmatic attempt to balance 
personal preferences rather than fulfl a desire to participate in the 
war efort. He said of his volunteering: ‘I can’t say there was any-
thing really heroic about it or anything like that, it was just the fact 
that the war was on and we knew we’d be in the forces eventually 
if the war carried on, which was the likelihood it was going to any-
way, and we wanted to get into something we wanted to do.’ He 
later reiterated that he had not considered the idea of doing his bit 
for the country, rather he was aware that the ‘potluck’ of conscrip-
tion was looming.183 The public construction of British masculinity 
as temperate, lacking in heroism or jingoism, surely made the posi-
tion of men like Woodard easier, as they needed only to publicly 
accept service and do what was asked of them to comply with it. 
Temperate masculinity might therefore be better conceived not as 
an all-encompassing hegemony that determined behaviour, but as 
a public construction that enabled sufcient space for individuals 
to negotiate between the public and the very diferent and dispa-
rate private masculinities that existed in wartime Britain. This is 
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not to refute Rose’s suggestion that a temperate masculinity domi-
nated constructions of masculinity in the public sphere during the 
Second World War. Indeed, men’s testimonies make clear that they 
well understood what the hegemonic wartime masculinity was and 
where its boundaries were, and some had internalised these expec-
tations. Instead, it is to suggest that looking beneath the level of 
public constructions at men’s subjective masculinities during the 
same period reveals diversity, negotiation and private contestation 
of temperate masculinity. Men’s subjective conceptions of mascu-
linity did not always align with the national discourse. Crucially, 
the hegemonic framework was fexible enough to contain Britons’ 
diverse understandings. This fexibility was created by the fact that, 
in relation to enlistment at least, public assessments of a man’s 
compliance, based on willingness and motivation, were imprecise 
(hence the precarious position of men in reserved occupations). In 
practice, military uniform symbolised compliance; so long as it was 
worn it could camoufage the wearer’s over-enthusiasm, private 
objection or ambivalence. 

Conclusion 

Asked how important ‘it was to be seen doing your bit’ during the 
Second World War, Reg Day said: 

Well I think you would have been ashamed if you didn’t, I think you 
would have, well you’d have felt like jumping in the river, if you you 
know, if you couldn’t have done it, I’m sure the shame would have 
been shame, and everybody would have looked at you with shame if 
you hadn’t been in it ….184 

We have seen that, for Day, doing your bit as a man required mili-
tary service. Indeed, this examination of enlistment narratives dem-
onstrates that military service in wartime was integral to many men’s 
subjective conceptions of masculinity. Men’s attitudes to COs and 
those in ROs suggest that they felt men should be at least willing 
to participate in military service. COs were actively rejecting this, 
while the willingness of those in ROs was ambiguous. Those who 
sought reservation to avoid military service were criticised as shirk-
ers and depicted as emasculated. Joining the Home Guard could 
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demonstrate willingness and enact a more acceptable wartime mas-
culinity. Both those who could not join, and those waiting to join, 
the full-time forces used the Home Guard in this way, although it 
also functioned, sometimes simultaneously, as a sincere expression 
of their desire to participate in the war efort. Still, descriptions of 
the Home Guard as a temporary solution, and the force’s dubious 
masculinity in public discourse, emphasise it was subordinate to the 
full-time forces. 

Examination of the hierarchies men conceived, and the fact that 
some went to great lengths to avoid reservation, suggests the impor-
tance of specifcally military participation in subjective conceptions 
of masculinity. This is reinforced by how military uniform was 
connected to masculinity: men spoke of it as a desirable posses-
sion, took pride in it and felt more confdent and attractive in it. 
The overt comparisons and judgements some made about the roles 
being performed by women and by other men further emphasise 
that military participation was important to performing wartime 
masculinity specifcally, as well as to performing the more fexible 
gendered obligations of the active wartime citizen. 

There was, however, considerable variation in men’s subjective 
masculinities in wartime Britain, and men attempted to position 
themselves at varying distances from the hegemonic wartime mas-
culinity. There are distinct parallels here with Summerfeld’s identi-
fcation of heroic and stoic narratives amongst women war workers, 
although some certainly sat in between these two poles.185 Heroic 
women were keen to be involved in the war efort and determined 
to obtain roles connected to it, while stoic women had thought 
about service in relation to ‘personal rather than national goals’.186 

Some ‘heroic’ men clearly strove to perform hegemonic wartime 
masculinity, but this was less important to others who sought to 
balance societal expectations with their personal desires, and ‘stoi-
cally’ endured service. The societal expectation was clear, and they 
anticipated that shame and emasculation might result from a fail-
ure to at least approximate wartime masculinity. Thus, while many 
aspired to get into uniform to access that masculine image, those 
less keen on participation often found ways to negotiate their ser-
vice whilst remaining publicly compliant with wartime masculinity. 

Throughout this chapter, men’s testimonies have shown the 
infuence of small social groups upon their feelings and actions. It 
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was the enlistment of siblings, friends or colleagues that spurred 
men to enlist or caused feelings of personal inadequacy, rather than 
national discourses. This, combined with the fndings of Chand and 
Pattinson, McIvor and Robb about communities where a signif-
cant proportion of the population were reserved, suggest the need 
for regional studies of military enlistment narratives to establish 
how attitudes towards military service might vary depending on the 
extent of regional military participation. 

