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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter summarizes the arguments made in the previous chapters, relating
the points that they make to the representation of the Royal Army Medical Corps
in the aftermath of the war. It further considers what information is known about
the post-war activities of some of the men whose personal narratives have been
discussed in the text, to reflect on the effect of the war on individual men’s
constructions of subjective masculine identity over time. In doing so, it argues
that the multiple masculinity that existed in wartime society was evident across
a range of wartime service, complicating and nuancing historians’
understandings of gender relationships in the period. Exploring such
relationships in detail, it contends, enables us to more fully understand the work
and experiences of a previously underexamined but significant category of First
World War British servicemen.
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In 1919 the RAMC issued a recruitment poster urging the viewer to ‘Join the
R.A.M.C. and learn a useful occupation which may help you later in civilian

life’ (Figure 6.1). At its centre is the figure of an enlisted RAMC serviceman
standing proudly, hands on hips, in front of a red cross superimposed on a blue
background. In each quadrant created by the cross are listed the various roles
that this man might fill—pharmacist, dispenser, dental mechanic, laboratory
attendant, X-ray attendant, operating-room attendant, mental attendant,
masseur, optician, nursing orderly, hospital cook. The image of the man himself
is one of uniformed virility. Physically whole and strong, in a clean, complete
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uniform, he smiles broadly, his appropriate level of maturity signalled by the
cheerful crow’s feet around his eyes and the pipe clenched in his teeth.

This was the image of post-war
military medicine that the

Pharmacists Laboratory
RAMC wanted to portray, one Dispensers. /"\ x.llxzttendants.
. Dental = ay
that could be presented as ‘a %ghanics. N Attendants.
. . . e OperatingRoom
source of national pride, used in Attendants.

propaganda material such as
films ... which reassured the
public about the care taken of
soldiers’.! Nowhere does this
image hint at the challenges
posed to either the military or ' thls'ilggl‘]ies.
medical identity of the men of Masseurs. Hospital
Opticians. @
the RAMC that, as we have
seen, recurred throughout the
war. The serviceman in the
poster does not face questions
about the necessity of his
uniformed service and whether
it can be done as well by
voluntary humanitarian-aid
providers and women. His o (]
labours are classified as FOUTTATER N CIVILAN LFEON WHICH MAY HELP g
various, specialist, and
applicable in civil as well as
military contexts, both during
his period of service and after.
His age, health, and fitness are not abject or problematic, requiring defensive
explanation. Neither is he a sanctified hero, emblematic of and witness to war’s

Fig. 6.1. ‘Join the R.A.M.C.’; LIDDLE/
MUS/AW/118, LC.

sacrifice, potentially suffering trauma consequent to such witness-bearing.2
Rather, he is representative of a figure identified by Sonya Rose as emerging
more (p.187) (p.188) definitively some years later, during the Second World
War—that of the ‘temperate hero’.3

As this book has shown, elements of this image of the RAMC serviceman as a
masculine figure were an accurate reflection of the identities constructed by and
for men of the RAMC over the course of the First World War, but this tells only
part of the story. While these men did forge a distinctive identity based on their
status as uniformed servicemen and their training and experience in first aid and
paramedic care, they continued to face challenges to the coherence of their
masculine subjectivities. These challenges included the growth of the
humanitarian first-aid movement, both nationally and internationally, and the
growing strength of the claims made by women engaged in nursing practice to
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professional recognition based on their war service. The gendered
understandings of care for soldiers which originated in the nineteenth century
not only continued into the early years of the twentieth century but gained
impetus during the war years. The potential contradictions that these narratives
exposed, between enlisted RAMC servicemen'’s identities as servicemen and non-
combatants, as caregivers but without professional qualifications, and as men
undertaking work associated with women and the domestic, were reinforced by
the patterns of recruitment which saw the Corps increasingly reinforced by
overaged and physically unfit men. In response, Corps training sought to
rationalize these tensions. It emphasized, on the one hand, the uniform and
martial labour which the military used to turn civilians into effective soldier,*
and, on the other, specialist drill, first-aid knowledge, and improvisation. This
helped enable individual men of the ranks of the RAMC to construct subjective
identities as servicemen in relation to a definable skill set which distinguished
them from their combatant comrades. Such training could not, however, entirely
distinguish their work from that of the voluntary humanitarian medical care
providers who served in the war under the authority of the BRCS rather than the
War Office. The involvement of the St John Ambulance Brigade in the provision
of training for the RAMC(T) in particular meant that the status of RAMC rankers
who benefited from this training as military servicemen would continue to be
questioned. The work of units such as the FAU would additionally create
complicated associations around medical military service due to the cultural
constructions of conscientious objectors as cowards and slackers, associations
which would further undermine RAMC servicemen’s claims to appropriate
wartime masculinities.

