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RESUMEN 

La Primera Guerra Mundial es conocida como la guerra literaria por excelencia, debido al 

ingente número de cartas, diarios, poemas y relatos que inspiró. De toda la literatura que 

emergió de este conflicto, lo más conocido y estudiado han sido las voces de los ‘soldados-

poetas’. Estos autores, entre los que se encuentran Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon o 

Richard Aldington, consolidaron un estilo desilusionado y cínico, fruto de una cruel y larga 

experiencia en las trincheras. El estilo de estos autores se ha identificado en trabajos como 

The Great War and Modern Memory (Fussell 1975) y A War Imagined: The First World War and 

English Culture (Hynes 1990) como la forma más genuina de narrar la guerra, arraigando así 

la creencia de que la brutalidad explícita en un texto equivale a autenticidad de experiencia y 

valor estético.  

Esta perspectiva tan restringida de la literatura de la Primera Guerra Mundial ha 

sido cuestionada con éxito en las dos últimas décadas por críticos como Sandra Gilbert o 

Jay Winter, quien nos recuerda que, además de los combatientes, hubo otros que también 

sufrieron los horrores del conflicto “cuyas voces también debemos escuchar” (Winter 

2000: 11). Algunas críticas como Margaret Higonnet, Trudi Tate o Claire Tylee han iniciado 

una labor de recuperación de textos de civiles, escritos principalmente por mujeres, que se 

atrevieron a viajar a la zona bélica y a relatar sus impresiones con gran autoridad. El punto 

de mira de sus estudios ha sido el análisis de obras publicadas principalmente por 

enfermeras o por autoras de ficción que retrataron el conflicto después del armisticio; 

aunque en muchos casos han obviado los textos de testigos oculares que publicaron sus 

experiencias en el frente en plena contienda. Este olvido ha afectado también a los textos 

de civiles escritos por varones, pues la mayoría de los estudios en torno a estas obras se 

centran en el análisis de textos periodísticos como epítome de la propaganda durante la 

Primera Guerra Mundial.  

Sin embargo, entre 1914 y 1918 numerosos autores y periodistas viajaron al frente 

occidental y plasmaron su experiencia bélica en extensos relatos que trascienden el valor 

puramente propagandístico. Esta tesis doctoral trata, precisamente, con estos textos sobre 

la Gran Guerra que han sido ignorados por la crítica tradicional. La tesis analiza dieciséis 

obras de periodismo literario escritas por testigos oculares, británicos y norteamericanos. Se 

trata de autores que retrataron la guerra en el frente occidental entre el verano de 1914  y el 

armisticio de noviembre de 1918, y que publicaron sus reportajes durante el conflicto. Los 

textos estudiados son: First from the Front (Harold Ashton 1914), With the Allies (Richard 
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Harding Davis 1914), Fighting in Flanders (Alexander Powell 1914), The Soul of the War (Philip 

Gibbs 1915), Over There: War Scenes on the Western Front (Arnold Bennett 1915), France at War 

(Rudyard Kipling 1915), Kings, Queens and Pawns: An American Woman at the Front (Mary 

Roberts Rinehart 1915), A Journal of Impressions in Belgium (May Sinclair 1915), Fighting France: 

From Dunkerque to Belfort (Edith Wharton 1915), A Visit to Three Fronts: Glimpses of the British, 

Italian and French Lines (Arthur Conan Doyle 1916), With the British on the Somme (William 

Beach Thomas 1917), My Round of the War (Basil Clarke 1917), The Turning Point: The Battle of 

the Somme (Harry Perry Robinson 1917), The Glory of the Coming: What Mine Eyes Have Seen of 

Americans in Action in This Year of Grace and Allied Endeavor (Irvin S. Cobb 1918), “And They 

Thought We Wouldn’t Fight” (Floyd Gibbons 1918) y  A Reporter at Armageddon: Letters from the 

Front and Behind the Lines of the Great War (Will Irwin 1918) 

Esta tesis, titulada “War Reportage in the Liminal Zone: Anglo-American 

Eyewitness Accounts from the Western Front (1914-1918), se propone lleva a cabo un 

análisis de gran alcance del periodismo literario escrito entre 1914 y 1918.  Para ello, 

explora dieciséis obras que están situadas en una “zona liminal” desde una punto de vista 

físico, genérico, temporal y espacial. Se podría pensar que estos textos han sido ignorados 

en estudios previos sobre periodismo y literatura debido a la naturaleza “marginal” que el  

periodismo literario ha tenido en los estudios académicos; sin embargo, hay otras razones 

que deben ser tenidas en cuenta para considerar estos textos como “liminales”. En primer 

lugar, debido al momento y el lugar en que fueron publicadas las obras, no resulta fácil 

clasificarlas y categorizarlas de forma precisa. Estos textos fueron escritos durante un 

periodo de transición, a caballo entre dos corrientes literarias radicalmente diferentes: la 

tradición pre-bélica, romántica e idealista, y la cínica y desilusionada tradición modernista 

anglosajona, que desplazó por completo a la anterior después de la guerra. En segundo 

lugar, todos ellos surgen de un viaje físico y moral que se desarrolló en diversas etapas; un 

viaje que llevó a varios autores a alejarse de su entorno seguro y familiar y a adentrarse en el 

caótico frente occidental, que se había convertido en un mundo fantástico y horripilante. 

En este contexto, la percepción de la realidad de los autores se transformó mucho más de 

lo que ellos habían imaginado inicialmente.  

El viaje físico que les llevó a la zona bélica y las características de dicho viaje 

permiten agrupar los textos que resultaron de estas expediciones bajo un mismo marco 

teórico-antropológico. Este marco teórico se basa en las teorías sobre “liminalidad” tal y 

como las articuló originalmente Arnold van Gennep en Los Ritos de Paso (1909), que fueron 
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más tarde desarrolladas por Victor Turner en el ensayo “Betwixt and Between: The Liminal 

Period in Rites de Passage” de su libro The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (1967) y 

en otros estudios que siguieron, como The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (1969) o 

From Ritual to Theater: The Human Seriousness of Play (1982). Estas teorías sobre la 

“liminalidad” nos permiten clasificar y caracterizar los textos analizados en esta tesis de un 

modo que no se ha realizado nunca antes en ningún estudio acerca del periodismo durante 

la Primera Guerra Mundial.  

En su citado estudio Los Ritos de Paso, el antropólogo Arnold van Gennep propone 

que todos los actos de paso—individuales o colectivos—se pueden dividir en una 

estructura tripartita: ritos de separación, de transición y de asimilación (2004: 11). El 

antropólogo francés Victor Turner, partiendo de las teorías de van Gennep, explica que el 

primer estadio de este rito de paso implica un comportamiento simbólico que lleva al 

individuo o al grupo a separarse y alejarse de un aspecto concreto de la estructura social del 

grupo o de un conjunto de condiciones y normas culturales (1967: 94). En el contexto de la 

Primera Guerra Mundial esta “separación” vino marcada por el acto que llevó a las 

naciones implicadas a separarse del mundo de la paz para entrar en la guerra. El segundo 

estadio, la fase de transición o “liminal” (del Latín limen, “umbral”), se corresponde con el 

tiempo durante el que se prolongó el conflicto, es decir, desde el verano de 1914 hasta el 

otoño de 1918. En estos años, los distintos países implicados en la contienda se vieron 

forzados a vivir en una esfera que les resultaba extraña; además, tuvieron que superar la 

traumática prueba que implicaba sobrevivir en un mundo en guerra, y se vieron 

transformados por la terrible experiencia que supuso el conflicto para todos los países que 

se vieron envueltos en él. Cuando un individuo o una sociedad se adentra en este mundo 

extraño ve suspendida su identidad y, como resultado, experimenta una gran desorientación 

e incertidumbre que, a veces, resulta en una percepción del mundo nueva y transformada. 

Esta nueva perspectiva se consolida en la tercera fase, conocida en el campo de la 

liminalidad como “asimilación” o “agregación”. En esta fase, los sujetos—ya sea a nivel 

individual o colectivo—han consumado su rito y tienen que reincorporarse a la sociedad, 

habiendo experimentado algún tipo de cambio con respecto a la sociedad, el grupo, la clase 

social, la profesión o el género al que pertenecen (Turner 1967: 94). En el caso de la 

Primera Guerra Mundial, esta “asimilación” se produjo después de noviembre de 1918, 

cuando las diferentes comunidades involucradas en la contienda finalizaron su rito de paso 

y se reincorporaron a un nuevo mundo en el que tuvieron que convivir con la experiencia 

traumática de haber sobrevivido al conflicto. 
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Durante un periodo bélico también se experimenta una fase de separación a nivel 

individual. Tal y como explica Eric Leed en No Man’s Land: Combat and Identity in the First 

World War (1979) hay dos modos de experimentar la fase de separación: el primero separa 

al conjunto de la sociedad de las condiciones familiares y conocidas de su vida social; el 

segundo es el que separa al “ciudadano-soldado” de su estado de civil para convertirlo en 

combatiente (2009: 16). Según Leed, los ritos liminales son sorprendentemente congruentes 

con la experiencia de la guerra moderna, pues los combatientes se convierten en “entidades 

liminales”—o “neófitos”, si utilizamos la terminología turneriana. Tal y como explica 

Victor Turner en su capítulo de The Ritual Process, “Liminality and Communitas”, “las 

entidades liminales no están ni aquí ni allí, están en medio, a mitad de camino entre las 

posiciones asignadas y formadas por la ley, la tradición, las convenciones y las ceremonias” 

de una sociedad concreta (2008: 95). Durante la fase liminal o de transición, el individuo 

que se expone al rito de paso cruza un umbral (que puede ser físico, psicológico o 

espiritual) y es puesto a prueba en su nueva condición.  

Leed se centra en la experiencia de aquellos que “van a la guerra” y afrontan un rito 

de paso; es decir, los combatientes que abandonaron su entorno familiar para tomar las 

armas y enfrentarse a otros hombres (13-14). Este estudio ha sido uno de los puntos de 

partida para el desarrollo de esta tesis doctoral. Sin embargo, Leed analiza exclusivamente 

las experiencias vividas por los combatientes en el campo de batalla e ignora las voces de 

esos “otros que sufrieron, cuyas voces también debemos escuchar”, como los médicos, las 

enfermeras o los periodistas cuya transformación durante la guerra puede ser leída 

igualmente dentro de los parámetros de la estructura tripartita de los ritos de paso. Aunque 

casi ningún testigo ocular estuvo en tierra de nadie ni luchó activamente en el conflicto, su 

experiencia bélica puede ser interpretada como un rito de paso desde una perspectiva 

espacial, temporal y genérica.  

Todos los periodistas que visitaron el frente occidental entre 1914 y 1918 

experimentaron un claro acto de separación de su sociedad. Aunque los periodistas no eran 

combatientes, también en su caso podemos hablar de un proceso de separación análogo al 

vivido por los soldados: una separación que les privó de un estado de seguridad y los llevó 

a un mundo de incertidumbre. Además, durante su viaje por este mundo desconocido e 

imprevisible, los periodistas vieron peligrar su libertad y su estado civil, no sólo por la 

exposición a los peligros inherentes a la propia guerra, sino también por las severas 

restricciones impuestas sobre la libertad de prensa y movimiento durante este periodo. 
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Asimismo, su presencia en el campo de batalla como testigos oculares los deja en una tierra 

de nadie en cuanto a su pertenencia a un grupo social: no eran ni meros civiles en el frente 

doméstico ni combatientes en el campo de batalla. Su posición era, por tanto, 

auténticamente liminal. Dado que, tal y como explico en el capítulo uno, la guerra se luchó 

bajo un estricto control y una férrea censura, los periodistas tenían que superar varias 

barreras físicas y epistemológicas antes de poder publicar cualquier noticia que mereciera la 

pena. El viaje en que se embarcaron estuvo marcado por la incertidumbre: podía conllevar  

el éxito y la fama profesional, pero también podía desembocar en un fracaso que 

significaría frustración y depresión. Por otro lado, la naturaleza del combate era 

sustancialmente diferente de la de otras guerras previas y el “ocular-centrismo” que 

caracteriza a la representación de la guerra tradicional, cuyos autores podían subir a una 

colina y observar el desarrollo de una batalla, tuvo que ser reemplazado por modos de 

observación mucho más indirectos. La guerra era invisible no sólo para el soldado en las 

trincheras, sino también para los corresponsales de guerra, lo que hizo que su visión de la 

guerra fuera la de unos individuos en tránsito hacia un “túnel de conocimiento” (Turner 

1975: 232). En su incesante búsqueda de información, se veían obligados a buscar una 

salida del túnel y derrumbar los muros que les impedían ver los horrores de la guerra. 

En definitiva, esta tesis se propone valorar los testimonios escritos por un conjunto 

de autores británicos y norteamericanos que visitaron el frente occidental entre 1914 y 

1918, tomando para ello las teorías de la “liminalidad” como marco conceptual y teórico. 

Además de clasificar, contextualizar y discutir críticamente un conjunto de obras que no 

han sido comparadas con anterioridad, este estudio da respuesta a cuatro preguntas 

fundamentales: 

En primer lugar, esta tesis investiga si los textos analizados responden a los marcos 

críticos con los que hemos aprendido a interpretar la guerra, sobre todo en lo referente al 

concepto de “el mito de la guerra” establecido por Samuel Hynes en su estudio A War 

Imagined. El objetivo es determinar si los diferentes ejemplos de periodismo literario objeto 

de estudio se ajustan a los marcos críticos que se han aplicado para analizar el discurso 

sobre la guerra en el mundo anglosajón o si, por el contrario, presentan una nueva forma 

de responder al trauma de la Primera Guerra Mundial.  

En segundo lugar, esta tesis evalúa si algunos de los cambios retóricos y estilísticos 

que Paul Fussell identificó en la literatura de los combatientes se pueden encontrar en los 

textos analizados. Asimismo, atiende al desarrollo cronológico de la guerra y evalúa si existe 
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una variación en el modo en que ésta fue representada a medida que avanzó el conflicto, 

desde la relativa “edad de la inocencia” de 1914 hasta los textos escritos durante las batallas 

apocalípticas de 1916 y 1917.  

En tercer lugar, y teniendo en cuenta que no todos los países entraron en la 

contienda en el verano de 1914, es razonable esperar que la nacionalidad juegue un papel 

fundamental en el modo en que los periodistas narraron el conflicto. Gran Bretaña tomó 

parte en la guerra desde el principio mientras que Estados Unidos no participó hasta abril 

de 1917. En este sentido, esta tesis considera la forma en que los periodistas 

norteamericanos se acercaron a la guerra durante el periodo de neutralidad, frente a su 

modo de narrar la guerra después, cuando Estados Unidos se unió al conflicto, del lado de 

los aliados. De este modo, podemos confrontar los de textos de ambos lados del Atlántico 

desde una perspectiva comparatista, lo que nos permite determinar hasta qué punto la 

nacionalidad de los autores—y la postura de sus países en un estadio concreto de la 

guerra—afectó a su forma de escribir.  

Finalmente, la crítica contemporánea ha fracasado en su intento de analizar las 

similitudes y diferencias que se dan en las representaciones de la Primera Guerra Mundial 

llevadas a cabo por hombres y mujeres. La mayoría de los estudios han evitado la 

perspectiva comparativa, y han preferido centrarse en las representaciones de la guerra 

producidas o bien por hombres o bien por mujeres. Esta división vinculada al género de 

los autores resulta del hecho de que la mayoría de hombres que se implicaron en el 

conflicto pertenecen al grupo de los combatientes, mientras que la inmensa mayoría de las 

mujeres pertenecen al grupo de los civiles. Como es bien sabido, las experiencias de 

combatientes y civiles fueron radicalmente diferentes; sin embargo, si tenemos en cuenta 

que todos los autores objeto de estudio en esta tesis doctoral visitaron el frente occidental 

siendo civiles, resulta imperativo reflejar la respuesta dada por algunas de las mujeres que 

visitaron la zona bélica y compararla con la respuesta de sus homólogos masculinos. De 

este modo se puede determinar si existen diferencias sustanciales en la forma en que 

hombres y mujeres concibieron y retrataron su experiencia liminal en el frente. 

La tesis está estructurada de forma cronológica: comienza con el análisis de aquellos 

textos publicados inmediatamente después del estallido del conflicto y finaliza con los 

libros que describen la entrada de los Estados Unidos en la guerra y el bautizo de fuego de 

las American Expeditionary Forces. En cada capítulo se realiza una contextualización 

histórica de los autores y sus textos y, a continuación, se estudian las obras aplicando el 
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marco teórico de la liminalidad a la interpretación de la representación de la guerra ofrecida 

por los autores.  

El primer capítulo, titulado “The First World War and the Journalistic Barrier”, 

ofrece una visión panorámica del contexto en el que los periodistas tuvieron que trabajar 

durante los años de la Primera Guerra Mundial. En este capítulo se examinan los 

principales retos a los que tuvieron que enfrentarse los autores, fruto de la férrea censura 

que se impuso al periodismo durante la guerra, y que dio lugar a numerosas restricciones 

que impedían el acceso de los periodistas a la “zona prohibida”. Este capítulo explora 

cómo las políticas censoras evolucionaron a lo largo de la guerra, cómo las campañas de 

propaganda se modularon y de qué manera todo esto influyó en el discurso periodístico de 

la época.    

El segundo capítulo, “Beyond the Threshold: Entering the War Zone”, compara 

los textos “pioneros” publicados por dos autores británicos, Harold Ashton y Philip Gibbs, 

y dos reporteros norteamericanos, Richard Harding Davis y Alexander Powell. Los textos 

de estos cuatro autores ofrecen una muestra representativa de los periodistas de la época 

que visitaron el frente occidental tan sólo unas semanas después del comienzo de las 

hostilidades. En este capítulo se examina cómo, en los primeros momentos de la guerra, los 

periodistas experimentaron una separación desde la seguridad de la vida en lo que se 

conoce como el “frente doméstico” que les llevó a las incertidumbres y vicisitudes de la 

vida cerca del frente militar. Los cuatro periodistas se embarcaron en su aventura en el 

verano de 1914; sin ningún tipo de acreditación oficial desafiaron con valentía las 

restricciones que se les habían impuesto y se adentraron en un viaje arriesgado hacia lo que 

la escritora norteamericana Mary Borden definió en 1929 como “la zona prohibida”. En 

este capítulo se investiga cómo los cuatro periodistas relataron las aventuras y los retos a 

los que se enfrentaron a la hora de cruzar este umbral prohibido, examinando los 

obstáculos físicos y retóricos que se encontraron en su expedición periodística así como la 

forma en que estos influyeron en su forma de representar la nueva cara de la guerra.  

El capítulo tres, “Authorial Voices in the War Zone: The Liminal Tunnel” se ocupa 

de la obra de seis autores, los británicos Arnold Bennett, Arthur Conan Doyle, Rudyard 

Kipling y May Sinclair y las norteamericanas Mary Roberts Rinehart, y Edith Wharton. Este 

capítulo evalúa cómo estos seis conocidos autores de ficción retrataron su experiencia 

liminal en zona bélica entre finales de 1914 y los meses que precedieron a la batalla del 

Somme en julio de 1916, a través de narraciones basadas en sus experiencias a lo largo y 
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ancho del frente occidental. Asimismo se examina cómo los autores lidiaron con las 

complejidades de su experiencia liminal y cómo, en la medida en que les fue posible, 

trataron de expresar su experiencia respondiendo a los parámetros tradicionales de escritura 

bélica, en el caso de los autores, y cómo negociaron con la falta de una tradición propia, en 

el caso de las autoras. 

En la primavera de 1915 los británicos permitieron por primera vez el acceso a la 

zona bélica a algunos periodistas acreditados. Una vez que se les permitió acceder de forma 

oficial, los reporteros publicaron varios libros que versaban sobre las distintas fases del 

conflicto. El capítulo cuatro, “Journalists at the Somme: The Turning Point?”, se centra en 

el modo en que la batalla del Somme fue representada por tres periodistas británicos que 

trabajaron con el ejército británico como corresponsales oficialmente acreditados. El 

análisis está focalizado en esta batalla debido a la significación histórica y simbólica que el 

Somme tiene en la memoria colectiva de los británicos. Hemos de tener en cuenta, por otra 

parte, que los reportajes que escribieron los periodistas durante estos meses, ya como 

corresponsales acreditados, conforman un discurso “oficial”, y han sido tradicionalmente 

desestimados por la crítica, que los ha considerado como el epítome de la propaganda 

durante la Primera Guerra Mundial. Este capítulo cuestiona esta perspectiva tan restringida 

y demuestra que los textos de William Beach Thomas, Basil Clarke, y Harry Perry 

Robinson se pueden interpretar como una experiencia liminal en la que los periodistas 

trataron de adaptar los anticuados modos de representar y narrar la guerra a la nueva 

realidad de un conflicto mecanizado que se desarrollaba a gran escala. Sus libros describen 

lo que todo el mundo esperaba que fuera el “punto de inflexión” de la guerra y dan cuenta 

de las dificultades retóricas a las que se enfrentaron los autores, en un momento en que el 

paradigma de representación de la guerra estaba cambiando radicalmente pero aún no se 

había transformado por completo. 

El quinto y último capítulo, “The American Rite of Passage”, se centra en los libros 

escritos por tres periodistas estadounidenses,  Irvin S. Cobb, Floyd Gibbons, y Will Irwin.  

En este capítulo analizo cómo los tres autores retrataron la entrada de los Estados Unidos 

en el conflicto y cómo su viaje individual les sirvió para describir una experiencia colectiva 

que puede ser interpretada como un rito de paso nacional. Se estudia aquí el modo en que 

los tres autores adaptaron la tradición de la literatura de viajes estadounidense y cómo lo 

colectivo y lo individual se entremezclan en sus textos para crear una imagen de la Primera 

Guerra Mundial que resultara atractiva para sus compatriotas en un momento en que las 
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horribles realidades de la guerra y su tremendo coste humano aún no eran conocidos por la 

opinión pública. Los tres autores relataron su experiencia relacionándola con el pasado, el 

presente y el futuro de los Estados Unidos.  

Todos los capítulos tienen como objetivo principal contribuir a examinar una serie 

de textos que han sido olvidados y, cuando han sido considerados, se han etiquetado como 

representaciones “idealizadas” o propagandísticas de la Primera Guerra Mundial. Esta tesis 

doctoral demuestra que, por el contrario, estos textos dan cuenta de una naturaleza 

idiosincrásica que ha sido obviada por la crítica tradicional. Las obras analizadas en este 

trabajo construyeron un puente entre los británicos y los estadounidenses que no lucharon 

en la guerra y los soldados en el campo de batalla. Además, contribuyeron a que la opinión 

pública adquiriera una idea, aunque fuera vaga e imprecisa, sobre la nueva y desconocida 

guerra de trincheras. Los autores brindaron al frente doméstico la oportunidad de leer 

historias de “interés humano” sobre la vida en el frente occidental que no se podían 

encontrar ni en los boletines oficiales ni en las cartas que los combatientes enviaban a casa; 

pues los primeros eran impersonales, poco informativos y sucintos, y las cartas estaban 

escritas desde una perspectiva exclusivamente personal y, por tanto, enormemente limitada.   

Los periodistas estudiados en esta tesis doctoral viajaron a lo largo del frente 

occidental y vieron la guerra desde varios ángulos y perspectivas; por tanto sus textos 

complementan las visiones restringidas de los combatientes y los boletines oficiales. Lo que 

vieron—y el modo en que lo vieron—jugó un papel fundamental en la construcción de sus 

textos. Todas las obras se escribieron en un periodo en el que los países implicados en el 

conflicto habían impuesto una estricta censura sobre la libertad de prensa, una 

circunstancia que imposibilitó que los periodistas dieran a sus lectores una visión directa y 

sincera de lo que habían visto y oído. Estas limitaciones, que se prolongaron a lo largo de 

todo el conflicto, fueron una constante fuente de frustración para los periodistas y, de 

hecho, los propios autores lamentan en sus textos los efectos que todas estas limitaciones 

tuvieron sobre su trabajo.  

Pero además, y en contra de lo que se ha creído tradicionalmente, esta tesis 

demuestra que los periodistas tuvieron que superar otras barreras más allá de la censura 

militar. Los autores se enfrentaron a una nueva forma de guerra que empleaba elementos 

inesperados, nunca antes vistos en el campo de batalla: las trincheras laberínticas, las 

máscaras de gas, los tanques o el alambre de espino son elementos grotescos que 

configuraron una experiencia moderna de la guerra que no tenía ninguna relación con los 
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parámetros tradicionales que se habían aplicado hasta 1914 para representar cualquier 

conflicto armado. Muchos de los periodistas que visitaron el frente occidental, como 

Arthur Conan Doyle, Rudyard Kipling o Richard Harding Davis, habían sido testigos 

oculares de otras guerras y se habían acostumbrado a narrar desde posiciones privilegiadas 

que les permitían tener una visión panorámica del campo de batalla. Para ellos, la guerra 

había sido un “espectáculo”, y en los textos publicados en 1914 y 1915 dan cuenta de la 

falta de “espectacularidad teatral” y la imposibilidad de tener una visión panorámica del 

campo de batalla en una guerra en la que los combatientes se habían escondido de las 

metralletas y las bombas en las profundidades de las trincheras. Para escribir 

inteligiblemente sobre los acontecimientos que habían presenciado, los autores que 

consiguieron adentrarse en la “zona prohibida” tuvieron que vislumbrar más allá de la 

“neblina” que envolvía el conflicto. Todos ellos se vieron forzados a buscar entre la 

opacidad y el secretismo que impregnaban la vida militar en el frente. 

 La mayoría de los periodistas se habían criado leyendo relatos heroicos que 

glorificaban y “romantizaban” la experiencia en el campo de batalla, y muchos de ellos 

trataron de perpetuar esta visión idealizada en sus crónicas. Pero cuanto más se adentraban 

en el conflicto, más conscientes eran de que las realidades del frente occidental poco o nada 

tenían que ver con lo que habían leído o visto en otras guerras previas. Por este motivo, se 

vieron forzados a abandonar estos parámetros tradicionales y poner en funcionamiento 

nuevos métodos, menos ortodoxos, para narrar el conflicto. De este modo, activaron 

estrategias retóricas y estilísticas que les permitieron retratar la naturaleza monstruosa de 

esta nueva guerra sin precedentes.  