It has also been suggested that the masculinities British men 
in combatant roles expressed often varied from a construction of 
British masculinities as temperate. While most were reluctantly 
accepting of military service, some, particularly amongst the young, 
saw military service as an opportunity for adventure and glamour, 
an idea that was closely related to a masculinity more associated 
with the First than the Second World War, and that was informed 
by the inter-war pleasure culture of war. In addition, some young 
men wanted to experience war, an interest that appears to have 
been related to their exclusion from the Great War. More common 
than jingoistic enthusiasm, though, was acknowledgement that mil-
itary service was a man’s duty. The meanings attached to this varied 
signifcantly. At its most patriotic level, it referred to a sincere belief 
that an individual should willingly undertake military service for 
the beneft of the nation, and at the other end of the spectrum it was 
used to describe the unwilling acceptance of inescapably imposed 
service. In contrast to seeking adventure, some men’s enlistment 
narratives reveal that they resented being forced to enlist and were 
unwilling to serve, so wished to limit their wartime involvement. 
Seeing little way out, they sought the least objectionable ways to 
comply. This might involve securing a reserved occupation or, more 
commonly, trying to secure a non-combatant role in the forces, 
often by volunteering. Although very diferent to the more hyper-
masculine attitudes just discussed, this too demonstrates a diver-
gence from temperate masculinity, potentially disguised within 
legitimate wartime roles. 

Patriotism was a motivation for some, but was far from a univer-
sal drive to accept military service, and in some testimonies masculin-
ity can be seen as a stronger infuence. As Riggs put it, his enlistment 
was ‘following the herd in some ways rather than seething patri-
otism’.187 Peniston-Bird discussed how oral histories of the Second 
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World War might be shaped by the dominance of the ‘People’s War’ 
narrative in relation to the modern-day currency of patriotism. She 
suggests that while ‘all in it together’ and ‘doing your bit’ were senti-
ments that both an interviewee and interviewer could be expected to 
understand, and which are uncontested in the dominant narrative, 
patriotism was more difcult to express. Like Peniston-Bird, I found 
my interviewees would reach for Empire Day and lessons about the 
scale of the British Empire in their youth, to explain or justify the 
patriotism that they remembered.188 It is also possible, however, that 
the weakness of the association between patriotism and the Second 
World War in popular narratives enabled my interviewees to move 
away from and ultimately reject or place minimal emphasis upon 
King and country as explanations of enlistment. Over the course 
of an interview, they could transition to the nuanced explanations 
we have seen here which allow space for self-interested motivations 
and acknowledge that duty was accepted in part because it was so 
difcult to reject. That it proved so difcult to reject may be partly 
explained by the fact that commonly encountered representations of 
war in general, and the Great War in particular, in inter-war Britain 
continued to link military service with masculinity. 

Notes 

1 Pattinson, Behind Enemy Lines, p. 114, drawing on Connell, 
Masculinities, p. 76. 

2 John Tosh, ‘Hegemonic Masculinity and the History of Gender’, in 
Masculinities in Politics and War: Gendering Modern History, ed. 
by Stefan Dudink, Karen Hagemann and John Tosh (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2004) pp. 41–60 (p. 44). 

3 Tosh, ‘Hegemonic Masculinity’, p. 42. 
4 Rose, Which People’s War?; Noakes, War and the British. 
5 Tosh, ‘What Should Historians do with Masculinity? Refections on 

Nineteenth-century Britain’, History Workshop Journal, 38.1 (1994) 
pp. 179–202 (p. 182); Raewyn Connell, Masculinities (Cambridge: 
Polity, 2005) p. 76. 

6 Tosh, ‘What Should Historians do with Masculinity?, p. 198. 
7 Ibid., p. 181. 
8 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007) pp. 

185–93. 



260 Joining up in the Second World War 

  
   
   
   

 
  
  

 
  
  

  
  
  
  

   
  

 

  
  

  
  
  

  
  
  
   

 
   

  
  

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10

15

20

25

30

9 Tosh, ‘Hegemonic Masculinity’, p. 47. 
Peniston-Bird, ‘Classifying the Body’, p. 45. 

11 Ibid., pp. 31–48. 
12 Paul Highgate, ‘“Soft Clerks” and “Hard Civvies”: Pluralizing 

Military Masculinities’, in Military Masculinities: Identity and the 
State, ed. by Paul Highgate (London: Praeger, 2003) pp. 27–42. 

13 Chand, Masculinities on Clydeside. 
14 Samuel Pearson (Morley, 2011). This mirrored public discourse about 

wartime fremen: see Robb, Men at Work, chapter 4. 
Dawson, Soldier Heroes; Paris, Over the Top and Warrior Nation. 

16 Showalter, ‘Rivers and Sassoon’; Bogacz, ‘War Neurosis and Cultural 
Change’; Bourke, Dismembering the Male; Benyon, Masculinities and 
Culture; Boyd, ‘Knowing Your Place’; Glover and Caplan, Genders. 

17 Roper, ‘Between Manliness and Masculinity’, p. 353. 
18 Fussel, Great War and Modern Memory; Hynes, A War Imagined. 
19 Pattinson, Behind Enemy Lines, p. 13. 

Cambridge Review, 24 October 1924, p. 33 in Levsen, ‘Constructing 
Elite Identities’, p. 167. 

21 Levsen, ‘Constructing’, pp. 143–83. 
22 Martin Ceadel, ‘The ‘King and Country’ Debate, 1933: Student 

Politics, Pacifsm and the Dictators’, The Historical Journal, 22 (1979) 
pp. 397–422 (p. 422); Trott, Publishers, Readers and the Great War, 
p. 77. 

