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‘It Takes All Sorts to Make a Type':
Scottish Great War Prose
David A. Rennie

The prose of soldiers and non-combatant participants has tradition-
ally been a neglected area of Scottish World War I literary scholar-
ship. Only John Buchan’s Mr Standfast (1919) and lan Hay’s The
First Hundred Thousand (1915) appear to have garnered widespread
attention. Trevor Royle’s 2014 anthology Isn’t All This Bloody?: Scot-
tish Writing from the First World War has highlighted the widespread
body of extant material, but first-hand Scottish Great War prose has
never attained anything like the status of works by participants in
other belligerent nations.

Why? In Adrian Gregory’s opinion: “The simplest answer may still
be the best: that Scottish culture was more patriotic, perhaps even
more militaristic, than English.” ‘One in six British soldiers of the war
were Scottish,” he observes, ‘but apparently not a Graves, Sassoon [or]
Aldington.’' The martial zeal Gregory identifies may be a contributing
factor, although this is difficult — as he recognises — to quantify. The
numerical consideration he highlights is less ambiguous: there were
fewer Scots than English — or, for that matter, American or German —
troops to write such works. But why has no Scottish equivalent to the
likes of All Quiet on the Western Front (1929), A Farewell to Arms
(1929) or The Middle Parts of Fortune (1929) emerged?

Part of the answer to this question, I argue, is that Scots with first-
hand wartime experience did actually generate prose comparable to
that emerging in other countries throughout the 1920s and beyond,
but that this has been somewhat overlooked. John Reith’s Wearing
Spurs (published in 1966 — though written in 1937), David Rorie’s A
Medico’s Luck in the War (1929), George Blake’s The Path of Glory
(1929) and Edward Gaitens’s Dance of the Apprentices (1948) are
notable examples — stylistically and thematically — of Scottish writers
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engaging with the topics of militaristic bureaucracy, the general physi-
cal discomfort of army life, and graphic wounding.

By discussing some of these under-studied texts, this chapter will
challenge — or at least supplement — the notion that Scottish writing
was dominated by North Britons who ‘arrived at a defining Scottish-
ness by way of a wider British formation’.* The range of emotional
and personal response within avowedly unionist Scots literature will
also be examined. Here I suggest that support for the Union did not
eradicate a whole spectrum of recognisably Scottish cultural markers
from appearing in the writing of individual authors.

David Goldie acknowledges that ‘distinct local perspectives and
practices [...] have contributed significantly to the complexities
of” Scottish World War I writing, but notes that the picture is more
involved than merely being a composite of separate Scottish identi-
ties, such as Doric or Gaelic. At play is also ‘a different set of identi-
fications — ones that derive not from the regional “below” but from
the national and international “above”’. There are, for instance, ‘less
straightforwardly homogenous’ categories of Scots — the diasporic,
immigrants and unionists.” Moreover, the presence of a ‘strongly
expressed Scottishness’ in the works of Buchan, Hay and Ewart
Alan Mackintosh buttresses ‘British imperial integration’ by promot-
ing ‘strength in diversity’ which contrasts favourably with ‘Prussian
monoculture’.* Meanwhile, the Anglicisation of the People’s Journal
and the increasing popularity of the Daily Record and Mail form
another intersection with the ‘above’, but not, Goldie writes, one of
British ‘cultural imperialism’.” Rather it represents changing consumer
taste in Scotland through a willing embrace of mass-market culture.

Considering these various strands, Goldie rejects the notion that
Scottish identity ‘must be one thing’:

It might, I suggest, be more productive to regard national cultures prag-
matically, and see them simply as the sum of all current activity taking
place in that country or otherwise relating to it: to think less in terms of
Scottish Culture and more about the range of cultural activities taking
place within Scotland.®

This is ‘an idea of culture as the product of material and ideological
contention’.” The notion of interacting ‘above’ and ‘below’ influences
offers a valuable model through which to conceive the multivalent,
contingent flux of variables constituting Scottish identity at the time of
World War I. There is, however, the risk that, while building an overall
model of complex national identity, the nuances and idiosyncrasies of
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individuals’ reactions are suppressed — especially if they are assigned
one vector of identity. If writers such as Buchan and Hay depict ‘a
Scotland of a British’ mind, as Goldie has persuasively argued, it also
seems possible that their depictions will be coloured by the ‘from
below’ attributes of their background, individual character and cre-
ative choices.®