Por lo tanto, quienes visitaron la zona bélica entre 1914 y 1918 se dieron cuenta de 

que su posición en el conflicto había sufrido una transformación radical desde la guerra 

anterior. Si querían describir el combate, no podían subir a una colina y mirar desde arriba 

el campo de batalla; tenían que peregrinar a lo largo del frente tratando de adentrarse en las 

líneas de fuego. En estrecha relación con esta circunstancia, su producción literaria también 

sufrió esta transformación: a medida que se adentraban en los territorios “prohibidos”, 

manchándose de barro los zapatos en sus visitas a las trincheras, sus reportajes también se 

“embarraron” en su intento de reproducir fidedignamente lo que habían presenciado: 

pueblos y villas destruidos, la “inquietante extrañeza” del enemigo invisible y un mundo 

sumido en un caos generalizado. Recordemos que los medios de transporte habían sufrido 

grandes alteraciones y muchas líneas de comunicación habían sido cortadas, por lo que 
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Francia y Bélgica estaban en un estado general de confusión. Todos estos obstáculos físicos 

dieron lugar a nuevas barreras epistemológicas para los reporteros: su libertad de 

movimiento peligraba, y eso también obstaculizaba su perspectiva de la guerra. Como no 

podían ofrecer una visión panorámica del conflicto ni tampoco podían acceder a los 

territorios vedados, esta tesis ha mostrado cómo a menudo se vieron obligados a recurrir a 

métodos “oblicuos” de representación, apoyándose en lo que los periodistas llamaron 

“señales de guerra”: las casas destruidas, el paisaje grotesco y las víctimas colaterales de la 

contienda, los refugiados y los civiles heridos.  

Sin embargo, muchos de estos periodistas no se contentaron con describir estas 

“señales”, y se convirtieron en auténticos aventureros que buscaban métodos creativos para 

evadir las restricciones que se les habían impuesto, arriesgando su vida en el proceso. La 

narración periodística de estas aventuras remite en forma y estilo a las narraciones de la 

literatura de viajes, lo que da cuenta del carácter híbrido de estos textos.  

El título de este estudio “War Reportage in the Liminal Zone: British and American 

Eyewitness Accounts from the Western Front (1914-1918)”, pretende plasmar el hilo 

conductor de esta tesis doctoral: la experiencia de estos periodistas en el frente occidental 

es una experiencia liminal que puede ser legítimamente interpretada como un rito de paso. 

He extendido el concepto aplicado por Eric Leed en su estudio de la experiencia de los 

combatientes en tierra de nadie a mi estudio de los periodistas y, de este modo, he ilustrado 

cómo se adentraron en el frente en calidad de reporteros de guerra. Este marco 

antropológico ha sido una herramienta útil y pertinente, pues ha permitido agrupar una 

serie de textos dispares que nunca habían sido analizados y comparados en su conjunto. 

Las teorías de la “liminalidad” han sido por tanto un instrumento adecuado para establecer 

una relación entre las experiencias de los autores en el frente y los reportajes que surgieron 

de ellas, así como para examinar los distintos medios que estos autores emplearon para 

retratar esta transformadora experiencia vital. Siguiendo la estructura tripartita de los ritos 

de paso, este trabajo ha observado cómo los autores “neófitos” entraron en la zona bélica, 

se abrieron camino en esos territorios prohibidos y regresaron de su viaje liminal.  

Independientemente del estadio de la guerra en que los autores visitaron el frente, 

su entrada como neófitos en el “túnel de la liminalidad” se vio complicada por serias 

barreras tanto físicas, como epistemológicas y retóricas. Incluso una vez que el gobierno 

británico se dio cuenta de que era necesario el apoyo de los periódicos para “mantener viva 

la llama en el frente doméstico”, aquellos reporteros “privilegiados” a quienes les fue 
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autorizado el acceso a la zona de combate también tuvieron que afrontar importantes 

obstáculos en su intento de dar con una buena historia. Tanto los escritores famosos de la 

talla de Arthur Conan Doyle o Ruyard Kipling, como el grupo de “corresponsales 

acreditados” que vivieron en el frente occidental durante varios meses vieron su labor 

profesional sujeta a severas restricciones. El hecho de que los escritos de estos 

corresponsales se convirtieran en una suerte de herramienta para promover el esfuerzo de 

la guerra tanto en Gran Bretaña como en las naciones neutrales, ha hecho que dichos 

textos sean considerados habitualmente como representativos de una visión de la guerra 

meramente propagandística y patriótica. Como he demostrado en este trabajo, la 

producción periodística de estos autores muestra en muchas ocasiones una inusitada 

perspectiva de la naturaleza de la guerra, cuyo estilo no puede ser considerado meramente 

propagandístico y patriótico. 

Como espero haber probado en este estudio, los corresponsales de guerra 

recurrieron a gran variedad de modos de representación, a menudo híbridos, para poner al 

público lector en situación de poder imaginar hasta cierto punto cómo era la vida—y la 

muerte—en el bizarro mundo que se habían encontrado en el frente. Para ello, emplearon 

una multiplicidad de temas y tópicos. Los escritores británicos apelaron con frecuencia a la 

tradición de escritura de guerra que habían heredado: Philip Gibbs y Harold Ashton 

hicieron referencia a personajes de Shakespeare para describir la guerra en términos más 

dramáticos; Arnold Bennett, Arthur Conan Doyle y Rudyard Kipling se adhirieron a una 

visión romántica del conflicto; y los reporteros que visitaron el Somme resucitaron una 

forma caballeresca de entender el combate armado por medio de la asimilación de dos 

fenómenos especialmente llamativos de esta moderna guerra: el tanque y la figura del 

aviador. Durante su estancia en el Somme, los neófitos observaron una oposición entre lo 

“viejo” y lo “nuevo” que les obligó a reconfigurar las ideas preexistentes y a adaptarlas para 

poder representar lo monstruoso, pero también lo inspirador de los nuevos elementos de la 

guerra. Las categorías anteriores al conflicto se vieron sometidas una presión cada vez 

mayor, y en el Somme, los reporteros se vieron forzados a buscar nuevas formas de 

representar las grotescas dimensiones de una guerra extremadamente censurada sin 

abandonar su posición patriótica. 

Por otro lado, los reporteros norteamericanos, en lugar de recurrir a una noción 

teatral del combate, acudieron a la tradición pastoral—y anti pastoral—para transmitir las 

impresiones que les provocaba el malogrado paisaje europeo. Estos corresponsales 
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tomaron prestados elementos de la tradición de literatura de viajes estadounidense para 

incidir en los peligros que conllevaba cruzar el Atlántico, conectando así su viaje a la 

tradición norteamericana de la narrativa de viajes marítima; del mismo modo, plasmaron la 

atmósfera que envolvía algunas capitales europeas como París, y los efectos que la guerra 

había tenido sobre ellas. Finalmente, después de la entrada de Estados Unidos en el 

conflicto, se apoyaron en algunos de los documentos fundacionales y en la propia historia 

de la nación para explicar la misión que los Estados Unidos debían cumplir en la guerra. 

Se puede considerar que estos corresponsales estaban “en tránsito” entre dos 

tradiciones literarias. En ocasiones recurrieron a antiguas formas de representar la guerra, 

pero al mismo tiempo introdujeron, siquiera de forma embrionaria, algunas de las 

características que la crítica ha detectado en la literatura escrita por excombatientes: 

hablaron de los efectos psicológicos de la guerra de trincheras, de la pérdida de la primacía 

de la vista sobre el resto de los sentidos, así como de la subversión de muchas de las 

“preciadas clasificaciones” del periodo anterior a la guerra. Resulta especialmente operativo 

considerar a Mary Roberts Rinehart, May Sinclair, y Edith Wharton como autoras “en 

tránsito”, pues sus textos muestran una clara tensión entre la idea de la guerra como una 

aventura emocionante y los horrores del conflicto. Estas tres autoras se embarcaron en su 

rito de paso sin una tradición heredada de escritura de guerra; como consecuencia, los 

textos que resultaron de su experiencia en el “túnel liminal” son todavía más idiosincrásicos 

que los escritos de sus homólogos masculinos. Las tres mujeres presentan la guerra como 

una gran paradoja, excitante y terrible, en la cual la devastación producida por el conflicto 

compite con la sensación de emoción que ellas experimentaban al haber conseguido entrar 

en la “zona probihida”. Wharton y Rinehart salieron triunfantes de su experiencia liminal, 

mientras que Sinclair finalizó su viaje frustrada y humillada. No obstante, como 

“verdaderas” neófitas en el ámbito de la guerra, ninguna de ellas podía apoyarse en las 

formas utilizadas tradicionalmente para escribir sobre la guerra, como era el caso de sus 

colegas masculinos. De este modo, mientras que autores como Arnold Bennett, Arthur 

Conan Doyle o Rudyard Kipling perpetuaron la representación heroica de la guerra, las 

escritoras desarrollaron maneras sorprendentes y absolutamente personales de relatar sus 

experiencias en este conflicto. 

Para mi investigación de esta particular forma de periodismo literario escrito entre 

1914 y 1918 he reunido un corpus de textos que componen un conjunto cohesionado de 

literatura sobre la Primera Guerra Mundial. Considero que estos textos están a medio 
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camino entre una vieja y una nueva retórica de la guerra. Siendo como fueron escritos en 

una “tierra de nadie literaria” (Gómez Reus and Lauber 2008: 225), son textos que 

muestran una naturaleza idiosincrásica y heterogénea que de forma oblicua—o no tan 

oblicua—detalla los obstáculos y la falta de información que los corresponsales de guerra 

tuvieron que superar  para poder relatar la carnicería y la devastación provocadas por la 

Primera Guerra Mundial. Las teorías de la “liminalidad” que han conformado el marco 

conceptual de este trabajo han sido una herramienta esencial para poder dar coherencia a 

las complejas negociaciones—físicas y retóricas—asumidas por los corresponsales de 

guerra en sus variados intentos de encontrar sentido a un conflicto intrínsecamente 

inobservable y estrictamente censurado. 

El estudio de los textos aquí analizados ayuda a completar los vacíos en el mapa 

literario de la Gran Guerra y facilita una comprensión más profunda del cataclismo 

europeo. Este estudio ha ofrecido la oportunidad de confrontar textos que nunca habían 

sido sometidos a un estudio crítico comparativo; además, ha permitido demostrar el 

importante papel que la nacionalidad y el género, entre otros factores, jugaron en la 

representación que los autores hicieron de este hito decisivo. Con todas sus similitudes y 

diferencias, cada uno de los textos estudiados posee un valor intrínseco como muestra 

original de periodismo literario escrita en un momento en el que no existían todavía 

fórmulas convencionalmente aceptadas para narrar el trauma que supuso la Primera Guerra 

Mundial. La incorporación de todas estas voces a un debate más amplio en torno a las 

diversas formas de representación de la guerra podría ayudar a arrojar algo de luz sobre 

algunos de los rincones más oscuros de esta inagotable área de la literatura. Espero, con 

este estudio, haber contribuido a dar algo de color al vasto lienzo de la literatura sobre la 

Primera Guerra Mundial que, después de cien años, todavía espera a ser completado. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The summer of 1914 marks the beginning of one of the deadliest wars in the history of 

mankind. The First World War, known as “the Great War” for the sheer ferocity of its 

gargantuan battles, dealt a devastating blow to Victorian and Edwardian society and its 

values. On 3 August 1914, Sir Edward Grey, the British Foreign Secretary, prophesied in a 

private conversation the consequences that the outbreak of the war was to have for 

European civilisation: “The lamps are going out all over Europe, we shall not see them lit 

again in our life-time” (Spender 1927: 14). A day later, the lamps had definitely “gone out” 

when Britain declared war on Germany and Western society was plunged into a dark 

struggle that would last for more than four years. The shadows of the war would continue 

to haunt the collective memory of the fighting nations up to the present day.  

Many people predicted that this conflict would be “the end of humanity” 

(Hobsbawm 2010: 22). Military tactics had little in common with those of previous wars 

and many of the technological innovations of the industrial revolution were adapted to be 

used on the battlefield. As a consequence, lethal weapons such as poison gas, tanks, or 

fighter planes became part of the combat experience for the first time. Millions of men 

were mobilised to face machine-guns and explosive shells from which they were trying to 

hide in muddy, lice-infected, and often waterlogged trenches.  

For most of the four years that the conflict lasted, the civil population of the 

warring nations was only dimly aware of the true human cost of the war. The Home Front 

was kept in a state of ignorance because the governments had imposed a very tight 

censorship control on the press. Newspapermen habitually gave a distorted vision of the 

conflict and the way events were unfolding on the fighting fronts. Thus, when the war 

ended, and the veil was lifted, the true dimensions of the war, the ferocity of its battles, and 

the traumatic effect that the mass-slaughter had inflicted on those involved in it became 

evident. The truth about the war that began to emerge after the armistice in 1918 would 

severely shake people’s confidence in the veracity of the press for decades to come. A 

chasm separated the world that had existed before the war from the world that emerged 

after the cataclysm. As Samuel Hynes affirms, the devastating blow the war dealt to 

Victorian and Edwardian society and its values “makes the years after the war seem 

discontinuous from the years before” (1992: ix). 

§ 
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This dissertation deals with one aspect of this cataclysm that has been largely overlooked in 

the academic treatment of the event. It focuses on how the First World War was portrayed 

in sixteen works of literary journalism: First from the Front (Harold Ashton 1914), With the 

Allies (Richard Harding Davis 1914), Fighting in Flanders (Alexander Powell 1914), The Soul of 

the War (Philip Gibbs 1915), Over There: War Scenes on the Western Front (Arnold Bennett 

1915), France at War (Rudyard Kipling 1915), Kings, Queens and Pawns: An American Woman at 

the Front (Mary Roberts Rinehart 1915), A Journal of Impressions in Belgium (May Sinclair 

1915), Fighting France: From Dunkerque to Belfort (Edith Wharton 1915), A Visit to Three Fronts: 

Glimpses of the British, Italian and French Lines (Arthur Conan Doyle 1916), With the British on 

the Somme (William Beach Thomas 1917), My Round of the War (Basil Clarke 1917), The 

Turning Point: The Battle of the Somme (Harry Perry Robinson 1917), The Glory of the Coming: 

What Mine Eyes Have Seen of Americans in Action in This Year of Grace and Allied Endeavor (Irvin 

S. Cobb 1918), “And They Thought We Wouldn’t Fight” (Floyd Gibbons 1918), and A Reporter 

at Armageddon: Letters from the Front and Behind the Lines of the Great War (Will Irwin 1918). 

The texts under consideration were written by different British and American authors who 

visited the Western Front at different stages of the conflict, from the summer of 1914 to 

the Armistice in November 1918, and they were all published during the war.  

My approach towards the term “literary journalism” follows the definition of the 

genre provided by the International Association of Literary Journalism: “not journalism 

about literature but journalism that is literature”. The genre works largely in narrative form 

and, as John C. Hartsock explains in A History of American Literary Journalism: The Emergence of 

a Modern Narrative Form (2000), it is a body of writing that “reads like a novel or short story 

except that it is true or makes a truth claim to phenomenal experience” (2000: 1). Norman 

Sims elaborates on, in The Literary Journalists (1984), a definition of the genre: “Unlike 

standard journalism literary journalism demands immersion in complex, difficult subjects. 

The voice of the writer surfaces to show readers that an author is at work” (1984: 3). On 

the other hand, “unlike fiction writers, literary journalists must be accurate. Characters in 

literary journalism need to be brought to life on paper, just as in fiction, but their feelings 

and dramatic moments contain a special power because we know the stories are true” 

(ibid.). Nevertheless, just like in fictional accounts, literary journalism “draws on 

immersion, voice, accuracy, and symbolism as essential forces” (ibid).  

The First World War is the literary war par excellence. It is probably the conflict that 

has generated the largest amount of literature, considering the numerous letters, journals, 

memoirs, newspaper articles, essays, poems, accounts, and fictional stories it inspired—and 
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continues to inspire. Among all these literary representations, the work of the “War Poets” 

has stood out as the main object of attention for traditional criticism on First World War 

writing. Authors like Richard Aldington, Robert Graves, Wilfred Owen, or Siegfried 

Sassoon consolidated a cynical and disillusioned vision of the war based on their long and 

brutal experience in the trenches. Couched in a blunt, bitter, and deeply ironic language, the 

writings of Graves, Owen, and Sassoon have come to be considered as the most legitimate 

representations of the war. 

Arguably the two most canonical studies on the literature of the First World War 

written in English, Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory (1975) and Samuel 

Hynes’s A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture (1990), have endorsed this 

reading of the war. Fussell argues in his seminal work that the soldiers’ traumatic 

experience in the trenches reversed all traditional forms of war representation. The 

Horatian belief that associated war with the notions of “honour”, “duty”, and “sacrifice”, 

was challenged head-on by the so-called War Poets who privileged instead a caustically 

ironic and disenchanted vision of the European conflict. Their traumatic war experience 

gave the impetus to new forms of writing purged of pompous metaphors and misleading 

euphemisms, privileging a plain and direct style that does not shy away from the ugly truth. 

The most anthologised War Poets and other less renowned writers who transmuted their 

war experience into prose are the main literary exponents of what Samuel Hynes has 

summed up as “the Myth of the War”, “the story of the war that has evolved, and has 

come to be accepted as true” (1992: ix):  

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 where 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. They rejected the values of the society that had 

sent them to war, and in doing so separated their own generation from the past and 

from the cultural inheritance. (x) 

Fifteen years after the publication of The Great War and Modern Memory, Hynes went 

beyond the confines of Fussell’s influential study to explore the origin and impact that “the 

Myth of the War” has had in English culture. Together with his analysis of the works of 
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numerous war poets, Hynes also discusses the manner in which “the Myth of the War” is 

represented in newspapers, magazines, films, diaries, and letters, most of which were 

written by combatants. Although Hynes acknowledges the relevance that certain texts 

written by non-combatants, such as Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth (1933) and May 

Sinclair’s A Journal of Impressions in Belgium, have for his study (1992: 93-95; 435), his interest 

remains focused on the manner in which the bitter realities of the war shaped the mind-set 

of the fighting men and the way they represented their experience in writing.  

The belief that only combatants and ex-combatants could adequately capture the 

horrors of the war has often resulted in the critical neglect of other testimonial narratives 

written by many who witnessed the war but were not involved in any form of fighting. This 

has affected the literary reputation of the written testimonies of numerous nurses, doctors, 

ambulance drivers, as well as of those journalists—men and women—who visited the 

different war zones and wrote about the conflict. This “combat-centred” perspective has 

been challenged in the last three decades by cultural and feminist historians, as well as by 

literary critics such as Margaret Higonnet, Claire Tylee, or Jay Winter. As the latter argues 

in his essay “Shell-Shock and the Cultural History of the Great War” (2000), “there were 

others who suffered, whose voices we must also attend” (11). These voices, particularly 

women’s responses to the war, have been reassessed in some measure during the last thirty 

years. Several anthologies and collections of texts written by women have been published, 

giving evidence of the variety of women’s literary responses to the trauma of the First 

World War. Cases in point are Catherine Reilly’s Scars upon my Heart: Women’s Poetry and 

Verse of the First World War (1981), Trudi Tate’s Women, Men, and the Great War: An Anthology 

of Stories (1995), Agnes Cardinal, Dorothy Goldman, and Judith Hattaway’s Women’s Writings 

on the First World War (1999), or Margaret Higonnet’s Lines of Fire: Women Writers of World 

War I (1999) and Nurses at the Front: Writing the Wounds of the Great War (2001), to name but a 

few. All these anthologies compile the works of several women who through their diaries, 

eyewitness reports, poetry, and fiction responded to the brutality of the war. At the same 

time, several essays have discussed the value of these testimonies or fictional accounts. 

Claire Tylee’s The Great War and Women’s Consciousness: Images of Militarism and Womanhood in 

Women’s Writings, 1914-64 (1990) is a pioneer study and a landmark in the field. Other 

influential critical studies are Sharon Ouditt’s Fighting Forces, Writing Women: Identity and 

Ideology in the First World War (1994), Jean Gallagher’s The World Wars through the Female Gaze 

(1998), or Angela K. Smith’s The Second Battlefield: Women, Modernism and the First World War 

(2000).  
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Women scholars have primarily focused on the works of fiction, poetry, or 

testimonial representations of nurses and ambulance drivers in the war zone. However, the 

branch of criticism that has paid attention to women’s writing on the Fist World War has 

habitually ignored the journalistic accounts produced by women who went to the front. 

This apparent lack of interest does also extend to the literary output of men who were not 

in uniform but involved themselves in the war as press reporters for various journals and 

newspapers. Most works published on the literature of the Great War, from the classic The 

Great War and Modern Memory to more recent studies such as Patrick J. Quinn and Steven 

Trout’s collection of essays The Literature of the Great War Reconsidered: Beyond Modern Memory 

(2001) or Randal Stevenson’s Literature and the Great War 1914-1918 (2013), have failed to 

take critical account of the experiences and written output of men and women who went to 

the front as journalists and war correspondents to supplement the vapid trickle of official 

news bulletins with real eyewitness reports from the scene of action.  

Critical gaps are also to be found in the academic study of journalism. For many 

decades a number of scholars have been discussing the relationship between the press, 

censorship, and propaganda in Britain and the United States.1 Studies on journalism and 

the First World War have mainly focused on the role that censorship and propaganda 

played during the conflict, from classics such as Harold Laswell’s Propaganda Technique in the 

First World War (1927) to more recent studies like Alex Axelrod’s Selling the Great War: The 

Making of American Propaganda (2009), David Monger’s Patriotism, Propaganda Patriotism and 

Propaganda in First World War Britain: The National War Aims Committee and Civilian Morale 

(2012), or Brian Best’s Reporting from the Front: War Reporters During the Great War (2014).  

 A small number of studies exist that have addressed the correspondents’ 

experiences in the field rather than their role as propagandists (Crozier 1959; Leonard 

1978; Emery 1995; Lande 1996; Jeffrey 2007). Of particular interest is Emmet Crozier’s 

American Reporters on the Western Front, 1914-1918 (1959), which has served as an 

inspirational starting point for my own investigation. It follows the trail of different 

American journalists from the beginning of the conflict to its final stages and reveals some 

1 (Squires 1935; Peterson 1939; Larson 1940; Johnson 1962; Haste 1977; Marquis 1978; Sanders and Taylor 
1982; Buitenhuis 1989; Messinger 1992; Ross 1996; Farrar 1998; Thomson 1999). General studies on war 
reporting such as Philip Knightley’s influential The First Casualty: From the Crimea to Vietnam, the War 
Correspondent as Hero, Propagandist and Myth Maker (1975) or Mary Mander’s Pen and Sword: American War 
Correspondents, 1898-1975 (2010) also consider journalism during the First World War as an example of 
propaganda and concealment of truth (Hohenberg 1964; Emery, Emery, and Roberts 1992; Connelly and 
Welch 2005; Simpson 2010). 
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of the ways in which journalists adjusted to the realities of the First World War. As he 

explains, they realised that war “had moved out of the nineteenth century [and] tried to 

convey some of this sense of change and awesome power in their reports to American 

readers” (1959: 54). These pioneering studies, however, present some important 

limitations. Most of them focus exclusively on American journalism, rely heavily on the 

anecdotal, and provide a somewhat simplistic view of the rhetorical strategies reporters 

employed on their visits to the theatres of battle. Furthermore, they fail to do full justice to 

the journalistic contributions of women who travelled to the Western Front. The scholarly 

neglect that journalists like Mary Roberts Rinehart have suffered is also reflected in the 

small number of studies that have explored the role of women in the history of journalism 

in general, which have on the whole paid scant attention to the women who reported on 

the First World War (Marzolf 1977; Edwards 1988; Sebba 1994; Beasley and Gibbons 

2003; Chambers, Steiner, and Fleming: 2004).  

Moreover, most of the aforementioned studies have their basis in a national 

tradition and have tended to disregard links—and contrasts—that exist between the 

journalistic accounts written on either side of the Atlantic. They have explored in some 

detail the press reports and daily dispatches that were sent to newspapers in Britain or the 

United States during the war; however, they have fallen short of acknowledging the 

significance of a wealth of texts published by a number of reporters who gathered their war 

impressions in books or longer essays that were published in magazines such as The 

Saturday Evening Post.  

This type of texts, which may be considered as early forms of literary journalism, 

has equally been ignored in studies on literary journalism. This is a relatively young 

discipline, and the establishment of literary journalism as a genre in its own right has been 

the subject of controversy after its initial boom in the 1960s and 1970s. During the late 

sixties and seventies, studies on literary journalism mainly focused on the works produced 

by the members of the so-called “New Journalism” movement, such as Truman Capote, 

Hunter S. Thompson, or Tom Wolfe, to name but a few. However, as Norman Sims 

reminds us in his ground-breaking study The Literary Journalists, “literary journalists had been 

at work long before the New Journalists arrived” (1984: 3).  

Sims’s publication of The Literary Journalists provided the foundations from which 

studies in this field would evolve. The American critic acknowledges that “some people 

[…] argue it is nothing more than a hybrid, combining the fiction writer’s technique with 
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facts gathered by a reporter” (ibid.). Yet he defends the need for studies in literary 

journalism separate from traditional schools of journalism or literary studies. As he 

explains, the genre presents some important characteristics that neither conform to the 

conventions of factual journalism nor to the conventions of fiction.  

In the thirty years since the publication of Sims’s study, there have been several 

publications in this field—particularly focused on the North American tradition—that have 

moved away from the idea that the “New Journalism” is the only legitimate form of literary 

journalism. In 1987, John Carey published The Faber Book of Reportage, which would later be 

republished as Eyewitness to History (1990), an extensive anthology that includes examples of 

reportage from Thucydides’s account of the Plague in Athens in the year 430 b.C. to 

eyewitness reports from the 1980s. The same year Carey’s book was republished, Norman 

Sims edited a collection of essays, Literary Journalism in the Twentieth Century (1990), in which 

different scholars discuss examples of literary journalism that include late nineteenth-

century reporters such as Richard Harding Davis or Stephen Crane, canonical authors like 

Ernest Hemingway or Tom Wolfe, and lesser-known voices like Gloria Andalzúa or 

W.E.B. Bois. 

The discipline evolved throughout the 1990s and early 2000s with the publication 

of an extensive anthology, The Art of Fact: A Historical Anthology of Literary Journalism 

(Kerrane and Yagoda 1998), that includes examples of literary journalism by authors such 

as Daniel Defoe, Charles Dickens, Mark Twain, Richard Harding Davis, Martha Gelhorn, 

Rebecca West, or Tom Wolfe to name but a few; and the first biographical dictionary of 

literary journalism, which provides information about the lives and work of some of the 

most well-known authors (Applegate 1996). The creation of this dictionary is evidence of 

the degree to which the studies in literary journalism have become consolidated, in spite of 

its numerous detractors. Significantly, however, only two of the authors discussed in this 

dissertation, Irvin S. Cobb and Richard Harding Davis, have an entry in the dictionary, and 

Davis’s biographical information does not include any reference to his only book on the 

Great War. These lacunae are representative of the lack of critical attention that has been 

given to literary journalism of the First World War. 