23 Gregory, Silence, p. 151. 
24 Bond, Unquiet Western Front; Shefeld, Forgotten Victory; Watson, 

Fighting Diferent Wars. 
Shefeld, ‘Shadow of the Somme’, p. 30. 

26 Shefeld, Forgotten Victory, p. 9; Calder, People’s War, p. 494. 
27 Paris, Over the Top, p. 161. See also Bond, Unquiet Western Front; 

Paris, Warrior Nation; Shefeld, Forgotten Victory; Strachan, ‘The 
Soldier’s Experience in Two World Wars’; Watson, Fighting Diferent 
Wars. 

28 Rose, Which People’s War?, Introduction, specifcally pp. 18 and 27. 
29 Noakes, War and the British, p. 48. 

Ibid., p. 52; Rose, Which People’s War?, p. 6. 
31 Lucy Noakes, ‘“Serve to Save”: Gender, Citizenship and Civil Defence 

in Britain 1937–41’, Journal of Contemporary History, 47.4 (2012) 
pp. 734–53; Summerfeld, ‘“Gun not a Dishcloth!” ’. 

32 See, for example, Gerard De Groot, ‘Whose Finger on the Trigger?’, 
pp. 444–6; De Groot, ‘“I Love the Scent of Cordite in Your Hair”: 
Gender Dynamics in Mixed Anti-Aircraft Batteries during the Second 
World War’, History, 82.265 (1997) pp. 73–92 (pp. 83–4); Penny 



261 Masculinity in the Second World War 

 

 

 
   

   
 

 
 

 
  
  
   
  

 
    

  
  

  
   

   
  
   
  

   

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

261

Summerfeld and Corinna Peniston-Bird, ‘Women in the Firing Line: 
The Home Guard and the Defence of Gender Boundaries in Britain 
in the Second World War’, Women’s History Review, 9.2 (2000) pp. 
231–55. Pattinson suggests that representations of women in SOE, 
the only (potentially) combatant role they were permitted, stressed 
their femininity to redress the imbalance resulting from their proxim-
ity to combat. Behind Enemy Lines, pp. 4–5. 

33 Penny Summerfeld, ‘“My Dress for an Army Uniform”: Gender 
Instabilities in the Two World Wars’, Inaugural Lecture delivered at 
the University of Lancaster, 30 April 1997, p. 6. 

34 Quote, Rose, Which People’s War, p. 287, see also pp. 152–3, or 
chapter 5. Rose is drawing upon Alison Light’s Forever England: 
Femininity, Literature and Conservatism between the Wars (London: 
Routledge, 1991) in which it is suggested that the inter-war years saw 
an anti-heroic masculinity with a distaste for romantic language of 
national pride. See pp. 8–10 of Light, Forever England. 

35 Rose, Which People’s War?, p. 287. 
36 Ibid., p. 287. 
37 Ibid., pp. 170–8. 
38 Robb, Men at Work; Rose, Which People’s War?; Summerfeld, 

Reconstructing Women’s Wartime Lives, pp. 120–1. 
39 Summerfeld and Peniston-Bird, Contesting Home Defence, chapter 7; 

Pattinson, McIvor and Robb, Men in Reserve; Chand, Masculinities 
on Clydeside. 

40 Joanna Bourke has examined one aspect of the male experience in An 
Intimate History of Killing: Face-to-Face Killing in Twentieth Century 
Warfare (London: Granta Books, 2000). 

41 Francis, The Flyer. 
42 Houghton, Veterans’ Tale, chapter 7; Houghton, ‘Becoming “a Man” 

During the Battle of Britain’. 
43 Ibid., pp. 208–13. 
44 Ibid., p. 243. 
45 Ibid., p. 25 and chapter 7. 
46 Unless otherwise stated, discussion of MO and COs is informed by 

MO File Report 312 ‘Conscientious Objectors’, 30 July 1940, par-
ticularly Section D [Social Pressure on COs]. 

47 MO File Report 610 [Attitudes to Conscientious Objectors, 
March 1941]. This report drew upon the research within FR 312 and 
405. 

48 MO File Report 405 [16.9.40 Supplementary Report on COs]. 
49 More violent suggestions were made: they should be ‘burned’ or ‘put 

up against a wall and shot’. 



262 Joining up in the Second World War 

     
  

 
    
  
    
  

  

  

  
  
  
  
  
  

    

  
   
   
    

   
  
       

 
  

  
  
   
  
  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

50 Robb, ‘The “Conchie Corps” ’, pp. 411–34 (pp. 425–6). 
51 Ernest Spring, ‘Conchie’: The Wartime Experiences of a Conscientious 

Objector (London, 1975) p. 51, cited in Robb, ‘The “Conchie 
Corps” ’, p. 426. 

52 John Hall Williams, IWM-SA-15323, 1995. 
53 Rose, ‘Temperate Heroes’, p. 191. 
54 Peniston-Bird, ‘Classifying the Body’, pp. 40–1. 
55 Howard (Morley, 2011); Lesley Temple (Morley, 2010); Knowlton 

(Morley, 2010); Wally Harris (Morley, 2010); Woodhams (Morley, 
2010); Cash (Morley (& Dann & Malling), 2010); Day (Morley, 
2011); Derrick Thurgood (Morley, 2010). 

56 Stagg (Morley, 2010). Cash and Pond respected their bravery. Cash 
(Morley (& Dann & Malling), 2010); Pond (Morley, 2011). 