Several Scottish writers of World War I could be considered to
represent a double emphasis on ‘a distinctive Scottishness and an
assimilatory Britishness’.” In each instance, however, the type of
‘Scottishness’ and the manner of assimilation vary markedly. Ian
Hay’s The First Hundred Thousand follows the Bruce and Wallace
Highlanders from initial training to frontline combat at Loos. The
soldiers become ‘less individualistic’ and more acquiescent as train-
ing progresses, eventually forming ‘a cohesive unit of fighting men’."?
The novel unequivocally states its case that a display of Scottish
individuality is compatible with fervent unionism, describing the
Highlanders as possessing ‘[t]he entirely Hibernian faculty of being
able to combine a most fanatical and seditious brand of Nationalism
with a genuine and ardent enthusiasm for the British Empire’."" Hay
builds his narrative of assimilation by suggesting parallels between
army and school life: ‘One’s first days as a newly-joined subaltern
are very like one’s first days at school.”'? As George Urquhart writes,
this choice of ‘public school as the metaphoric vehicle with which to
comprehend the army life’ is apt, given the likely resonance it would
have for ‘the predominantly middle-class readership novel of Black-
wood’s [Magazine]” in which it was initially serialised."

Despite its overwhelming positivity for war and Empire, the work
is sensitive to the nuances of Scottish experience. The narrator holds
that, given their relative sizes, ‘Big England’s sorrow is national;
little Scotland’s is personal.”'* We also see varying attitudes to war
among the men. For Captain Wagstaffe, war ‘wipes out all the small
nuisances of peace-time’."” One soldier, Ainslie, claims enlistment
has improved his digestion and sleep; another, Ayling, is grateful to
escape his job as a public school teacher; while Hattrick, a struggling
doctor in peacetime, is glad of the steady income. As Hay’s narrator
summarises: ‘you find it impossible to generalise. Your one unshake-
able conclusion is that it takes all sorts to make a type.’'®

For Goldie, John Buchan’s The Thirty-Nine Steps (1915), Green-
mantle (1916) and — especially — Mr Standfast (1919) offer ‘a prime
example of the adaptation of the colonial adventure to the conditions
of wartime’."” Indeed, it would be hard to argue that Hannay’s epiph-
anic wonderment at the rural beauty of the Cotswolds constitutes
anything else:
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In that moment I had a kind of revelation. I had a vision of what I had
been fighting for [...] It was peace, deep and holy and ancient [...] It
was more; for in that hour England first took over me. Before my country
had been South Africa [. . .] But now I realised that I had a new home.!®

Goldie is surely in the right when he notes that Buchan is ‘construct-
ing an England that is part of an Imperial Britain of the imagina-
tion’." Yet Buchan also penned poems in Lowland Scots about the
war, such as ‘Home Thoughts from Abroad’ and ‘On Leave’ in Poems
Scots and English (1917). In his memoir Memory Hold-the-Door
(1940), Buchan admitted that it was his time at Oxford - his exile
from his native land — which intensified his interest in the literature
and countryside of Scotland. As such, Goldie views Buchan’s poetry
as being comparable to the attempt in Kailyard literature to ‘recover
a mid-nineteenth-century Scotland’, with the difference that Buchan
possesses ‘few such memories’ and is ‘impelled to construct one out
of what is effectively a British literary tradition’.*

Douglas Gifford, however, has argued that in his earliest fiction,
beginning with Sir Quixote of the Moors (1895), ‘Buchan first began
to write in the tradition of Scottish historical fiction’ of Walter Scott
and Robert Louis Stevenson.? And for Macdonald Daly, Buchan’s
Lowland war poems express ‘an aesthetic appeal to a specifically
Scottish, as distinct from a British, patriotism’.** Perhaps, as Gifford
does, it may be more productive to acknowledge in Buchan ‘constant
movement between his dual Scottish and English identities’, ‘two dif-
ferent personae: the Scottish Buchan remaining in nostalgic memory;
the English Buchan changing in voice and manner to adapt to his
new identity’.”

