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The empathetic approach to history often encourages us to project our
own feelings and attitudes towards the First World War
… Onto those who lived in the past  
Helen McCartney (2014)

Helen McCartney, The First World War soldier and his contemporary image in Britain in International Affairs (2014), 90: 299-315 
‘The First World War Soldier and his contemporary image in Britain’ is a journal article written by Helen McCartney which displays and highlights the multitude of interpretational images that have been placed on British soldiers from the First World War. 
The article reflects how there has been an array of interpretations on the image of the soldier during the First World War. There are myriad ways in which the image has been conceived, but none so prominent or perhaps controversial as the British soldiers as heroes, though nevertheless, victims of War. 	
 	Helen McCartney, a lecturer of Defence Studies at Kings College London, highlights the way in which there is a ‘rising cult of the victim’[footnoteRef:1] displayed when regarding the First World War soldier. McCartney states that our empathetic approach to the history of the war is very much caused by the way in which the public approach their family history as this is a current trend in British society.[footnoteRef:2]  McCartney explains that there has been an increased expectation that soldiers would have been psychologically damaged due to their experience of war. This ‘trend’ has risen since the Vietnam War and the public interest of the psychological responses experienced by soldiers during their services. This has led to the retrospective questioning of the soldier of the First World War and the public perception of them.[footnoteRef:3]
 	McCartney states that over the last three decades it is easy for historians to notice the ‘diversification of the academic historiography’[footnoteRef:4] when looking at the First World War. The more condemning perspectives of the war developed over time after the troops returned home to an ‘unappreciative and uncomprehending public.’[footnoteRef:5] She outlines the ways in which historical remembrance does not entail only narratives from the first person, but also narratives from the later generations that circulate their own perception of the events from the past.[footnoteRef:6]  Historian Hayden White’s argument on narrative coincides with McCartney’s point. White explains that even though a narrative may seem ‘full’ it would have been ‘constructed on the basis of a set of events that might have been included but were left out’[footnoteRef:7] he believes that this is the truth for both imaginary as well as realistic narratives.[footnoteRef:8] This shows that although there is factual information on the war, a historian must take into consideration what narrative is authorised to be seen as reality, rather than the distorted view of emotions clashing with facts.  McCartney, although not reflecting on White’s work, investigates how a variety of people, who are involved in the historical remembrance practices, depict the image of soldiers of the First World War image in the present time.[footnoteRef:9]
 	McCartney presents the idea that victimhood was very much present at the beginning and during the war. She uses Todman’s argument that there was criticism of the war from the outset, and the ‘ingredients for the victim-soldier image existed from the earlier months of war.’[footnoteRef:10] This interpretation comes from the use of memoirs wherein some soldiers are shown to feel as though they had been trapped in the clutch of a technical war that was both ruthless and impersonal.[footnoteRef:11] Leading on from this, due to the horrific nature of the deaths and the number of casualties they faced, both soldiers as well as the civilians had to constantly consider and reconsider the reasons for fighting.[footnoteRef:12] McCartney shows that the interpretations made by civilians and soldiers were the ones that made the greater influence on the soldiers image during the war. If they considered the war as futile, then the casualties of the soldiers were devalued, and the moral worth decreased, leading to the victim image of the soldiers being portrayed.[footnoteRef:13]
 	McCartney points out that after the victory of the First World War, the ideology of soldiers sacrificing themselves for their country became validated.[footnoteRef:14] This led to soldiers being portrayed as heroic rather than the victims of war. The deaths were portrayed as noble and just. However, Todman argues that this had only lasted until the Second World War, as in comparison, the First World War became seen as unnecessary compared to the just war against fascism.[footnoteRef:15] He then goes on to support McCartney’s point of how varied the imagery was following the war. He states that by the 1970s, following the deaths of many veterans, there were less opportunities to debate positive recollections of war, leading to an increase of a dominating interpretive narrative of the war being futile.[footnoteRef:16] This lead to the victim image being reinforced and uncontested. 