57 Stephens (Morley, 2010); Browne (Morley, 2010); Pragnell (Morley 
(& Marriot), 2010). 

58 Dann (Morley (& Cash & Malling), 2010). 
59 Frank Webster (Morley 2011). 
60 Edward (Ted) Roberts (Morley, 2010); Elson (Morley, 2010). 
61 Spragg (Morley, 2010). 
62 Woodard (Morley, 2011). 
63 Marriot (Morley (& Pragnell), 2010). See also Malling (Morley (& 

Cash & Dann), 2010). 
64 MO, TC 6/2//E, Miscellaneous, Attitudes in the Forces (Army) to 

Conscientious Objectors 26.11.44 (Len England). 
65 Walder (Morley, 2010). 
66 Robb, ‘The “Conchie Corps” ’, p. 433. 
67 Ibid., pp. 411, 433–4. 
68 Pattinson, ‘“Shirkers”, “Scrimjacks” and “Scrimshanks”?’, pp. 710– 

14, 716. 
69 Robb, Men at Work, pp. 134–5. 
70 Ibid., p. 129. 
71 Ibid., quote p. 75. On men in agriculture, see chapter 2. See chapter 4 

for fremen and chapter 5 for merchant seamen. 
72 Woodhams (Morley, 2010); Elson (Morley, 2010); Lowe (Morley, 

2011); Spragg (Morley, 2010); Roberts (Morley, 2010); Woodard 
(Morley, 2011); Browne (Morley, 2010). 

73 Howard (Morley, 2011). 
74 Thurgood (Morley, 2010). See also Woodard (Morley, 2011). 
75 Peniston-Bird, ‘Classifying the Body’, p. 40. 
76 Browne (Morley, 2010). 
77 Malling (Morley (& Cash & Dann), 2010). 
78 Walder (Morley, 2010). 

https://26.11.44


263 Masculinity in the Second World War 

  

  

 
 

  
  
    

  

    

  
  
    
  

   
 

       
 

   
  

 
 

  
  

 
  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

263

79 Woodard (Morley, 2011). The relationship between this inferiority 
and masculinity was apparent in Reg Day’s testimony, already cited. 
Day (Morley, 2011). 

80 Temple (Morley, 2010). This mirrored the views of reserved men’s 
female colleagues: Summerfeld, Reconstructing Women’s Wartime 
Lives, pp. 121–32; Alison Chand, ‘Glasgow’s War and Masculine 
Identities in the Reserved Occupations 1939–1945: Wartime Women’s 
Perspectives on Glasgow’s Working Men’, in War, Memory and 
Biography. United Academics Journal of Social Sciences (April 2011) 
pp. 12–16; Chand, Masculinities on Clydeside, pp. 28–9. 

81 Roberts (Morley, 2010). 
82 William Lloyd, IWM-SA-13283,1993. Spragg would have felt ‘not 

very happy, in my frame of mind then’ to be an RO. Spragg (Morley, 
2010). 

83 Walder’s repeated emphasis on the service of his friends is not incon-
sistent with a less heroic motive, which in one narration triggered his 
volunteering. He had been caught leaving work early and threatened 
with removal from his RO and service in the Army, and if he were 
going in the forces preferred the RAF. Walder (Morley, 2010). 

84 Ronald William Oates, IWM-SA-17931,1998. See also, his brother, 
James Lawrence Burgess Oates, cited in relation to the Home Guard, 
James Oates, IWM-SA-17984, 1998. 

85 MO DR1483, January 1940 Directive. 
86 Drake, IWM-SA-20791. 
87 Barry Keenan, interview with Alison Chand, 25 January 2011, cited 

in Chand, Masculinities on Clydeside, p. 43. 
88 Chand, Second World War in Glasgow, pp. 132–8. Pattinson, McIvor 

and Robb, Men in Reserve, pp. 100, 113. Pattinson, ‘“Shirkers”, 
“Scrimjacks” and “Scrimshanks”?’, p. 718. 

89 See Gent, IWM-SA-18255, Cox, IWM-SA-22167 and Drake, IWM-
SA-20791. All were notably less keen to serve before they had to, and 
were all amongst the older (archival) interviewees. 

90 Pattinson, ‘“Shirkers”, “Scrimjacks” and “Scrimshanks”?’, p. 720. 
91 Pattinson, McIvor and Robb, Men in Reserve, p. 126; Pattinson, 

‘“Shirkers”, “Scrimjacks” and “Scrimshanks”?’, p. 711; Chand, 
Second World War in Glasgow, pp. 116–22. 

92 Chris Rose (Morley, 2016). 
93 For quote, Pattinson, McIvor and Robb, Men in Reserve, p. 127, see 

also conclusion; Chand, Second World War in Glasgow, see pp. 109– 
14, and pp. 117–18 for physical strength; Pattinson, ‘“Shirkers”, 
“Scrimjacks” and “Scrimshanks”?’, p. 724. 

94 Rose, Which People’s War?, pp. 186–92; Robb, Men at Work. 



264 Joining up in the Second World War 

   

  

   
   

  

   
  
    
   
   
    
  
  
   
    
    
  

  
 

  
   

 
   

  
  
  
  

 

  
  
  

 
  
  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

95 Chand, Second World War in Glasgow and Clydeside, pp. 100–101. 
Little distinction is drawn in this argument between masculinity and 
active citizenship, however. Peniston-Bird, ‘Classifying the Body’, 
p. 37. 