R. W. Campbell’s Private Spud Tamson (1915) and J. J. Bell’s Wee
Macgreegor Enlists (1915) are comparable in their focus on the come-
dic escapades of a central character drawn from the tenements of
Glasgow. To the pride of their respective families, Spud and the dimin-
utive Macgreegor enlist without hesitation. Reflecting Macgreegor’s
initial appearance as a recurring character in stories published by the
Glasgow Evening Times since 1901, Wee Macgreegor Enlists depends
largely on the interactions of its quaint characters — Macgreegor’s
affected aunt, his erudite, playful, on-off girlfriend, Christina, and his
ne’er-do-well associate Willie — for its sentimental humour. War and the
process of mobilisation are largely peripheral to the will-they-won’t-
they dynamic between Christina and Macgreegor. Only one of the epi-
sodes in the novel concerns active duty, in which, during ‘a splendid
moment’, Macgreegor bayonets a German.** Although he is wounded
enough to be kept ‘out of action for several months’, his injuries are
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more of a narrative ploy to make Christina reconsider her arch rebuffs
of Macgreegor than they are an engagement with the human cost of
modern warfare.”

Private Spud Tamson also draws on the comedic adventures of
the Glasgow working class, but Campbell acknowledges the city’s
darker side. Early in the novel we learn that Spud’s father has been to
jail for ‘[k]nockin’ lumps aff the auld wife’s heid wi’ a poker’.*® His
mother later finances ‘a spree’ for Spud by pawning ‘the goods which
had been regularly pawned once a week for twenty years’.”” The men
of the Glesca Mileeshy to which Spud belongs — described as ‘the
scrapings of humanity’ — revel in recreational violence.”® One mem-
ber deliberately provokes a mass brawl with a rival Perthshire unit:
‘then the battle commenced. Skin, hair, and blood went flying.” The
concluding thoughts of an observing colonel — who watches with ‘a
smile in his heart’ — sum up the novel’s attitude to such behaviour:
‘D___ rascals, but d___ good soldiers.”” Unlike Wee Macgreegor
Enlists, Campbell’s novel recognises serious social concerns such
as domestic abuse, poverty, drunkenness and casual violence. Such
issues are sanitised, however, by the novel’s contention that these
‘brutal qualities essential in war’ can be channelled into ‘[t]he fights
for Britain’s Glory’.* Indeed, Campbell goes as far to claim that the
men are suited to this task ideologically as well temperamentally. The
Mileeshy men ‘are instinctively conservative’, every one ‘at heart a
Tory’.”! [D]own like an avalanche swept the sons of Empire,” writes
Campbell, as the men charge the Germans in the novel’s final scene.’”

As we compare these examples, various facets of Scottish identity
emerge within the works of authors which can be described as patri-
otic, pro-war and unionist. Hay adopts public school camaraderie
aimed at his middle-class audience; Buchan’s war tale takes place
within the distinctive bounds of the thriller, although he also felt
compelled to write poems in Scots; Wee Macgreegor Enlists provides
a ‘sentimental and stylised picture of working-class life in Glasgow’;
Private Spud Tamson, meanwhile, glancingly recognises profound
social issues it then subsumes within a narrative of militaristic enthu-
siasm.* To note these variations is not to dispute the obvious inclina-
tion of these texts to unionist politics. However, while aligning with
the ‘above’ of the Union, each of these works has a distinct ‘below’ —
as they represent different aspects of Scottish life, and do so in ways
which are shaped by the genre and stylistic choices of the author.
Not only was the writing of certain unionist authors highly engaged
in the nuances of the Scottish war experience, there exists a body
of literature about the First World War by Scots who do not fit this
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mould. Scottish writers who were apolitical or conscientious objec-
tors also wrote memoirs and novels which lie outwith the pale of
‘assimilatory Britishness’.

A liminal figure in this regard is John Reith, known today mainly for
his role as the first Director-General of the BBC. Born in Stonehaven,
Reith left work as an engineer at the Royal Albert Dock to serve as a
transport officer with the Sth Scottish Rifles. He supervised the trans-
fer of the unit’s sixty-six horses and twenty-two wagons to France in
October 1914 and secured a billet in Erquinghem. Reith was glad to
be spared ‘the ghastly boredom and discomfort of trench life’, but his
proximity to ration dumps and the ‘traffic to and fro the trenches’ fre-
quently exposed him to enemy fire.** His imperious character created
friction with certain superior officers, and in September 1915 he was
transferred to the Royal Engineers, 2/2nd Highland Field Company.
Just a few weeks later, on 7 October, Reith’s war service ended when he
was shot in the face while inspecting trenches at the front.

