

Bethan Watts – 1700966		HPHI6004 Portfolio


Piece 1: Document Report
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[Figure 1] Alfie Knight’s letter to Lord Kitchener, dated 1914.

Transcription:

Dear Lord Kitchener, 
I am an Irish boy 9 years of age and I want to go to the front. I can ride jolley [sic] quick on my bicycle and would go as despatch ridder [sic]. I wouldint [sic] let the germans get it. I am a good shot with a revolver [overleaf] and would kill a good vue [sic] of the germans. I am very strong and often win a fight with lads twice as big as mysels [sic]. I want a uneform [sic] and a revolver and will give a good acount [sic] of myself. Pleese [sic] send an anencer [sic]. 
Yours affectionately, Alfie Knight 





In this section of the portfolio, I will be analysing a letter sent to Lord Kitchener in 1914 by Alfie Knight, a nine-year-old Irish schoolboy.[footnoteRef:1] In his letter, Alfie expresses his wishes to enlist in the war effort. The letter is laced with anti-German sentiments and gives insight into how the children of the First World War were influenced in their attitudes towards war.  [1:  Imperial War Museum, 10 Ways Children Took Part in the First World War. 2018, https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/10-ways-children-took-part-in-the-first-world-war [Accessed 23rd October 2019].] 

	Alfie Knight was born in Sandymount, Dublin, in 1904 as the eldest of four siblings, three of which were sons.[footnoteRef:2] Ireland, still connected to Britain at this time, initially supported the war effort, with around 200,000 Irishmen joining the army through voluntary enlistment.[footnoteRef:3] Although Irish support was not widely extensive compared to the rest of Britain, Irish recruitment still accounted for 11% of men overall.[footnoteRef:4] Around this time, propaganda saturated with pro-war and anti-German sentiments became common occurrences in society. In an interview in 2015, Alfie’s nephew claimed that the schoolboy had been influenced by this propaganda, specifically the “Britons wants you” poster that featured a cartoon of Lord Kitchener.[footnoteRef:5] Alfie signs his letter, “yours affectionately”, perhaps suggesting that the boy idolised Kitchener, whilst also establishing that Alfie was excited for the prospect of war. Indeed, Alfie’s letter – written in 1914 – supports the idea that the excitement of war had already gripped the nation, and that enthusiasm for the war was already very much in its foundations.   [2:  Ireland Reaching Out, Alfred (Jnr) Knight 1904. 2019, https://irelandxo.com/ireland-xo/history-and-genealogy/ancestor-database/alfred-jnr-knight [Accessed 27th October 2019].]  [3:  Thomas Bartlett, A Military History of Ireland. (Cambridge University Press, 2008), p. 39.]  [4:  J. M. Winter, The Great War and the British People. (London: Macmillan, 1986).]  [5:  Ireland Reaching Out, 2019.] 

	In the very first line of his letter, Alfie writes that he wants to “go to the front”. This potentially suggests that Alfie’s knowledge of the Front Line perhaps came from personal experiences with men in his area. Alfie’s father died of tuberculosis in 1914 and did not serve in the war, and nor did Alfie have any male relatives who did.[footnoteRef:6] However, shortly after his father’s death, Alfie and his siblings were sent to an all-boys’ boarding school, where it is plausible to suggest that the children were being prepared to fight on the Front Line. Indeed, there is a school of thought that suggests that children were considered “potential assets” to the state, and that their education of the war effort would instil patriotism and enthusiasm to fight for Britain.[footnoteRef:7] Alfie boasts of his strength and also of the speed of which he can ride his bicycle, suggesting that he would make a good “despatch rider”, probably learning of the role of dispatch riders through associations such as the Scouts, or school. Without the influence of a father or older brother in the war, it is very plausible that the roles of soldiers were being taught in schools to children of a young age. This implies that although there was the belief that the war would be over by Christmas, some believed that it would last far longer, and thus they had begun conditioning children to the war effort and for their eventual conscription.  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Martin Pugh, We Danced All Night: A Social History of Britain Between the Wars. (London: Vintage Books, 2009), p. 196.] 