96 Pattinson, McIvor and Robb, Men in Reserve, pp. 104–5. 
97 For quote, ibid., pp. 95–6; see also p. 117 for importance to sense 

of self. Pattinson, ‘“Shirkers”, “Scrimjacks” and “Scrimshanks”?’, 
p. 718. 

98 Pattinson, McIvor and Robb, Men in Reserve, pp. 330–1. 
99 Rose (Morley, 2016). 

100 Donovan, IWM-SA-20316; Day (Morley, 2011). 
101 Summerfeld and Peniston-Bird, Contesting Home Defence, p. 16. 
102 Ibid., chapter 7. 
103 James Oates, IWM-SA-17984. 
104 Les Shepherd (Morley, 2022). 
105 Woodhams (Morley, 2010); Day (Morley, 2011). 
106 Summerfeld and Peniston-Bird, Contesting Home Defence, p. 222. 
107 Leask, IWM-SA-21602. 
108 Price, IWM-SA-28775. 
109 Webster (Morley, 2011). Webster’s negotiation of Dad’s Army here 

well supports arguments made by Peniston-Bird, ‘“I Wondered 
Who’d Be The First To Spot That.” ’. 

110 Webster (Morley, 2011). 
111 Summerfeld and Peniston-Bird, Contesting Home Defence, pp. 

225–6. 
112 Victor Waterhouse, cited in Summerfeld and Peniston-Bird, 

Contesting Home Defence, p. 209. 
113 Woodhams (Morley, 2010). 
114 Day (Morley, 2011). 
115 Hay (Morley, 2010). 
116 Craig Inglis, interviewed by Linsey Robb, 10 May 2013 (Scottish Oral 

History Centre, 050/48), quoted in Pattinson, McIvor and Robb, Men 
in Reserve, p. 104. 

117 Pond (Morley, 2011). 
118 Rose, Which People’s War?, p. 153. 
119 Pattinson, McIvor and Robb found the same was true of men in 

reserved occupations. See Men in Reserve, pp. 98–9. 
120 Pragnell (Morley (& Marriot), 2010). 
121 Abbott (Morley, 2010). 
122 Noakes shows that the ATS uniform was also seen by some as inferior 

to that of the WAAF and the WRNS. Women in the British Army, pp. 
108–9. Tessa Stone has shown that some women also opted for the 



265 Masculinity in the Second World War 

  
  

  
  
  
  
  
    
  

 
  

 
  
  
  
    
  
  
  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 
  
    
  
  
  

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

265

WAAF based on the appearance of the uniform, Stone, ‘Creating a 
(Gendered?) Military Identity’, p. 618. 

123 Woodhams (Morley, 2010). 
124 Marriot said that the Merchant Navy were ‘worst of’ because ‘there 

was nothing glamorous about the job’ and the casualties were heavy. 
The lack of uniform may have been one reason that it was not glam-
orous. Marriot (Morley (& Pragnell), 2010). 

125 Lowe (Morley, 2011). 
126 Pragnell and Marriot (Morley, 2010). 
127 Cash (Morley (& Dann & Malling), 2010). 
128 See also Woodhams (Morley, 2010). 
129 Browne (Morley, 2010). 
130 Thurgood (Morley, 2010). See also Mallabar, IWM-SA-11211. 
131 Marriot (Morley (& Pragnell), 2010). 
132 Parkhouse, IWM-SA-15476. 
133 Francis, The Flyer, p. 23. For women talking about attraction of 

pilots, see pp. 23–5. 
134 Woodard (Morley, 2011). 
135 Lowe (Morley, 2010). 
136 Lowe (Morley, 2011). 
137 Charles Sinclair, IWM-SA-10230 (1988). 
138 Charles Jefries (Morley 2010). 
139 Cash (Morley (& Dann & Malling), 2010). 
140 Ibid. Day (Morley, 2011); Pond (Morley, 2011). This was also 

expressed within fyers’ memoirs. Francis, The Flyer, p. 24. 
141 See also Mellor (Morley, 2010). 
142 Browne (Morley, 2010). Stagg (Morley, 2010). 
143 Day (Morley, 2011). 
144 Webster (Morley 2011). 
145 Roberts (Morley, 2010). 
146 Hay (Morley, 2010). 
147 Lowe (Morley, 2010). 
148 Tex Laws, Correspondence, 3 May 2000, cited in Summerfeld and 

Peniston-Bird, Contesting Home Defence, p. 219. 
149 Howard (Morley, 2011). 
150 Tom Neary, IWM-SA-18736, 1999. 
151 Hay (Morley, 2010). 
152 Mellor (Morley, 2010). 
153 Pearson (Morley, 2011) and Pearson (Morley (& Platts & Hayes), 

2011). 
154 Pearson (Morley (& Platts & Hayes), 2011). 
155 Stephens (Morley, 2010). 



266 Joining up in the Second World War 

    
    
    
    
  
  

    
   

  
  
  
  

  
  

 
  
  
  
  
   
  

   
  
  

  

 
 

 

 
  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

156 Alan Watcham, IWM-SA-11210, 1989. 
157 Sweetland, IWM-SA-10452. 
158 Illman, IWM-SA-18438. 
159 Lord Hugh Gater Jenkins, IWM-SA-12507, 1992. 
160 Temple (Morley, 2010). 
161 This might exist between or even within services. Francis discusses 

the demarcations and competition between those in diferent roles 
within the RAF – Ground Crew/Air Crew, Bomber Command/Fighter 
Command/ Ofcer/NCO. See Francis, The Flyer, pp. 44–62. Stone 
has also highlighted the hierarchies perceived between WAAFs in the 
wartime RAF. Stone, ‘Creating a (Gendered?) Military Identity’. 