Reith’s wartime memoir, Wearing Spurs, was written in 1937.
His friends cautioned against publication, however, advising ‘It is
just what your enemies are waiting for.”* Eventually published in
1966, Reith’s work is notable for the way it anticipates the highly
influential ideas of Paul Fussell, who wrote, in The Great War and
Modern Memory (1975): ‘Every war constitutes an irony of situa-
tion because its means are so melodramatically disproportionate to
its presumed ends.”*® While he acknowledged the ‘ghastly tragedy of
death [. . .] and incapacitation’ of war, Reith — applying his penchant
for administration and the principles of efficiency from his engineer-
ing background — was repulsed by the ‘appalling inefficiency’ with
which the war was conducted. He elaborates:

Efforts and costs of all kinds in the Great War were utterly disproportion-
ate to results [. . .] What portion of those whose names are commemorated
on the hundred thousand memorials which star the land gave their lives,
in fact less for God, King, and Country, than simply to stupidity, jealousy,
and managerial incompetence.’’

Adrian Gregory calls Wearing Spurs ‘the great Scottish war mem-
oir of the 1930s’.** Yet, while Reith’s stewardship of the BBC has
assured him a place in the history of British twentieth-century media
studies, his memoir has attracted scant notice within discussions of
Scottish literature.”

After the war, Reith worked as secretary to London Conservative
MPs during the 1922 election. In 1922, he became General Manager
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of the BBC and from 1927 to 1938 served as its first Director-General.
During World War II, Neville Chamberlain appointed Reith Minister
of Information and he was found a safe seat in 1940 as MP for South-
ampton. After Churchill came to power, Reith was moved to Minister
of Transport, becoming Minister of Works thereafter. In 1942, he was
forced out of government and became Baron Reith of Stonehaven with
a seat in the House of Lords.

Figuratively and literally, Reith — who stood at 6 foot 6 — was
a gigantic figure in the British establishment. And he was a com-
plex individual. A domineering personality, Reith was devoted to
the principles that the BBC should broadcast ‘all that is best in
every department of human knowledge, endeavour, and achieve-
ment’ while maintaining ‘the preservation of a high moral tone’.*’
Despite his didacticism, Reith also strove to protect the BBC from
political interference and rebuffed attempts to make the Corpora-
tion ‘a propaganda machine’ during the 1926 General Strike.*' The
son of the Presbyterian minister of College Church, Glasgow — who
later became the Moderator of the United Free Church of Scotland -
Reith was also a deeply religious man. These idiosyncrasies colour
Wearing Spurs.

Reith had just turned twenty-five when war broke out. He recalled
his feelings at this time:

here was something tremendously exciting. In a sense I had been look-
ing forward to war, and for years; now it was coming. It was an entirely
personal affair; no thought of what it might mean to home, or country,
or civilisation.*

Reith had a longstanding interest in the military, having joined the
Glasgow Cadet Corps in 1901 and been commissioned in the Scottish
Rifles in 1911. Military service appears to have appealed to him as a
means of fulfilling or demonstrating his potential: allowing him the
opportunity to command, display his capacity as an administrator,
and pursue distinction. The main thread of Wearing Spurs centres on
the friction generated by Reith’s partially justified self-belief and the
inevitable resentment this stirred in his superior officers.

Running alongside his highly developed sense of personal des-
tiny, his profound religiosity also shaped Reith’s identity. Wearing
Spurs is written in fluid, confident prose containing Latin phrases
and French dialogue. Virtually the only references to literary texts,
however, are theological. Along with multiple quotations from the
Psalms, Reith quotes texts such as John Greenleaf Whittier’s “The
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Eternal Goodness’ and John Keeble’s The Christian Year. Reith
described himself as possessing;:

strong religious convictions; certain that only a practical application of
Christian principle in affairs national and international could ever bring
peace and prosperity to the world. No party affiliations; only vaguely
Liberal.*

Behind this religiousness looms the influence of Reith’s upbringing
as the son of a Presbyterian minister in Glasgow — one he repeatedly
returns to in Wearing Spurs.