(p.189) While the recruitment and training of RAMC rankers can thus be seen
to challenge the visual image of the serviceman represented in the recruiting
poster as strong, fit, and appropriately uniformed, the work undertaken by these
men challenged the neat categorization of the roles occupied by RAMC rankers
by qualified titles, as in the poster. Of the eleven roles listed, only one—that of
mental attendant—did not experience some level of dilution by women, whether
trained nurses or volunteers, over the course of the war.® Both in terms of
spaces of care and developments in medical and transport technologies, the
work of the RAMC defined as necessary or appropriate was increasingly
restricted, again challenging their wartime status as caregiving servicemen. Yet,
just as with their training, RAMC rankers found ways in which to use their
experiences to define their work as appropriate forms of military service, both
during the war and in their post-war narratives.®
By focusing on the physical and emotional labour of carrying, cleaning, and
caring at all points along the chain of evacuation, and the development of
improvisational practices and niche skill sets in response to the changing nature
of industrial war, RAMC servicemen strove to construct a coherent identity as
male uniformed care providers through both space and time. Arguably they were
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more successful in the former than the latter, achieving a measure of continuity
in the roles they undertook all along the chain of evacuation from RAP to home
hospital. Such continuity was, by contrast, not possible in the face of the medical
and transport developments which democratized the provision of first-response
medical care as effectively as mass mobilization and increased female dilution of
the medical services. Men of the ranks of the Corps sought to distinguish their
labour from that of both the Service Corps drivers and the women they worked
alongside by emphasizing the hard physical and emotional labour that carrying,
cleaning, and caring continued to entail, in spite of technical and medical
progress. In particular, the physical and emotional labour of bearing undertaken
across sites of healing could be bracketed with that of doctors and trained
nurses, giving the men of the Corps claims to a form of semi-professional
identity by association. The work of building and the occupation of front-line
spaces defined by danger could also be compared to the roles and experiences of
combatant service personnel. If, (p.190) as I have argued elsewhere,” the
endurance of suffering and sacrifice of physical and emotional health became
more central during the war to the definition of heroic wartime masculinity than
the inflicting of violence or the taking of life, then RAMC servicemen were able,
through their labours, to lay claim to a form of heroic identity.

The extent to which they did so, and to which other members of British society,
both civil and military, associated such an identity with them, undoubtedly
increased over the course of the war, reflecting, in part, Harrison’s assertion
that ‘The medical services were now clearly essential to military efficiency and
their improvement was part and parcel of their vital managerial reforms
undertaken by Haig during his period as commander-in-chief.’® As with
individual experiences of wartime labour, however, such constructions of status
were by no means uniform or unambiguously positive. Indeed, in cultural
representation of the RAMC serviceman during the war, the contradictions
between the role of non-professional male medical serviceman and the gendered
social expectation of appropriate male service in wartime were laid most starkly
bare. The figure of the abject orderly as, in part, a defensive construct of RAMC
home-hospital orderlies speaks to the anxieties that the contradictions posed by
military medical service raised for individual men of the ranks and their
subjective understandings of themselves as men. Yet in spite of the cultural
cringe of men like Ward Muir and George Swindell, the ‘slacker in khaki’ was by
no means the dominant representation of the RAMC serviceman in British
wartime culture. Here the imagery of the propaganda most closely reflects an
element of reality, with the temperate heroism of the RAMC serviceman
emerging in the figure of the comrade in service, the man who was there,
physical and emotionally, to bear witness to the suffering of his combatant
counterpart. By contrast, the valorization of these men as heroic Knights of the
Red Cross, figures with profound Christian overtones of sacrifice,? associated
men whose non-combatant role theoretically precluded facing enemy fire with
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the bodily sacrifice of the ‘glorious dead’ through poetic constructions of
stretcher bearers as Christlike.

These cultural constructions of military medical service would, like those of the
British First World War serviceman more generally, undergo (p.191) significant
changes in the war’s aftermath.!? The valorization of the dead and the sense of
social disaffection which troubled ex-servicemen of all branches of military
service in the interwar period would affect the men of the military medical
service no less than those of other units. While many RAMC establishments
would continue in service beyond the armistice, offering relief care in Belgium
and Germany!! and continuing to staff the hospitals where wounded and
disabled men were being treated for ongoing illnesses and impairments, 2 after
May 1919:

the number of demobilized men previously retained as necessary for the
machinery of demobilization showed a steady decrease. This was aided by
the rapid decreases which were now taking place in the hospital
population, by the employment to the greatest possible extent of voluntary
aid detachment general service and labour women, and later, as
demobilization progressed and recruiting for the R.A.M.C. fell far short of
the numbers required, by the general employment of civilian hospital
orderlies.!3

As British society as a whole attempted to demobilize, both socially and
culturally, after four and a half years of war, the men who had served in the
ranks of the medical corps, like other ex-servicemen, sought to pick up the
threads of their civilian lives, by either returning to old jobs or starting out on
careers which hadn’t had time to begin when war broke out.