162 Day (Morley, 2011) and Pond (Morley, 2011). 
163 Temple (Morley, 2010); and Pragnell (Morley (& Marriot), 2010). 
164 Day (Morley, 2011); Knowlton (Morley, 2010). 
165 Woodard (Morley, 2011); Meades (Morley, 2010); Pragnell (Morley 

(& Marriot), 2010). 
166 Lowe (Morley, 2010 and 2011). 
167 Both Pragnell and Marriot said that submariners were manlier and 

they would not have done that. Pragnell and Marriot (Morley, 2010) 
1/1. 

168 Howard (Morley, 2011). 
169 Pond (Morley, 2011). 
170 Ibid. 
171 Woodard (Morley, 2011). 
172 For discussion, see Francis, The Flyer, pp. 18–19. 
173 Webster (Morley, 2011). Howard also made the distinction between 

the Army as ‘Rough’ and the RAF, Howard (Morley, 2011). 
174 Francis, The Flyer, pp. 129–30. 
175 Day (Morley, 2011). 
176 Noakes, ‘Serve to Save’, p. 737; Jutta Schwarzkopf, ‘Combatant or 

Non-Combatant? The Ambiguous Status of Women in British Anti-
Aircraft Batteries during the Second World War’, War & Society, 28.2 
(2009) pp. 105–31 (p. 119); Stone, ‘Creating a (Gendered?) Military 
Identity’, pp. 610–12. See also Penny Summerfeld and Corinna 
Peniston-Bird, ‘The Home Guard in Britain in the Second World War: 
Uncertain Masculinities?’, in Military Masculinities: Identity and the 
State, ed. by Paul Highgate (London: Praeger, 2003) pp. 57–69. 

177 Pragnell (Morley (& Marriot), 2010). 
178 Marriot (Morley (& Pragnell), 2010). As has already been noted, 

there were numerous popular representations of aerial warfare in 
juvenile literature, like Biggles, and cinema that gave an impression of 
glamour and encouraged young men in their desire to join the RAF. 



267 Masculinity in the Second World War 

       
     

  
    

  
  
  
  
   
  
    
     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

267

179 Seibert, IWM-SA-18485; Donovan, IWM-SA-20316; Wilson, IWM-
SA-17985; Winstanley, IWM-SA-17955; Tyson, IWM-SA-10309; 
Todd, IWM-SA-29069. 

180 Gent, IWM-SA-18225. Jim Hayes also repeatedly ignored opportuni-
ties to evade military service because he felt it was morally objection-
able. Hayes (Morley, 2010). 

181 Spragg (Morley, 2010). 
182 Pond (Morley, 2011). 
183 Woodard (Morley, 2011). 
184 Day (Morley, 2011). 
185 Summerfeld, Reconstructing Women’s Wartime Lives, pp. 78–99. 
186 Ibid., p. 99. 
187 Riggs, IWM-SA-22346. 
188 Peniston-Bird, ‘“All in it together” ’, p. 75. 



 

 

 

  

 

 

Conclusion 

By examining how understandings of the Great War shaped men’s 
attitudes and decisions about military enlistment during the Second 
World War this book adds to our understandings of Second World 
War enlistment, masculinity and the legacy of the Great War. 
Original oral history interviews conducted specifcally for this pur-
pose have been used alongside archival oral histories and material 
from the Mass Observation Archive to understand how these men 
encountered and responded to representations of the Great War 
in popular culture and from Great War veterans themselves, and 
whether and how they drew on their understandings of the Great 
War when faced with the prospect of participation in their own war. 

Chapter 1 investigated young men’s encounters with, and sub-
jective responses to, representations of the Great War in popular 
culture in inter-war Britain. It showed that young men encountered 
a huge variety of representations of the Great War, but, particularly 
for those from working-class homes, this typically did not include 
the poetry, plays and memoirs normally presumed to make up the 
canon of war literature. Boys’ story papers, illustrated histories and 
flms were far more frequently encountered texts. These materials 
tended to depict the war in traditional, positive terms. The paucity 
of references to ‘disillusioned’ high literature, even amongst those 
participating in Mass Observation, should inform our assessments 
of its relative impact on attitudes. Conversely, young people were 
almost universally involved in commemorating the Great War, but 
even those who were directly involved in commemorative acts typi-
cally did not feel that they had taken much from Armistice events 
other than the knowledge that many had died in the Great War. 
Importantly, Chapter 1 also showed that young men’s subjective 
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responses to the representations they encountered were even more 
wide-ranging than the representations themselves. The consump-
tion of a cultural text did not equate to being imbued with, or even 
necessarily fully understanding, its intended message. Audiences’ 
interpretations were varied, sometimes in unpredictable ways, as 
were the ways in which they might later deploy these understand-
ings. This examination of subjective responses has shown the dif-
fculty of assessing the impact of representations in popular culture 
without looking at how individuals reacted, and has highlighted 
the complexity and nuance within reactions. Historians and literary 
scholars should be far more hesitant than they typically have been 
in stating that any given text shaped the thoughts and attitudes of 
an entire cohort of people. 