	One of the key features of McCartney’s article is how the increase of family history has influenced the image of the soldier due to the memory boom.[footnoteRef:17]  Rothberg’s ‘multidirectional memory’ is an example of this. Multidirectional memory takes into consideration a variety of interventions through which societal factors bring multiple traumatic pasts into the present.[footnoteRef:18]  The theory presents how the link between collective memory and group identity has been taken for granted.[footnoteRef:19]  Rothberg shows how the boundaries between identity and memory are jagged.[footnoteRef:20] This links to McCartney’s argument of how the cultural productions throughout time have coincided with the ‘cultural turn’ in history.[footnoteRef:21] McCartney shows how with the recent technological developments in society, archival material is more accessible, which has led to an increase of people wishing to locate their family stories.[footnoteRef:22]
 	 	McCartney’s portrayal of the British soldiers differs greatly from historian Adrian Gilbert who claims that the official accounts of the First World War have taken a ‘cosy and comfortable’ [footnoteRef:23] view of the British Forces and he claims that many fail to acknowledge the shortcomings of the time. He believed that ‘Not all First World War soldiers were heroes’[footnoteRef:24] therefore they should not be treated as such. However, he does not outright say that they were victims either, giving a rather more diverse view of the soldier than the one McCartney presents.
 	McCartney also uses a psychiatric breakdown to analyse the imagery of the soldier, giving another side to the story. McCartney shows the modern perspectives as they seemingly give more understanding of the psychology and issues of war. However, ‘shell shock’ was a term given in 1915 which led to men not being seen as heroes, but not necessarily perceived as cowards either.[footnoteRef:25] However it took the American experiences at Vietnam to affect the western outlook on veterans and their traumas of war.[footnoteRef:26]  This lead to the reinforcement of the image of a victimised soldier. 
 	Overall, McCartney’s journal article can be perceived as a worthy academic aid, when researching the attitudes to the First World War and its soldiers. Through the article she demonstrates how changing understandings through medical advances into subjects such as psychology and trauma give a hindsight view of issues that may have not been understood before. Also, the distance of time provides a different perspective on the experience of soldiers as they are not personal to the present public. The article does answer the thesis presented through a comprehensive and nuanced investigation on several levels. McCartney demonstrates convincingly how due to the different trends throughout time, there has been a ‘rising cult of the victim.’[footnoteRef:27]  [1:  Helen B. McCartney, ‘The First World War Soldier and His Contemporary Image in Britain’, International Affairs, 90.2 (2014), 299–315 <https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12110>. p.315]  [2:  McCartney. ]  [3:  McCartney.]  [4:  McCartney.p.300]  [5:  McCartney.p.301]  [6:  McCartney. P.301]  [7:  Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation (Maryland: The John Hopkins University Press, 1990).p.10]  [8:  White.p.10]  [9:  McCartney.p.301]  [10:  Dan Todman, The Great War: Myth and Memory (London: Hambledon, 2005).]  [11:  McCartney. P.301]  [12:  McCartney.p.302]  [13:  McCartney.p.302]  [14:  McCartney.p.303]  [15:  Todman. P.225]  [16:  Todman.p.216-219]  [17:  McCartney.p.304]  [18:  Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Cultureal Memory in the Present) (California: Stanford University Press, 2009).p.4]  [19:  Rothberg.]  [20:  Rothberg.]  [21:  McCartney.p.300]  [22:  McCartney. P.304]  [23:  Aian Gilbert, Challenge of Battle: The Real Story of the British Army in 1914 (London: Osprey Pub., 2014).]  [24:  Gilbert.]  [25:  McCartney.p.308]  [26:  McCartney.p.308]  [27:  McCartney.p.315] 
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Following the halt on the Western Front during late 1914, Britain, along with France, launched a campaign against the Ottoman Empire.[footnoteRef:28] Both countries sent troops to the Dardanelles on February 19th 1915.[footnoteRef:29] The attack was launched as a way to destabilise Germany by pushing the Ottomans out of the war.[footnoteRef:30] Many letters were written by soldiers on the front lines. This letter was written by Thomas Harold Watts who was a part of the Drakes Battalion, Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve[footnoteRef:31] during the Dardanelles Campaign. It appears in the National Archives as a scanned copy of the original letter from 1915, which had been typed out before being sent to ‘Arthur’. As a personal letter, it would not have originally been for public eyes, but in the present day it provides a valuable and unique insight into the lives of soldiers from the First World War and is an important piece of primary evidence. Increasingly, it is the personal historical evidence that provides historians with the most insight into the reality of the past. A letter provides us with a personal voice, and while this is a small snapshot of the past, it can often provide the small insignificant details that give a clear and full colour account of past reality. 