	Regarding the provenance of the source, since this is a letter, personal information could be easily be shared between recipients. The fact that a child has written it, suggests that it has not been subject to the censoring that may have affected the correspondence of politicians, for example, thus allowing Alfie’s letter to be truthful and open. Additionally, Alfie was undoubtedly not the only child to write to Kitchener, suggesting that children were encouraged to write to politicians. Additionally, letters of similar kind would eventually be received by the Home Office from desperate parents willing their sons to return home, showing that with every child anxious to fight at the Front, there was an equally anxious parent attempting to prevent them.
	 When reading the letter, Alfie has a sense of maturity. The fact that Alfie is confident that he could “kill a good vue of the germans”, suggests that conversations about the death of the enemy was explicit and mainstream in Britain at the time, even around children. Although this may just be a young child’s boast about his strength, beneath the surface it also shows an ingratiated anti-German sentiment, which was probably instilled in the youth. Additionally, Alfie tells Kitchener that he is a “good shot with a revolver” suggesting that guns were easy to come by, even for children. Due to the fact that Alfie had no surviving male relatives, this strongly suggests that he had obtained the gun through other means – perhaps through school, or more likely an association such as the Boy Scouts. Indeed, the Scouts had influence over young boys during the First World War, with the dissemination of propaganda and pro-war sentiment, influencing the children of the time. This suggests that much propaganda targeted children in particular, with the belief that they would be the next generation to bring Britain glory in war. 
	Underage soldiers became a common occurrence in the First World War, with many influenced by patriotism and a sense of brotherhood. Alfie mentions about how he would like an “uneform”, suggesting that he wants to represent his country through wearing an outfit synonymous with the war effort. I would go as far as to suggest that Alfie even wanted to be a part of the sense of brotherhood that evolved during the war, or at least wanted to emulate the soldiers he admired. We must remember that the leaving age of school children at the outbreak of war had fallen from fourteen to just eleven, and although this led to higher incomes due to an extra working family member, it also had adverse effects, including “increased child neglect and juvenile delinquency”.[footnoteRef:8] Indeed, Alfie mentions that he often wins fights “with lads twice as big as mysels”, suggesting that children emulated the violence they may expected on the Front Line.    [8:  Rex Pope, War and Society in Britain, 1899 – 1948. (London: Longman, 1991), p. 60. ] 

	Alfie finishes his letter by requesting Kitchener “send an anencer”. Alfie did indeed receive a response from the War Office, in which informed him that, “[Lord Kitchener] is afraid that you are not yet quite old enough to go to the front”.[footnoteRef:9] This reply suggests that Kitchener knew "a good sport when he saw one", and instead of dampen dreams, he wanted to continue to alight them.[footnoteRef:10] Indeed, Kitchener responded in a similar manner to the many other young boys, who, like Alfie, sought to enlist. When Reginald Smith from Ramsgate wrote to Kitchener, he told the young boy that they “would talk about it again when you are older”.[footnoteRef:11] To conclude, this letter shows how ingrained a sense of patriotism was in the minds of children at the time, and as such it is useful to historians studying the social and cultural impact of the war on British children, as well as of the human experience of war.  [9:  Ireland Reaching Out, 2019.]  [10:  Richard van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War. (London: Headline, 2005), p. 32.]  [11:  van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War, p. 33.] 
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Piece 2: Book Review of
[bookmark: _Hlk23421732]Richard van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War. (London: Headline, 2005).


In the second part of this portfolio, I shall analyse the book, Boy Soldiers of the Great War by Richard van Emden, a book in which sheds light on the under-age British soldiers of the First World War.[footnoteRef:12] In his book, van Emden includes only the testimonies of British teenagers who served in the Great War, acquiring his sources through oral testimonies, as well as letters, private papers and newspapers, in order to further understand the impact of underage enlistment on individuals, their families, and Britain as a whole.  [12:  Richard van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War. (London: Headline, 2005).] 