Thomas B. Connery’s A Sourcebook of American Literary Journalism: Representative 

Writers in an Emerging Genre (1992) was a pioneer in its examination of different literary 

journalists from the American tradition. The book “brings together for the first time 

discussion of a wide range of writers who are treated as part of an ongoing, largely 
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unrecognized American prose tradition, that of literary journalism of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries” (1992: xi). The essays explore the work of some of the “usual 

suspects” of the field, like Richard Harding Davis, John Reed, Ernest Hemingway, John 

Steinbeck, or Tom Wolfe. At the beginning of the new century, John Hartsock published 

A History of American Literary Journalism: The Emergence of a Modern Narrative Form, tracing the 

origins of the genre in American literature from the 1890s until the consolidation of New 

Journalism in the late 1960s. Hartsock also reflects on the limits of the genre, and the 

habitual disregard with which it has been treated by the academic community (2000: 1-20), 

a shortcoming that Karen Roggenkamp has also outlined in Narrating the News: New 

Journalism and Literary Genre in Late Ninetenth-Century American Newspapers and Fiction (2005): 

Newspapers, literary history has told us, hold inferior, unimportant writings, a view 

that overlooks the fact that new journalism, for instance, operated explicitly within 

models of dramatic storytelling. A few literary historians have studied newspapers, 

but they largely focused on a handful of canonical figures who enjoyed careers in 

journalism […]. Historians of journalism, conversely, have regarded the more 

sensationalistic and dramatic aspects of new journalism with something close to 

chagrin, marking the period as a time of extravagant experimentation that 

ultimately gave birth to the staid, inverted pyramid style of modern newspaper. 

They have likewise ignored the “other” discipline, failing to recognize and theorize 

the intentional use of “literary” technique by nineteenth-century journalists: the 

strong characterization, the plot motifs, the symbols, the language, the description, 

and the appropriation of genre conventions. (2005: xv) 

These as well as other controversies are discussed in Norman Sims’s essay “The 

Problem and the Promise of Literary Journalism Studies” (2009). Sims calls for the 

inclusion of “international forms of literary journalism,  in all their variety, as a corrective 

to the exclusive focus on North American literary journalism”, as well as for the need to 

“base the history of literary journalism on a broad time frame” connecting “the works 

produced to the culture and context of their time” (2009: 10). Some studies have met 

Sims’s critical terms and have addressed the genre from a more global perspective, 

establishing links between the literary journalistic traditions of different nations. Such is the 

case with Richard Keeble and Sharon Wheeler’s The Journalistic Imagination: Literary Journalists 

from Defoe to Capote and Carter (2007), Sonja Merljak Zdovc’s Literary Journalism in the United 
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States of America and Slovenia (2008), John Bak and Bill Reynolds’s Literary Journalism across the 

Globe: Journalistic Traditions and Transnational Influences (2011), and Richard Keeble and John 

Tulloch’s Global Literary Journalism: Exploring the Journalistic Imagination (2012).  

An aspect of literary journalism that none of the aforementioned studies have 

addressed is what effect the First World War has had on the development of the genre. 

Some scholars have briefly referred to the work carried out by journalists such as Richard 

Harding Davis (Hartsock 2000: 154-160) or John Reed (Sims 2007: 90-95) during the 

conflict, but no truly comprehensive study has been undertaken in this field up to the 

present date. Norman Sims has, once more, been a pioneer in seriously addressing this 

topic in his recent study, True Stories: A Century of Literary Journalism (2007). Sims discusses 

the work of the three authors “who most influenced literary journalism during and shortly 

after World War I”, namely Ernest Hemingway, John Dos Passos, and John Reed. 

According to him, “they advanced the literature of war reporting as literary journalism by 

using the techniques and perspectives of travel writers. Travel writing and literary 

journalism again merged as the two forms had at the beginning in the 1700s and in Mark 

Twain’s work, but this time it was in a dangerous and depressing environment” (2007: 88). 

Although none of the three authors Sims reviews are included in this dissertation, his 

observation, as we shall see, is applicable to a number of the works under discussion.  

In June 2014 John Bak organised the first seminar on literary journalism during the 

First World War at the Université de Lorraine (France). An upcoming volume will follow 

the seminar and it will explore how different literary journalists from a variety of nations 

(Argentina, France, Great Britain, Portugal, Turkey, or the United States, to name but a 

few) represented the conflict. As its call for articles explains, the book will examine 

“various forms of World War I writing that could be considered as early examples of 

literary journalism that helped shift the paradigm of documentary representation in war 

reporting”. Nevertheless, this pioneer study, which is part of a broader project exploring 

the relationships between literary journalism and war, is not likely to put into dialogue the 

texts of different journalists. 

In its endeavour to provide a wide-ranging analysis of the literary journalism 

written between 1914 and 1918, it is the object of this dissertation, “War Reportage in the 

Liminal Zone: Anglo-American Eyewitness Accounts from the Western Front (1914-1918), 

to explore sixteen texts that are situated “in the liminal zone” from a generic, a time-space, 

and a physical perspective. It may be argued at the outset that the reason why the texts 

17 

 



under discussion have been passed over in earlier studies on literature and journalism 

written during the First World War is due to the marginal status of literary journalism, the 

genre to which all the sixteen texts under consideration most fittingly belong. A second 

reason why the objects under investigation have so persistently suffered from critical 

neglect is that the time and space in which they were published stubbornly resist an easy 

classification and characterisation. The texts were written in the middle of a transitional 

period, half-way between two radically different literary styles, the romantic and idealising 

ante bellum tradition and the cynical and disillusioned modernist school of writing that 

completely dislodged the former after the cataclysm. Moreover, they are all of them the 

product of various stages of a physical and moral journey which took several authors out of 

their safe and familiar home base on the other side of the English Channel or the Atlantic 

Ocean, and transported them into the fantastic, nightmarish, and topsy-turvy world of the 

Western Front, where their understanding of reality was transformed beyond anything they 

could have imagined when they set out on their hunt for spectacular scoops.  

The nature of the physical journey that took them to their coveted destination of 

the battlefield makes it possible to unite the texts that have resulted from these expeditions 

within the anthropological framework articulated in the theories of liminality as originally 

founded by Arnold van Gennep in The Rites of Passage (1909), and further developed by 

Victor Turner in his essay “Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage” 

from his book The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (1967) and other studies that 

followed such as The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (1969) or From Ritual to Theater: 

The Human Seriousness of Play (1982). As Teresa Gómez Reus and Terry Gifford have argued 

in their introduction to Women in Transit through Literary Liminal Spaces (2013), “because the 

liminal is found at the fringes […], it is a useful conceptual tool” (2013: 3) with which to 

examine, in this case, a wealth of texts that are “in-between” historical, generic, and literary 

traditions. This notion of liminality allows us to classify and characterise the texts under 

investigation in a manner that has not been attempted by any previous review of 

journalistic reports from the period of the First World War. 

The anthropologist Arnold van Gennep proposed in his much-cited essay The Rites 

of Passage that all acts of passage—individual as well as collective—can be divided in a 

tripartite process: rites of separation, transition rites, and rites of assimilation (2004: 11). 

Victor Turner, building on van Gennep’s theories, explains that the first stage of this ritual 

passage involves a certain “symbolic behavior signifying the detachment of the individual 

or group from an earlier fixed point in the social structure or a set of cultural conditions” 
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(1967: 94). In the context of the First World War, this “detachment” would be marked by 

the act of separation from an innocent world of peace and the movement into a world of 

strife and conflict after the declaration of war. The second stage, the transitional or liminal 

phase (from limen, the Latin word for “threshold”), corresponds to the duration of the war 

from the summer of 1914 to the autumn of 1918. Throughout these years, the society of 

the warring nations was moving in an unfamiliar realm and was tested and transformed by 

this ordeal. Liminality, as Teresa Gómez and Terry Gifford explain, “uncover the manifold 

opportunities and challenges, the rewards as well as the risks, that being ‘in transit’ may 

entail” (2013: 3). The entry into an unknown realm marks the suspension of one’s original 

sense of identity with the resulting disorientation and uncertainty, and the eventual 

prospect of seeing the world with new eyes. These new perspectives are consolidated in the 

third phase, known in liminal theory as “assimilation” or “aggregation”, when the “ritual 

subjects”—either as individuals or as a whole community—have consummated the 

passage. They now have to re-enter society, having ideally experienced some sort of change 

that proves wholesome for the society, group, class, profession, or gender to which they 

belong (Turner 1967: 94). This aggregation took place after November 1918, when the 

different fighting communities consummated their passage and re-entered the world of 

peace having suffered a traumatic transformation. 

The rite of separation in a nation at war, however, is also experienced on an 

individual level. According to Eric Leed in his No Man’s Land: Combat and Identity in the First 

World War (1979), there are two possible ways of experiencing the detachment from the 

“earlier fixed point in the social structure”: one “removes society as a whole from familiar 

conditions of social life”, whereas the other one “removes the citizen-soldier from his 

civilian status” (2009: 16). Leed’s study, which has served  as one of the  starting points for 

the development of this dissertation, primarily focuses on “the man who goes to war [and] 

undergoes rituals of passage” (14); that is, “the men [who] have left behind the boundaries 

of their own societies to take up arms against other men” (13). The fighting men became 

liminal entities—or to use the terminology of the field, “neophytes”. As Victor Turner 

explains in his chapter from The Ritual Process, “Liminality and Communitas”, “liminal 

entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the positions assigned and 

arrayed by law, custom, conventions, and ceremonial” (2008: 95). Throughout the 

transitional or liminal phase, the ritual subject, crosses a threshold (which may be physical, 

psychological, or spiritual) and is tested in his new status.   

Leed declares that “liminal rites are astonishingly congruent with the experience of 
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modern war” (2009: 32). This overt correspondence inspired him to examine how the 

combatants’ experience in No Man’s Land could be explained in terms of liminality, in 

which soldiers were trapped in a world that had lost the last remnant of its peace-time 

appearance. Leed’s study is, however, confined to the “combat-centred” perspective that 

limits the majority of studies on the First World War. It leaves out those “others who 

suffered, whose voices we must also attend”, such as doctors, nurses, or journalists whose 

evolution during the war may also profitably be read in terms of the tripartite process of 

the rite of passage.  

Although hardly any civilian eyewitness entered No Man’s Land, let alone took an 

active part in battle, their war experience may also be interpreted as a rite of passage, 

construed in spatial, temporal, as well as generic terms. All correspondents in Europe 

underwent a clear act of separation, implicit in their movement from the home base 

towards the war zone: the withdrawal from society. Although war reporters were not 

combatants, they may still be said to have experienced a separation process analogous to 

the one undergone by fighting men: a detachment from their original state of security. 

Moreover, as travellers into an unknown and unpredictable world, the reporters saw their 

freedom and their civilian status profoundly compromised, as they were exposed to real 

perils in the field and subjected, at the same time, to very severe restrictions in their way of 

working. As eyewitnesses to the conflict, they were neither mere civilians back at the Home 

Front nor combatants in the battlefield. Their position, therefore, may be said to be truly 

liminal. The journey they embarked upon was marked both by great opportunity and 

profound uncertainty: it might be the road to professional success and fame, but it might 

equally well lead to dismal, failure, and frustration.  

Since, as I shall explain in Chapter One, the war was being fought under tight 

censorship control, the war correspondents had to overcome very substantial 

epistemological and physical barriers before they could publish any news that was worth 

writing about. The nature of combat differed in fundamental ways from previous wars, and 

the “ocular-centrism” of traditional war representation, whose authors could stand on a hill 

and overlook an unfolding battle, had to be replaced by much more indirect ways of 

observation. Thus, not only the soldier in the trenches but also the war correspondent was 

rendered blind by the new conditions on the battlefield. As Rose Macaulay expresses it in 

her poem “Picnic” (1917), everyone concerned was “ringed all round by guarding walls/ So 

high, they shut the view” (in Copp 2001: 85). All of them had, in Victor Turner’s terms, a 

“cunicular” experience of war, like individuals in transit through a tunnel of knowledge 
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(Turner 1975: 232). In their relentless quest for information, the war reporters were obliged 

to find a way out of the tunnel and tear down the walls that “shut the view”.  

 Accepting theories of liminality as its conceptual framework, it is the objective of 

this dissertation to assess the testimonies written by a set of English and American 

reporters who went to the front in terms of these critical premises. It sets out to classify, 

contextualise, and critically discuss a group of texts that have not previously been put into 

dialogue with each other. In the course of this investigation I shall attempt to provide 

answers to the following four points:  

The first question concerns Hynes’s notion of the “Myth of the War” and the 

different studies that have challenged this concept. I shall seek to ascertain whether the 

different examples of literary journalism under discussion conform to the established 

critical frameworks that have dominated the discourse about the war in the English 

speaking world, or whether they present a new and unexpected manner of responding to 

the trauma of the First World War.  

I shall further attempt to verify if some of the rhetorical and stylistic developments 

that Paul Fussell has identified in the literature produced by combatants may also be found, 

and to determine whether any variations exist in the way the conflict was represented as the 

war progressed. For the question whether we can detect a stylistic evolution in the texts 

written during the relative “age of innocence” of 1914 and those written during the 

apocalyptic battles fought in 1916 and 1917, the order of events as they are reflected in the 

texts under discussion will play a significant role.  

 In view of the fact that not all warring nations entered the struggle at the outset of 

hostilities in 1914, it is reasonable to assume that the authors’ nationality may have 

influenced the way the reporters contemplated the conflict. Britain fought in the war since 

the very beginning, while the United States only entered the conflict in its later stages. It 

may, therefore, be expected that the way American journalists approached the conflict 

show up substantial differences before and after the spring of 1917, when their country 

entered the armed struggle on the side of the Western Allies. In this context, I intend to 

put into dialogue texts from both sides of the Atlantic in order to ascertain the extent to 

which the authors’ nationality—and their countries’ position at a given stage in the war—

affected their style of writing. As Paul Fussell argues in his analysis of First World War 

poetry in The Great War and Modern Memory, British soldiers were bred in a tradition that 

considered “that the greatest of all the literatures was the English” (2000: 157), a fact that is 
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clearly reflected in their manner of representing the war. On the other hand, American 

responses to the war, he suggests, tend “to be spare and one-dimensional” (158). Taking 

into account Fussell’s argument, as well as the shifting position of the United States 

throughout the war, it is my intention to determine whether this stylistic difference  is also 

apparent in the accounts of the  journalists under consideration.  

Finally, contemporary criticism has failed to address the similarities and disparities 

that may be found in male and female responses to the war. Most critical studies have, as 

we have seen, exclusively focused either on the experience of men or on the experience of 

women, but they have habitually avoided to put into dialogue the varied responses of the 

two sexes. It is only to be expected that the experiences of combatants and non-

combatants were radically different. The existing gender division in studies on the literature 

of combatants and non-combatants is clearly a result of the fact that the overwhelming 

majority of men involved in the war fall into the first group, whereas all women belong to 

the second. If we consider, however, that all authors under discussion in this dissertation 

visited the Western Front as civilian eyewitnesses, it becomes a matter of good sense to 

include the responses of some of the women who visited the Western Front and compare 

them to those written by their male counterparts. We may thereby be able to determine 

whether there are any substantial differences in the way men and women conceived and 

portrayed their liminal experience in the war zone.  

The thesis is structured chronologically: it starts with the discussion of the texts 

published immediately after the outbreak of the conflict, and it ends with the books that 

deal with the entrance of the United States in the war and the baptism of fire of the 

American Expeditionary Forces. In each of the chapters I shall place the works under 

consideration into the relevant historical context and I shall examine how theories of 

liminality may be applied in the interpretation of the authors’ representation of the war. For 

the benefit of its internal organisation, the dissertation opens with a chapter entitled “The 

First World War and the Journalistic Barrier”. In it I shall provide an overview of the 

context within which the journalists exercised their profession. I shall present the principal 

challenges and restrictions that the reporters had to face, namely the tight censorship 

policies that barred their access to the theatre of war. I shall go on to examine the way in 

which these censoring rules changed in the course of the war and how the propagandistic 

campaigns of the warring governments evolved and influenced much of the journalism of 

the period.  
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In Chapter Two, “Beyond the Threshold: Entering the War Zone”, I shall compare 

the early-war texts written by two British reporters, Harold Ashton and Philip Gibbs, and 

two American journalists, Richard Harding Davis and Alexander Powell. Other authors, 

such as Will Irwin, Irvin S. Cobb, or Granville Fortescue, also published eyewitness 

accounts soon after the outbreak of the war. However, as war correspondents usually 

travelled in groups at that time, and their stories and anecdotes often resemble each other, I 

have limited myself to the texts that provided the most suitable critical material to serve as 

representative examples of the group.2 Thus I have selected the war books published in 

1914 and 1915 by Ashton, Davis, Gibbs, and Powell to examine how war correspondents 

experienced, at the beginning of the war, their separation from the secure state of the 

Home Front and the uncertainties and vicissitudes of life near the front. All four reporters 

embarked on the war adventure soon after the outbreak of hostilities in the summer of 

1914. Without any official accreditation, they boldly defied military restrictions and 

embarked on their hazardous journey into what the American writer, Mary Borden, 

referred to, in her 1929 memoirs, as “the forbidden zone”. I shall explore the manner in 

which they reported their adventures and the ordeals involved in crossing the forbidden 

threshold, the physical and rhetorical obstacles they encountered on their journalistic quest, 

and how they represented the novel face of modern warfare. 

While the separation process determines the development of Chapter Two, 

Chapter Three, “Authorial Voices in the War Zone: The Liminal Tunnel” discusses the 

liminal experience in the war zone of six well-known fiction writers (three British men, 

together with one British, and two American women) between late 1914 and the months 

preceding the opening of the Battle of the Somme in July 1916. I shall discuss the books 

that Arnold Bennett, Arthur Conan Doyle, Rudyard Kipling, Mary Roberts Rinehart, May 

Sinclair, and Edith Wharton published based on their experiences along the Western Front. 

I will focus on how the authors dealt with the complexities of their liminal experience, and 

how—wherever possible—they expressed it in terms of an inherited tradition of war 

writing. I shall seek to determine whether the authors’ nationality and gender play a 

significant role in their representation of the war experience, and to what extent traditional 

notions of war representation are challenged or perpetuated in their accounts. 

2 The later works of Will Irwin and Irvin S. Cobb will be discussed in Chapter Five. However, the work of 
Major Granville Fortescue has also been left out of consideration in this dissertation because his writings 
about the war were so varied and written from so many angles that he deserves a space of its own that lies 
outside the scope of this study. 
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The British officially allowed journalists into the war zone on the Western Front 

only in the spring of 1915. After official permission had been granted, the accredited 

correspondents published several books on different phases of the war. In Chapter Four, 

“Journalists at the Somme: The Turning Point?”, the spotlight is directed towards the 

representation of the Battle of the Somme by three British journalists who worked as 

officially accredited war correspondents with the British Army. I shall narrow my analysis 

of war reportage written from the “official side” to the Battle of the Somme due to the 

historical and symbolic significance of that battle, and also because the journalists’ account 

of the battle has been traditionally dismissed by critics as the epitome of servile war 

propaganda. In Chapter Four I intend to challenge this standpoint by examining how 

William Beach Thomas, Basil Clarke, and Harry Perry Robinson compiled their stories on 

the battle and how their texts may be interpreted as evidence of a liminal experience as they 

attempt to adapt antiquated patterns of war representation to the new realities of 

mechanised war fought on a gargantuan scale. Their books describe what everybody 

expected to be the “turning point” of the war and provide clear evidence of the rhetorical 

struggle in which the reporters were involved, at a time when the paradigm of war 

representation was shifting radically.  

“The American Rite of Passage” is my last chapter, which mainly focuses on the 

work of three American reporters, Irvin S. Cobb, Floyd Gibbons, and Will Irwin.3 I shall 

discuss how these authors portrayed the entrance of the United States in the war. Their 

own individual journeys to the front reflect a collective experience of war that may 

legitimately be interpreted as a national rite of passage. I will show how the three authors 

fit into the American travel writing tradition, which they adapted to explain the American 

intervention in the war. From the rite of separation in crossing the Atlantic Ocean to the 

first combat encounters of American troops in Europe, the three correspondents wove a 

narrative that linked together the individual and the collective to create an appealing picture 

of the First World War in the United States, at a time when the truths about the war and its 

terrible waste in human lives were starting to be publicly known. The three reporters gave 

voice to the liminal experience of the young American nation by relating it to the country’s 

vision of its past, present, and future. It was the first time in history that the United States 

had returned to the old continent to make it safe for the supreme value of democracy.

3 I have left out of consideration Frederick Palmer’s substantial work because he was left in charge of press 
accreditation during the war and offered a too obviously biased and propagandistic perspective of America’s 
role in the war than the rest of the correspondents under consideration. 
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CHAPTER  I





 

Chapter I: 

The First World War and the Journalistic Barrier  

The Great War brought about changes in the way the press was perceived by the 

population and it also imposed several changes in journalistic ethics and code of behaviour. 

At the outbreak of the Great War, the British government rapidly established a system to 

organise and tightly control the news and information that would be published in relation 

to the conflict. The result of this was, as Philip Knightley argues in his book The First 

Casualty, that during the period between 1914 and 1918 “more deliberate lies were told than 

in any other previous period of history, and the whole apparatus of the state went into 

action to suppress truth” (1982: 64).  

This chapter will discuss the organisation of the British and American press 

between 1914 and 1918. It will explain the difficulties that the governments of both 

countries encountered in organising the publication of news related to the war and explore 

the problems that writers, journalists, press barons, and military and political authorities 

faced as a result of the restrictions the war had imposed on freedom of speech. For this 

purpose, I shall begin by explaining how war news and propaganda evolved in Britain from 

the early months of the conflict until the end of the war, and subsequently give an account 

of the situation of war journalism in the United States, both during the years of neutrality 

and after America declared war on Germany in April 1917.  

1.1. JOURNALISTIC BARRIERS IN BRITAIN 

On 5 August 1914, the recently appointed War Secretary, Lord Kitchener, and the First 

Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, summoned the MP F.E. Smith and asked him to 

establish a special department for the effective supervision of the “business of press 

censorship” (Sanders and Taylor 1982: 19). This request resulted in the creation of the 

Official Press Bureau, as announced by Churchill in Parliament on 7 August 1914. It had 

been launched with “no real terms of reference nor any specific definition of duties” (20); 

its stated function was to examine and control all types of communications, such as 

telegrams, press cables, or newspaper articles that touched on military matters.  

On 8 August 1914, five days after the outbreak of hostilities and one day after 

Churchill had announced the creation of the Official Press Bureau, the British government 
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passed the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA). The Act was amended in November 1914 

and it was designed:  

(a) to prevent persons communicating with the enemy or obtaining information 

for that purpose or any purpose calculated to jeopardise the success of the 

operations of any of His Majesty’s forces or the forces of his allies or to assist 

the enemy; or (b) to secure the safety of His Majesty’s forces and ships and the 

safety of any means of communication and of railways, ports, and harbours; or 

(c) to prevent the spread of false reports or reports likely to cause disaffection 

to His Majesty or to interfere with the success of His Majesty's forces by land 

or sea or to prejudice His Majesty’s relations with foreign powers; or (d) to 

secure the navigation of vessels in accordance with directions given by or under 

the authority of the Admiralty; or (e) otherwise to prevent assistance being 

given to the enemy or the successful prosecution of the war being endangered. 

On the face of it, these regulations should have had a limited impact on the information 

that could be published in the press or circulated in any other literary format. However, the 

tight restrictions on the freedom of movement immediately implied that civilians would be 

denied free access to the war zone, and as a consequence reporting directly from the 

battlefield would become next to impossible. To complicate matters even further, the 

government extended the Act almost as soon as it was published in order to prevent the 

publication of reports that were “likely to cause disaffection” (Hynes 1992: 80). 

The publication in the press of reports that concealed the real magnitude of the 

unfolding events was meant to prevent a potential negative effect on the morale of the 

British people. It is, however, questionable whether these extreme measures were really 

necessary. Critics such as Michael Sanders and Philip M. Taylor have claimed in their 

influential study British Propaganda during the First World War, 1914-1918 (1982) that if 

newspaper editors decided to promote the war cause and hide the real effects of the 

conflict, it was “largely of their own, rather than the government’s initiative” (1982: 23). 

Similarly, Colin Lovelace has argued in “British Press Censorship during the First World 

War” (1978) that press censorship was mainly a voluntary act carried out by the authors 

and editors themselves. He insists that the passing of DORA did not imply a complete 

control of the press since “throughout the war, the press retained freedom of opinion and 

the right to criticise” (1978: 314). The extent to which press editors and writers concurred 
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with the government policy, and the reasons for their cooperation, is a matter I shall 

explore in later chapters. 

Early publications on the war were of two main types: official documents the War 

Office sent out to the press, and upliftingly patriotic poems or pieces of prose composed 

by well-known poets and writers who were eager to participate in the war effort. During 

the first month of the conflict “as many as a hundred poems a day arrived at The Times, and 

though the number declined somewhat thereafter, several thousand had been received by 

the following August” (Hynes 1992: 25-26). The use of high rhetoric in connection with 

the war was customary in the early years of the conflict. Rupert Brooke’s sonnets represent 

one of the most celebrated examples of this elevated style; other well-known authors such 

as Arnold Bennett, Robert Bridges, or Rudyard Kipling, gave their enthusiastic support to 

the war in both poetry and prose. By the end of 1914, the amount of literature inspired by 

the war was so large that it was clear that this conflict would become the “most literary and 

most poetical war in English history” (28).  

In the course of the war, “it came to be recognized that the mobilization of men 

and means was not sufficient; there must be a mobilization of opinion” (Lasswell 1927: 14) 

both at home and abroad. Words became an essential weapon in the struggle. For this 

reason, the government activated a propaganda campaign in favour of the conflict, in 

which several celebrated writers such as Arthur Conan Doyle, Thomas Hardy, or H.G. 

Wells were involved. This campaign had a triple purpose: to encourage young soldiers to 

enlist, to keep up the morale in the civilian population, and to counteract German 

propaganda in neutral countries. David Lloyd George warned the British Government 

about the necessity to counteract the reports that German propagandists were 

disseminating in neutral nations, especially in the United States. Consequently, as Sanders 

and Taylor explain, the British Prime Minister, Herbert H. Asquith, charged the MP 

Charles Masterman in late August 1914 with organising a department for “placing before 

the peoples of neutral countries and of the Dominions the British case for entering the war 

and for justifying wartime policy decisions” (1982: 39). Masterman accordingly organised 

two secret conferences, which resulted in the establishment of the War Propaganda Bureau 

at Wellington House. 