There is no clear evidence, particularly for younger men who saw non-
commissioned service in the RAMC, whose career trajectories had been
interrupted near the start by the outbreak of war, that RAMC rankers were
influenced by the work they pursued in the years after the war. On the contrary,
Frank Ridsdale returned to market gardening near Wetherby; Richard Capell,
after serving as a lance corporal with the 6th London Field Ambulance,
continued his career as a journalist and music critic with the Daily Mail and later
The Telegraph.1* There is little material to suggest that men’s exposure to the
work of caregiving in wartime inspired them to undertake medical careers in the
war’s aftermath. Those already engaged with the work of medical caring in a
professional capacity, that is, the doctors who made up the officer corps of the
RAMC, appear to have continued, for the most part, along these career
trajectories,!® indicating (p.192) the extent to which their wartime service
involved the mobilization and militarization of their civilian identities. After the
war, the military elements of these identities appear to have been, by and large,
set aside, but do not appear to have fundamentally altered the cultural
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construction of the medical profession in Britain as a whole. The officers of the
RAMC were citizens who became soldiers for the duration of the war and
returned to their civil status in its aftermath.'® This continuity in employment
patterns, apparently among all ranks of male medical care providers,
reemphasizes the extent to which war service in Britain was understood by the
majority of these men, both doctors and rankers, as a temporary deviation from
civilian social identities.!”

The desire at all levels to re-establish continuity with pre-war society and culture
combined with a shift in practices of commemoration in the war’s immediate
aftermath, from celebrations of survival to valorization of the sacrifice of the
dead, to shape the ways in which wartime medical service was remembered and
commemorated. This is comparable to the commemoration of war service more
broadly.'® As with other units, initial written commemorations were dominated,
in the first instance, by the official histories and officers’ memoirs. Unit diaries
and collective memoirs also appeared, although many of these, like personal
narratives of individual men of the ranks of the Corps, remained unpublished.!?
Such publications were used to celebrate both medical progress and unit
identity, serving the social function of justifying the work of the medical services
within rationalizations of the war as a whole. The personal narratives of trained
nurses, by comparison, were used as part of the attempt to gain official
recognition for their particular form of gendered service. Later, the ‘war books
boom’ of the late 1920s enabled VADs such as Vera Brittain to position
themselves, through their memoirs, as volunteers equivalent in moral status to
the enlisted men whose own, increasingly disillusioned, narratives of war, were
coming to dominate literary representations of war experience.?? Such
narratives of disillusionment posed a direct challenge to the progressive medical
narratives of official histories and medical-officer memoirs, often representing
(p.193) medical caregivers, particularly doctors, as drunken, incompetent, and
heartless.?!

The focus of disillusioned criticism of medical practice on officers, and the
regimental medical officer in particular, may have meant that the men of the
ranks escaped direct criticism of their work. However, in these narratives, far
from retaining the status of good comrades, they all but disappear, in an echo of
the painting-out of orderlies’ service in Crimea in favour of that of female
nurses.22 Where these men were represented in interwar culture, it was
generally in a neutral manner rather than in either the negative terms applied to
some doctors or the hagiographic terms associated with nurses. ‘T have had
some experience of death and accidents. I was a stretcher-bearer during the
war,’23 notes Mr Daniels in Dorothy L. Sayers’s novel Murder Must Advertise
(1933), in his inquest evidence on the death of Victor Dean. This service appears
to have no connotations for the wider characterization of this very minor
character in terms of class, age, or gender status, with his identity being
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otherwise entirely defined by his post-war professional status as an advertising
executive.

The Corps as a whole, like other non-combatant military units, was officially
recognized in the interwar period through war memorials commemorating those
who died in service. A plaque to the men of the RAMC was unveiled in
Westminster Abbey in 1922, accompanied by a book of remembrance created by
the novelist and calligrapher Graily Hewitt, which was made public in 1925. Yet
in comparison with the cultural commemorations of combatant experiences of
and losses in war, the figure of the male military caregiver, particularly the man
of the ranks, can be said to have slipped out of view in the war’s aftermath. Even
as the war came into renewed focus as a locus of cultural commemoration from
the 1960s,%4 the particular work and experiences of male medical care providers
remained largely hidden, the subject of family rather than national memory.