	Richard van Emden, a socio-military historian specifying in the First World War, typically approaches Boy Soldiers from below. His other works, including Veterans: The Last Survivors of the Great War, indicate that van Emden typically places emphasis on the lesser-researched figures of the war – veterans, children, as well as those who remained at the battlefields – more so than other historians studying the First World War. As such, his books set van Emden apart from other historians who typically talk of British society in wartime as a whole, as well as offering fresh perspectives to an otherwise over-saturated period of military history.
	The book features the testimonies of the men who themselves served as underage soldiers in the Great War. As such, van Emden’s book is particularly important, since it’s grasp of the Front Line and the human experience of the War came wholly from eye-witness accounts. However, the book still has its limitations - van Emden, writing in 2005, was interviewing these veterans at what would be the end of their lives. Although the recollections of these veterans are accurate to some extent, potential memory loss - or even selective recollections, especially from those who may have suffered from post-traumatic stress – would hinder van Emden’s research. Further, there is a possibility that these veterans may have exaggerated or even under-played moments of their recollections, as well as the likelihood that van Emden specifically chose what to include in his work to make for better reading. 
	 The book is structured into fifteen chapters that chronologically follow the lives of boy soldiers, from their enlistment to the end of the war, or in some cases, to their deaths. The first handful of chapters, for example, talk about the conditioning of children for the War effort, as well as the motivations for underage enlistment. It was estimated that around 100,000 underage boys had enlisted in 1914, motivated by a sense of adventure and patriotism, and it was this patriotism, suggests van Emden, that allowed so many of these boys to slip through the net with little, to no question about their genuine age.[footnoteRef:13] In short, it was “gratifying to commanding officers to see so many patriotic lads”, according to van Emden, that the issue of being underage was often ignored.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War, p. 64.]  [14:  van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War, p. 65.] 

Yet, this highlights the irresponsibility of those who accepted the underage boys into military service, despite being aware of their youth. It suggests that, although there was an awareness of underage boys enlisting in the army, little provisions were established to remedy it. The fact that many boys – who had admitted to their youth – were still given the go ahead to fight at the Front shows a lack of preventative measures to discourage boys from enlisting. Indeed, the fact that boys were very rarely challenged perhaps encouraged more boys to join, as they believed that no-one would question their youth. As van Emden suggests throughout the book, it was these underage boys who were specifically targeted for enlistment. 
The Army, according to fourteen year-old Benjamin Clouting, ‘looked very romantic’.[footnoteRef:15] Indeed, van Emden puts forward the belief that the British Army purposely produced propaganda intended for young boys, so that it would “create a generation of war romantics”.[footnoteRef:16] This was a popular notion that I frequently encountered in my research. In his book, War and Society in Britain, socio-economic historian Rex Pope suggests that the main audience for propaganda in 1914 were easily influenced teenage boys, who, as he puts it, were simply the next militia “in training”.[footnoteRef:17] Similarly, this sentiment was echoed in gender-historian Martin Pugh’s We Danced All Night in which he suggests that underage boys were targeted as “potential assets to the state” that would unquestionably fight for the country when encouraged, presenting a typical view of the role of men in the twentieth-century.[footnoteRef:18]  [15:  Benjamin Clouting, Account of the Front, ed., R. van Emden. (London: Headline, 2005), p. 16.]  [16:  van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War, p. 18.]  [17:  Rex Pope, War and Society in Britain, 1899 – 1948. (London: Longman, 1991), p. 61.]  [18:  Martin Pugh, We Danced All Night: A Social History of Britain Between the Wars. (London: Vintage Books, 2009), p. 196.] 

This sense of patriotism seems to be laced throughout wider historiography and is certainly laced throughout the entirety of Boy Soldiers. However, van Emden presents an alternative argument in the mid-chapters of his book, by explaining that in certain cases, the attraction of army life had begun to wear off, something not often considered in wider historiography. To some, life in the Army became “an extension of school”, where bullying was rife.[footnoteRef:19] To boys who had left school purposely for a better life in the Army, this was the opposite of what they wanted. Indeed, Pope wrote that “an increased number of children left school early, lured by opportunities” that the war had created, and that many were disappointed to realise that life in the Army was not all it was cracked up to be.[footnoteRef:20] When Frank Lindley had enlisted – and given a job as a stable hand – he wrote home that “this is not being a soldier”.[footnoteRef:21] Quite possibly, this view of the Army did not live up to Lindley’s childhood envisage of military life. This disillusionment reached breaking point for some boy soldiers, including Alfred Cowell, who wrote that he was “fed up” with the trenches, and requested his mother appeal for him to return to England from France on Boxing Day, 1915.[footnoteRef:22] She did, and he arrived home less than a month later. This suggests that to some extent, there was a degree of freedom over one’s position in the Army, where boys could leave their ranks to return home.[footnoteRef:23] This idea was not something I had come across in my research of wider historiography. [19:  van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War, p. 59.]  [20:  Pope, War and Society in Britain, 1899 – 1948, p. 60.]  [21:  Frank Lindley, Account of the Front, ed., R. van Emden. (London: Headline, 2005), p. 63.]  [22:  Alfred Cowell, Letter to Mother, 5th December 1915, ed., R. van Emden. (London: Headline, 2005), p. 96.]  [23:  van Emden, Boy Soldiers of the Great War, p. 64.] 