The first conference took place on 2 September 1914 and it was attended by 

William Archer, Sir James M. Barrie, Arnold Bennett, A.C. Benson, R.H. Benson, Robert 

Bridges, Hall Caine, G.K. Chesterton, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, John Galsworthy, Thomas 
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Hardy, Anthony Hope Hawkins, Maurice Hewlett, W.J. Locke, E.V. Lucas, J.W. Mackail, 

John Masefield, A.E.W. Mason, Gilbert Murray, Sir Henry Newbolt, Sir Gilbert Parker, Sir 

Owen Seamn, George Trevelyan, H.G. Wells, and Israel Zangwill. Rudyard Kipling and Sir 

Arthur Quiller Couch had also been invited, but as they were unable to attend the meeting 

in person they sent messages offering their services. According to Peter Buitenhuis, this 

was probably “the most important gathering of creative and academic writers ever 

assembled for an official purpose in the history of English letters” (1989: 14).   

Only two weeks after the meeting at Wellington House, all the authors who had 

attended the first conference published the Authors’ Manifesto supporting the war 

(Buitenhuis 1989: 18; Hynes 1992: 27), which appeared in The Times on 18 September 1914. 

Both Buitenhuis and Hynes maintain that the manifesto was published simultaneously in 

the New York Times, whereas the truth is that it appeared in the New York Tribune (see 

Appendix 1). Other authors signed the manifesto, amongst them Granville Barker, A.C. 

Bradley, Jerome K. Jerome, Sir Gilbert Park, and May Sinclair (Buitenhuis 1989: 18), adding 

up to a total of fifty-four signatures. As Samuel Hynes has noted: “no other war in 

England’s history had been defined and defended so quickly, and by writers of such 

stature” (1992: 27). 

The War Propaganda Bureau at Wellington House would soon become the most 

active of all propaganda departments established during the war (Taylor 1980: 877). It was 

responsible for producing and disseminating books, pamphlets, and periodicals overseas. 

Wellington House sponsored books which were published by private publishing houses to 

make it seem “that British propaganda was solely the creation of private citizens” 

(Buitenhuis 1989: xvii). According to Alice Goldfarb Marquis, the press of the period 

followed the eight basic methods of propaganda discussed in James A.C. Brown’s 

Techniques of Persuasion: From Propaganda to Brainwashing (1963): Stereotypes, pejorative names, 

selection and omission of facts, atrocity stories, slogans, one-sided assertions, pinpointing 

the enemy, and the bandwagon effect (1978: 486).4 

Masterman’s objective was to mobilise and influence public opinion, most 

particularly that of neutral countries. To this end, he set up rallies, distributed posters, and 

created illustrated propaganda and pamphlets, which he expected to be of the “highest 

4 Pinpointing the enemy is often used in war situations to present a complex problem in simple opposing 
terms of right and wrong; the bandwagon technique uses peer pressure to compel an audience to join a cause 
because so many people have already joined it.   
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literary quality, academic in tone and scholarly in content, rather than simply propagandistic 

diatribes” (Sanders and Taylor 1982: 107). Texts often appeared accompanied by 

photographs which would amplify the effects of words (Marquis 1978: 487). Throughout 

the conflict images were used as a powerful tool, sometimes to even greater effect than 

words (Winter 2009: 50). Thus, the posters distributed by Wellington House became the 

most effective instrument of mass communication in support of the war. As Maurice 

Rickards contends in his study Posters of the First World War (1968), promoting the war 

through placards was a cheap method of dissemination in “a medium that was accepted 

and understood” by the public at large (1968: 8). Studies devoted to the influence of 

posters during the First World War, such as Rickards’s, or more recent books such as 

James Aulich and John Hewitt’s Seduction or Instruction?: First World War Posters in Britain and 

Europe (2008) and Pearl James’s Picture This: World War I Posters and Visual Culture (2009) 

provide important evidence of the nature of this graphic campaign. The posters, films, and 

texts created to promote the war followed a similar pattern, effectively summarised by 

Peter Buitenhuis: “the Germans became the enemy of whom any barbarism could be 

believed, the French became the noble saviours of an ancient civilization, and the British 

and imperial troops became as knights of old, riding out of the west to the succour of a 

beleaguered ally” (1989: 8). 

1.1.1. The Forbidden Western Front: Summer 1914 – Spring 1915 

The press received with scepticism the announcement of the creation of the Official Press 

Bureau in August 1914. Journalists were soon to learn that the “bureau was more 

concerned with censorship than with publicity” (Sanders and Taylor 1982: 20). This 

government policy caused resentment among editors and journalists, as the press had 

already agreed on a voluntary code of censorship regarding mobilisation of troops and 

shipping at a conference that had been held on 27 July 1914 between the press, the War 

Office, and the Admiralty.  

Journalists were eager to get to the front and report on the events taking place in 

the war zone. The Boer War had proved that war correspondence was “a way of becoming 

a household name almost over night” (Farrar 1998: 2) and war reporters and writers did 

not want to miss this unique opportunity. The military authorities had, however, a different 

agenda for the journalists. The War Office was “so set against the publication of virtually 

any military information that it issued an embargo on all correspondents at the front” 

(Sanders and Taylor 1982: 23). During the first nine months of the war, the War Office 
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expected journalists, editors, and the general public to content themselves with the dull and 

unimaginative accounts written by Colonel Ernest Swinton,5 appointed as official 

eyewitness, and with the official communiqués issued by the Press Bureau. Swinton’s 

reports were perceived by the War Office as “a clever way of keeping war correspondents 

away from the battle zone and still being in control of the news which was fed to the public 

and newspapers” (Farrar 1998: 23).  

This policy could not satisfy the public’s hunger for “human” stories. Newspaper 

editors continuously sent their correspondents as close as possible to the firing line to get a 

personal and unofficial scoop. Between August 1914 and May 1915, the month in which 

the official ban on correspondents was lifted, reporters incessantly wandered around the 

war zone operating independently and trying to violate the regulations imposed by the War 

Office. As Martin Farrar explains, the war correspondent in this period was “more than 

just an observer of the battle. They worked particularly hard for their stories and their 

descriptions were more realistic than those later produced in the war by accredited 

correspondents” (41). As a matter of fact, they seldom witnessed the course of battle. The 

accounts of their war experience focused instead on the wreckage produced by the war and 

on the impact of the conflict on the wounded and on the local population caught up in it. 

This is one of the distinctive features of the war reportage of this period, to which I shall 

return in Chapter Two. 

The group of pioneers who reported from the front included names like Ellis 

Ashmead-Bartlett, Harold Ashton, William Beach Thomas, Basil Clarke, Hamilton Fyfe, 

Philip Gibbs, William Arthur Moore, and Geoffrey Pyke, among many others. Most of 

them started their personal journey to the front lacking any official accreditation, pass, or 

permit. British writers and journalists who visited the war zone during the early months of 

the conflict were treated almost as outlaws and they could be arrested by any British or 

French officer if they were found in “the forbidden zone”. For this reason, they had to find 

their own strategies to reach the theatres of battle, acting as social workers, ambulance 

drivers, or members of the Red Cross. Describing how they managed to enter the war 

5 Colonel Ernest Swinton (1868–1951) was an army officer and writer. During the South African War he was 
a member of the military railway staff and in 1906 he was appointed chief instructor in fortification and 
geometrical drawing at the Royal Military Academy. He contributed to the writing of two volumes on the 
naval and military history of the Russo-Japanese War. In September 1914, Lord Kitchener appointed him 
official war correspondent. He signed his more than a hundred articles on the war as “Eyewitness”. He was 
an advocate of the use of new technology in modern warfare, and he claimed to be one of the originators of 
the tank, although this assertion is, according to his biographer Keith Grieves, “problematic” (Grieves 2009).  
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zone, the perils they encountered and the thrill they experienced would also become 

recurrent themes in these early-war narratives, as I shall also explore in Chapter Two.  

The severe restrictions imposed on war journalism gave rise to a growing feeling of 

unease among reporters and their readership. After the first Battle of Ypres, which took 

place between October and November 1914, this dissatisfaction became more prominent. 

As Martin Farrar explains, “the Home Front read more news about what was happening 

on the Belgian and French fighting fronts rather than the BEFs. As the restrictions on war 

correspondents entering the British Western Front zone were so tight it became easier to 

report from another Allied sector where officials might turn a blind eye to the war 

correspondents” (1998: 38).  

Lord Kitchener maintained the ban on correspondents at the battle-zone at a time 

when the rest of the Allies on the Western Front had all revoked their prohibition. 

According to Farrar, “correspondents were sending dispatches back from the Belgian and 

French fronts with their authorities’ blessing and yet the British Front still remained in a 

veil of fog and secrecy—this had to change if the British public were to remain fully 

supportive of the war effort” (44). Philip Gibbs, correspondent of the London Daily 

Chronicle, and Ellish Ashmead-Bartlett, working for the Daily Telegraph, were two of the 

many journalists who managed to report from the French and Belgian side during these 

months. Gibbs, who would later become one of the few officially accredited 

correspondents with the British Army, was precisely one of the first British correspondents 

to denounce these censoring policies. In The Soul of the War he gathered his war experiences 

in France and Belgium in the summer and autumn of 1914, and he criticised, as we shall 

see, the imposed ban on journalists, who were not allowed to enter the war zone and thus 

carry out their job (Gibbs 1916: 40-66). 

In February 1915, British correspondents were finally authorised to visit and tour 

the French and Belgian Fronts. A month later, during the Battle of Neuve Chappelle, four 

correspondents were invited to visit the British General Headquarters. These were Philip 

Gibbs, Henry Nevinson, Ernest Townley, and Valentine Williams. However, they were not 

allowed to see any of the fighting that took place during the battle, and their reports just 

provided information on the daily routine at the British Headquarters in France (Farrar 

1998: 54). Colonel Ernest Swinton, who was still the only reporter allowed to see and write 

on what had happened during the battle, presented the battle of Neuve Chappelle as a total 

success. For this reason, when the truth of the events was known in April and it was 
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publicly acknowledged that Neuve Chappelle had been a failure, the credibility of the 

government, the military, and the press was seriously questioned (Farrar 1998: 58-59; 

Simpson 2010: 128-129).  

1.1.2. Opening the Curtain? May 1915 – November 1918 

The following months were critical for the government due to shell shortage and a drastic 

decrease in the public support of the war. Politicians started to be concerned about the 

limitations and the manipulation of news concerning the situation of the British Army at 

the front. By May 1915 it was already clear that the government needed a change of policy 

if they wanted to keep the popular support of the war at the Home Front. Newspapers 

were not informing on the real dimension of the carnage, and there was a veil of secrecy 

that did not reveal any of the news that soldiers were sending home. Lloyd George 

maintained that only half of the story was known by the public: “They read of the victories, 

the cost is concealed” (Marquis 1987: 478). Additionally, the constant return of wounded 

men from the front and the unofficial list of casualties circulating in Britain made it clear 

that things at the Western Front might not be going as smoothly as the government had 

pretended.  

The lack of coverage was so evident that even former President of the United 

States, Theodore Roosevelt, had written a letter to the British and French governments in 

early 1915 denouncing the deficiency of information issued by the Allies to the government 

and population of the United States. The German propaganda machine was showering 

information on the American correspondents, while they were receiving none from France 

and Britain (Farrar 1998: 66; Horne and Kramer 2001: 252). Roosevelt complained that the 

refusal of the British government to allow war correspondents to pursue their tasks was 

being profoundly harmful for a pro-British case in the United States (Knightley 1982: 78). 

The government, thus, saw itself in need of a radical change of policy; a change, however, 

that had to be introduced with great care. As Farrar explains, “the Government need to be 

seen giving the public what it wanted—more news from the fighting front—but at the 

same time concealing the real nature of the war so that support would not disappear before 

victory was achieved” (Farrar 1998: 63). 

In May 1915, MP Stanley Buckmaster was appointed Lord Chancellor in the new 

Asquith’s coalition cabinet. This was followed by the appointment of the journalist Edward 

Tyas Cook and the politician Frank Swettenham as co-directors of the Press Bureau, a 
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move that helped to ease the tension between the government and the press. It was then 

decided that the War Office would start using journalists as advisers in the censorship 

machinery that comprised three hundred members of staff. At the same time, MP Robert 

Cecil, who was working at the Foreign Office, started a campaign to abolish censorship on 

all material related to foreign affairs (Sanders and Taylor 1982: 27-28). In the same month, 

five war correspondents representing the British press were officially permitted to report 

from the Western Front. These were William Beach Thomas, Philip Gibbs, Percival 

Phillips, Harry Perry Robinson, and Herbert Russell. The British Government realised that 

it was important to keep newspaper proprietors involved in the war effort as well, and for 

this reason they persuaded press magnates like Lord Northcliffe, who was the founder of 

the Daily Mirror and the Daily Mail, and also the owner of The Times, to get involved in 

military campaigns. As Martin Farrar has explained, “by including newspaper proprietors 

such as Northcliffe in military led campaigns there was less chance of them becoming 

engaged in crusades which were against the High Command’s interest” (1998: 71). 

Only a month after their official tour of the Western Front, British correspondents 

were allowed to join the British Army at the front for an indefinite period. The first 

accredited correspondents to join the British Army at the British General Headquarters 

were John Buchan, Philip Gibbs, Percival Phillips, Herbert Russell, and Valentine Williams. 

This group would change from time to time when any of the correspondents fell ill or 

when they left the front to give lectures in Britain, the United States, or other neutral 

countries. Other correspondents who were accredited official permission were Prevost 

Battersby, Basil Clarke, George Dewar, Hamilton Fyfe, Percival Gibbon, Henry Nevinson, 

Frederick Palmer, Henry M. Tomlinson, and Filson Young (ibid.). Most of these authors 

published their impressions in books which were printed during the course of the war, 

while others chose to publish them once the hostilities were over. It must be pointed out 

that in spite of the presence of women reporters in the war zone, no woman was officially 

accredited as war correspondent with the British Army. 

The treatment that had been given to war correspondents until spring 1915 

suffered a drastic change; war reporters who had been treated as outlaws in the early 

months of the conflict now became attached to the military. As Philip Knightley has 

documented, the official correspondents were given an officer’s uniform, wore no badge or 

insignia, and carried a green band on the right arm. Correspondents still needed permission 

to go anywhere outside the Headquarters, they were not allowed to state any personal 

opinions, and all their war articles and books were submitted to the censor (1982: 80). In 
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the opinion of the War Office, the ideal correspondent “would write what he was told was 

the truth and not ask questions” (Farrar 1998: 68). Thus, the reporters were caught in a 

moral dilemma: they had to choose between offering an accurate account of events at the 

Western Front and their duty to stay loyal to their military commitment. Most of them 

decided to abide to their military duty. According to Alice Goldfarb Marquis, the reasons 

behind this attitude were that journalists and media people were very close to the ruling 

class; they were in close proximity to power and they considered themselves part of an elite 

club. If they had published casualty figures or denounced the true nature of the war, “it 

would have meant expulsion from the club”, a price most of them were not willing to pay 

(Marquis 1978: 478).  

After some months with the British Army, in the summer of 1915, correspondents 

were not witnessing the actual unfolding of battles yet. They were kept at the Headquarters 

compelled to “waste time” (Farrar 1998: 74). In September 1915, during the Battle of Loos, 

the correspondents were allowed to observe actual fighting for the first time. 

Correspondents were sent out with their censors to see the battle from above, from a spot 

that Philip Gibbs located in “a black slag heap beyond Noeux-les-Mines” (Gibbs 1920a: 

161). Their accounts of this battle were published as “human interest stories”, accompanied 

by the official accounts of the battle which were being issued by Sir John French (Farrar 

1998: 80). It was during this period that the war correspondents at the British Headquarters 

became celebrities. Their dispatches were filling entire pages of the newspapers, with their 

names being part of the headline news itself, as opposed to the “city” correspondents, such 

as those in Paris or London, who simply signed as “Our Own Correspondent” or “Our 

War Correspondent” (see Appendix 2).  

Nevertheless, these reports still offered a very limited description of combat. The 

correspondents who witnessed the Battle of Loos highlighted that they “had not 

experienced as much of the battle as they would have wished” (Farrar 1998: 84). Despite 

being official correspondents, their texts were still subjected to severe censorship. Philip 

Gibbs denounced in 1923 that the articles on this battle had been heavily edited: “The 

heavy hand of the censorship fell with special weight upon us during the battle of Loos. 

Each correspondent had a censor attached to him, a kind of jailer and spy, eating, sleeping, 

walking, and driving. Gen. Macdonagh himself used the blue pencil ruthlessly, and I had no 

less than forty pages of manuscript deleted by his own hand from my descriptive account” 

(The Milwaukee Sentinel, July 22, 1923). Notwithstanding this officially imposed censorship, 

scholars such as Martin Farrar and Philip Knightley have accused the British war 
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correspondents of having turned a blind eye to the “true reality of war” and the magnitude 

of the carnage (Knightley 1982: 93; Farrar 1998: 146).  

News was not only controlled through the artificial discourse of accredited 

correspondents; several celebrities and MPs were invited to visit the trenches during late 

1915 and 1916.  Some of the writers who were part of the Wellington House project, such 

as Arnold Bennett, Arthur Conan Doyle, or Rudyard Kipling, were asked to write “reports 

about their experiences ‘over there’ which were full of praise for the Allied soldiers and 

their generals and which carefully concealed the real conditions of trench warfare” 

(Buitenhuis 1989: xvi). Since having good relationships with the press was a catalyst for 

keeping a positive view of the conflict at the Home Front, Lord Northcliffe was also 

invited to tour the Italian Front and the Headquarters in France, and he published At the 

War (1916), in which he described his own experiences of the conflict (Farrar 1998: 108-

109).  

Meanwhile, other forms of journalism and publicity started to emerge, both at the 

Home Front and in the war zone. From 1915 on, different regiments began to create their 

own journals and magazines, both for the soldier’s own entertainment and as an alternative 

source of information for the audience at home. Hundreds of newspapers were produced 

by combatants; some of them were professionally printed with printers they found in 

abandoned villages, while others were hand-written. As J.G. Fuller explains in his chapter 

devoted to trench journalism in Troop Morale and Popular Culture in the British and Dominion 

Armies 1914-1918 (1990), the soldiers “wanted to preserve a record of their thoughts and 

experiences, both for themselves and for history […]. They would record the human side 

of the war in a way that nothing else could” (2001: 15). The tone of the journals was 

humorous, as a response to the soldier’s boredom and also as a sarcastic reaction to the 

“distortions of the home press” (ibid.). The journals appeared in different fronts, although 

the most popular ones were published in the Western Front. Such is the case of The Wipers 

Times,6 published for the first time in early 1916. The Wipers Times mocked the work of war 

journalists and propagandists like William Beach Thomas or Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. 

Conan Doyle’s famous character, Sherlock Holmes, was turned into Herlock Sholmes; and 

William Beach Thomas, one of the propagandists par excellence, was turned into Teech 

Bomas, to satirise the patriotic accounts written by the official war correspondent. 

Nevertheless, these journals were also exposed to censorship, which “placed some 

6 The journal owes its name to the way British soldiers mispronounced “Ypres”.   
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constraints on what the journals could say” (19). 

The Home Front received some of the information disclosed in trench journals. 

However, the propaganda campaign was bombarding the British society with new ways of 

advertising the conflict. As the war progressed, photography and film began to take over in 

the propaganda campaign at home. As Sanders and Taylor argue, photographs and films 

provided an “illusion of reality at a time when it was generally believed that the camera 

could not lie” (1982: 155). The cameraman was not allowed at the front until autumn 1915, 

but once the authorities became aware of the power of the image in the mobilisation of the 

masses, the film became an essential weapon in British propaganda, “the most important 

vehicle for projecting the meaning of the war as a struggle of Good against Evil” (Winter 

2009: 49). The British government created a War Office Cinematograph Committee and 

the first short film on the war, Britain Prepared, was released in December 1915 and 

distributed worldwide in March 1916 (Reeves 1986: 56).  

The most well-known film from the period, The Battle of the Somme, released in the 

summer of 1916, became an enormous box-office success. It was described by Lloyd 

George as “by far the most important and imposing picture of the war that our staff has 

yet procured” (Hynes 1992: 122) and it was understood by the public as “a necessary 

experience of reality” (123). As Jay Winter has explained in his essay “Imaginings of War: 

Posters and the Shadow of the Lost Generation” (2009), “for people with little direct 

knowledge of the violence and vast scale of modern war it was as close a glimpse as they 

would ever get” (2009: 48). Ironically, the film’s only representation of death in battle was 

not reality, but an illusion. As Samuel Hynes explains: “the cameras could not follow an 

actual attack […] and so a fake attack was staged in a safe rear area” (1992: 125). The Battle 

of the Somme changed the image of the war in the civilians’ mind-set and, for the first time, 

they perceived war “not as a matter of individual voluntary acts, but of masses of men and 

materials, moving randomly through a dead, ruined world towards no identifiable objective; 

it is aimless violence and passive suffering, without either a beginning or an end—not a 

crusade, but a terrible destiny” (ibid.). At the same time, films acquired a new role in 

society. What had been originally conceived as an instrument to amuse the population was 

now turning into an instrument that would manipulate and create opinion in the masses 

(Haste 1977: 45). 

While the Home Front was mobilised with the help of an extensive use of film as a 

propagandistic tool, war correspondents gradually became more and more absorbed into 
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the official discourse, contributing to disseminate a distorted view of the war. According to 

Martin Farrar, during the Flanders campaign of 1917, correspondents had become so 

wedded to their official status that their dispatches required virtually no censorship (1998: 

176). When the Armistice was signed on 11 November 1918 and the truth of the war was 

gradually revealed, it became clear that people still had to come to terms with what had 

taken place. The public moved from enthusiastic support to disillusionment, “the 

withholding of information by the War Office and press created two types of war out of 

one event” (223). Much of what was destroyed in the war in journalistic terms could never 

be rebuilt. The faith that the British population had had in the press and the written word 

was for always changed by the manner in which the reality of the First World War had 

been portrayed.  

1.2. JOURNALISTIC BARRIERS IN THE UNITED STATES   

At the outbreak of the Great War, the United States was in “the heyday of newspaper 

journalism” (Ross 1996: 12). In 1913 the country was producing around twenty thousand 

daily and weekly newspapers and the influence of the press in America was indisputable. 

Although the United States did not enter the war until April 1917, the European conflict 

aroused great interest in certain sectors of the American population. Before America 

declared war on Germany, more than three hundred visitors to the warring nations had 

printed their accounts of the conflict, and thousands of articles had been published on the 

European struggle. In this section I shall discuss how the journalistic discourse was shaped 

during the war years in the United States. Firstly, I shall explain how the press reported the 

war during the 1914-1917 period and how American journalists coped with military 

restrictions during those years; secondly, I shall illustrate how the press in the United States 

reacted after the declaration of war and the consequences it had for their own journalistic 

tradition.  

1.2.1. The “Neutral” Years 

At the beginning of the war most Americans “saw the war in terms of Germany against 

England and France” (Quinn 2001: 2). The nation was divided between pro-Germans and 

pro-British, whereas France was “an unknown quality, a mixed-bag” to whom America was 

historically linked due to the support the United States had obtained from the French 

during the American Revolution. Europe was seen as the cradle of civilisation and 
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intellectual learning, and for this reason the attitude that most American newspapers 

displayed towards the violent events taking place in the Old Continent was that of a 

mixture of disbelief and moral disproval (4-8). Nevertheless, the American political 

tradition identified more with the French and British democracies than with the autocratic 

system of the Kaiser.  

Both Germany and Britain were aware of the importance of having the American 

opinion in their favour to win the war. The two countries were well aware of the intensity 

and speed with which public thinking could be moulded in the United States (Ross 1996: 

13). For this reason, both warring nations activated a strong propaganda campaign in their 

own favour in the United States. From very early in the war, America was flooded with 

news articles, pamphlets, and books defending either the British or the German cause. 

Before the German invasion of Belgium, the United States had a positive disposition 

towards Germany (St. John III 2010: 38). In August 1914, the German reading population 

of New York City had eight dailies, five weeklies, two Sunday papers, and one semi-

monthly paper (Ross 1996: 107). Americans had historical ties with Germany; much of its 

population was of German origin, and many people still had relatives and friends in 

Europe. Additionally, German culture had influenced American education and language, 

and was very much present in the American collective unconscious. However, the historical 

links between Germany and the United States did not prove to be strong enough to 

counterbalance the influence of the British propaganda campaign in the United States, 

since Germany failed to reach the non-German reading population in America. The 

German propagandists constantly looked for authors of repute, especially those without 

German-sounding names, who could help them write books promoting the German cause, 

but their resources were very limited. German propaganda was influential among the 

German speaking population, but it made no impact on English-speaking Americans. As 

Stewart Halsey Ross has explained, “the propaganda value to Germany of the strongly 

supportive German-language press in the United States can be considered to have been 

minimal, for the papers went to the wrong people. Those who could read German already 

inclined towards the cause of their native land” (1996: 108). 

The British, on the other hand, knew how to benefit from their historical ties with 

the United States. Prior to the First World War, American newspapers were already highly 

dependent on the British press for any matter connected with Europe. At the beginning of 

the twentieth century most of the news related to the Old Continent were first written in 

Britain and then rewritten for an American readership (Quinn 2001: 5). The powerful 

40 

 



 

British press baron, Lord Northcliffe, already held a strong control and influence on many 

of the newspapers in the United States in the years before the conflict, and this influence 

would continue throughout the war. Just as the German speaking population 

spontaneously felt sympathy for the German cause, the cultural ties between the United 

States and Britain deeply influenced the attitude of many English speaking Americans 

towards the war. Their historical links made it fashionable, especially among social and 

intellectual leaders, to be pro-British (Emery, Emery, and Roberts 1992: 253).  

Additionally, the British government developed an effective strategy to control and 

manipulate American opinion in favour of the Allied cause. As early as August 1914, the 

British cut the transatlantic cable between Germany and the United States (Quinn 2001: 9; 

Welch 2007: 21). From that moment on, the Germans could not send news from their own 

front lines without first clearing British censorship. The British were therefore in control of 

the publication of news regarding the German Front, something that would strongly 

benefit the British in their fight to gain a favourable opinion in the United States (Quinn 

2001: 9). 

