Assessment One -Portfolio
Document Report
For the first part of my portfolio, I have chosen to conduct a document report of a letter sent from the Front Line entitled ‘They were mostly mere boys’.[footnoteRef:1] This document review will discuss the content and also the motives of the author, the letter’s intended audience, and when it was written. The letter will also be compared against another letter written during the same period, in order to determine if there were any contrasting experiences/opinions of the war by other soldiers.  [1:  Richard Gilson, They Were Mostly Boys (2019) <https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/letters-first-world-war-1915/trenches-mostly-mere-boys/> [accessed 10 November 2019].] 

The letter under review was written by Acting Colour Sergeant Richard Gilson (born 20th September 1887) of the 4th Seaforth Highlanders. Prior to the war, Gilson was employed by the Great Western Railway Audit Office at Paddington and enlisted in the army in 1914. Prior to the outbreak of the First World War, one of Britain’s biggest employers was the railway, a third of their workforce enlisted to fight (just as Gilson did), an estimated 20,000[footnoteRef:2] railway workers lost their lives during the First World War. Fortunately for Gilson, he would survive the conflict and die in 1961 at the age of seventy four. The emotional wellbeing of soldiers and their families was important during the war, penned letters to and from home was an essential means of maintaining this, as well as raising morale. This could have been a potential motivation for Gilson in penning his letter as his intended audience was his mother back in Britain. Gilson may have also written his letter in order to provide his mother with a true account of the war. In his letter, he details a recent attempted attack by his unit on a German trench. He states that after four days in the trench , he and his unit were sent over the top of the trench following a twenty minute bombardment by British artillery. Gilson details the horror he faced, “My goodness what a reception the Huns had in store for us, they simply swept the ground with machine gun fire and shrapnel”.[footnoteRef:3] In this extract, Gilson conveys the futility and danger he faced outside the trench against the overwhelming firepower of the Germans on the Western Front. This is further backed by Hobsbawm, he noted, “This was the ‘Western Front’, which became a machine for massacre such as had probably never before seen in the history of warfare”. [footnoteRef:4] He writes that he was forced to create a make shift dug out and wait in horrible suspense for the event to pass. Gilson comments that the men killed in the attack were mostly boys than men. It’s an interesting observation from Gilson as the enlisting age at this point was nineteen to forty one, however, boys in the army was not unheard of. Britain was desperate for manpower and many youths were swayed by recruitment rallies and people like Horatio Bottomley (a one man propaganda machine), gave rousing speeches and false promises such as; “I want to assure you that within six weeks of to-day we shall have the Huns on the run”.[footnoteRef:5] Upon further examination it is not difficult to see why the underage were admitted, Van Emden states in his book, “Every recruiting sergeant was paid two shillings and sixpence (£6 in today’s money) for each man attested into the infantry, as was the medical officer”.[footnoteRef:6] This demonstrates some officials were more concerned about profit rather than the well-being and future of the youths enlisting, despite them being totally unprepared for what awaited then on the Western Front. Other youths that enlisted found it as a means of escape. Len Thomas enlisted at seventeen, in a letter he noted, “[I] found it a way to escape from the terrible working conditions”.[footnoteRef:7] This extract shows the harsh condition that many faced at home in Britain, it is especially telling that some youth would rather risk death in the war, rather than subjugate themselves to the working conditions in Britain.  [2:  Network Rail, WWI and the railway (2019) <https://www.networkrail.co.uk/stories/wwi-and-the-railway/> [accessed 11 November 2019].]  [3:  R. Gilson, Mostly Boys.]  [4:  Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: 1914-1991 (London: Abacus, 1995), p. 25.]  [5:  Gerard DeGroot, Back in Blighty: The British at Home in World War I, Rev. edn (London: Vintage UK, 2014), p. 223.]  [6:  Richard van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), p. 43.]  [7:  R. van Emden, Boy Soldiers, p. 49.] 

In his letter, Gilson states that he received a box and letter from his mother dated the sixth, he is writing his letter on the fifteenth, it can’t help but be noticed the speed at which Gilson had received his mail in France from his mother back in Britain. Letters and care packages for soldiers at the front line was crucial in raising the troops morale as this was their only form of communicating with their loved ones back home. As a result, great lengths were made by the authorities to create a postal system that would be capable of handling and delivering mail to all the locations of the war. All letters and packages bound for the Western Front was sorted at a large depot in Regent Park (the largest wooden building in the world at the time). Jacqueline Wadsworth states, “It was staffed by 2,500 workers, mostly women, who despatched a total of 2 billion letters and 114 million parcels between 1914 and 1918”.[footnoteRef:8] Once in France, the Army Postal Service would then despatch the mail to the correct units. This demonstrates the great lengths the government went to in order to keep up morale on the front line. Gilson shows he is extremely thankful for everything his mother is sending him, thus demonstrating why he is in high spirits.  [8:  Jacqueline Wadsworth, Letters from the Trenches: The First World War by Those Who Were There (Barnsley: Pen & Sword Military, 2014), p. 69.] 