Reith’s ambition of military service was epitomised by the imag-
ined image of him ‘returning unexpectedly from war and going up
the aisle of College Church in Glasgow — but always and essentially
to the ring of spurs’.* The night he was informed that his battalion
was ‘proceeding overseas at once’, Reith’s thoughts were not only
‘of Mother and Father’ but also of his urge to attend a service at
‘College Church’, aware he ‘might never have the chance again’.*’
Prior to Easter Day 1915, twenty-two of Reith’s nominally Presby-
terian Transport Division members elected to join the Church’ offi-
cially at a special service held by a minster in an estaminet. Pleased
to see his men ‘brought into this new relationship with God’, Reith
wrote to inform his father; all twenty-two names are recorded in
Wearing Spurs.*® The following service on Easter Day prompted
Reith to reminisce on the proceedings of ‘Communion services in
College Church’; afterwards, he halted his party of men to add that
‘if we can’t carry the significance of [the service] into our work, then
we shall be making a farce of it’.*

Reith was able to fulfil his “silly (or splendid) fantasy’ of returning
to his father’s church from war ‘to the ring of spurs’. His account of
the episode may explain the significance of his conflation of church
and army in this anticipated moment. Reith was early infatuated
with ‘the sight and sound and superiority’ of spurs.* Furthermore,
as he notes, ‘[i]n churches in Scotland the Manse pew is usually at
the front, and its occupants are not only observable, but very much
observed’.* Thus the experience of wearing spurs in his home church
unites two of the things most important to Reith: faith and the vis-
ible demonstration of his superiority. Andrew Boyle describes Reith
as ‘an instinctive patriot’, but there is little discernible engagement
with the war as a means to defend the Empire or uphold the Union
in Wearing Spurs.”® Instead, Reith’s memoir showcases a confirmed
individualist facing the challenges of the Great War — steeled by ‘the



52 David A. Rennie

intuitive certainty that he was predestined by a God [. . .] to carry
out some important task in life’."!

David Rorie’s A Medico’s Luck in the War (1929) forms another
high-quality, yet under-studied text. Born in Edinburgh in 1867,
Rorie spent his childhood in Aberdeen, before returning to the capi-
tal to gain M.B. and C.M. degrees from Edinburgh University. He
pursued various roles before moving in 1894 to serve as a ‘medical
superintendent for a group of collieries’ in Auchterderran, Fife, and
from 1905 to 1933 worked as a GP at Cults outside Aberdeen. A
highly energetic figure, Rorie published two books of poetry — The
Auld Doctor and Other Poems and Songs in Scots (1920) and The
Lum Hat Wantin’ the Croon and Other Poems (1935) — and was
joint editor of the Caledonian Medical Journal from 1911 to 1937.
He was also a noted folklorist, whom David Buchan describes as the
first in Scotland ‘to record the culture of an industrial community:
that of the Fife miners’.”

Aged forty-seven in 1914, Rorie was mobilised as part of the
Territorial Force’s 1st Highland Field Ambulance. He arrived at Le
Havre in May 1915 and remained in service six months beyond the
armistice. In his memoir, Rorie also has recourse to Latin phrases
and incorporates French dialogue, but his referential palate is more
expansive and secular than Reith’s. Rorie compares the detailed rela-
tion of his journey through France to the geographical exactitude of
Xenophon.” At Béthune, ‘once the adventure country of “The Three
Musketeers™’, Rorie wonders what Dumas’s heroes would make of
‘rum in a tin mug’ or ‘four years of trench warfare’.”* A Medico’s
Luck in the War is littered with references to Dickens, Shakespeare,
Brueghel, Hogarth and various classical deities.

Yet Rorie maintains a constant focus on Scottish identity. Quota-
tions from the poetry of Allan Ramsay and William Dunbar appear
alongside anecdotes of Scots servicemen. For example, one Royal
Army Medical Corps (RAMC) private is asked if he wears the
‘courte jupe’. ““Ach! The Kilt!” he replied: “Na, na: owre muckle
bendin’ aboot oor job, wifie! Compree?”’*> Another Scottish RAMC
man, Corporal Charlie — ‘one of the best known characters in our
unit’ — blusters his way through the language barrier when address-
ing German prisoners:

‘Nine, ye gommeral? It’s nae nine: it’s twal’ o’ ye! C’'wa noo! Look slippy!
You, Nosey!” (indicating a gentleman endowed in this way by nature).
‘An’ you, Breeks!’ (to another, the seat of whose trousers was severely
damaged by barbed wire).*



Scottish Great VWar Prose 53

These comedic vernacular episodes could be viewed in the same
vein as the Scottish characters in The First Hundred Thousand and
Private Spud Tamson: a celebration of Scottish individuality within
a cheerful endorsement of the Union and Empire. Yet would Rorie,
as a Scottish folklorist and vernacular poet, be likely to view these
episodes in such a way?

Rorie’s poem ‘“The Pawky Duke’ is a satirical rebuff to the stereo-
typical image of the Scot ‘known to the Southron’: ‘pawkiness and
pride of race; love of the dram’. Rorie’s Duke:

[. ..] dined each day on the usquebae [whisky]
An’ he washed it doon wi” haggis. [. . .]