The British propaganda campaign would soon prove to be effective: in a survey 

published as early as November 1914, one hundred and five American editors presented 

themselves as pro-Allied, only twenty as pro-Germany, and two hundred and forty-two still 

declared themselves neutral (Ross 1996: 194). As the war progressed, Americans became 

“distinctly non-neutral in spirit” (145). Apart from the above-mentioned state of affairs, 

there are two additional factors that must be considered in order to understand this pro-

Allied attitude: the role that American intellectuals played in promoting the war cause, and 

the campaigns that the British government carried out in America through organisations 

such as Wellington House. Many American intellectuals had set up their residence in 

France in the years previous to the conflict, and very early in the war took a pro-Allied 

stance (Quinn 2001: 101). These American intellectuals abroad were, as Peter Buitenhuis 

has explained, “among the most passionate advocates of American intervention and they 

formed a valuable, if unofficial, cadre of propagandists” (1989: 59). Well-known authors 

such as Mildred Aldrich, Gelett Burgess, Herbert Adams Gibbons, Henry James, or Edith 

Wharton sent home manuscripts full of affection and sympathy for the French people and 

their struggle. These were to be later joined by American intellectuals living at home, who 

would support the Allied cause as well for sentimental reasons, and financers who would 

be in favour of the Allies for economic reasons (Quinn 2001: 101).  
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In many of the texts, these authors produced “propaganda of love” instead of 

“propaganda of hate”, a strategy that certainly met with a positive response in the United 

States (4). Their authors genuinely believed that “the cause of civilization was at stake in 

this conflict and for this reason they became passionate and activated all their efforts to 

help” (Buitenhuis 1989: 8). They commonly employed the rhetoric of romance and the 

Victorian genteel tradition to express their feelings and attitudes towards the war. They 

joined the voices of other well-known British authors such as Arnold Bennett, Joseph 

Conrad, or H.G. Wells. Edith Wharton’s The Book of the Homeless (1916), a gift book from 

which all of the profit, after covering expenses, would be devoted to her philanthropic 

organisations (Price 1993: 230), gives evidence of the strong support American intellectuals 

abroad, as well as artists from other countries, gave to the Allies. Writers such as the 

aforementioned Joseph Conrad and Henry James, and other important artists such as 

Claude Monet, Igor Stravinsky, or W.B. Yeats contributed to this volume.  

Together with this collective effort carried out by American writers in support of 

the Allied cause, the British government established its own propagandistic instruments to 

counteract German propaganda in the United States. Charles Masterman decided to create 

a special branch of Wellington House in America which would deal solely with British 

propaganda in that country, setting up the Canadian novelist Gilbert Parker as its head 

(Sanders and Taylor 1982: 167-168.). At the beginning, the principal goal of propaganda in 

America was to maintain the appearance of “benevolent neutrality” (Buitenhuis 1989: 17) 

on the part of the United States, and to safeguard American loans, shipping of food, and 

war material to support the Allies. This initial neutral stance would gradually evolve into a 

more aggressive policy in which America subtly—and not so subtly—called for 

intervention in the European war. 

Hundreds of pamphlets and books were published in the United States by famous 

British novelists and poets. Celebrities signed letters and petitions, and crossed the Atlantic 

to give lectures to the nation’s social elite. Charles Masterman, for instance, sent the well-

known English authors James Barrie and A.E.W. Mason, who enjoyed considerable fame 

in the United States, on a tour around the country to promote the war. Lord Northcliffe 

enlisted American journalists such as Will Irwin to write stories in a pro-Allied tone. All 

these activities were carried out with extreme care, disguising Wellington House as the true 

source of all the material produced and the activities promoted in order to “preserve the 

credibility of the news” (Taylor 1980: 877). Pro-Allied texts emphasised the stories of 

atrocities committed in “plucky little Belgium” by the invading armies and the Germans 
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were presented as inhuman barbarians who had attacked a “tiny defenceless country” (Ross 

1996: 47). American reporters on the Western Front, such as Richard Harding Davis or 

Alexander Powell helped to create and consolidate this negative image of the Germans. 

They lamented the burning of cities like Louvain or the heavy bombardment of Antwerp, 

and they did not hesitate in presenting themselves as pro-Belgian, after having observed the 

atrocities of the German “ruthless and brutal soldiery” (Powell 1915: viii).  

To counterbalance this negative campaign against Germany, the Associated Press 

published on 7 September 1914 a report denying atrocities on the German side. It was 

signed by Irvin S. Cobb, Harry Hausen, Rower Lewis, John T. McCutcheon, and James 

O’Donnell Bennett. The report read: 

We are also unable to confirm rumors of mistreatment of prisoners or of non-

combatants with the German columns. This is true of Louvain, Brussels and 

Luneville while in Prussian hands. We visited Chateau Soldre, Sambre and 

Beaumont without substantiating a single wanton brutality. Numerous investigated 

rumors proved groundless. Everywhere we have seen Germans paying for 

purchases and respecting property rights as well as according civilians every 

consideration. After the Battle of Biass (probably Bars, a suburb of Namur), we 

found Belgian women and children moving comfortably about. Refugees with 

stories of atrocities were unable to supply direct evidence. […] The discipline of the 

German soldiers is excellent, as we observed. To the truth of these statements we 

pledge our professional and personal word. Signed: James O’Donnell Bennett, 

Chicago Tribune; John T, McCutcheon, Chicago Tribune; Roger Lewis, Associated 

Press; Irvin S, Cobb, The Saturday Evening Post; Harry Hansen, Chicago Daily News. 

(Stephen 1916: 119; Crozier 1959: 41-42) 

Notwithstanding the German attempts to clean their image, the credibility of this 

statement was questioned from the moment it was released. As Emmet Crozier has 

explained in his study American Reporters on the Western Front 1914-1918, the five 

correspondents who signed the document could have been subjected to “such pressure as 

to cause them to lose their normal judgment and perspective” (1959: 42). The five 

correspondents had taken up contact with the German Army and had been escorted to 

Aachen at the end of August. Two of the reporters, Cobb and O’Donnell Bennett, 

unofficially worked as correspondents with the German army during the autumn of 1914. 
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Three other American journalists who were in a similar situation, Richard Harding Davis, 

Will Irwin and Gerald Morgan, did not sign this report (Davis 1915: 85).  

In spite of all the German efforts to deny the atrocities, the truth of the war had 

already deeply harmed the image of the Kaiser’s army in the United States. The American 

people gradually became strong advocates of the Allied cause. On 27 May 1915, every New 

York newspaper published the Bryce Report, denouncing attacks against Belgian civilians 

by the German troops. None of the newspapers hesitated to accept the denounced 

atrocities as true. Several days later, the Germans sent their own report, the White Book, 

claiming civilian attacks against German soldiers, but it did not gain much credibility. In 

1916, German Atrocities: An Official Investigation was published to supplement the Bryce 

Report on the atrocities committed in territories other than Belgium (Morgan 1916: 2). The 

American press, in general, suppressed any news denouncing Allied brutality. As Buitenhuis 

has explained, “the American people, from August 1914 to the end of the war, heard little 

of the German side of the case” (1989: 66). The American sympathy for the Allies was, 

however, not only the result of the atrocities campaign. As John Horne and Alan Kramer 

argue in German Atrocities 1914: A History of Denial (2001), the war was conceived in terms 

of moral justification, and to the neutral powers it did not matter which side made a better 

case but “which held the higher moral ground” (2001: 250). The case of the Allies 

defending Belgium against an alien invader, combined with the rumours of the 

questionable methods employed by German militarism, was therefore more favourably 

received in America than the German claims about the rightness of their cause (261).   

As early as summer 1915, most of the American press published in English was 

already pro-British. The sinking of the Lusitania, which had taken place only a few weeks 

before the publication of the Bryce Report, and the execution of nurse Edith Cavell, in 

October 1915, helped to worsen the image and bad press of the Germans in the United 

States. By this point, “the authors stressed the need for America to prepare for war, adding 

lurid engravings and photos of the destruction to show what might happen if the nation 

did not awaken” (Leonard 1978: 131). It was then that the tone of the publications began 

to shift, moving from an appeal to neutrality to an appeal for intervention. 

1.2.2. “Neutrality” from “the Forbidden Zone” 

When the war in Europe broke out newspapermen tried to send their own war 

correspondents to the front. According to Philip Knightley, around ninety correspondents 
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were sent to Europe at the beginning of the war who tried to find their way into the 

Austrian, British, French, German, and Russian lines (1982: 121). In 1915 there were 

around five hundred American correspondents in Europe, a number which was greatly 

increased once America entered the war (Emery, Emery, and Roberts 1992: 259). Editors 

were aware of the appeal that eyewitness reports would have for the American population.7 

As had happened in Britain, they encouraged their correspondents to visit the war zones, 

with the expectation that a scoop and everyday stories of war adventures might increase the 

sale of newspapers and magazines. 

American correspondents obtained their war stories in a slightly different way to 

the French and British reporters. The line most warring countries took with regard to 

neutral correspondents was broadly similar. The idea of allowing their own journalists to 

report directly on the events of the war was dismissed by the governments of most of the 

belligerent nations (Knightley 1982: 69-78). Nonetheless, there seemed to be a general 

agreement, at least at the beginning of the war, the “freelance and happenstance period” 

(Mander 2010: 42), to allow foreign correspondents from neutral nations to access the war 

zone. The objective of this strategy was clear: by giving neutral journalists the opportunity 

of seeing battle and the course of the war, they might help bias public opinion in their 

home countries, such as the United States, in favour of the side they were reporting from. 

Germany forbade its own correspondents to enter the war zone. However, it was 

welcoming towards foreign correspondents, especially Americans, who were expected to 

write in their favour because they had been allowed to access their war zone (Knightley 

1982: 98). As Caitlin Marie Thérèse Jeffrey has explained in her doctoral thesis: “Journey 

through Unfamiliar Territory: American Reporters and the First World War” (2007), 

between 1914 and 1916 “the German High Command saw an advantage in giving 

American reporters access to their front. American journalists could present the German 

position on the war” and thus influence the American public opinion to support their cause 

(2007: 5). Similarly, the Russians offered tours to some American journalists at the 

beginning of the war, but always under strict control and without allowing them free access 

7 After the American Civil War, journalism in the United States had increased significantly, with a boom of 
the popular press that appealed “to the human interests of its readers” (Emery, Emery, and Roberts 1992: 
143). Newspapers started to become less politically oriented and became more concerned with society and 
sport events. Following a tendency initiated by the well-known American editor, Joseph Pulitzer, the press of 
the period started to focus on striking or exceptional events. People were interested in those human interest 
stories: “amusing, moving, or unusual episodes, incidents or experiences in ordinary people’s lives” (Chalaby 
1998: 101).  
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to their trenches. France and Britain, on the other hand, created more obstacles. They 

followed a restrictive policy from the outset, which was to be copied by both the Germans 

and the Russians later on: no civilian would be allowed in the war zone without an official 

permit. Reporters on the Western Front had to negotiate with military authorities to obtain 

their passes. Correspondents often relied on “personal relationships with military generals 

or government officials to acquire the necessary information needed to write their 

dispatches” (Jeffrey 2007: 4). Richard Harding Davis, American writer and correspondent 

working for the Wheeler Syndicate of Newspapers and the London Daily Chronicle, refers to 

this situation in his With the Allies: “The only way we could hope to win out was through 

the good nature of an officer or his ignorance of the rules. Many officers did not know that 

at the front correspondents were prohibited” (1915: 235). As I shall discuss in Chapter 

Two, the forging of personal relationships with the military and the difficulties these 

correspondents experienced in accessing the front left clear marks on their war writing. 

Newspapers in neutral countries feared publishing any information that might be 

construed as a direct attack on any of the warring nations. For this reason, both the authors 

and their editors were very cautious with the information they were publishing, as they had 

no interest in compromising America’s neutral position. Mary Roberts Rinehart, for 

instance, recalled in her autobiography that her American editor would not allow her to 

report on the introduction of chlorine gas by the Germans (1980: 194). At the time she 

visited the Western Front in 1915, no official report had been published yet by the Allies 

regarding this matter. For this reason, her editor decided that it would be prudent to 

suspend publication of this important piece of news.  

However, American correspondents did take sides regarding the matter of 

censorship. Most of the authors were very critical towards the censoring policies imposed 

at the front. Richard Harding Davis devoted one full chapter of With the Allies to the figure 

of the war correspondents. He resolutely defended the need of war correspondents to 

inform readers about the war events: “The more [the correspondent] is permitted to see at 

the front, the more news he is allowed to cable home, the better satisfied should be the 

man who follows the war through the ‘extras’” (1915: 222). He denounced the way in 

which correspondents were “hunted, harassed, and imprisoned” (228), and insisted that the 

world had a right to know “not what is going to happen next, but at least what has 

happened” (240). Mary Roberts Rinehart argued along similar lines when she was working 

for The Saturday Evening Post. After her interview with Field Marshal Sir John French, the 

commander of the British forces in Europe until 1915, she appealed for greater freedom of 
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information and demanded more accurate reports about the true nature of the war. 

America has known more of the great human interest of this war than England. 

English people get the news from great American dailies. […] But as the months go 

on and only bare official dispatches reach them, there is a growing tendency to 

protest. They want the truth, a picture of conditions. […] And they have a right to 

know. […] 

  The greatest agent in the world for moulding public opinion is the press. 

The Germans know this, and have used their journals skilfully […]. 

  The English know the power of the great modern newspaper, not only to 

reflect but also to form public opinion. They have watched the American press 

because they know to what extent it influences American policy. (Rinehart 1915: 

176-177)  

In Rinehart’s opinion, the American interest in “human stories” should not prevent 

journalists from giving a proper account of the situation on the Western Front, as it was 

precisely the “lack of full knowledge [that was] the cause of much of the […] British 

discontent” (177).  

In general terms, American correspondents on the Western Front sympathised with 

the Allied cause and they soon managed to mobilise the American population in favour of 

Belgium, Britain, and France. As Michael Emery, Edwin Emery, and Nancy L. Roberts 

have explained, although at the beginning of the war “most Americans probably felt secure 

behind two oceans and were interested only in preserving peace as far as [their] country 

was concerned” (1992: 252), this attitude was gradually changing. “As Americans read the 

vivid account by Richard Harding Davis of the entry of the German army into Brussels 

[…] and as they looked almost unbelievingly at pictures of the sacked city of Louvain, they 

became increasingly uncomfortable” (ibid.). The idea that the United States had of peace 

was shattered and American citizens, and more significantly the American government, 

started to favour intervention.  

1.2.3. Closing the Curtain? The Declaration of War 

In early 1917 America was polarised by conflicting opinions about entering the war. Once 

President Wilson declared war on Germany, the American government had to face two 

main challenges: on the one hand, they had to fully convince the American public of “the 
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rightness of the cause” (St. John III 2009: 150). Secondly, and more importantly, they 

needed American citizens to “embrace sacrifice to support the war” (ibid.). The 

government expected Americans to be willing to sacrifice their lives for a great moral 

cause.  

On 13 April 1917, only a week after the declaration of war, President Woodrow 

Wilson appointed the Committee on Public Information (CPI). The CPI was created to 

disseminate facts about the war, coordinate propaganda material, and to serve as the 

institutional liaison with newspapers. The investigative journalist George Creel was 

designated as the director of the Committee that he himself had suggested to create. At the 

beginning, Creel did not establish any institutional censorship; instead, he issued a brief 

mandatory code asking editors to censor themselves any news regarding movement of 

troops, sailing of ships, or any other event of military character. Creel was not originally 

concerned with controlling the information published in the media, but with the “creation 

of thought” (Axelrod 2009: 81). He conceived the war as “the fight for the minds of men” 

(Creel 1920: 3). The aim of the CPI was to initiate a campaign “to spread the word of 

America’s war aims and appeal for public support” (Creel in St. John III 2010: 40), and to 

educate Americans and others in the “gospel of Wilsonian democracy” (Axelrod 2009: 82), 

offering the image of a country going “to the rescue of civilization” (Mock and Larson 

1939: 5). Propaganda was, again, an essential tool to achieve these objectives. The 

government needed to persuade the different political, intellectual, and economic lobbies 

about the rightness of America’s war cause, and also needed to inspire American soldiers in 

their fight for democracy.  

As Alan Axelrod has explained in Selling the Great War: The Making of American 

Propaganda, propaganda is “the message—the picture of reality—the state wants the people 

to receive and believe. Even so conceived, propaganda is not necessarily untrue, but it has 

little to do with people thinking for themselves” (2009: 49). Creel thought that propaganda 

could be based on true facts which could be moulded and manipulated to be presented as 

evidence to American people. This evidence would be sufficient to weigh in and persuade 

them to decide “correctly”, that is, to “make the decisions the state wanted them to make” 

(ibid.). The government expected American civilians to positively embrace the war and to 

be willing to sacrifice their lives for a great cause. For this reason the war was presented, as 

I shall explore in Chapter Five, as a “holy war” (Quinn 2001: 178), “a life-and-death 

struggle against the forces of darkness” (Ross 1996: 226). 
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Creel followed a similar policy to the one adopted by the British in the early stages 

of the conflict: he organised rallies, speeches, and published the Official Bulletin of war news. 

His propaganda network was made up of thousands of speakers and writers who 

advertised and promoted the war in hundreds of magazines and newspapers nationwide. 

The CPI set up hundreds of lectures, designed a vast number of posters that were 

distributed throughout the United States, produced film documentaries, organised war 

exhibitions, and created advertising photographs, postcards, and cartoons to support the 

war. The News Division under the CPI sent weekly war reports to twelve thousand daily 

newspapers, which resulted in about six thousand columns of war stories encouraged by 

the CPI (St. John III 2009: 150). Moreover, inspired by Charles Masterman’s work at 

Wellington House, George Creel assembled all American writers willing to support the war 

into a team. As Creel himself explained, the CPI “gathered together the leading novelists, 

essayists, and publicists of the land, and these men and women, without payment, worked 

faithfully in the production of brilliant, comprehensive articles” (Creel 1920: 8). In June 

1917, he formed “The Vigilantes” group, including authors such as Gelett Burgess, Amelia 

Josephine Burr, or Irvin S. Cobb. This group defined itself as “a non-partisan organization 

of authors, artists and others” (Rosebault 1917: ii). Their objectives were: a) “To arouse the 

country to a realization of the importance of the problems confronting the American 

people”; b) “To awaken and cultivate in the youth of the country a sense of public service 

and an intelligent interest in citizenship and national problems”; c) “To work vigorously for 

preparedness; mental, moral and physical” (ibid.). 

“The Vigilantes” published several magazine and newspaper articles, including a 

book of poems Fifes and Drums: Poems of America at War (1917). Its foreword reads: “These 

poems […] furnish a striking record of the emotional reactions of the American people 

during the fortnight preceding and the six weeks following the declaration of war. They are 

presented to the public in the belief that men and women in every corner of the Union will 

find reflected in them some of the love and aspiration they themselves are experiencing for 

their re-discovered country” (v). Their objective was to mobilise the American people, 

activate their emotions, and make them sympathise with the war. Creel considered that 

Americans needed “role models, both fictional and real” (Quinn 2001: 173), and the book 

of poems written by “The Vigilantes” was one of the many resources that he employed to 

boost morale in the American population.  

 Creel’s initial code on voluntary censorship soon proved unfeasible. While he had 

allowed newspapermen to censor themselves, General J.C. Koon ordered all local 
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postmasters to report on any “suspicious characters, disloyal and treasonable acts and 

utterances” (Axelrod 2009: 98). At the same time, President Wilson commanded the US 

Navy to seize all commercial radio stations and ordered all radio operators to cease 

broadcasting. At the end of April Wilson issued “an executive order tightly clamping down 

on cable, telephone, and telegraph messages leaving or entering the United States” (ibid.). 

In view of these events, it was foreseeable that censorship regarding press news would 

soon follow. The Preliminary Statement to the Press of the United States, published on 28 

May 1917, was a first step towards this measure. Although it did not regulate censorship as 

such, it intended “to ease the press and the nation into a system of quite rigid information 

control” (99). Its foreword, signed by George Creel, reads: 

Belligerent countries are usually at pains to veil in secrecy all operations of 

censorship. Rules and regulations are issued as “private and confidential,” each 

pamphlet is numbered, and the recipient held to strict accountability for its safe and 

secret keeping. The Committee on Public Information has decided against this 

policy, and the press is at liberty to give full publicity to this communication. It is 

well to let people know just what it is that the committee proposes and desires, so 

that there may be the least possible impairment of public confidence in the printed 

information presented to it. (Preliminary Statement of 1917: 4) 

The Preliminary Statement could thus be understood as a series of 

recommendations that the press needed to follow to comply with America’s interest in the 

war. It was complemented by the Espionage Bill, enacted on 15 June 1917, and the 

Sedition Act, passed on 18 May 1918, which censored and punished any activities 

suspicious of serving the enemy, violating America’s interest in the war, and constituting 

criticism towards the activities carried out by the American Forces. Additionally, in 

October 1917, the Trading with the Enemy Act “authorized censorship of all 

communications moving in or out of the United States, and provided that translations of 

newspaper or magazine articles published in foreign languages could be demanded by the 

post-office” (Emery, Emery, and Roberts 1992: 257).  

An official censorship board was established in October 1917, but a couple of 

months later it was proved that the American system of censorship was flawed. Robert 

McCormick, journalist of the Chicago Tribune, published a study in which he claimed that the 

average American did not understand the war (Jeffrey 2007: 63) and did not share 
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President Wilson’s enthusiasm for the war cause. As it had happened in Britain throughout 

late 1915 and early 1916, it was established that greater cooperation between the press and 

the military was needed, and tours of American war camps were arranged for American 

editors and publishers, so that they could see part of the conflict and acquire information 

to write about the role of Americans in France. It was urgent that the press contributed to 

the creation of “a national text” with “a common American experience of the war” (18). 

1.2.4. From the Field 

The organisation of correspondents in the field once the United States entered the war 

differed from the British veil of secrecy. This did not, however, imply that it was exempt 

from controversy. When President Wilson declared war on Germany, American 

correspondents in France were freer to observe any actions of the American Expeditionary 

Force (AEF) than correspondents of other Allied armies. They were allowed to enter lines 

without military escorts, although their reports were subject to censorship. This job was 

carried out by the press section of the Military Intelligent Service, headed by the journalist 

Frederick Palmer, who was very familiar with the war, having been the American 

correspondent of the Associate Press at the British Front and also correspondent for 

Collier’s Magazine and Everybody’s Weekly in 1915 (Palmer 1915: vi). Palmer considered press 

accreditation a privilege, and also shared Creel’s opinion that the press had the duty to 

support the war and encourage military and civilian morale. 

When General John J. Pershing left for France with the first contingent of the 

AEF, he did not want any correspondents with him in the field. However, the CPI 

considered it essential for the war cause that journalists were allowed to see and report the 

activities of AEF. In the end, twenty-three men were granted permission to stay at the AEF 

Headquarters in France, establishing their press field quarters at Neufchâteau. Accredited 

correspondents wore passes and identity cards similar to the ones worn by military officers. 

They were allowed to travel within any of the territories controlled by the American Army, 

as long as they followed Army and press division regulations. Accredited correspondents 

shared the same cars and visited the same zones. The AEF also allowed visiting 

correspondents. These could accompany accredited correspondents on their car rides as 

long as accredited correspondents agreed to it (Larson 1940: 321; Jeffrey 2007: 40-41).  

In September 1917, both visiting and accredited correspondents were prohibited to 

take photographs (Jeffrey 2007: 41). War news started to be accompanied by official 
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pictures from the War Department that might or might not match the war reports. The 

restriction against publishing their own photographs, however, only applied to press 

correspondents; officers, Red Cross workers members, or visiting dignitaries were allowed 

to take snapshots that were later sold to Paris publishing houses. It was an autumn of 

discontent for most accredited correspondents. Stories about training camps started to 

appear while they were kept at the Headquarters, catching only a tiny glimpse of the war. 

Additionally, American correspondents started to feel frustrated by the confusing and 

changeable accrediting and censoring policy: the American War Department only censored 

articles of accredited correspondents, because unaccredited journalists were not bound by 

martial law. For this reason, some accredited correspondents, such as the Chicago Tribune 

correspondent Floyd Gibbons, violated official regulations and entered “the forbidden 

zone”, with the help of members of the military. 

After a particular incident with the journalist Peggy Hull, it was established that 

only the AEF could issue permits to visit the front. Hull, who had been assigned the task 

of giving “the woman’s angle of the war” for the Chicago Tribune, had attempted to obtain 

an official permit to visit the American forces in France, but the War Department did not 

give her access to the front, alleging, among other reasons, that there were not toilets for 

women in the field (Chambers, Steiner, and Fleming 2004: 202). However, she managed to 

visit the war zone thanks to the help of Joseph Pierson, the Paris editor manager of the 

New York Tribune, who agreed to share his pass with her. This was received with resentment 

among male correspondents, who found her presence in the field as a threat (Crozier 1959: 

154). This incident forced the War Department to modify its accreditation policy.8 

The first American military action in France took place in April 1918 at Seicheprey, 

in Lorraine, but this event was not reported in the news. What was reported as the first 

engagement was the liberation of Cantigny in May. However, it was not until the Spring 

Offensive of 1918 that American correspondents received what they had been waiting for. 

According to Caitlin Marie Thérèse Jeffrey, the Battle of Belleau Wood “gave American 

correspondents the material that they had desired for nearly a year, a story about American 

combat in Europe” (2007: 125). The front page of the New York Times of 28 June 1918 

contained two pieces of news regarding this battle, both of them stressing the importance 

of America’s part in it. Cameron MacKenzie, reporting from the American Headquarters, 

8 Peggy Hull later became the first woman correspondent officially accredited by the United States War 
Department, although the war had already finished when she arrived in Europe to cover the conflict (Marzolf 
1977: 42; Chambers, Steiner, and Fleming 2004: 202). 
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gave his war report the following heading: “Clemenceau congratulates Belleau Wood 

Victors on a New Job Done in a Way Peculiarly American” (New York Times, June 28, 

1918). Similarly, Edwin L. James, reporting from the Marne, announced “Many Heroic 

Deeds Done by Our Men in the Fight North of Belleau Wood” (ibid.). The reports now 

included references to “our men” and highlighted America’s “unique” form of combat. 

News from the front included stories about American sons, fathers, husbands, and friends. 

As Jeffrey asserts, the conflict was no longer a distant and abstract war in France (2007: 

115). It was considered vitally important to create an American discourse of unity and 

common national identity, and the war correspondents played an essential part in this 

endeavour. From May to October 1918, the AEF and American correspondents worked as 

a team “to put an American gloss on the war” (161). As a consequence, more facilities were 

given to journalists. 

With increased competition in the field, sending back exclusive reports on the war 

became more and more difficult for the journalists at the front. Since March 1918, the 

number of accredited correspondents had doubled, and the presence of non-accredited 

correspondents was also increasing. For this reason, journalists experienced 

competitiveness similar to the one that had taken place back in the early months of the war, 

when war reporters were looking for personal approaches on the conflict and scoops on 

army news. More correspondents meant that they had to be quicker off the mark in getting 

their stories back to their papers. Some correspondents, such as Floyd Gibbons or 

Elisabeth Shepley Sergeant, were so eager to report from the frontline that they ended up 

wounded while touring the battlefields. Floyd Gibbons, as we shall see in Chapter Five, 

defied the military restrictions on more than one occasion, and while other correspondents 

were waiting at the Headquarters, he managed to attach himself to the Sixth Field Battery 

and entered Belleau Wood with the US Marines. Others, such as Heywood Broun, 

circumvented military censorship rules when publishing on the supply shortage of the 

American Expeditionary Force in France, an act of insubordination that resulted in the 

revocation of his credentials. 