Chapter 1 illustrates the need to expand the historiography of 
the legacy of the Great War to consider how the confict was rep-
resented in an even broader range of media. Not only were young 
men’s understandings more often informed by representations of 
the Great War in popular culture, rather than elite literature, but the 
oral histories also pointed to engagement with periodicals, encyclo-
paediae and children’s histories of the Great War and to the ubiquity 
of photographic images of the Great War in diferent media. These 
artefacts were remembered as sources of understanding about the 
Great War, but remain under-studied sources. The argument for a 
broader feld of enquiry is made even more forcefully in Chapter 
2. Cultural representations of the Great War were ever-present in 
inter-war Britain, but so were millions of its veterans. 

Chapter 2 explored what young men in inter-war Britain had 
heard about the Great War from its veterans, and signifcantly 
expands our knowledge about a previously understudied area. It 
shows that we should adapt our conception of the Great War vet-
eran. It has previously been suggested that events where veterans 
gathered might enable them to reminisce, and that they preferred 
to discuss their happier memories.1 This chapter shows that many 
veterans also provided information about their war experiences to 
young men, albeit occasionally, within the domestic sphere and 
outside the home, far more commonly than has previously been 
acknowledged. While most veteran fathers were reticent about the 
Great War, the majority still narrated at least basic details about 
their service to their sons. Those with veteran fathers commonly 
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learned about their wounds and how they had been sustained, and 
a signifcant minority heard occasional detailed narratives about 
aspects of their fathers’ war experiences. These more extensive nar-
ratives were varied, just like veterans’ narratives within cultural 
texts, but young men heard more about positive elements of war 
experience than about horrifc ones. Indeed, Chapter 2 demon-
strates that some veterans were selective in what they discussed, 
and this appears generally to have denied young men access to more 
unpleasant elements of the war. Young men might hear about the 
war in similar ways from veterans they knew outside the family, 
including colleagues and neighbours, and some young men also 
learned about veterans’ war experiences indirectly, through pho-
tographs, medals, mementoes and second-hand stories. Notably, 
the personal nature of the impressions gained from such narratives 
seems to have made them signifcant in young men’s understandings 
of the Great War. This chapter makes an important contribution 
then, because it demonstrates that veterans’ narratives, however 
feeting and ephemeral, were an important facet of the body of rep-
resentations of the Great War from which Britain’s inter-war youth 
learned about and understood the Great War. 

Chapters 3 and 4 address men’s attitudes to enlistment in the 
Second World War. These attitudes have seldom been considered, 
but they help us to understand the reasons behind some of the ways 
that men sought to serve during wartime, and shed light on consent 
and coercion during the Second World War. They show that British 
men held a wide variety of attitudes towards peacetime and wartime 
conscription. Some men, particularly young men, were distinctly 
enthusiastic about military service. Explicit, jingoistic patriotism 
was rarely expressed, but expectations of adventure and excitement 
were far from absent. Most men, however, accepted military ser-
vice reluctantly; their reluctance stemmed from the disruption it 
would cause to their professional and domestic lives, or the simple 
fact that they would not have chosen to go to war, rather than 
ideological objections towards the war. That Hitler in particular 
appeared unambiguously evil to most Britons – an antipathy prob-
ably based more on his apparent determination to have a war than 
on any detailed knowledge of Nazism’s ideological programme – 
probably limited opposition in any case. Ideas about duty and 
patriotism were not straightforward, but men used these terms to 
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describe various levels of willingness. Nevertheless, the conception 
that wartime military service was a man’s duty, however reluctantly 
accepted, was critical to the lack of social confict around the intro-
duction and implementation of conscription. 

The early implementation of manpower controls was itself a 
legacy of the Great War. While this removed the requirement for 
men to actively consider how they would enter the military services 
(or how they would stay out) this research has highlighted the need 
for historians to pay attention to the extent to which Britain’s men 
could take an active role in shaping their war experience before it 
began. Conscription generated little outward dissent, and a negli-
gible proportion of men removed themselves from the war efort. 
Rather than simply indicating a sense of inviolable duty to the State 
or enthusiastic willingness to fght, however, the lack of opposition 
to conscription was due in part to the level of agency men retained, 
so long as they could establish how to exercise it. Chapter 3 showed 
that men who understood the changing manpower controls in war-
time Britain retained a number of choices and could potentially 
exercise a surprising degree of agency, which many of them used 
to negotiate the terms of their service in self-interested ways while 
remaining within the bounds of the system. 

Chapter 4 showed that both a sense of patriotism and wish for 
adventure motivated men to volunteer, but also highlighted that 
volunteering was also an important method of exercising agency 
over which service one would join or which role one would have, 
and such self-interested voluntarism was common. Certainly, the 
majority of men who enlisted would have preferred to serve in the 
RAF or the Royal Navy. Importantly, here we can see a key legacy 
of the Great War: many men, drawing on their understandings of 
the Great War, sought to avoid service in the Army, and particu-
larly the infantry. They used their understanding to identify safe(r) 
services, and images of infantry slaughter and bayonet fghting did 
not inspire them to join the Poor Bloody Infantry. Yet, it must be 
noted that a minority of those who drew on their understandings 
of the Great War were not only keen to serve but wanted to serve 
in infantry units, particularly to follow in their fathers’ footsteps. 
While individuals’ subjective experiences defy easy categorisation, 
Chapter 4 nonetheless shows that representations of the Great War 
in both veterans’ narratives and cultural texts shaped young men’s 
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attitudes towards service, and in particular how they wanted to 
serve. Crucially, however, the infuence of these representations was 
as complex and varied as the narratives themselves. Knowledge of 
a veteran’s service often seems to have had greater impact than rep-
resentations in popular culture. This reinforces the argument that 
veterans’ narratives at an extremely individual level were an impor-
tant part of how young men encountered the last confict in inter-
war Britain. 