For that’s the way that the Heelanters dae
Whaur the foamin’ flood an’ the crag is!*’

Rorie’s playful disdain of the caricature of the Scot held by English
audiences calls into question whether his depictions of Scots in A
Medico’s Luck in the War are formed along the lines of an assimila-
tory Britishness. Further examples from his memoir strengthen this
impression:

the true liaison between the British and French armies was the Scottish
troops. This statement is curiously true — for two reasons. One is that
many of the English had never got away from the ‘d- foreigner’ idea of
the Napoleonic Wars: the other, that sentiment of the ‘Auld Alliance’
persisted strongly amongst the French, both military and civilian.’®

This Franco-Scots bond is exemplified in a later episode when a local
civilian learns that Rorie is Scottish. The Frenchman ‘started off at
once on Marie Stuart’: ‘For the Scots, yes — you are our ancient allies!
But the English [. . .] Of course, they too are our allies and we must
love them; but for me it is difficult!”” Rorie’s memoir points to an
understated — but unmistakable — feeling of solidarity among the
Auld Alliance, one that is not matched by the members of the Union.

Without there being any obvious animosity between the Scottish
and English forces, there are subtly — but clearly defined — expressions
of discrete national characteristics. When an Englishman complains
of some Americans, who have butchered and eaten a pig he had been
saving for his own table, Rorie cites the example of St Serf from the
Chronicle of Andrew Wyntoun (c.1350-c.1425). In this episode, the
guilt of a thief who has stolen one of St Serf’s sheep is revealed, some-
what grotesquely, when the digested ‘sheep then bleated in his wame
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[belly]’. Unsurprisingly, this obscure reference does not register:
‘Never heard of the blighter! Damn these gum-chewers, anyway!"*
Rorie’s cultural in-joke suggests a level of Scottish autonomy within
the British army, one reinforced by his interlocutor’s exemplification
of the English disdain for foreigners identified earlier in the narrative.

Wearing Spurs and A Medico’s Luck in the War are examples of
highly readable memoirs which do not fall comfortably within the
parameters of a North British perspective of the Great War. Similarly,
there are at least two outstanding novels reflecting first-hand experi-
ences of the conflict by Scots which — as far as I can tell — have not
been widely appreciated as war texts. George Blake (1893-1961)
was born in Greenock and interrupted his legal studies at Glasgow
University to serve in Gallipoli. Blake drew on these experiences in
The Path of Glory (1929). The novel centres around Col Macaulay, a
twenty-year-old from Benbecula in the Outer Hebrides, who has emi-
grated to the shipyards of Clydeside. Described as one of ‘the High-
land tinkers, slow and hazy of mind’, Col’s sole interest is his ‘deep
inarticulate love for the art of the bagpipe’.®! Following the outbreak
of war, he enlists as a piper alongside his friend John Macleod and
their paternal co-worker, Deveney. Posted to Cults farm for training,
Col encounters the promiscuous Kirsty Galbraith, whom he begins
dating and soon marries. Shortly afterwards, Kirsty gives birth to a
child fathered by another man.

At Devonport, Col’s company board — to their joy — the Clyde-built
Alsatia and sail, via Gozo and Lemnos, to Cape Helles on the Gallipoli
Peninsula. As Col’s battalion makes its way into the lines, their enthu-
siasm is tempered as they begin to perceive the absence of any clear
idea — throughout the chain of command — as to the strategy and goals
of the manceuvres they participate in. These men of the shipyards fol-
low a ‘boy officer’ who is ‘not at all clear as to the fate of the battal-
ion’: ‘It was often like that in the field — as if [. . .] a trench-system was
really an affair beyond human control, as if the Staff trusted largely to
luck. There seemed to be no taut plan about it all.”®