The reporters’ main objective was to “give their reading public the facts about what 

was happening” (Knightley 1982: 112). Even so, as Burton St. John III has claimed, 

“American journalists found a sense of mission and purpose—even honor—working with 

the CPI to sell World War I” (2010: 43). Between 1914 and 1916, correspondents tried to 

approach the war as detached observers. Once the United States entered the war, they 

mobilised all their resources to help the American cause, just as British writers had done in 
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the early years of the conflict. American people were inspired by this war and believed that 

the armed struggle was a chivalric event, a noble cause inspired by God (Quinn 2001: 212) 

in which the forces of good would have to defeat the forces of evil. When the war was 

over, and the truth about the war was revealed, news workers, writers, and intellectuals 

suffered a similar disillusionment to the one experienced by British writers (St. John III 

2009: 151; Quinn 2001: 214). The guns may have ceased, but the age of American 

innocence had also vanished with the Armistice. 
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Chapter II: 

Beyond the Threshold: Entering the War Zone 

When the First World War broke out in the summer of 1914, journalists and reporters 

from warring and neutral nations saw in the conflict a new opportunity for professional 

advancement and adventure. During the second half of the nineteenth century, known as 

the “Golden Age of war correspondence” (Furneaux 1964: 7), war was often presented as 

an intrepid game and as an adventure, “so exciting that it appeared worth playing for the 

game’s sake” (ibid.). Thus, when the First World War started, many eager journalists 

assumed that they would get to the lines of fire and write about the conflict in similar 

adventurous and heroic terms.  

Well-known war reporters, like the American journalist Richard Harding Davis, 

expected to travel with the fighting armies and fill newspapers and literary magazines with 

their accounts. As early as 5 August 1914, Davis left New York on board the Lusitania. 

Other journalists such as Gerald Morgan and Frederick Palmer accompanied him.9 These 

were, as Emmett Crozier has pointed out, “the front rank of war correspondents”: 

journalists of integrity who had achieved considerable experience in previous wars (1959: 

2). When the group of American reporters arrived in London, they joined those British 

correspondents who were also waiting to obtain official permits to get to the front with the 

British Army. As Philip Gibbs explains, in the early days of the conflict Fleet Street was 

involved in a “feverish activity” where experienced—and not so experienced—war 

reporters waited for their opportunity to see “the greatest drama in life with real 

properties” (1916: 5-6).  

The American journalists took for granted that, since they were fully qualified 

reporters, they would easily obtain the necessary authorisations to reach the front (Crozier 

1959: 20). Likewise, the British correspondents who waited in London in 1914 assumed 

that they would be given the kind of official privileges that journalists had enjoyed during 

the Boer Wars, when Britain had accredited as many as seventy journalists at a time to 

report from South Africa (Simpson 2010: 20). However, they were soon to realise that their 

assumptions regarding war reporting would not be fulfilled in this new war. To begin with, 

they discovered to their dismay that British military authorities were not issuing permits to 

9 Five correspondents left New York on board of the Lusitania that day: Herbert Corey, Richard Harding 
Davis, Gerald Morgan, Philip Halsey Patchin, and Frederick Palmer (Crozier 1959: 2). 
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be with the British Army in the theatres of battle. Moreover, as I have explained in the 

preceding chapter, as soon as the conflict broke out, the fighting governments zealously 

controlled the publication of any information on movement of troops and military 

activities. The correspondents were puzzled: they had expected governmental control over 

war news, as this had always been the case since 1856, when the first censorship order in 

history was issued,10 but they never supposed that they would not be able to travel with the 

fighting armies. Being banned from the front at the start of hostilities, the eager journalists 

realised that they would have to devise their own “fighting tactics” in order to reach the 

battlefront. Consequently, as Thomas C. Leonard has argued in Above the Battle: War-Making 

in America from Appomatox to Versailles (1978), First World War reporters spent much time 

“describing the [writers] difficulties getting to the front and [their] amazement at how little 

seemed to be going on there” (1978: 133). 

The British war correspondents Harold Ashton and Philip Gibbs and their 

American counterparts Richard Harding Davis and Alexander Powell were among the first 

journalists who managed to reach the war zone in 1914. In the present chapter I shall 

explore how these reporters portray in First from the Front (Ashton 1914), The Soul of the War 

(Gibbs 1915), With the Allies (Davis 1915), and Fighting in Flanders (Powell 1914) the 

obstacles they found, the impediments they overcame, and the means they relied on in their 

quest to understand and narrate the Great War in its early phase.  

Harold Ashton (1875-1919) published First from the Front, one of the earliest 

eyewitness accounts on the war, in 1914, after having travelled to the continent as a war 

correspondent for the Daily News. Ashton had started his career as a journalist in 1895, but 

it was during the First World War that he became a war reporter. In First from the Front he 

chronicles in vivid detail his one week visit to the North Sea and “a breathless score of days 

in Northern France” (Ashton 1914: 7). His text develops almost entirely behind the first 

firing lines and has a particular focus on “human interest” stories in the war zone. After his 

stay in France, Ashton was sent to report on the Irish Easter Rising in Ireland in 1916 as a 

correspondent for the Daily Mail. He was sent to Cork, where he had the opportunity to 

keep on working as a war reporter after visiting the Sinn Fein Headquarters (Simpson 2010: 

176). 

10 The first censorship order had been signed during the Crimean War by Sir William Codrington (1804-1884) 
on 25 February 1856. It prohibited the publication of any reports on military movements as well as those that 
included criticism of the high commands or discussed the morale of the troops (Malkin 1996: 77).  
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His compatriot, Philip Gibbs (1877-1962), is one of the most well-known 

correspondents of the First World War. Gibbs had his first experience as a war reporter 

during the Balkan Wars, which he covered for the Daily Graphic. At the outbreak of the 

Great War, Gibbs was working for the Daily Chronicle and in 1915 he became one of the 

official correspondents with the BEF. In addition to The Soul of the War, he published two 

more books during the war years: The Battles of the Somme (1917) and From Bapaume to 

Passchendaele, on the Western Front (1917). Shortly after the war ended he published Realities of 

War (1920) and Now it Can Be Told (1920). In these last two autobiographic works Gibbs 

reveals the dark side of the war, which he had not been allowed to disclose during the 

conflict, and denounces the severe censorship to which war correspondents had been 

subjected. That same year he was appointed Knight of the British Empire and was made 

Chevalier of the Légion d'Honneur . Sir Philip Gibbs was also a war correspondent for the Daily 

Sketch during the Second World War (Roth 1997: 118-119; Pound 2004). 

The American reporter Richard Harding Davis (1864-1916) was, according to 

Mitchel Roth, “the preeminent journalist and war correspondent of his time” (1997: 79). 

His experience in war reporting was remarkable: he was sent to cover the Cuban rebellion 

for the New York Journal and Harper’s Magazine in 1896 (Furneaux 1964: 146), a year later he 

covered the Greco-Turkish War, and in 1898 he went back to Cuba to report on the 

Spanish-American War. He was also a war reporter for the New York Herald during the 

Boer War, the Ruso-Japanese War, and the American occupation of Veracruz. At the 

outbreak of the First World War he was the most experienced and respected war reporter 

in the United States (di Giovanni 2007: xii). The conditions under which he was sent to 

Europe evince his status: the Daily Chronicle paid him a salary of six hundred dollars per 

week plus expenses (Downey 1933: 247). Davis witnessed the German invasion of Brussels 

and when he left the city on a train to Aachen with other fellow correspondents, namely 

Arno Dosch-Fleurot, Mary Boyle O’Reilly, Will Irwin, and Gerald Morgan, they all became 

witness to the burning of Louvain.  

His chronicles of these two landmark events have been the object of considerable 

attention in studies of journalism, literary journalism, and even historiographical research 

on the First World War (Crozier 1959: 42-54; Leonard 1978: 134; Buitenhuis 1989: 11; 

Emery, Emery, and Roberts 1992: 252; Hohenberg 1995: 90; Harries and Harries 1997: 27; 

Hartsock 2000: 155-160; Horne and Kramer 2001: 251-252; Quinn 2001: 7-8; Bercovitch 

2002: 93; Randall 2005: 128-129; Jeffrey 2007; Klekowski and Klekowski 2014: 41). This 

scholarly interest in his war reports reveals the noteworthy role that this American 
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correspondent has played in the history of literary journalism.  

The other American journalist discussed in this chapter, Alexander Powell (1879-

1957), was an experienced foreign affairs correspondent when the First World War began. 

His obituary in the New York Times described him as “one of America’s leading globe 

trotters” (New York Times, November 14, 1957). In 1904 and 1905 he was a correspondent 

in the Near East for British and American newspapers. Five years later he was sent to 

Central Asia by the US Department of Agriculture and at the end of that year he toured the 

Caucasus, Sudan, and Mexico as a reporter for Everybody’s Magazine. It was during this 

extensive tour that he became a well-known war correspondent. He gained even more 

recognition during the First World War, when he wrote for Scribner’s Magazine, the New 

York World, and the British Daily Mail on his experiences in the vicinity of the Belgian, 

British, French, German, and Italian armies. In addition to Fighting in Flanders, where he 

chronicled the time he spent in Belgium from the first days of the conflict until the Fall of 

Antwerp in October 1914, he published Vive la France! (1916) and Italy at War and the Allies 

in the West (1917). Furthermore, in 1933 he published Slanting Lines of Steel, in which he 

revisited his experiences during the war years, and provided names, locations, and more 

details of the events that he had witnessed (New York Times, November 14, 1957).11 

§ 

Seeking to report on the unfolding events after the declaration of war in August 1914, the 

four reporters under consideration in this chapter parted from their familiar milieu and, 

lacking any official permits, they embarked on a personal and a professional journey that 

would involve considerable challenges, both physical and rhetorical. To start with, the 

Great War was a new and utterly unfamiliar conflict, fought with weapons of an 

unprecedented lethal power and new military tactics. Moreover, this unfathomable war was 

heavily censored and “secret”, to use Philip Gibbs’s word (1916: 40). In order to gain an 

understanding of the nature of that “great” European war it was of paramount importance 

to reach the theatres of battle, but an added obstacle was the fact that freedom of 

movement in the warring countries had become seriously compromised: the transport 

system was in complete disarray and the areas surrounding the fighting line became 

severely restricted military zones where no civilians without accreditation could enter. As a 

11 “E. Alexander Powell papers, 1983-1957” at the Library of Congress, accessed October 29, 2013, 
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/eadmss.ms006008. 
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consequence, the journalists would find it extremely difficult to see and report on actual 

combat.  

As I have anticipated in the introduction to this dissertation, the quest for an 

understanding of the war experience that journalists underwent may be explained in 

anthropological terms as a liminal endeavour or a rite of passage. The rites of passage, and 

particularly the first two phases of passage—separation and transition—frames my 

discussion of the early-war reports of Harold Ashton, Richard Harding Davis, Philip 

Gibbs, and Alexander Powell. The four correspondents embarked on a journey that would 

take them from the familiar world of peace into the uncertain and hazardous war zone. As 

any neophytes under trial, in order to undertake their assignment as war journalists they 

had to withdraw from their familiar milieu and normal conditions, and “consequently the 

values, norms, sentiments, and techniques associated with those positions” (Turner 1967: 

105). All correspondents in Europe—regardless of their nationalities or the time at which 

they visited the front—underwent a double act of separation that involved the withdrawal 

from their familiar world. Moreover, in the case of those reporters who embarked on this 

journey at a time when reporting from the Front was not allowed, they performed an act of 

separation based on their personal decision to separate from a prior state of security, 

attempting to enter a forbidden and dangerous domain. Through this act of departure, they 

separated “from a defining social and cultural matrix” (Leed 1991: 26) and entered this 

unknown world, in which they were exposed to severe restrictions and perils, as well as to 

several physical and epistemological constraints. As we shall see throughout this chapter, 

after crossing the threshold of war, journalists were compelled to leave behind their civilian 

identity and assume unexpected roles: some would enter the battleground disguised as 

ambulance drivers or brancadiers, some others would be taken for spies, and even in some 

cases they ended up as prisoners of war.  

To complete their act of separation would not be easy. Ashton, Davis, Gibbs, and 

Powell would encounter several obstacles and perils, real and misleading thresholds that 

would put them to the test. The “freedom inherent in passage” would be “limited and 

bounded” (Leed 1991: 79) by the physical and rhetorical constrictions imposed by the war. 

For the purpose of internal organisation in this chapter I have identified three 

differentiated stages within the separation period. The first one implies leaving home and 

travelling to Paris, or to other European capitals, if reporters sought to report on the 

conflict from a different angle. In the case of most of the journalists under investigation 

here, Paris was their destination: as the capital of France, they felt it natural that “the City 
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of Light” would yield ample information about the development of the conflict. But the 

“real” business of war was being carried out somewhere else, so journalists performed 

another act of separation, this time leaving the Home Front and heading for what came to 

be known as the Western Front—a much more daring step than the previous move, and 

one that would bring journalists closer to the war experience. Finally, some journalists 

would strive to cross the ultimate threshold that would lead them to the “Promised Land” 

of any war correspondent: the fighting line.  

2.1. THE FIRST SENTRY POST: THE WAR IN PARIS 

The war reporters who were hoping for permits from the British authorities in London 

soon realised that their wait would be in vain. For this reason, they all moved to the 

continent and looked for alternative means to reach the war zone. Many reporters went to 

Paris, where they tried to obtain authorisation to visit the French troops in the field. Paris 

became for many of them the first threshold they would have to cross, and it therefore 

marks the initiation of their rite of passage. Being in Paris meant relative proximity to the 

war experience, the chance to feel the atmosphere of the French capital after general 

mobilisation, and the opportunity to observe the effects that the German invasion of 

Belgian and French soil was having on the daily life of the French metropolis. 

In early September 1914 Paris came under threat from the German army. During 

the first weeks of war the invading power had steadily advanced towards the French capital 

following the Schlieffen Plan.12 The strategy consisted of a massive attack of five armies 

advancing in an arc in parallel through central and southern Belgium with the ultimate 

objective of overwhelming the French army in the north and taking the French capital. The 

Schlieffen Plan was successful in the early weeks of the war: at the beginning of September 

the Germans were between Chantilly and Meaux, only forty kilometres away from Paris, 

and the threat of the fall of the city was such that on the 3 September 1914 the French 

government decided to leave the capital for Bordeaux (Horne and Kramer 2001: 70; 

Herwig 2009: 266). It was a temporary move, motivated by the need to ensure that the 

entire country could continue to be governed if Paris was placed under siege by the forces 

of the Kaiser.  

12 The original Schlieffen Plan was later modified by the chief of the German General Staff Helmuth von 
Moltke, who instead of keeping up constant attacks in the West decided to send some of the German 
resources to contain the Russian forces in the East (Tuchman 1987: 87; Herwig 2009: 156).  
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The threat of a German invasion affected the daily life of Parisians and the mood 

of the city in the summer and autumn of 1914. By the end of August, and despite not being 

actually part of the war zone, the city had been tremendously altered and was isolated: post 

messages arrived at least three days late, communications with London by Central 

Telegraph were suspended, both public and private traffic had ceased, most newspapers 

had stopped their publications, tourists were gone, and hotels were either uninhabited or 

had been transformed into hospitals to attend the upcoming wounded. As the city became 

emptied of its usual life, thousands of Belgian and French refugees started to fill the streets. 

These were the first perceptible casualties of war: the civilians who had lost their homes as 

a result of the German invasion (Tuchman 1987: 416-438; Herwig 2009: 225). 

2.1.1. General Mobilisation in Paris 

Paris provided the correspondents with an appropriate context from which to reflect on 

the effects that the war was having on continental Europe. The focus of their accounts 

would be marked both by the difficulties they encountered as journalists in a capital under 

martial law and also on what the American writer Edith Wharton has referred to as the 

“gradual paralysis of the city” (Wharton 2010: 7). The difficulties they faced were the 

cutting off of communications from Paris and the lack of significant news coming from the 

front. Philip Gibbs, who was in Paris during General Mobilisation, points out in The Soul of 

the War the many obstacles he encountered in Paris in reporting appropriately on the 

development of the war. The British journalist recalls how, during a telephone conversation 

to England, he found himself “with a half-finished sentence before a telephone which 

would no longer ‘march’, as they say across the Channel” (1916: 40). Communications had 

been cut off and he could no longer stay in touch with his British editor.  

In The Soul of the War, Philip Gibbs appears as one of the most critical voices against 

censorship. During his stay in Paris he does not refrain from denouncing the “screen of 

secrecy” (47) under which the war was being conducted and the amount of difficulties that 

the journalists faced in their effort to bring the conflict closer to their readers. In a chapter 

entitled “The Secret War” (40-66), Gibbs paints a vivid picture of a scene from the War 

Office in which a group of journalists in civilian clothes were sitting “in gilded chairs with a 

strained look of expectancy, as though awaiting some message of fate” (41). At the sound 

of approaching footsteps, 
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they spring to their feet and crowd round a table as a gentleman comes in with a 

bundle of papers from which he gives a sheet to every outstretched hand. The 

Parisian journalists have received the latest bulletin of war. They read it silently, 

devouring with their eyes those few lines of typewritten words. Here is the message 

of fate. Those slips of paper will tell them whether it goes well or ill with France. 

One of them speaks to his neighbour: “Tout va bien!” 

Yes, all goes well, according to the official bulletin, but there is not much 

news on that slip of paper, not enough for men greedy for every scrap of news. 

Perhaps the next despatch will contain a longer story. They must come again, these 

journalists of France, to smoke more cigarettes, […] to bridle their impatience with 

clenched hands. This little scene at the Ministry of War is played four times a day, 

and there is a tremendous drama behind the quietude of those waiting men, whose 

duty it is to tell France and the world what another day of war has done for the 

flag. (41-42) 

Official reports in August and September 1914 lacked any information on 

casualties, provided no photographs, and failed to report on the evolution of battles; they 

simply stated that events were developing “well”. This left the correspondents and the 

French population in a complete state of ignorance, and the ominous presence of the 

German army only a few dozen kilometres away only increased the city’s sense of 

consternation. Journalists found this total lack of information exasperating. Gibbs even 

met up with the French Minister of Foreign Affairs, Gaston Doumergue, who he recalls 

“had not told me the things I wanted to know, nor lifted the corner of that veil which hid 

the smoke and flash of guns” (43). The war was being fought behind a curtain of secrecy, 

and Gibbs and the other correspondents were not allowed to know or to witness, and 

therefore to explain to their British and French readers, what was taking place “behind the 

veil” (42).  

2.1.2. “The Look of Paris” 

The journalists came to realise that their wait in Paris would be as fruitless as their wait in 

London had been. For this reason, they sought alternative means to reach the theatres of 

battle. However, the journalists did not leave the French capital without producing, in the 

early weeks of the war, their own version of Edith Wharton’s opening essay of Fighting 

France, “The Look of Paris”. The mood of the city plays a significant role in the narratives 
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of those journalists who visited it in the summer and autumn of 1914. As Emmett Crozier 

has noted, the newspapermen observed what the war did to Paris and each saw something 

different (1959: 22). Out of the four reporters discussed in this chapter, three (Ashton, 

Davis, and Gibbs) travelled to Paris and reported on the daily life of the French metropolis.  

The reporters’ interest in “the look of Paris” not only sprang from the fact that the 

French capital provided a possible entrance into the realm of war experience. The cultural 

and literary significance of Paris also played its part in beckoning journalists to this 

celebrated place. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Paris was “at the centre of 

many of the most significant Modernist developments” (Cahm 1991: 162). In the years 

preceding the outbreak of hostilities and after the First World War ended, the French 

capital became the venue of some of the major cultural and artistic events of the time. 

According to Modris Eksteins, Paris is, besides Venice, “the city most awash with 

metaphorical meaning for the western world” (2000: 44), and journalists were not blind to 

its numerous charms. Like the American journalist William Shirer, who visited Paris in the 

post-war years, they too might have felt “as near to paradise on this earth as any man could 

ever get” (Shirer in Eksteins 2000: 44). However, upon their arrival in the French 

metropolis, the correspondents found that the animated city they had enjoyed in peace-

time had become a ghostly shadow of its former self. The legendary “City of Light” had 

been transformed almost overnight into an uncannily empty and silent place. 

Richard Harding Davis arrived in Paris in early September 1914. As 

aforementioned, he had already been initiated in war writing. At the time he arrived in the 

French metropolis not only had he “followed other armies” in six previous campaigns, but 

he had already witnessed the effects of the Great War in Belgium as well (1915: 1-95). 

Davis was in Brussels as a neutral correspondent when the Germans entered the city and 

had therefore the opportunity to see the impressive German army in motion. In With the 

Allies, Davis is amazed at how the invading power “moved into Brussels as smoothly and 

as compactly as an Empire State express” (26), finding in the spectacle of the German army 

something “uncanny, a force of nature like a landslide, a tidal wave, or lava seeping down a 

mountain. It was not of this earth, but mysterious, ghostlike” (23). Before getting to Paris, 

Davis had been arrested in Belgium for being in a “forbidden zone” without credentials 

and was accused by the Germans of espionage (31-38). He had also witnessed, together 

with Will Irwin of The Saturday Evening Post and the New York Tribune, and Gerald Morgan 

of the London Daily Telegraph, the burning of Louvain—including its renowned university 

and library—an event that came to be regarded, in the eyes of international public opinion, 
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as a symbol of the brutal nature of the German war machine. Davis’s vivid report on the 

destruction of Louvain (80-95) resulted in one of the most well-known and critically 

acclaimed eyewitness accounts from the First World War. 

Nonetheless, Davis was an American, and as many other educated Americans, he 

was fascinated by Paris and its historical significance. Consequently, he devotes a whole 

chapter in With the Allies to describe the mood of the city in the summer of 1914 (96-104). 

For Americans, Paris was—and still is—an icon of European civilisation. In the nineteenth 

and early twentieth century, many Americans had gone to Europe on “the Grand Tour”, 

and a visit to the French capital was a compulsory part of this intellectual and romantic rite 

of passage. Many writers, such as Mildred Aldrich, Gertrude Stein, or Edith Wharton, had 

set their residence in the French metropolis in the years prior to the conflict. Between 1890 

and 1914 thousands of articles and travel guides on Paris and other European cities had 

been published in the United States by Americans who had visited or were living in 

Europe. As Christopher Endy has explained in his article “Travel and World Power: 

Americans in Europe, 1890-1917” (1998), these publications “made European travel a 

significant part of the popular imagination of the upper and middle classes” (1998: 569). 

Those were the years of the belle époque, which would find an abrupt end with the outbreak 

of the First World War. 

At the beginning of “Paris in War Time”, Davis reminds the reader that “it is an 

old saying that all good Americans go to Paris when they die” (1915: 96). Davis’s inclusion 

of this saying, which Modris Eksteins has attributed to the nineteenth-century author 

Thomas Appleton (2000: 44), indicates the importance of the French capital for educated 

upper and middle-class Americans. Davis contends that before the war “Paris was all things 

to all men” (1915: 97) and declares that, even in the midst of the tragedy created by the 

declaration of war, the French capital was capable of holding its majesty (97-98). Although 

in September 1914 he finds Paris “like a summer hotel out of season”, he concludes that 

“you cannot wipe out Paris by removing two million people and closing Cartier’s and the 

Café de Paris” (97). Despite the emptiness that the war had created, the American 

correspondent finds that Paris’s richness was alive, the city still managing to keep its 

magnificent spirit.  

Unlike Davis, the two British correspondents discussed in this chapter, Harold 

Ashton and Philip Gibbs, do not focus on the majesty of the French capital but rather on 

the trance in which the city seemed to have fallen in. In Gibbs’s words, “Paris was stunned 

66 

 



 

by the shock” of the menace of the German invasion (1916: 16). However, each author’s 

perspective is somewhat different. Ashton arrived in Paris after having spent a week on the 

North Sea coast and what he found disillusioned him. In First from the Front, he laments that 

Paris was “not the old gay, jubilant Paris of my fond and frivolous memories, but a city 

trying hard to smile and looking very dejected over it” (Ashton 1914: 45). What seems to 

have disappointed him most was the lack of any palpable signs of war: “Paris again—next 

day, and the next. Quieter than ever. No bomb-dropping aeroplanes; no thudding of 

machine guns; no Uhlans dashing along the Place de l’Opéra” (46-47). Ashton reports on 

the sadder look of the city, but refrains from reflecting on the tragic circumstances that had 

provoked the disappearance of its former effervescence: “Paris has lost all its excitement; 

no theatres; nothing to drink after 9 P.M.; Paris tucked up and asleep in bed at ten –fancy 

that!” (ibid.). Furthermore, in his Parisian account he naively seems to associate the thrills 

of pre-war Paris to the sense of adventure that prospective visions of war awoke in him. 

The British correspondent “smiled at the music” of war (7), but in Paris no such music 

could be heard; as all doors to adventure were closed, he decided to set off in search of a 

more promising threshold: “This is no place for me! I am off again to look for War” (47). 

Philip Gibbs, on the contrary, found that the stillness of Paris concealed an 

ominous sense of the uncanny. Although he declares that upon his arrival, the city was 

“quiet and outwardly as calm as on any day in August” (1916: 20), he observes that 

underneath this facade of routine tranquillity, Paris was harbouring a feeling of 

apprehension: “But beneath this normal appearance of things there was a growing anxiety 

and people’s nerves were so on edge that any sudden sound would make a man start on his 

chair on the terrasse outside the café restaurant. Paris was afraid of itself” (ibid.). Paris was 

caught in “a drama of quiet tragic quietude” (23). Passages such as this illustrate that Gibbs 

was a seasoned journalist, deeply conscious of the sinister implications of the event he was 

covering. The use of the word “drama”, combined with the “quiet tragic quietude”, for 

instance, is expressive of this awareness. His sombre vision of Paris in The Soul of the War 

stands in open contrast to Ashton’s more naively romantic perspective. Gibbs’s portrayal 

of an apprehensive Paris creates the impression of a city awaiting a spark that would 

destroy the uncanny stillness that precedes the storm. The British journalist tersely refrains 

from writing about the excitement or the “music” of war; on the contrary, his sober 

descriptions of wartime Paris seem to foreshadow the magnitude of the unfolding massacre 

beyond the threshold. 
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2.2. THE SECOND SENTRY POST: MOVING IN LIMINAL ZONE 

In 1914 the French authorities in Paris were as reluctant to issue permits to journalists as 

their British counterparts. As Philip Gibbs repeatedly reminds us, this was a “secret war” 

(1916: 40-66): no official permits were given to enter military areas and official reports were 

censored, preventing the publication of any content that might potentially harm the morale 

of the Entente powers, such as lists of casualties or information on lost battles. In view of 

this, war correspondents realised that if they wanted to see combat, they would have to 

embark on a journey into the war zone on their own initiative and without any official 

credentials. Philip Gibbs marks this point in The Soul of the War: “I decided to go in search 

of the war without permission and to get somehow or other behind the scenes of its 

secrecy” (1916: 45). Like in any mythical quest or rite of passage, what they were looking 

for (combat, the war experience) was shrouded “behind a screen of secrecy”, and it became 

imperative to leave the comforts of the Home Front and find their way into a world filled 

with mystery and danger.   