Chapter 4 also shows that assessing the reactions of audiences, 
rather than critics, to all of these representations can provide a 
more nuanced understanding of what these representations meant 
to those who consumed them. Positive and traditional representa-
tions of the Great War within popular culture (including, we might 
now add, within veterans’ narratives) were not, however, the only 
reason that young men were able to see the Second World War in 
terms of an adventure, or an arena for heroic actions. This chapter 
also showed that young men did not universally look to the First 
World War when thinking about their own service in the Second. 
Some simply did not connect the two; it was ‘just history’.2 Others 
expected the war would be very diferent, particularly if they antici-
pated service in the RAF or the Royal Navy, and so concluded the 
Great War was not relevant. For most, to a greater degree than the 
Army, imaginings of war with these services retained the possibility 
of exciting, adventurous service, untainted by the Great War. 

Chapter 5 makes a signifcant contribution to the history of men 
and masculinity in the Second World War. Its examination of the 
importance of military service to the performance of masculinity in 
wartime Britain in the subjective conceptions of men who entered 
the three Armed Forces answers the calls of historians, including 
Michael Roper and John Tosh, to examine masculinity as a subjec-
tive identity as well as a cultural construction.3 While the Great 
War may have infuenced the form of the softer and less jingoistic 
temperate masculinity that was the hegemonic ideal in public dis-
course in Britain from 1939–45, that construction still privileged 
the man in uniform and retained military participation as the key 
signifer of masculinity. When we look instead at men’s subjective 
conceptions we fnd that military service also remained key to most 
men’s understandings of their role in wartime. The ways that men 
thought and spoke about men who were outside the forces, about 



273 Conclusion 

 

  

  

 

 

273

military uniform and its efects on their sense of self, and how they 
coveted certain roles over others, show that they understood the 
importance of military participation, rather than wider active citi-
zenship, to the hierarchy of wartime masculinities. 

Nevertheless, Chapter 5 shows that although men typically 
understood what the hegemonic masculinity was, the extent to 
which men sought to perform it varied signifcantly and their own 
conceptions of masculinity were diverse. In many ways traditional 
conceptions of the link between masculinity and war survived the 
Great War. Many men sincerely felt that service was their duty and 
they were willing to do it to maintain their own identity. Others 
were more enthusiastic participants who strove to achieve heroic 
and hyper-masculine roles and some perceived war as holding 
potential excitement, glamour and adventure. The Great War had 
not removed the possibility of imagining warfare in these traditional 
ways; indeed, such imaginings could be informed by the inter-war 
pleasure culture of war, which included depictions of the Great 
War. Imaginings of war as adventure, as test of masculine character 
and rite of passage, and as duty, could all be informed by represen-
tations of the Great War and could encourage men’s curiosity about 
whether or not they could do it. Other men, despite their reluctance 
and private desire to prioritise their own wishes over the national 
war efort, recognised that to be publicly compliant with wartime 
masculinity they must stoically accept that they must agree to mili-
tary participation if it was asked of them. Even if they sought to 
delay or avert this request, or just took no action to hasten it, their 
recognition of, and compliance with, societal expectation indicates 
the resilience of Edwardian understandings of war and masculinity. 

Chapter 5 showed, then, that the public construction of tem-
perate masculinity did not dictate and was not a perfect mirror of 
all British men’s subjective conceptions of wartime masculinity. 
Instead, looking at men’s attitudes to enlistment highlights diver-
sity, negotiation and private contestation. Many sought to shape 
their service so that it was more suited to their own private atti-
tudes and aspirations. The reluctant but acceptant resignation that 
many – probably a majority – of men felt about their Second World 
War enlistment meshed quite well with temperate masculinity; 
they could not be accused of bravado or aggression, but they were 
willing. Yet others, particularly young men, were too enthusiastic 
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about service and too keen to be heroes, and at the other end of the 
spectrum were those who were not sufciently willing to take part. 
Yet temperate masculinity was resilient to these divergent attitudes 
because public assessments of a man’s compliance were, in prac-
tice, based on the presence or absence of a military uniform. So 
long as most men complied with conscription and the manpower 
system temperate masculinity was secure, and this was never in 
doubt. Understandings of the Great War did shape men’s attitudes 
to service in the Second World War in multiple ways: it informed 
men’s reluctance to serve and tempered the enthusiasm of some; it 
deterred many from serving in the Army and particularly the infan-
try; but men typically considered how they might participate, not 
whether they would. The Great War did not pose such a challenge 
to the connection between masculinity and military service that 
large numbers of men questioned whether they would don military 
uniform between 1939 and 1945. 

Notes 

1 See Todman, ‘“Sans Peur et Sans Reproche” ’, p. 1105; and Gregory, 
Silence, pp. 51–93. 

2 MO DR 1310, male, unemployed, born 1921, February 1940 
Directive. 

3 Michael Roper, ‘Slipping Oout of View: Subjectivity and Emotion in 
Gender History’, History Workshop Journal, 59.1 (2005) pp. 57–72 
(p. 57); Tosh, ‘What Should Historians Do with Masculinity?’. 
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