After their guide loses his way, the men are directed to dig a new
trench in the open; they are discovered and come under fire from
‘rifles and machine-guns blazing fire and lead’.*> The men then leave
the trenches and are ordered to a gully, where they are forced to wait —
apparently forgotten — for an entire day without water. Deveney
complains to a junior officer about this oversight: ‘“The subaltern
smiled cynically and shrugged his shoulders. It was none of his busi-
ness. It was always the business of somebody in authority. The chain
of responsibility ran on and on - till it passed out of sight.”**
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To his distress, Col is made a runner and is unable to join John and
Deveney when his comrades attack the Turkish positions. Believing
his friends have been killed, Col — disobeying his orders — goes in
search of them. When he finds the corpse of Deveney lying over a
trench parados, a passing stretcher-bearer observes: “That poor
bloke’s copped it all right. Ope they get ’im buried before ’e stinks.’®
Refusing medical attention for a shrapnel wound in his wrist, Col
sneaks into no-man’s-land and reaches the enemy trenches. There
he is shot in the back and lies in his own blood until he is taken into
a Turkish ambulance. Col is then deposited at a roadside, where he
finds himself in view of the sea and the hills of Asia. As he lies dying,
the view recalls to Col ‘the hills of Scotland in the sweet summer’,
and he imagines himself ‘back again in the Isles’.*® Though poignant,
Blake undercuts any sentimentality in this scene with the concluding
line: ‘It did not matter very much that Col Macaulay at length lay
dead under the alien stars.®’

As Jenny Macleod writes, The Path of Glory possesses ‘several
features of the soldiers’ tale, such as confused battle descriptions and
strange incidents’ — not least its ironic title.*® Yet Blake is careful to
make the point that, though they may be fighting a war they cannot
understand, these men of Clydeside are proud of their readiness to
serve. Though, as skilled workers, they are offered the chance to
leave their unit and join the munitions effort, none does so. Deveney
even offers to ‘knock the flakin’ heid aff any man that says he’s going
back’.®” At the front, a soldier’s self-inflicted wound damages ‘the
pride of the Company’, while John and Deveney are ‘hard put to it’
to console Col after he is excluded from a combat role.” It is pos-
sible, of course, that such feelings would subside during and after
the war. The novel, furthermore, is forthright in its suggestion that
these men deserve better leadership. But a strength of The Path of
Glory lies in its avoidance of a laboured didactic indictment of the
establishment. Blake’s direct, understated ending resonates with a
poignant sense of the purposeless loss of young lives during the war.

Edward Gaitens (1897-1966) was born in Glasgow and served
two years in Wormwood Scrubs during World War I for his beliefs as
a conscientious objector — experiences which inform his 1948 novel
Dance of the Apprentices. Beginning in Glasgow’s notorious Gorbals
district in the years prior to World War I, Gaitens’s novel unflinch-
ingly depicts the squalor, drunkenness and poverty which appear in
a sanitised, comedic vein in the opening chapters of Private Spud
Tamson. Some of Gaitens’s characters hope to transcend the circum-
stances they have been born into, however. To young Socialist Eddy
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Macdonnel, the deprived environment of alcoholism and domestic
violence in which he has been raised is a direct result of poverty gen-
erated by the capitalist system. For him, ‘Poverty made brutes and
wastrels of human beings. Socialism would bring plenty and freedom
for all mankind.””!

The novel follows the effect of the war on the lives of Eddy, his
two Socialist friends — Neil and Donald — and three other Macdonnel
brothers — John, Francie and James. Eddy conceives of the war along
the lines of political idealism: to enlist is merely to volunteer oneself
as ‘cannon-fodder to the Juggernaut of Mammon and Militarism’.”
He, Donald and Neil each hold to their socialist principles and refuse
to fight in the capitalist war. Also passionately opposed to the conflict,
Francie ignores his calling-up papers, but by some clerical error is
never called up again. The novel, however, accommodates a spectrum
of views on the war. For Jimmy, enlistment represents a means of
escape from the position of being ‘unemployed, unloved and deeply
out of tone with life’.”> John, though free from conscription because
of his skill set as a Worker of National Importance, is pressured into
enlistment by his sweetheart’s reluctance to date a shirker.

H. Gustav Klaus writes that the ‘longing’ Eddy, Neil and Donald
display ‘for beauty, knowledge, and truth is serious, if not free from
conceit and self-importance’.”* In Gaitens’s novel, war is the supreme —
and in the end, insurmountable — test of such youthful idealism.
James is killed on active service with the 7th Cameronian Scottish
Rifles. John survives the war to become a dyspeptic town council-
lor trapped in a staid marriage to a socially ambitious wife. Donald
serves an eighteen-month sentence at a Government Work Centre
in Dartmoor; afterwards, ‘his nerves [...] slowly gone to pieces
with long unemployment’, he attempts suicide for a second time.”
After his release from prison, Neil struggles to find employment and
becomes trapped in a marriage with ‘a dull commonplace woman’;
grimly, he observes that ‘[l]ife as expression and development was
ending for him’.”® Eddy, meanwhile, having refused to work at a gov-
ernment camp in the Highlands, serves a two-year sentence, includ-
ing solitary confinement of a three-month duration which he earns
for attempting to incite a rebellion amongst his fellow objectors. In
his cell, depressed and isolated, Eddy concedes that his ‘gesture’ of
attempting to ‘suffer as much for pacifism as soldiers were suffering
for patriotism had been one of mere vanity’.”