 For these adventurous travellers, however, it was rather difficult to cross the 

guarded threshold that would give them access to the battlefront. As in the stories and 

legends explored by Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949), gatekeepers 

would stand on their way, sometimes giving rise to dangerous situations. Similarly, if war 

reporters were discovered in a “forbidden zone”, their life could be in serious danger. 

Ashton, Davis, Gibbs, and Powell portray in their accounts the hazards and perils to which 

they were exposed, like the risk of being taken for a spy and be shot. An added obstacle 

was the unreliability of the transport system and the severe restrictions and limitations that 

obstructed their freedom of movement. Philip Gibbs documents in The Soul of the War how 

the roads out of Paris were “choked with munitions of war or completely held for the 

transport of great masses of troops” (1916: 46). Cars and taxis were requisitioned, and 

trains were delayed, cancelled, or rescheduled. These impediments are not merely passive 

features in these accounts; they were also a shaping factor of the fabric of the texts, limiting 

their perspective, slowing the narrative pace, delaying the denouement, and adding an 

element of adventure and improvisation that links them to the genre of the travelogue, 

which shares so many features with the literary journalistic form.   
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2.2.1. Sentinelled Gates 

Leaving Paris was indeed a complicated endeavour. The gates of Paris were open to receive 

the war correspondents, but when these tried to cross their threshold to enter the war 

zone, they discovered they were confronted with “illusory gates”. The portals of Paris 

proved to be deceptive in their quest for adventure. The reporters could see the threshold 

to “the forbidden zone”, but they struggled to cross it and reach the secret war that 

unfolded beyond the sentinelled gates. Even when someone managed to pass the gates of 

Paris, they could not travel very far from the French capital without being arrested or 

menaced. Such was the case of Harold Ashton, who explains in First from the Front that “it 

[was] far more difficult to get out of Paris than to get into it” (1914: 47). The British 

journalist could leave the French capital thanks to a yellow pass that the French Minister of 

War had given him. As he clarifies, this was not an official permit but an exceptional 

authorisation issued specifically for his own use. For this reason, Ashton expected this pass 

to be “the open sesame to the locked and guarded portals” (ibid.). Yet, he recounts how 

when he was a mile away from the gates of the city he was stopped by “the flicker of a too-

familiar bayonet” (ibid.), and was therefore compelled to look for alternative means to get 

closer to the fighting front. Likewise, Alexander Powell denounces in Fighting in Flanders 

that Donald Thompson,13 the photographer who accompanied him during his time in 

Europe, was arrested several times when he tried to reach the war zone from Paris: 

“Thompson made nine attempts to get from Paris to the front. He was arrested eight times 

and spent eight nights in guard-houses. Each time he was taken before a military tribunal” 

(1915: 14). 

Ashton and Powell refrain from revealing the strategies they employed to slip past 

the sentinels and get closer to the war zone, but Richard Harding Davis describes at the 

end of With the Allies some of the alternative means the war correspondents devised to 

evade military controls and reach the zone des armées. In a chapter entitled “The War 

Correspondents” (1915: 222-240), he underscores how journalists remained determined in 

their duty as war reporters, and despite being “hunted, harassed, and imprisoned […] the 

13 Donald Thompson (about 1884-n.d.). He was an American photographer working as a freelancer during 
the Great War. In 1914 he travelled around Belgium with Alexander Powell and published his photographs in 
the New York World, the Chicago Tribune, the London Daily Mail, and the Illustrated London News, among others. 
In 1915 he went to Russia and recorded war scenes that would result in a film, With the Russians at the Front, 
and in 1917 he returned to witness the Russian Revolution. He also provided footage for other French 
located films such as Somewhere in France (1916) or War as it Really Is (1916) (Mould 1982: 154-167). 
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new conditions do not halt them” (228). In order to reach the front or the surrounding 

areas, reporters—he writes—“were forced to make use of every kind of trick and 

expedient” (236). The American journalist, less exposed to censorship than his British 

counterparts, ventured to disclose some of these strategies.  

Of particular relevance is Davis’s account on how the correspondents used 

newspapers to obtain access to the restricted areas. Newspapers were, as Davis reveals, 

their “greatest asset” (237). The combatants looked for news on the war and on the Home 

Front because “after a man has been in a dirt trench for two weeks, absolutely cut off from 

the entire world, and when that entire world is at war, for a newspaper he will give his 

shoes and his blanket” (ibid.). Thus, Davis and his companions found that newspapers 

were valuable goods to trade and “never left Paris without several hundred of them” (ibid.). 

If the newspapermen wanted to enter the war zone, it was a good strategy to bring 

newspapers to the fighting soldiers. These newspapers, however, did not disclose any 

significant news because journalists were banned from the theatres of battle; and even 

when they did gain access, their reports were censored. This paradoxical situation reveals 

some of the tensions and contradictions that exasperated war reporters in the early months 

of the conflict.  

2.2.2. Mobility Upside Down 

Ashton, Davis, Gibbs, and Powell were constantly confronted with the impossibility of 

travelling freely around mobilised Europe. This problem becomes the object of attention in 

their accounts due to the significance that travelling had acquired in the years prior to the 

war. In the last decades of the nineteenth century there had been a travelling boom in 

Western societies. The industrial revolution and the improvements it brought about in the 

different means of transport had stimulated an interest in leisure travelling. The appearance 

of the automobile had inspired many people, particularly from the upper-middle classes, to 

enjoy the speed and commodities that this vehicle granted. As Edith Wharton joyously 

states in the opening lines of her famous travelogue A Motor-flight through France (1908), “the 

motor-car has restored the romance for travel” (1991: 1). The fin de siècle was also marked 

by an increase in exploratory journeys. In the second half of the nineteenth century a 

considerable part of the world had not been accessible to tourism and hundreds of people 

embarked on journeys of initiation to lands previously unexplored. The imperial wars or 

the expeditions in the conquest of the poles “caught the public imagination with their 

stories of danger and endurance, of heroism and tragedy” (Hulme and Youngs 2002: 7). 
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Stories of travellers who enjoyed the pleasures of driving around the American and 

European continents, as well as those narrating trips to remote lands and unfamiliar 

continents, covered hundreds of pages in magazines and newspapers.  

With the outbreak of the First World War this freedom of movement came to an 

abrupt halt. The world of travelling was thrown into confusion. Europeans and Americans 

in Europe, used to the comforts of trains and motor-cars, had to deal with radical 

modifications of railway routes and schedules, and with the scarcity of cars and taxis at the 

Home Front. As Mary Suzanne Schriber has noted in her study of Edith Wharton’s Fighting 

France, freedom of movement was “dictated and circumscribed by a war that has effectively 

destroyed the larger liberty associated with travel” (1999: 144). The war correspondents in 

1914 experienced these restrictions and became aware of the implications they entailed for 

their job. Indeed, not having access to reliable means of transport jeopardised their agency 

almost as much as the stern censors who controlled the content of their articles or the 

authorities who prevented them from visiting the front did.  

Cars were commandeered to bring troops and goods to the war zone or to 

transport the wounded, and the scarcity of cars available naturally impinged upon the 

journalists’ freedom of movement. As Alexander Powell explains in Fighting in Flanders, 

“even if one succeeded in obtaining a necessary laissez-passer from the military Government, 

there was no way of reaching the front, as all automobiles and all except the most decrepit 

horses had been requisitioned for the use of the army” (1915: 23-24). Moreover, the 

shortage of vehicles also complicated the delivery of news. As Davis explains, “to get any 

message out of Brussels it was necessary to use an automobile, and nearly every automobile 

had taken itself off to Antwerp […]. This was true also of horses and bicycles […]. Any 

one on a bicycle outside the city was arrested, so the only way to get messages through was 

by going on foot to Ostend or Holland, or by an automobile for which the German 

authorities had given a special pass” (1915: 81-82).  Similarly, Philip Gibbs draws attention 

in The Soul of the War to the problems he encountered in delivering his reports; he explains 

how the journalists had to bring their own dispatches to Britain themselves, “using most 

desperate endeavours to reach a port in France” (1916: 46).  

The correspondents attempted to make use of other means of transport, mainly 

trains, to get near the lines of fire. Yet, as Philip Gibbs shows, trains were also affected by 

the declaration of war: “The railway time-tables ceased to have a meaning after the first 

hour of mobilization” (48). Gibbs would soon suffer the changes in the French railway 
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system. In The Soul of the War he describes how as early as 2 August 1914 he went to the 

Parisian Gare de l’Est with the intention of heading for the Eastern border. His desired 

destination was Nancy, where he expected to obtain authorisation to accompany the 

French troops. Upon his arrival at the station he found it in a state of chaos: “The station 

was filled with a seething crowd of civilians and soldiers, struggling to get to the booking-

offices, vainly seeking information as to the times of departure to distant towns of France” 

(27). Gibbs relates the problems he and other people in France faced when trying to get on 

a train: “The railway officials were bewildered and could give no certain information. The 

line was under military control. Many trains had been suppressed and the others had no 

fixed time-table” (ibid.). After waiting for an hour at the station, Gibbs finally found a train 

bound for Nancy—after being assured by railway officials “that there was no such train” 

(28). Yet when he finally reached Nancy he found out that his journey had been in vain. 

Incapable of securing a permit, he returned to Paris, hampered in his progress but not 

vanquished, for he decided to look for alternative ways to reach the battlefront. 

2.2.3. Signs Breaking through “the Screen of Secrecy” 

Despite the restrictions imposed upon their freedom of speech and despite the secrecy 

under which the war was being fought, the correspondents managed to see the war, or at 

least its immediate effects, on their journey to the firing line. Philip Gibbs proclaims at the 

beginning of Chapter IV of The Soul of the War, entitled “A Way of Retreat”, that “not all 

the severity of the censorship, with its strangle-grip upon the truth-tellers, could hide 

certain frightful facts” (1916: 67). Even when the correspondents were not allowed to see 

actual combat, as it was the case in most of their journeys to the war zone, their experience 

of liminal transition gave them the opportunity to observe—to cite Ellen La Motte’s title of 

her 1916 war memoirs—“the backwash of war”, “the wreckage of the battlefield”.14 

Naturally, the correspondents took note of the large number of dead they 

encountered. Richard Harding Davis observes in his chapter “The Waste of War” (1915: 

201-221) that this war differed from any previous conflict he had witnessed: “In this war, 

14 Ellen N. La Motte (1873-1961) was an American nurse, writer, and activist. At the beginning of the First 
World War she volunteered at the American Ambulance in Paris. In June 1915 Mary Borden hired her to 
work at the hospital she was starting for the French military. Out of her war experience, she published 
fourteen fictionalised sketches, later on gathered in The Backwash of War: The Human Wreckage of the Battlefield as 
Witnessed by an American Hospital Nurse (1916). Some of her autobiographical accounts were published for the 
Atlantic Monthly. The US government censored the book in 1918 due to its explicit and demoralising 
description of the war (Higonnet 2001: vii-xxiv; Williams 2014). 
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more than in other campaigns, the wastefulness is apparent” (201). Most of all, he 

denounces “the greatest waste of all” (217-218), the waste of human life that the war was 

resulting in. Harold Ashton also chronicles the devastating signs of death and destruction 

that he sees written in the landscape: “a blind man could follow the track of this battle-

storm easily enough […]. The fire is still smouldering over the shallow graves of the 

dead—the brave men, entombed so hurriedly that one sees here and there in these 

gruesome cemeteries a brown hand thrust through the shovelled earth as if beckoning; the 

hump of a shoulder, tunic, and shoulder-strap torn away….” (1914: 91-92). Similarly, Philip 

Gibbs recalls “a dreadful night near Amiens, when [he] saw beaten and broken men 

coming back from the firing line, and the death-carts passing down the roads” (1916: 76). 

In spite of being kept away from the front, the two British correspondents did manage to 

see, and to convey in their accounts, what would become some of the defining features in 

the canonical literature of the First World War: the battered earth, the shattered 

combatants, the piles of dead men, and the gruesome sight of unburied fragments of 

human bodies.  

While wandering around the roads of Belgium and France, the journalists saw some 

other “frightful facts” which led them to understand that this was a different war. The war 

was not only affecting fighting men, but civilian life and civilisation as a whole. On their 

way to the theatres of battle, they came in contact with what they all coincided in calling 

“signs of war” (Ashton 1914: 111; Davis 1915: 8, 9, 112, 113; Gibbs 1916: 20, 106; Powell 

1915: 87, 173): the ravaged or empty towns and villages of Belgium and France, the effects 

that this destruction had on civilians, the upheaval in everyday life, the streams of fleeing 

refugees, and the first wounded soldiers. Because theirs is not a “combat-centred” 

perspective, in their accounts the four journalists pay due attention to the collateral victims 

of war. Richard Harding Davis, for instance, describes with a sympathetic eye the 

desolation in the fields of France and Flanders (1915: 204), “the roads rendered useless” 

(217), and the destruction of civilian life in Louvain (212-213). As he explains: “It is in the 

by-products of the war that the waste, cruelty, and stupidity of war are most apparent. It is 

the most innocent who suffer and those who have the least offended who are the most 

severely punished” (204).  

Images of fleeing refugees are recurrent in their accounts. In a chapter called “The 

Piteous Pilgrimage”, Harold Ashton depicts a “striking picture”. While he was heading for 

the north of France, he “suddenly ran into bands of retreating pilgrims” (1914: 55). The 

pilgrimage was composed of “women and children and boys—boys too young to fight for 
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their country. A few old men, bent and gnarled with the toil of a lifetime, were with them” 

(ibid.). Similarly, Philip Gibbs describes in “A Way of Retreat” what he saw in “a tragic 

road” running towards Tours with “sixty unbroken miles” of French civilians moving away 

from the fear of a German invasion: 

They went in every kind of vehicle—taxi-cabs for which rich people had paid 

fabulous prices, motor-cars which had escaped the military requisition, farmers’ 

carts laden with several families and piles of household goods, shop carts drawn by 

horses already tired to the point of death, because of the weight of the people who 

had crowded behind, pony traps, governess carts, and innumerable cycles. 

But for the most part the people were on foot, and they trudged along, 

bravely at first, quite gay, some of them, on the first stage of the march. […] 

It was a tragic road. At every mile of it there were people who had fainted 

on the wayside, and poor old people who could go no further but sat down on the 

banks below the hedges weeping silently or bidding the younger ones go forward 

and leave them to their fate. (1916: 98) 

This pathetic scene serves Gibbs to stress how the conflict affected all layers of 

society, not only the fighting men, but rich and poor families alike, all forced to abandon 

their homes for fear of the war. Moreover, Gibbs’s gaze focuses on the empty houses that 

these people have left behind. In what he describes as “a pitiful thing” he comments: “It 

was as though a plague had killed every human being save those who had fled in frantic 

haste […]. In one small bower I saw a child’s perambulator, where two wax dolls sat staring 

up at the abandoned house […]. In another garden a woman’s parasol and flower-trimmed 

hat lay on a rustic seat with an open book beside them” (99). Gibbs lets the two wax dolls 

and the woman’s parasol stand as symbols for the horrors of the war. The two immobile 

dolls, coupled with the author’s use of the verb “kill”, produce an uncanny atmosphere. 

The staring dolls bring into the reader’s mind the image of the dolls’ crystal eyes that echo 

the frozen eyes of the dead bodies Gibbs encountered on his way. Moreover, it is not a 

coincidence that he chooses precisely these two abandoned objects to describe the 

disruption of daily life that war has brought about, as they help him to stress the idea that 

children and women were suffering the war as well.  
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2.3. THE THIRD SENTRY POST: WAR AS SPECTACLE? 

So far the present chapter has considered how the war reporters portrayed the difficulties 

they faced during their rite of separation and how they described the war through the 

different signs that they encountered, both in Paris and on their journey to the first firing 

line. However, we still need to determine whether the correspondents could cross the 

ultimate threshold that would lead them to witness actual combat and, if they did, how they 

wrote about this extraordinary experience.  

The war reporters never ceased to seek out opportunities of seeing more of the war 

than they were allowed to. They felt that in order to complete their rite of passage and be 

considered legitimate eyewitnesses of the conflict, they needed to undergo something 

similar to a baptism of fire. They needed to see actual combat. For this reason, they looked 

for alternative strategies to reach the war zone, often endangering their lives in their 

attempt to fulfil their quest. The correspondents were arrested or harassed over and over 

again on their way to the firing line. In “To Be Treated as a Spy” (1915: 31-79) Davis 

narrates one of his detentions when he was imprisoned in Enghien by the German 

authorities because he had entered forbidden territory and was taken for an English spy.15 

The real problem with his presence in Enghien was that he “had seen too much and should 

be put away” (55).  

Notwithstanding, the journalists sometimes eluded the military authorities and with 

the help of other soldiers, civilians, or volunteers in the war zone were given access to the 

lines of fire. Philip Gibbs, for instance, provides details on how in late October 1914 he 

finally succeeded in his attempts. Gibbs had the opportunity “to see war, more closely and 

intimately than before” in Calais (1916: 160), thanks to Lady Dorothie Feilding, who was 

working for the Flying Ambulance Corps, and had “a motor-car and a pass to the Belgian 

front”( 173).16 Gibbs temporarily joined the ambulance unit and collaborated in helping to 

15 Davis explains the reasons for the confusion in the same chapter: his American passport had been issued in 
London and in the photograph attached to it he was wearing a military uniform similar to the one worn by 
the British army. The uniform was the one worn by the West African Field Force during the South-African 
wars that he had covered. He had ordered an identical one to be tailored because “it was unlike any known 
military uniform, and as cool and comfortable as a golf jacket”. The uniform had later been adopted by the 
English Brigade of Guards and the Territorials (1915: 51-52) (See Appendix 3). Davis eventually escaped 
being shot thanks to the help of the American ambassador in Belgium, Mr. Brand Whitlock to whom he 
wrote a note while he was withheld (58).  

16 The Flying Ambulance Corps had been set up by a Scottish doctor, Hector Munro, with the purpose of 
rescuing wounded combatants from the battleground. This ambulance unit was, as we shall see in Chapter 
Three, the same organisation that would bring May Sinclair to Belgium in September 1914. Feilding 
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assist the wounded. Luckily for him, during his time in Belgium he was sent to Dixmude 

with other members of the corps to rescue the wounded in the fighting that was taking place 

in the Belgian town during the Battle of the Yser. The Germans had occupied Dixmude on 

15 October 1914, but the French had retaken it, giving way again to a German counterattack 

on 19 October 1914 which lasted for several days (Horne and Kramer 2001: 73). This event 

provided Gibbs with the opportunity to have his so badly sought after baptism of fire: 

It was a place of death and horror. The streets through which we passed were 

utterly deserted and wrecked from end to end as though by an earthquake. 

Incessant explosions of shell-fire crashed down upon the walls which still stood. 

Great gashes opened in the walls, which then toppled and fell. A roof came 

tumbling down with an appalling clatter. […] Here and there, farther into the town, 

we saw living figures. They ran swiftly for a moment and then disappeared into 

dark caverns under toppling porticos. They were Belgian soldiers. (1916: 185) 

The journalist witnessed the bombing of the town and his account of his experience under 

fire was published in several newspapers on 26 and 27 October, giving rise to one of the 

very few eyewitness accounts of a civilian under fire in 1914 (see Appendix 4).   

2.3.1. The Failure of Visual Experience 

When the correspondents overcame the physical barrier of entering the war zone, they 

were confronted with a new challenge: they had to narrate a new war for which the 

traditional parameters of war writing—the kind of writing that had found its epitome in 

Tennyson’s “The Charge of the Light Brigade” (1854)—were starting to emerge as no 

longer adequate. The journalists realised that, as many other things they had observed on 

their way to the zone des armées, the new defensive tactics that were being used in this war, 

with combatants hiding in trenches dug into the ground, radically differed from the military 

tactics used in previous conflicts, in which opposing forces attacked and counter-attacked 

on open ground. Coming from a tradition that associated the idea of war to the notion of 

“spectacle”, journalists found that the nature of trench warfare, with whole armies retreated 

underground and out of sight, did not make it easy for them to write about the conflict in 

encountered Gibbs in Calais and at the reporter’s insistence, got him a journalist’s pass through Broqueville, 
the Belgian Prime Minister’s son (Hallam and Hallam 2010: 15).   
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“spectacular” terms. In this sense, upon their arrival in the war zone, the correspondents 

were confronted with an epistemological rite of passage. 

The notion of war as spectacle was a recurrent theme in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. It was common to find in the press comparisons of war to theatre and 

sports (Wilkinson 2001: 29-31), and this trend would continue in the early writings of the 

First World War. As Joseph Matthews has pointed out in Reporting the Wars (1957), to the 

reporters of the period “war was a spectacle, and it was their job to get all possible drama 

out of it” (1957: 149). War was often compared to theatre. As Paul Fussell concludes in The 

Great War and Modern Memory “there is hardly a book about the war that at some point does 

not avail itself of a theatrical figure” (2000: 196). Fussell also explains the relationship of 

civil society with war as a theatrical event: 

Most people were terrified, and for everyone the dramaturgic provided a dimension 

within which the unspeakable could to a degree be familiarized and interpreted. 

After all, just as a play must have an ending, so might the war, just as an actor gets 

up unhurt after the curtain falls on his apparent murder, so might the soldier. And 

just as a play has a structure, so might a war conceived as analogous to a play have a 

structure– and with it, a meaning. (199) 

Although Fussell does not address in his analysis the literature produced by the war 

correspondents, it must be pointed out that these authors also include theatrical references 

in their narratives. At the beginning of The Soul of the War, Philip Gibbs discusses the status 

of war correspondents as “theatre critics”. He maintains that the war “was not to be missed 

by any self-respecting journalist to whom all life is a stage play which he describes and 

criticises from a free seat in the front of the house” (1916: 6). From Gibbs’s perspective, 

journalists were spectators of the conflict—and of other events in life—and their duty was 

to describe and review the events they witnessed. 

The problem is that the First World War was rapidly undoing the association 

between war and a dramatic spectacle both for combatants and eyewitnesses of the 

conflict. The correspondents found it increasingly difficult to narrate the war as a visual 

display. The American journalists appeared to realise earlier than their British counterparts 

that the construction of a war story narrated in theatrical terms was no longer adequate for 

this conflict. While Ashton and Gibbs often describe the drama of the war establishing 

comparisons with Shakespearean plays or characters (Ashton 1914: 65, 105-109, 152; 
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Gibbs 1916: 301, 342), the experienced American war correspondents seem to have 

difficulties in using these traditional parameters.  

When Alexander Powell describes his status as observer of the German-Belgian 

battles that took place between August and October 1914, “within a triangle whose corners 

were Antwerp, Aeschot and Termonde” (1915: 134), he realises that having a “good seat” 

to report on the conflict was almost impossible: “The theatre of operations was, from the 

standpoint of a professional onlooker like myself, very inconsiderately arranged. Nature 

had provided neither orchestra-stalls nor boxes. All the seats were bad. In fact it was quite 

impossible to obtain a good view of the stage and of the uniformed actors who were 

presenting the most stupendous spectacle in all history upon it” (135). Although Powell 

sees himself in the position of a spectator of war, his vision of combat is extremely limited. 

The war was not being fought in panoramic fields with impressive cavalry charges, but in 

fields in which lethal machines attacked men entrenched underground. The sentence “all 

the seats were bad” gives evidence of the visual limitation to which the war correspondents 

were exposed; their position as eyewitness “critics” of the conflict was seriously 

jeopardised. Consequently, even when the journalists were really close to the firing line, 

they “failed” to describe the events that were being “staged” by the fighting armies. As 

Powell maintains, “one could be within a few hundred yards of the firing-line and literally 

not see a thing” (136).  

Nonetheless, the American reporter eventually was able to observe certain glimpses 

of this European calamity. He feels that “instead of finding fault with the seating 

arrangements”, he should thank his “lucky stars” for not having to write his dispatches 

“with the aid of an ordnance-map and a guide-book in a hotel bedroom a score or more of 

miles from the firing-line” (137). After all the difficulties the reporters had encountered to 

reach the front, they had to be, to some extent, satisfied for the opportunity to at least 

observe a snippet of the spectacle, rather than having to write about it from home.  

2.3.2. Hearing Takes Over 

As Martin Jay remarks in Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French 

Thought (1993), “if, as it is often claimed, the First World War challenged and in certain 

cases toppled the traditional hierarchies of European life, the ‘noblest of the senses’ was by 

no means impervious to its impact” (1993: 211). Since the parameters of combat had 

changed, the correspondents were forced to replace the ocular-centric perspective that had, 
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so far, been central to war reportage. During their baptism of fire, the correspondents’ 

limitations in the visual experience generated in them a feeling of “visual impotence” 

(Farish 2001: 238). The Cartesian notion of vision as the most reliable of the senses 

(further explored in Brennan and Jay 1996; Bal 2003: 13; Mitchell 2005: 265, among others) 

is replaced in their texts by the predominance of hearing. In this war, the sense of hearing 

took over as the sovereign of senses to help the reporters bring the war closer to their 

British and American readers. The authors study the intensity of the noise produced by the 

firing guns and the exploding shells to determine how close they were from the firing line, 

thus gauging the degree of danger they were in. Additionally, it is through the description 

of the thundering and howling noises they heard that some of them were able to provide a 

compelling description of the heavy fighting that they were striving to see with their own 

eyes. 

Eric Leed has pointed out in No Man’s Land: Combat and Identity in World War I that 

for combatants hearing was “much more important than vision as an index of what was 

real and threatening” (2009: 124). This certainly was the same case for those 

correspondents who reached the areas near the firing line. Richard Harding Davis was in 

Rheims during one of the infamous bombardments that the cathedral town suffered in 

September-October 1914 (1915: 179-200), and in his chronicle he offers details of the 

effects created by the “terrifying” detonations: “By the noise it was quite easy to follow the 

flight of the shells. You were tricked by the sound into almost believing you could see 

them” (186). The town was in a state of total chaos and although he could not describe the 

visual spectacle of the actual bombing, the clamour created by the crying shells helps the 

American journalist to render vivid the German offensive.  