The next few lines of Gilson’s letter is ineligible due to it being hidden behind black ink, a clear act of censorship by the British Army. The act of censorship of letters during the war was very common as the authorities did not want to lower morale at home and therefore read and censored anything a soldier’s letter that could expose the true status of the war on the Western Front. The Somme was a great example of this. While the first day of the Battle of the Somme is seen as a disaster, the authorities in Britain would not have wanted the public to know it’s failure, as it could lead to downturn in public support at home. Therefore details of the battle would have been censored in letters, while newspapers would have been used to place a positive point of view on it. For example, the headline of Belfast News Letter on the 2nd of July claimed that all was going well at the Somme with further progressions made on the British Front, the article is quoted as stating, “ Many prisoners have already fallen into our hands, and as far as can be ascertained, our casualties have not been heavy”.[footnoteRef:9] This is a clear example of British propaganda as their aim was to keep any news of the war positive. Wadsworth also notes that there was a second reason to censor mail, “Anything that could reveal troop position or battle plans was forbidden and officers were responsible for censoring their men’s letters.”[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Correspondent, 'Battle of the Somme. All Still Going Well', Belfast News Letter, 2 July 1916, p.1.]  [10:  Wadsworth, Letters from the Trenches, p. 73.] 

Despite his recent experience of combat, Gilson does not complain about life at the Western Front, but merely accepts his position and carry on the best he can, this is especially evident when compared to another letter written by a Great Western Railway employee from the Western Front called Jack Symons. In a letter addressed to a recipient called Bert, he details the atrocious conditions of trench life. He says that the weather is terrible with non-stop rain, he states, “While writing this letter I am wet through to the skin and not a dry thing for a change”.[footnoteRef:11] He continues to say that they are up to their knees in water and fails to understand how they are expected to live in these conditions. This is a great example of how the soldiers had to not only battle the Germans, but also learn how to battle and survive the elements, as drowning was a real concern in certain trenches in winter. Jack notes in passing, that shelling they endure is just something you get used to, this is similar to Gilson’s letter where he brushes off the bombardments as something you just learn to cope with. Interestingly, there are lines in Jack’s letter that been censored just like Gilson’s, further demonstrating the army’s determination to maintain a positive outlook on the war back in Britain. Jack concludes his letter by stating he is hoping for a short leave from the trenches, while Gilson concludes his letter with a request for a few more toiletries in his next package. Out of the two letters, Gilson’s seems to be written in a more upbeat tone whilst Jack’s is riddled with complaints regarding the conditions and the war. One aspect that is noticeable is that Gilson’s letter was written in May 1915, whilst Jack’s was November 1915. This potentially explains the two contrasting tones in the letters, because Gilson was writing in spring, the conditions would have been more manageable and bearable. Jack was writing during late autumn/early winter. This meant that Jack would have had a different experience to Gilson of trench life. He would have to battle the cold and frosty conditions whilst increasing likelihood of hypothermia and frostbite.  [11:  Jack Symons, Trenches: 'up to our knees in water' (2019) <https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/letters-first-world-war-1915/trenches-knees-water/> [accessed 13 November 2019].
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Annotated Bibliography
DeGroot. G, Back in Blighty: The British at Home in World War I, Rev. edn (London: Vintage UK, 2014).
Whilst many books written on the First World focus on the Western Front and the war itself, Gerard DeGroot’s book focuses on life back at home in Britain and how the war affected the everyday life of the British people. The presumption that the consequences of the war would have brought about changes in British life is a statement DeGroot argues strongly against. DeGroot argues against this statement in his book. Through his research, he concludes that the British hierarchy were very much against altering their pre-war social structure following the conclusion of the war. He states, “What is striking is how much of pre-war war society has survived”.[footnoteRef:12] DeGroot argues that Britain would rather reinforce their old structure rather than embrace anything remotely linked to change, and that fighting the enemy is just as important as fighting change, he believes this is an accurate depiction of British conservatism. DeGroot uses the various source at his disposal to demonstrate a different Britain to what many today envisioned life at home back during the First World War. He describes Britain as a place of racism and cruelty. DeGroot specifically outlines the cruelty conscientious objectors faced in Britain, and notes how they were viewed as traitors and cowards for not taking up arms. It is particularly disturbing to learn that the government in some cases, aimed to break their will by forcibly sending them to the front and order their execution should they continue to refuse. DeGroot notes, “Of those who maintained their refusal even to the battlefield, 34 were sentenced to death”.[footnoteRef:13] I believe that DeGroot’s work was very useful during my research as it aided my understanding of life in Britain during First World War, but more importantly, allowed me to gain an alternative perspective of Britain. A Britain that is often hidden behind the portrayal of being the land  unity often depicted in the media. This was a land of cruelty and danger if you didn’t conform to the government’s outlook on war.  [12:  Gerard DeGroot, Back in Blighty: The British at Home in World War I, Rev. edn (London: Vintage UK, 2014), p. 368.]  [13:  G. DeGroot, Back in Blighty, p. 215.] 