Van Emden suggests that the biggest threat to enthusiasm in the trenches was the ever-present awareness of one’s mortality. Although some, such as seventeen year old Cyril Jose found flirting with death entertaining - “I only went out for a bit of excitement […] it’s great fun going out over the top” – to many it was a great deterrent that made them consider abandoning their posts.[footnoteRef:24] In the final few chapters of Boy Soldiers, van Emden writes of the struggles boys faced when seeing their comrades succumb to the diseases prevalent in the trenches, or struck down by the enemy. The testimonies, particularly from Chapter Thirteen onward, mostly heavily feature death, often in vivid detail. When reading these chapters, one gets the sense that the war had irreversible effects on soldiers, who were haunted for the rest of their lives by their experiences on the Front. Van Emden does an impressive job of describing the difficulties soldiers had in adjusting to life after war, which is often glossed over in other books I encountered in my research. Cecil Lewis, who had served in the Air Force and later became an author, lamented that the war “deprived me of the only carefree years”, and left him ill-equipped for a career in anything other than the army.[footnoteRef:25] The inclusion of issues such as these makes Boy Soldiers a book in which considers all sides of the issue, and fully develops our understanding of the effects of war on the youth. This differs greatly from other historiography, such as Winter’s The Great War and the British People, in which talks of British society as a whole, but neglects the youth to a great extent, or even Brown’s Children in the First World War, which, although more concise, actually fails to give depth to the lives of boy soldiers.[footnoteRef:26] In short, Boy Soldiers retells the lives of boy soldiers but without failing to talk about the war as a whole. [24:  Cyril Jose, Letter to Mother, 20th August 1915, ed., R. van Emden. (London: Headline, 2005), p. 82.]  [25:  Cecil Lewis, Sagittarius Rising, ed. R. van Emden. (London: Headline, 2005), p. 308.]  [26:  J. M. Winter, The Great War and the British People. (London: Macmillan, 1986)., and, Martin Brown, Children in the First World War. (London: Amberley Publishing, 2017). 

] 

	Regarding the tone of the book, Boy Soldiers is neither pro-war, nor anti-war, but instead remains unbiased, looking at the war through the eyes of the veterans whose own experiences of the war were mixed. Van Emden is empathetic in his approach to the testimonies of the veterans, and although it is a scholarly study, Boy Soldiers is colloquial enough that it is an easy read, so much so that it would attract both historians, and non-historians. Boy Soldiers would not only appeal to an audience of social historians, but to historians of all calibre, particularly military historians, or those with an interest in gender history or children’s history. This book may also appeal to non-historians, and to those simply with an interest in the subject, as well as those who have a personal link to the boy soldiers of the Great War through family history. Therefore, the purpose of this book is to enlighten readers of one of the minority groups of the Great War that is greatly neglected in wider historiography. As such, I would go far as to say that this book challenged existing opinions of the War, and the soldiers who partook in it, and presented fresh ideas that change our perception of the youths and their attitudes toward war.
	In conclusion, I believe that this book serves the purpose of being an academic aid as it sheds light on a neglected portion of Great War history, as well as presenting new arguments to an otherwise saturated period of history. The book would prove valuable to historians interested in issues such as life on the Front Line, British attitudes towards the reception of war, as well as the lives of children during this period. However, on the other hand, this book does not go into detail of the politics of the time, wholly neglects the role of women in the First World War, and only offers generalised accounts of the lives of men older than nineteen on the Front. Therefore, this book is useful only to a certain extent for people studying the War as a whole, but invaluable to historians with a niche interest, or those who are writing history from below.
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