Klaus observes: ‘“These apprentices in social idealism have all
been failures in one sense or another’.”® There is, however, some
ambiguity as to why the apprentices’ ideals fail. Are they conditional
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on a youthful zeal which cannot survive into adult maturity? Or
are the apprentices bound to failure, given their resistance to forces
they cannot possibly overpower — in which case there is a redemp-
tive nobility in their dearly bought gestures of protest? Rather than
offering a definite assessment, Dance of the Apprentices explores
the costs and limitations of idealism, as the wartime experiences of
Eddy, Donald and Neil erode their faith in the possibility of achiev-
ing a fairer world.

Several of the characters in Gaitens’s novel find the war morally
unconscionable and hold to those beliefs at steep personal cost. The
Path of Glory starkly addresses the poignant human cost of the con-
flict and - like Wearing Spurs — points to serious shortcomings in
the manner in which it was fought. First World War literary studies,
however, has long moved away from viewing the literature of the
conflict as primarily reflecting a pervasive revulsion with the means
and ends of war. Samuel Hynes summarised this reductive, yet indel-
ible, paradigm as the widespread belief that

a generation of innocent young men, their heads full of high abstractions
like Honour, Glory, and England, went off to war to make the world
safe for democracy. They were slaughtered in stupid battles planned by
stupid generals. Those who survived were shocked, disillusioned and
embittered by their war experiences, and saw that their real enemies
were not the Germans but the old men at home who had lied to them.”

The main purpose of this chapter has been to point to the exis-
tence of a body of Scottish Great War prose — albeit relatively small,
though one which may be expanded by further research — which is
comparable to more recognised works by Hemingway, Remarque
and Manning. This is not to say, however, that the relevance of these
Scottish texts simply emanates from their adherence to the ‘Myth of
the War’, as summarised by Hynes.

Today it is more common to recognise that, in the words of Ian Ish-
erwood, ‘[r]ather than affirming any particular zeitgeist, war books
instead reflected a broad spectrum of interpretations of the Great War,
most somewhere in the middle of the wide gulf between abject disillu-
sionment and propagandist patriotism’.*” Furthermore, as David Taylor
notes, individual writers often combined ‘an undoubted awareness of
the suffering caused by the war and often a profound anger’ alongside
‘widespread humour, a continuing faith in the rightness of the cause
and little general disillusionment’.®" The work of Reith, Rorie, Blake
and Gaitens lies somewhere within this reconfigured understanding of
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World War I literature: that is, writing which is forthright about the
war’s destructive capacity and critical of its leadership and presumed
aims, while also accommodating more redemptive or commendable
aspects of warfare, such as fortitude, pride in service, and camaraderie.

More than just presenting a multifaceted view of war, these works
convey aspects of a specifically Scottish war experience which are
not necessarily subsumed within a wider British identity. Reith, a
Presbyterian individualist, is more absorbed in his own destiny than
that of the nation. In Rorie’s memoir, Scottish servicemen feel a sense
of fellowship with the French, rather than English, forces. In The
Path of Glory, John and Col go to war ‘mad with pride’ to carry on
the tradition of the music they love by serving as pipers.** The most
immediate motivation of the men in Blake’s novel seems to be loyalty
to the battalion whose ‘pride’ and ‘repute’ they guard fiercely: there
is seldom any consciousness of wider motivation.*> Gaitens’s novel
depicts with profound realism the effects of the war on a Gorbals
family, all of whom experience the war differently: as a means of
escape, a role acquiesced through social pressure, and an impermis-
sible capitalist outrage.

Perhaps the ubiquitous association of poetry with the First
World War in Britain — and the greater ease with which it can be
anthologised — has contributed to the relative neglect of these texts.
They demonstrate, to some extent at least, the existence of writ-
ers whose accounts drew on aspects of Scottish identity — religion,
music, politics, intra-battalion loyalties, vernacular humour and
social realism — without any apparent sense of belonging to — or
serving — a wider unionist or colonial identity.
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