	This source highlights the soldier’s reality of the war in the Dardanelles, Watts reveals to his correspondent that being in the trenches is not enjoyable, how there is a constant shell fire. He reveals how the last shell they had received killed four and wounded seventeen of their men.  He highlights how their regiment had been under fire for three months up until the letter was sent, and the only comforts they may have had were the ones they were sent from their family and friends back home. Watts exposes how where they are based is inaccessible for them as they are unable to buy anything; because of this, they are rationed with their food. He also later shows how he receives care packages from his wife, however two of them never made it to him which he believes, and fears is from a ‘floundered’ transport and another he fears has been torpedoed, giving an insight into how much and how often their ships were attacked.
 	Watts also discloses the reality of living in the trenches, how ‘terrible’ the fighting is and how the soldiers need to wear their respirators due to the smell of the dead around them. His letter reveals the terrors that soldiers would have faced in the trenches, the ‘everlasting nightmare’ of seeing the dead around them. He states that what he faced is so terrible he is unable to write it into words. 
 	This letter also gives an insight to how the soldiers in the Dardanelles, and the rest of the war, tried to keep a sense of normality about them when writing back home. The soldiers in the trenches, evidently through Watts’s writings, are depicted in a constant state of fear and despair. They are under attack from shell fire, over worked by not being given the appropriate rest periods that are assigned to them when they leave the trenches. They are also constantly reminded of the possibility of death, with Watts stating that ‘wait till I get back, if ever I do, of which sometimes I despair’. With the writing of letters, the men in the Dardanelles could communicate with relations and friends back in Britain, which one could argue is a mechanism for the soldiers to feel some humanity and normality.  Prysor in Citizen Sailors: The Royal Navy in the Second World War, states that many men kept in touch with home via letter as it was the best way of alleviating anxiety.[footnoteRef:32] Writing letters and sending mail was fundamental in keeping up the morale of servicemen.  Prysor portrays how writing could have been a therapeutic process for the men, and has been proven as being crucial for psychological coping mechanisms, as writing about the events they have witnessed, gave them a chance to be able to process the events through their own personal narratives.[footnoteRef:33]
 	Watts twists the conversation from the horrors of the war to more personal questions, asking how people are at home, and expresses his own feelings, something that seems to be hard to do in the trenches. Watts hopes and wishes that the men left back home at his offices, will remember him. Watts also refers back to ‘the club’ questioning about the results of events from before the war such as people’s health, the location of people, but also interestingly he bring a sense of happiness into his writing, talking about what people will do for the holidays, normally an uplifting event. The contrast in the letter  demonstrates how depressing the trenches can be, Watts states how much he craves for a holiday, to escape the constant banging. It is evident this passage is a tool for Watts to bring some normality to his life, with memories and interactions with individuals back in Britain. However, he brings the conversation back again to the horror of war, something one can assume is inescapable for Watts and his fellow soldiers. [28:  Nigel Steel, ‘A Short History Of The Dardanelles Campaign’, Imperial War Museums, 2014 <http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/a-short-history-of-the-dardanelles-campaign> [accessed 16 November 2017].]  [29:  Steel.2014]  [30:  Steel.]  [31:  Thomas Harold Watts, ‘Dardanelles: “An Everlasting Nightmare”’, 4 August 1915, National Archives <http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/letters-first-world-war-1915/dardanelles-everlasting-nightmare/> [accessed 25 October 2017].]  [32:  Glyn Prysor, Citizen Sailors: The Royal Navy in the Second World War (VIking: Penguin, 2012).]  [33:  Prysor.] 