Wadsworth. J, Letters from the Trenches: The First World War by Those Who Were There (Barnsley: Pen & Sword Military, 2014).
When researching source material for my document report, I felt it was important to not only attempt to gain an understanding of the conditions the soldiers faced in the trenches, but also to uncover exactly what soldiers experienced and felt on the front lines at the Western Front. Therefore, Jacqueline Wadsworth book was an ideal source material for my document report as it contained within it; letters written by soldiers on the Western Front for their loved ones back home in Britain. The principal aim of Wadsworth’s book is to convey the history of the First World War through using the letters exchanged between regular soldiers on the Wester Front, and their families. Most importantly however, the letters written demonstrates how people truly felt about the war. The book contains letters of people belonging to all types of social classes and structures. Through Wadsworth book, we learn that for some soldiers, the long exile from their family gave them time to reflect on their time at home and come to appreciate what their families had done for them. One such soldier was Charles Alderton, in October 1917, he wrote to his family; “I realise the number of things done and got for me at home, which I was not in the least thankful for, and I want to say now I am really jolly thankful.”[footnoteRef:14] One particular argument that come across when reviewing this source is, how war can change an individual, an how difficult it would have been for many soldiers to transition back to civilian life following conclusion of the war, as Life carried on at home during the war and many places changed. Wadsworth notes that many live had to altered to accommodate the new circumstances.[footnoteRef:15] I found the source useful, as it gave an insight into the lives of experiences of soldiers, however, I had to be cautious in its use. Due to censorship, perhaps the soldiers were not always able to give accurate accounts of their feeling of the war, as a result certain letter may not be truthful and accurate. [14: Jacqueline Wadsworth, Letters from the Trenches: The First World War by Those Who Were There (Barnsley: Pen & Sword Military, 2014), p. 35.]  [15:  Wadsworth, Letters from the Trenches, p. 155.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk24729850]Van Emden. R, Boy Soldiers of the Great War (London: Bloomsbury, 2012). 
Whilst examining my chosen document, I was struck by the author of the letter mentioning how the men in his unit were mostly boys. This encouraged me to research that statement further and examine how there was so many boys on the front line. The purpose of Richard van Emden’s book is to tell the untold story of heroics committed by underage boys who made it to the Western Front, and convey to the reader their experiences  and why young boys like George White chose to go to war. Van Emden notes, “George, like tens of thousands of other young boys, would be driven by a deep-seated patriotism and a desire for adventure.”[footnoteRef:16] Van Emden argues that boys would have been eager to fight for King and country, and the adventure it would have provided. We are told that there were boys as young as thirteen attempting to enlist. Van Emden wanted to give the young boys who enlisted their opportunity to share their stories of sacrifice and how they managed to survive such a harrowing experience at such a tender age. During his time on the Western Front, Dick Trafford was sixteen and was gassed and wounded three times.[footnoteRef:17] Van Emden’s work is valuable to study because not only does he detail through his research the experiences the young boys faced, but also details how they were able to make it out to the Western Front in the first place. With medial officers and sergeants being paid for every successful recruit, its not difficult to see how they were let through. The fact the underage boys were let through is also very telling of the manpower situation in Britain, with the country facing a manpower crisis. This meant they were desperate to get as many men to the front as they could, despite certain recruits falling below the enlistment age. Although it is a useful source, one noticeable criticism I noticed was the book is only detailing young boys of Britain. It would have been interesting and useful to discover if the situation was similar in America or across other parts of the British Empire. [16:  Richard van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), p. 10. ]  [17:  Van Emden, Boy Soldiers, p. 168.] 
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