More recently, however, the work of the medical services in the war has become
the subject of increased investigation and celebration, although now with
persistent elisions between the work of voluntary medical aid (p.194)
providers, regimental stretcher bearers, and the men of the RAMC.2° The
understanding of medical care, both military and humanitarian, as a symbol of
humanity in a futile, inhuman war was reflected in the BBC’s decision in 2014 to
use Robert Service’s poem to introduce its World War One at Home series of
local radio broadcasts both at national roadshows and online.?% The voice of a
first medical responder as witness to the suffering of war thus became the
signifier of a significant national and regional act of commemoration. As with so
much commemorative practice around the First World War, this focus on the
humanity and witness of medical care providers reflects contemporary cultural
attitudes about the war, violence, and military medical care provision more
broadly. The provision of humanitarian aid in conflict is generally viewed as
being as, if not more, worthy of celebration and commemoration than the
ethically complicated violence associated with the military’s defence of the
nation.?” As British involvement in international conflicts becomes ever more
contentious in the age of global terror, and the armed forces face increasing
criticisms and cuts to their funding, the army medical services tend to be, by
comparison, the subject of praise for their innovation in saving lives and the
humanitarian aid they provide to civilians in conflict and disaster zones, a very
different position from their relative interwar anonymity. In this contemporary
context, commemoration of the men of the RAMC during the First World War
can be seen to reflect the values of the society engaged in commemorating as
much as those of the men being commemorated.

Yet understanding the history of the work of the men of the RAMC in the era of
the First World War remains significant beyond simply acknowledging or even
celebrating the work they undertook in saving lives and providing humanitarian
aid. It also shows how, like both the combatants and the other medical
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caregivers they served alongside, these men bore witness to the suffering of war,
to the damage industrial conflict inflicts on (p.195) the bodies and minds of
those caught up in it.%8 By being ‘the men who were there’ for fellow servicemen
in moments of pain and fear, from the dressing station to the operating theatre,
the men of the RAMC were able to lay claim to a shared sense of service and
duty and, therefore, a patriotic masculine identity.

By viewing these men’s work and experiences through the lens of gender and
the cultural construction of masculinities in wartime Britain, this book has
sought to complicate dominant narratives of the war which, in focusing on the
combatant aspects of the war at the expense of the vast amounts of non-
combatant labour required, often perpetuate dichotomies around the gendered
division of labour which do not fully capture the historic reality. Exploring a
particular form of non-combatant work, one intimately associated with both the
violence of war and the domesticity of peace, illuminates the ways in which such
labour was understood as a form of war service for both men and women. The
ease with which service based on care was accommodated with definitions of
appropriated service, both male and female, serves to remind us of the totalizing
nature of the First World War, while the difficulties that men who undertook
such service faced in relation to their wartime status reinforces the ways in
which gendered divisions of labour were mobilized in wartime.

The militarization of medical care at all levels, not merely that of professional
practice, would have profound implications for a post-war society where the
unprecedented levels of disability created by the violence of war raised
questions about the responsibility of the state for ensuring the health of the
nation. The tensions which the men of the RAMC negotiated—between
professional medicine and first-aid practices, between the exclusivity of
specialization based on innovation and the popularizing of basic concepts of
hygiene and wound care through military instruction to a mass audience—would
inform the debates, both political and medical, which would ultimately lay the
foundation for the National Health Service in the wake of another world war.2°
Additionally, the work of the RAMC as gendered labour in wartime not only
exposes the complexity of the memory of the First World War as either a futile or
heroic endeavour, both individually and nationally. It also challenges
constructions of both the military and medicine as spheres structured
unproblematically by gender in this period. While gender has been shown to play
a significant role in structuring military medical services, it is not in the form of
the purely dichotomous double helix (p.196) whereby, whatever disruption war
causes to gender relationships, ‘In the long run ... the dynamic of gender
subordination remains as it was’, with female labour always devalued relative to
male roles.3? Nor do class distinctions map neatly on to those of rank for either
men or women. Rather, the hierarchies of military medicine can be seen to be
founded on unstable, shifting bases of gendered and classed understandings of
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caring. Through their work of carrying, cleaning, and caring as appropriate
forms of male service in wartime, RAMC servicemen played a role in disrupting
cultural norms of gender and class in relation to both the military and the
medical profession. The extent to which such disruptions persisted into the
interwar period is a subject which deserves further scholarly exploration,
beyond the scope of this book.

The work and experiences of the men of the Royal Army Medical Corps can,
therefore, be seen to have profound significance for our understandings of
wartime violence, the memory of the war, and the gendered practice of medicine
in twentieth-century Britain. In ‘fac[ing] the worst that cruel war meant’3!, they
not only ‘brought mercy to the strife’ but also played their part in shaping the
practice of medical care in twentieth- and twenty-first-century Britain through
their labour, experience, and the witness which they bore. In doing so, they
undoubtedly bore an equal burden of service and sacrifice to that of any of the
combatants they served alongside.
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