In the closing part of the letter from Watts, there is useful critique of the reliability of the other sources that gives us an insight to how the events of the war are being portrayed to the British public. Watts claims that the newspapers and publications circulating in Britain are describing a ‘pretty full account’ of the progress of the war in the Dardanelles. Watts displays an indication that there is a large element of truth and reliability in the other material being used to show the progress and fighting of the war. However, the reliability to these other materials is questioned, Watts writes: ‘altho’ they are rather anticipating events as to our advancing’. Watts believes that the media in Britain are in the mind set of anticipating an allied advancement, and in his critique, it can be seen in the papers that he refers to. One could assume that in Watts’ view he concurs that the papers are indeed displaying a full account of the war, they are however, portraying the allies and Britain as though they are on the offensive. Bringing a different picture to the British public than Watts has in the trenches.  
 	The fighting had culminated in a heavy setback for the Allies, especially from the 18th March 1915, when they faced a large loss of Turkish mines.[footnoteRef:34] By the 6th August, the allies started a new assault and by mid-January they were defeated and evacuated from the areas.[footnoteRef:35] This information can be linked to the letter sent by Watts as it appears that he is implying that they are always under attack which shows they had to be more on the defence than offence during their time at the Dardanelles. 
 	The letter was written five months after the naval attack on the Dardanelles began. 
 	When looking at the figures of allied casualties who died and were wounded during the Dardanelles campaign, it is unsurprising that Watts disliked being in the trenches. Between 1915 and 1916, 21255 British soldiers died and 52230 were wounded.[footnoteRef:36] 
 	Paul Addison, a British historian, points out that the Gallipoli campaign, in the Dardanelles, can be considered one of the greatest military disasters[footnoteRef:37] Britain faced in the First World War. Addison reflects on Christopher Bell’s narrative of Churchill, the First Lord of the Admiralty, and his role during the campaign. He shows that Bell presents the ideas of two conflicting narratives; one of which was extremely hostile towards Churchill, the other was favourable. [footnoteRef:38] In Watts’ letter, it is easy to perceive that soldiers’ ideas of Churchill were also conflicting, he states that ‘nobody loves us now that Churchill has gone’ but goes on to say, ‘we are nobody’s pets.’[footnoteRef:39] 
 	After the campaign took place, Churchill had declared that potentially, the campaign would have been war-winning and could have helped avoid the tragedies faced at Passchendaele and the Somme.[footnoteRef:40] However, reflecting on the attitudes of the soldier in the letter, and newspapers of the time, it appears as though the men had no other choice but to retreat due to the conditions and how it was an ‘everlasting nightmare.’[footnoteRef:41] 
 	In December of 1915, newspapers of the time in Britain were reporting about the ‘failure’ of the Dardanelles. In the Western Press on December 21st 1915, it was reported that the paper felt no need to disguise the withdrawal from the Dardanelles stating that ‘we have no need to imitate the childish tactics of our enemies, who declare that when they retreat it is for strategic reasons.’[footnoteRef:42] This highlights how the papers of the time were not going to censor the reality of the wars and the failures that were taking place, instead, they were being forthcoming about the event while simultaneously ousting the ‘enemy’ for their censorship in their newspapers. Ironically, Letters sent by soldiers were censored by regimental officers.[footnoteRef:43] This was done to avoid valuable information being intercepted by the enemy which could explain why the letter is typed up after being handwritten.[footnoteRef:44] The newspaper shows that men such as Watts, were brave during this event. They state that ‘nothing could have been more brave than the conduct of our troops in landing and consolidating positions under heavy fire.’[footnoteRef:45] The paper provides confirmation for Watts’ point about constantly being under fire for three months, showing that there possibly was not an exaggeration of events from Watts. 
 	 [34:  Steel.]  [35:  Steel.]  [36:  ‘Allied Casualties, Dardanelles Campaign, 1915-6 – Airminded’ <https://airminded.org/2008/04/25/allied-casualties-dardanelles-campaign-1915-6/> [accessed 16 November 2017].]  [37:  Paul Addison, ‘Revisiting the Dardanelles Disaster | History Today’, History Today, 2017 <http://www.historytoday.com/reviews/revisiting-dardanelles-disaster> [accessed 16 November 2017].]  [38:  Addison.]  [39:  Watts.]  [40:  Addison.]  [41:  Watts.]  [42:  ‘The Dardanelles Failure | Western Daily Press | Tuesday 21 December 1915 | British Newspaper Archive’ <https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/bl/0000264/19151221/009/0004> [accessed 16 November 2017].]  [43:  Anthony Richards, ‘Letter Censorship on the Front Line’, 30 May 2014, section History <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/history/world-war-one/inside-first-world-war/part-ten/10863689/why-first-world-war-letters-censored.html> [accessed 17 November 2017].]  [44:  Richards.]  [45:  ‘The Dardanelles Failure | Western Daily Press | Tuesday 21 December 1915 | British Newspaper Archive’.] 
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CORY.
Date Deppatched 18/6/15

Rocoeived 4/8/15.

Dear Arthur,

I expect you are all wondering why I have not written,
but 1t is an awfullleffort to get all correspondence off, and
be on aotive service at tho samo time. I cant say ghat I am
enjoying myself out heres It's awfully hot, and we are eaten
up by millions of flies. Life in the trenches is not a piemic
either, we have about four or five days out of them and eight
or nine in them. When we are out supposed to be resting, we
have to go on working parties, digging otc, then whemwehws
wherever we are, we are always under shell fire, so it's not
much rest after all. The last shell we had in oamp,there was
four killed, and seventeen wounded.

We have been under fire for three months now, and we
should 1ike a rest as the strain is tromendous on one's merves.

I dont think the troops in France get it quite as bad. Then
agein, the only comforte we have aro sent from home, as the
country here is quito barren, and we cannot Buy enything in shops,
I would give a quid for a pint of beer down the club, Our food
comsists of half & loaf of bread per day, bacon and tea for break-
fast, Bully boef % blseutts for dimmer, and Jam for tos and checse.
Lime’ jiuce is served out about four times per woek, that is, a drop
15 put into a dixéeofwater and a oup full served out perman, and
rum ig served out twice a week(somstimes)that is about four table
spoom-fuls each.

We 1ive in a tronch and its a mercy it dont rain &ther
wise we'd be washed away. Tho fighting just lately has been
torrible. Our shells knock the ememy all ways and the sight
in the trenches that we take is awfulk. We wear our respirators
because of the awfull emell of the dead. I'llk never get tho
sight out of my oyes, end it will be an overlasting nightmare.

If I am epared to come home, I'll be able to tell you all aWout
1t, but I oamnot possibRy vrite as words fail mo. I cant deseribe
things.

Would'nt it be nice to be at Walmer again and you come down
and see me again, I did enjoy that time, & also seeing Billy
Dawson & Richardson, There seom to be a lot of fresh treops out
here, but thore seems to Bd be no relief for us. Nol loves us
now Churehill has gone, Wwe are nobodys pets. Its the £iret
here, except when there is work to be done, and then the Naval
Division have to do it. You know both ny brothers have Commissions
in the 4th, Bedfordshires and are at Dovercourt. My wife tellp
me she has sent me three boxes of stuff, I received one box, and
I fear that one transport has flound and another has been
torpedoed, so I expect that is T ave. Itg
inting because I do lock forward so to a bit of

awfully ai
gHeeolate, a fow bisouits from home. We get clgarettes and’
beocy morved out to us, but it is too ho# to smoke much, so that :

I

I dont miss that so much. I got & bath in a bisouit tin whe
. n I
can, but when in the trenches I have to go all the time without g
wash, ®o you oan toll I a: used to being dirty.
ow are they all down the Olub, and is Emmie still ther
end 1o shio botter or mot? Is Paioo going to Tooo thia yoart o
fmd whero are you spending your holidaya? Lord how 1'd 1ike a
oliday, am so tired & would MM give anyBhing to get
this continual banging. Vg et e
Ploase remomber-me to all the follows who are left in th
office. lire ¥iller & Goff,e Hills and Geo Williemp and sli the
bops gonorally, 1 cant write to all separstely, and elgo for
s of my oxporicncos you must wait £111 I gt £
I do, :é which sometimes I despair. L
o papers tell you protty full accounts, altho' the
rathor antioipating ovents as to our advanoings ~ Now I muat olos
01d chap, and thenk you very much for all your kindness.

Wishing you all the best( etc.)

Yours very sincerely

(signed) v, Herold Watts.

Photo Mg G. 11 Stinec]

Excavating new dugeoute at the Dardanelles.