His description of the entry of the German army in Brussels on 19 August 1914 

(14-30) also resorts to the sense of hearing to underscore what the impressive German 

army in motion looked like: 

This was a machine endless, tireless, with the delicate organization of a watch and 

the brute power of a steam roller. And for three days and three nights through 

Brussels it roared and rumbled, a cataract of molten lead. The infantry marched 

singing, with their iron-shod boots beating out the time. They sang “Fatherland, My 

Fatherland.” Between each line of song they took three steps. At times two 

thousand men were singing together in absolute rhythm and beat. It was like the 

blows from giant pile-drivers. When the melody gave way the silence was broken 
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only by the stamp of iron-shod boots, and then again the song rose. When the 

singing ceased the bands played marches. They were followed by the rumble of the 

howitzers, the creaking of wheels and of chains clanking against the cobblestones, 

and the sharp, bell-like voices of the bugles. (27)  

Davis’s testimony, which has been classified as “the finest piece of reporting of the 

war”, was extensively celebrated by fellow correspondents and quoted in several 

newspapers of the period (Downey 1933: 256). The arrival of the Germans had been 

announced by the streams of refugees that had reached the city the night before, but the 

first distinct sign that Davis recognises as the indicator of peril is the “warnings of many 

motor horns” (1915: 15). With stylistic craftsmanship, Davis focuses on and 

anthropomorphises the sounding of horns and sirens in order to convey the atmosphere of 

rising panic in Brussels: “It was like the steady roar of a gale in the rigging, and it spoke in 

abject panic. The voices of cars racing past were like the voices of human beings driven 

with fear” (16). As John C. Hartsock has argued in A History of American Literary Journalism, 

similes and metaphors are common in Davis’s description of the German invasion 

“because his own subjectivity has difficulty comprehending what he sees” (2000:157). 

Davis’s biographers Scott C. Osborn and Robert L. Phillips have explained that the 

American reporter often developed an impressionistic style in his war chronicles (1978: 32). 

For this reason, he appeals to the sense of hearing, focusing on the horns of the hundreds 

of alarmed cars to create a dramatic portrait of a city under siege. 

In August 1914 Alexander Powell was in Antwerp and he witnessed the 

bombardment of a city by a Zeppelin “for the first time in history” (1915: 53). The author 

notices the arrival of the Zeppelin because he recalls being “attracted by a curious 

humming overhead, like a million bumblebees” (51). Once the Zeppelin started the 

bombing, Powell describes the confusing mixture of noises caused by the shelling and the 

guns shot from the ground as “deafening” (54). This “deafening” experience repeats itself 

upon his return to Antwerp in October 1914. In his chapter, “The Fall of Antwerp” (195-

228), Powell describes the ear-piercing noise that enveloped the Belgian city: “The noise 

was deafening. The buildings seemed to rock and sway. The very pavements trembled. 

Mere words are inadequate to give a conception of the horror of it all” (200). Powell does 

not only provide a powerful sense of the reality of war through the sounds and detonations 

he heard, but he also introduces in this episode an idea that would come to be pervasive 

among many artists and writers of the period: the impossibility of traditional language to 
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adequately represent the unfolding cataclysm. His sentence “mere words are inadequate to 

give a conception of the horror of it all” anticipates Henry James in his famous reflection 

on the relationship between modern war and representation. In an interview published in 

the New York Times in the spring of 1915, James pointed out: 

The war has used up words; they have weakened, they have deteriorated like motor 

car tires; they have, like millions of other things, been more overstrained and 

knocked about and voided of the happy semblance during the last six months than 

in all the long ages before, and we are now confronted with a depreciation of all 

our terms, or, otherwise speaking, with a loss of expression through increase of 

limpness, that may well make us wonder what ghosts will be left to walk. (New York 

Times, March 21, 1915) 

Both authors—as did several others—foreshadowed less than a year into the First World 

War the drastic changes in conception and representation that the conflict would bring 

about. 

The authors’ inability to find suitable words to describe this new form of warfare 

often led them to look for familiar referents in order to establish comparisons between the 

frightening sounds they heard and some impressions their readers could readily relate to. 

As Eric Leed argues in The Mind of the Traveler: From Gilgamesh to Global Tourism (1991), “the 

comparison is the way in which the traveler calls up a base of familiarity, before the 

spectacle of the new and the strange, which is perceived as such only in relationship to the 

known” (1991: 68). Thus, Powell describes his first encounter with a Zeppelin “as a swarm 

of angry bees” in the distance and then as a sound which “grew louder, until it sounded like 

an automobile with the muffler open” (1915: 51). Similarly, Harold Ashton compares the 

pounding of a German Taube to the fireworks of a summer night. Ashton recalls having 

“heard high in the air an exchange of shots with no more noise in them than the sound of a 

Crystal Palace rocket discharging its golden stars on a summer's night” (1914: 144). The 

British journalist brings his readers close to the battlefield by linking the sounds and flashes 

of the shooting with a familiar event that was—and still is—repeated year after year in the 

London summer nights.  

Philip Gibbs was also under fire during his time with Dr. Munro’s corps and 

likewise underscores the significance of the sense of hearing. Upon his arrival in the French 

town of Dunkirk, Gibbs describes it as “a place of wild chaos, filled with the murmurs of 
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enormous crowds, and with the steady tramp of innumerable feet which beat out of a tragic 

march” (1916: 161). The correspondent recalls how he “could hear [the shells] burst and 

scatter” (183), in what he describes as “an inferno of noise” (184). Gibbs recognises that 

the sounds that dominated life in the war zone were unbearable. During his time in 

Belgium, he acknowledges that “the noises were even more distressing to [him] than the 

risk of death” (206) and stresses that “some people [got] accustomed to the noise, but 

others never” (207).  

The inability to adapt to the deafening noises of war and the psychological effects 

these created in the minds of combatants have been further explored by celebrated ex-

combatants and war writers. Robert Graves recalled in an interview in the 1970s the 

continual roaring that dominated life in the trenches and how this roaring was 

incommunicable to the people at the Home Front (Leed 2009: 126). Although it is unusual 

to find references to the psychological effects of the noises of war in the texts written 

between 1914 and 1915, they are not wholly absent. Gibbs was not the only reporter to 

identify this phenomenon. The American journalist Mary Roberts Rinehart, whose war 

narrative I shall discuss in Chapter Three, wrote as early as 1915 that this phenomenon—

the capacity to endure constant bombing—was one of the most serious challenges of “this 

new warfare” (1915: 120). She comments on the deep anxiety that the sound of incessant 

explosions created in combatants, pointing out how the constant exposure to thunderous 

artillery fire had “sent men mad” (ibid.). It was not only the physical fighting that taxed the 

soldiers’ resistance; they also needed to be able to test their capacity for enduring this 

incessant roar, in a psychological combat against themselves.  

Sound was not, however, the only indicator of the proximity of peril. The moments 

of silence could be equally disturbing. The journalists explain that they felt uneasy and 

distressed in those instants in which a sudden stillness invaded the air. For instance, during 

the German march through Brussels, Richard Harding Davis recalls how the moments of 

quietude seemed to convey a hidden message of warning: “when at night for an instant the 

machine halted, the silence awoke you, as at sea you wake when the screw stops” (1915: 

28). Stillness generated in him a feeling of eerie quietude, or as Ashton describes it “an 

uncanny silence” (1914: 89), in which “the world is holding her breath, shocked, terrified!” 

(ibid.).  

The “uncanny silence” invited the reporters to think of the consequences that this 

new and utterly unfamiliar form of war brought with it. In the summer and early autumn of 
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1914, Ashton, Davis, Gibbs, and Powell left their familiar milieu and, as we have seen, 

resorted to different tricks and devices to enter the war zone and undergo a transformative 

experience. Yet, throughout their rite of separation, they encountered several “shocks” that 

would transform their vision of war representation and would also made them aware of the 

challenges ahead when covering this incomprehensible conflict. They left their habitual 

surroundings and entered the world of war. Throughout their journey, they encountered 

several physical barriers and false thresholds that led—and often misled them—to the war 

zone.  

As we have seen, their rite of separation took place not only in the physical but also 

on the rhetorical level. As determined subjects on a voyage of discovery, Ashton, Davis, 

Gibbs, and Powell evaded some of the military controls and the severe censorship imposed 

upon them. Once they managed to enter “the forbidden zone”, they attempted to 

overcome the new obstacles of war representation. They had to report a heavily censored 

and invisible war at a moment in which no new language or rhetorical tradition had 

emerged to adequately capture the gargantuan proportions of the conflict. They 

understood that the old tradition of war reporting would no longer be adequate to describe 

modern war. As a consequence, they gradually detached themselves from the conventions 

of nineteenth-century war writing. They soon realised that they could not rely on a 

panoramic visual experience of combat as a central theme to understand—or describe—

this war. The reporters moved away from the “combat-centred” perspective of war and 

started to undermine the nineteenth-century notion of war as spectacle. Thus, they started 

to narrate the conflict paying attention to the signs of war that they encountered 

throughout their journey. Thanks to these “signs of war” and paying attention to their own 

personal experience in the war zone, and the emotions this triggered, they could overcome 

the physical and rhetorical obstacles they encountered and capture something of the nature 

of an unfamiliar and secret war that was shaking the foundations of European culture. 
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Chapter III: 

Authorial Voices in the War Zone: the Liminal Tunnel  

Since the outbreak of hostilities in the summer of 1914, famous women and men of letters 

from each warring nation enthusiastically wrote in favour of the conflict. Some of these 

male and female writers, belonging to an elder generation too old to fight or work in the 

war zone, even had the extraordinary opportunity of visiting different sectors of the 

Western Front. May Sinclair was one of them. In September 1914, she enrolled in an 

ambulance unit to write articles on the conditions in Belgium for British newspapers such 

as the Daily Chronicle, and became one of the few British women writers who managed to 

access the war zone. Her war memories were gathered in A Journal of Impressions in Belgium, a 

highly personal account of the time she spent in Belgium. Likewise, the American writers 

Mary Roberts Rinehart and Edith Wharton travelled to the Western Front and wrote in 

1915 articles for The Saturday Evening Post and Scribner’s Magazine respectively with the 

purpose of bringing the European conflict closer to American readers. Wharton’s journey 

was also prompted by her desire to promote the French cause in the United States (Lee 

2007: 457-458). Rinehart would later publish a compilation of these articles in Kings, Queens 

and Pawns: An American Woman at the Front and Wharton would gather her experiences in 

Fighting France: From Dunkerque to Belfort.  

On the male front, Arnold Bennett, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and Rudyard Kipling 

were three of the men of letters chosen by the British authorities to tour military zones and 

write stories on the war in 1915 and 1916. Bennett’s experience at the front resulted in a 

more extended piece of narrative journalism, Over There: War Scenes on the Western Front, 

whereas Conan Doyle and Kipling published two short pamphlets, A Visit to Three Fronts: 

Glimpses of the British, Italian and French Lines and France at War respectively, on their 

experiences on the Western Front. These three texts had a twofold aim: to explain the 

nature of modern warfare to the British population and to encourage the enlistment of 

young British men.  

These six war texts, published out of the authors’ own personal experiences in the 

liminal space of war, are the object of analysis in this chapter, which focuses on the second 

stage of the rite of passage, “the liminal period”. The act of separation discussed in the 

previous chapter has now been completed. The authors have already entered a different 

realm—the military zones—away from the familiar and safe milieu, and their liminal 
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personae find themselves in an unknown and bewildering domain, full of dangers and 

difficulties, where their abilities will be put to the test.  

In this chapter, I shall focus on three main ideas in relation to the “liminal period” 

as theorised by Victor Turner. First of all, Turner claims that “in societies dominantly 

structured by kinship institutions, sex distinctions have great structural importance” (1967: 

98). Turner conceives liminal spaces as structureless realms, and for this reason he 

considers that “since sex distinctions are important components of structural status, in a 

structureless realm they do not apply” (ibid.). Nevertheless, given the fact that men and 

women have historically engaged very differently with the culture of war, my hypothesis is 

that differences are bound to exist in the ways in which male and female authors—or, to 

use the terminology of the field, “neophytes”—reflect their liminal experience in the realm 

of war. Although it is not my intention to reproduce essentialist and retrograde notions of 

gendered “difference”, I have nonetheless identified a number of striking divergences 

between these two groups of authors. In what follows I shall endeavour to examine these 

differences and their implications, and will provide possible reasons that may account for 

such disparities.  

Secondly, according to Victor Turner, an important feature of the liminal 

experience is the neophyte’s relationship with other individuals; not only with other liminal 

personae, but also with those who Turner refers to as “instructors” of the rite of passage. 

According to the Scottish anthropologist, “between neophytes and their instructors (where 

these exist), and in connecting neophytes with one another, there exists a set of relations 

that compose a ‘social structure’ of highly specific type” (99). Turner conceives the 

neophyte-instructor relationship in terms of “complete authority and complete 

submission” (ibid.). At the same time, he observes that among neophytes these hierarchical 

distinctions tend to be eliminated, creating a feeling of comradeship among the liminal 

personae. So a related question considered in this chapter is whether men’s and women’s 

experiences in the liminal zone follow the pattern identified by Turner; that is, if their war 

reports register the same feelings of comradeship among the neophytes and the same 

“submission” to their “instructors” that Turner establishes, regardless of the neophyte’s 

gender. 

Finally, Victor Turner considers that in the liminal state the identity of the 

neophytes or liminal persona is isolated from the culturally defined identity they have in their 

societies. According to Turner, the neophytes are “neither one thing nor another; or may 
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be both; or neither here nor there; or may even be nowhere” (97). During their “cunicular 

experience”, neophytes lose their previously established identity to acquire a new and 

different one. The result of this dissolution can produce either a process of growth or a 

reformulation of old patterns (95-98). In Mapping Liminalities: Threshold in Cultural and 

Liminal Texts (2007), Lucy Kay, Zoë Kinsley, Terry Phillips, and Alan Roughley have taken 

Turner’s statement a step further by emphasising, precisely, the twofold nature of the 

liminal experience. Traditionally, they claim, the stress has been put in the positive and 

progressive outcome of the liminal passage, but this period can be both “a place of threat 

as well as of promise, and can produce and perpetuate conservative as well as progressive 

ideologies” (2007: 8). Thus, the last aim of this chapter is to determine whether the 

outcome of the six authors’ liminal experience in the zone des armées resulted in narratives 

that produced new and unusual forms of war writing or whether, on the contrary, they 

contributed to perpetuate the traditional patterns employed in writing about war.  

3.1. THE ELDER GENERATION GOES TO WAR  

Arnold Bennett, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and Rudyard Kipling were three of the most 

well-known British authors at the beginning of the First World War. The three writers had 

gained considerable fame in the years before the conflict, and both Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

and Rudyard Kipling were familiar with the business of war. According to Andrew 

Rutherford, Kipling (1865-1936) was, for at least twenty-five years, the “most widely read 

and influential writer on war in the English-speaking world” (Rutherford 2009: xii). In the 

last decades of the nineteenth century he had visited the imperial frontiers in Africa and 

India, and between 1900 and 1903 he had written accounts on the Boer War. By 1914 he 

had visited every continent, sailed on almost every sea, and written “stories, verses, essays, 

about almost every place he had visited and some he had not” (Laski 1987: 8). Sir Arthur 

Conan Doyle (1859-1930) had also enthusiastically supported the British campaign in the 

South African War. He had served as a doctor in the Langman Hospital in 1900 and had 

written two histories on this conflict: The Great Boer War (1900) and The War in South Africa: 

Its Cause and Conduct (1902) (Pearson 1943). Arnold Bennett (1867-1931), the youngest of 

the three, had not travelled as widely as his colleagues and was not very familiar with the 

politics of warfare. However, at the outbreak of hostilities in the summer of 1914, he was a 

promising literary figure and had started to be an influential voice in Britain. In Notes on 

Novelists (1914) Henry James had controversially designated him one of the fathers of the 
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new novel, together with H.G. Wells (1914: 317-320). Between 1900 and 1914 Bennett had 

published, among other things, nineteen novels and three collections of short stories. 

At the outbreak of the First World War, Bennett (aged 47), Conan Doyle (55), and 

Kipling (49) belonged to the elder generation, too old to fight in the conflict. For this 

reason, they had to find alternative means to make an active contribution to the war effort. 

The three authors fought their own literary war by enrolling in the propaganda campaign 

organised by Wellington House. Peter Buitenhuis has claimed that many authors became 

propagandists for economic reasons, but he has likewise hinted that many writers engaged 

in this propaganda campaign because they might have felt guilty for being “too old to serve 

in the fighting front” (1989: 7). While it is true that authors could make a considerable 

profit out of their involvement in the propaganda effort, it is reasonable to assume that 

their implication in the war effort was mainly a consequence of their patriotic commitment 

and personal sense of inadequacy. Conan Doyle, who interrupted all his production of 

fiction with the exception of one “wartime appearance by Sherlock Holmes” (Grieves 

1991: 23), expresses his feeling of moral discomfort in A Visit to Three Fronts: “One feels a 

sort of shame to crouch here in comfort, a useless spectator, while brave men down yonder 

are facing that pelting shower of iron” (1916: 35). H.G. Wells, another prominent member 

of this generation of writers, clearly shares Conan Doyle’s unease: “Nobody wants to be a 

non-combatant in a war of this sort” (in Hynes 1992: 21).  

In trying to overcome their own status as “useless” spectators of the conflict, 

Bennett, Conan Doyle, and Kipling enrolled in the public war of words. In addition to Over 

There, Bennett published several articles on the conflict and was made responsible for 

propaganda in France in 1918. Conan Doyle did not only write A Visit to Three Fronts on 

his tour around the British, French, and Italian Fronts, but he also gathered several articles 

and essays into a military history of the conflict on the Western Front, The British Campaign 

in France and Flanders (1920). Rudyard Kipling, who lost a son in the war, served the British 

cause with his writing, producing several war poems and books such as The New Army in 

Training (1915), The Fringes of the Fleet (1915), Sea Warfare (1916), The Eyes of Asia (1918) as 

well as the book object of analysis in this chapter, France at War. However, the outstanding 

careers of the three authors as fiction writers became another war casualty: after 1918 none 

of them would produce any piece that equalled the writings that had made them worthy of 

national and international reputation.  

The authors’ notoriety at the beginning of the war allowed them to become three 
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of the few elected people who were granted the privilege of touring the Western Front. 

Bennett and Kipling went to the front in the summer of 1915, at a time when poison gas 

had already been introduced by the Germans, but was not a regular feature of the combat 

zone.17 Conan Doyle’s visit to the British, French, and Italian troops concluded in early July 

1916, right before the Battle of the Somme. The dates of their trips to the war zone are key 

in a modern consideration of their eyewitness accounts, which do not reflect any of the 

horrors we have come to identify with the literature of the First World War.  

Criticism on the First World War has failed to discuss the common features that 

these three texts share beyond their obvious propagandistic purposes. The three war 

accounts have often been mentioned in major studies on the literature and the journalism 

produced during the Great War (Haste 1977; Sanders and Taylor 1982; Hynes 1992), and 

have been briefly discussed in studies of First World War propaganda such as Peter 

Buitenhuis’s influential The Great War of Words: Literature as Propaganda 1914-1918 and After 

(1989), or more recently Anurag Jain’s The Relationship between Ford, Kipling, Conan Doyle, 

Wells and British Propaganda of the First World War” (2009). Nonetheless, they have 

customarily been discussed under the lenses of their commitment to the Wellington House 

campaign, the critics mainly engaging with the stories of atrocities the writers reproduced. 

It is true that the literary quality of the three texts is not as outstanding as their other major 

narratives, but they share a series of characteristics worth considering, because they show 

the way in which the war was perceived in certain sectors of the British—and American—

society of the period. 

Both the British and the American population expected to read accounts of a 

gallant and heroic war. However, they were also eager to read, as we shall see, about the 

woman’s side of the war. The three women explored in this section, Mary Roberts 

Rinehart, May Sinclair, and Edith Wharton, were among the few civilian women who 

entered the war zone without being involved in nursing duties. Unlike their male 

counterparts, they became eyewitnesses of the war for dissimilar reasons. The American 

writer Edith Wharton (1862-1937) supported the Allied cause from the very beginning. 

Wharton, a well-known figure celebrated on both sides of the Atlantic when the war broke 

out, had established her permanent residence in France in 1907, and when the war started 

17 The Germans introduced the use of poison-gas in April 1915 during the Second Battle of Ypres. The 
British were the first among the Allies to introduce this lethal chemical weapon during the Battle of Loos in 
September 1915.  
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she made the French cause her own. Alan Price summarises in “Wharton Mobilizes Artists 

to Aid the War Homeless” (1993) Wharton’s attitude towards the conflict: “No other artist 

did so much to alleviate the suffering among the refugees from Belgium and the occupied 

provinces of northern France or was able to enlist such a variety of fellow artists in such a 

broad range of projects to raise money for the war homeless” (1993: 219). Wharton created 

an American committee in France to raise funds to help the Belgian refugees and she also 

founded the “Edith Wharton Committees” in the United States that organised fund-raising 

campaigns to subsidise her major war charities. These charities would provide food, 

employment, medical attention, and classes for children in France. By the end of 1914, she 

had raised nearly one hundred thousand dollars, and by the end of the first year of the war, 

her American Hostels had assisted more than nine thousand refugees, served two hundred 

and thirty-five thousand meals, given nearly five thousand garments, and provided medical 

attention to eight thousand people (223-225). 

As Bennett, Conan Doyle, and Kipling, Wharton considered her war writing as a 

tool in the service of the Allied cause. Hermione Lee has remarked that “she decided from 

the start that her war writing (poetry and fiction included) should become part of her war-

work” (2007: 457). In early 1915, the French Red Cross asked Wharton to “report on the 

needs of some military hospitals near the front” (Wharton 1934: 352). Sponsored by this 

institution and helped by her influential connections in the French government, she 

became one of the very few foreigners to be allowed into “the forbidden zone”, an 

exceptional circumstance that Wharton used to inform her American readers of the 

desperate condition of hospitals and second-line ambulances near the battlefield. She then 

suggested the French diplomat Jules Cambon and her own American editor, Charles 

Scribner, “to make other trips to the front, and recount [her] experiences in a series of 

magazine articles” (ibid.). Edith Wharton, who had always been a passionate traveller, took 

this opportunity to tour in her own car the length of the Western Front. Between February 

and August 1915, she undertook five extensive trips to the Western Front, which resulted 

in four serialised articles for Scribner’s Magazine, similar to other travelogues she produced, 

such as A Motor-flight through France (1908) or In Morocco (1920). These articles, together with 

two additional essays, “The Look of Paris” and “The Tone of France”, would later be 

gathered into Fighting France: From Dunkerque to Belfort.  

Her American compatriot, Mary Roberts Rinehart (1879-1958), was a well-known 

author in America during her time, primarily for her works of crime fiction such as The 

Circular Staircase (1908). However, the interest that Rinehart’s war reports aroused made her 
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achieve the status of national celebrity. As opposed to Wharton, Rinehart did not get 

involved in the war as a consequence of her political or emotional implication; she was 

simply an American who wanted to take the opportunity to witness a unique event in world 

history. Rinehart was one of the major contributors to The Saturday Evening Post, a 

newspaper that sold around two million copies per week in 1913 and which had an 

audience of around ten million readers (Cohn 1980: 67). The journalist had been a curious 

woman with a developed sense of adventure since she was very young, and she often 

regretted not being able to see the things that were happening in the world (Rinehart 1980: 

80). For this reason, when the conflict in Europe broke out, she knew from the very 

beginning that she “wanted to go to the war” (146). Thus, she initially perceived the war 

more as an adventure and less as a personal cause. In her own words: “I could claim, I 

daresay, that I wanted to see this war so that I could write against war […]. But it would 

not be true. Not then. I had at that time no hatred of war, only a great interest and a great 

curiosity […]. Later on I was to find my cause […]. But not then, not at the beginning” 

(146-147).  

Rinehart spent some time trying to convince her editor of The Saturday Evening Post, 

George Lorimer, to send her to Europe. Although reluctant at first, he soon realised the 

potential interest that the unusual story of an American woman at the front would have for 

American readers (Cohn 1980: 78). Rinehart was not the first woman that Lorimer had sent 

to cover the conflict: at the end of 1914 he had asked Corra Harris to spend a few weeks in 

London covering the war from a woman’s perspective (Talmadge 1968: 74). Harris also 

went to France and tried to visit Soissons, “within the range of the enemy cannon” (76), 

but did not succeed in her attempt. Rinehart, on her part, attempted to convince Lorimer 

that she would succeed in entering the theatres of war and, after promising him that her 

reports would be exclusively written for the Post, finally left for Europe in January 1915, on 

board the Arabic, which was “later sunk by a German submarine” (Rinehart 1915: 20). The 

American journalist was therefore aware that she “had to put herself in a position to 

accomplish things women had not previously accomplished” (Rinehart 1980: 80). Her trip 

aroused the interest of the American press, with photographers gathered around her house 

in Sewickley, Pennsylvania, on the day of her departure (ibid.). Rinehart toured several 

hospitals along the Western Front, and she was in Dunkirk when the German army 

bombarded the city (83). She was also part of the group of journalists that made the “first 

official trip into No Man’s Land” allowed by the Allies (165), where they visited the much-

bombarded village of Oudstuyvenskerke, in close vicinity of the Belgian trenches (Cohn 
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1980: 85). This event and the names of the male journalists in the expedition were widely 

reported, but her presence in the line of fire was rendered invisible. It is significant, as she 

mentions in her autobiography, that she had not heard of any published article 

acknowledging her presence in this venture (Rinehart 1980: 165).  

A few months before Rinehart’s trip to Europe, May Sinclair (1863-1946) visited 

Belgium as a member of an ambulance unit. Sinclair was one of the most well-known 

British women writers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. She had published 

a number of successful novels, as well as essays on avant-garde poetry, philosophical works 

based on German idealism, poetry, political pamphlets, translation, and journalism. She was 

also notable for her involvement in the suffragist campaign as a member of the Woman’s 

Freedom League (Raitt 2000; Wilson 2001), and was an enthusiastic supporter of the war, 

as shown in her signing of the Authors’ Manifesto in September 1914.   

Out of the six authors discussed in this chapter, May Sinclair was the first writer to 

visit the war zone. As early as September 1914, she crossed the English Channel with the 

Flying Ambulance Corps, the same unit that allowed Philip Gibbs to have his experience 

under fire in October 1914. A middle-aged woman writer, with no medical or driving skills 

to offer, Sinclair was an unlikely presence in an ambulance unit. But Dr. Munro had invited 

her to join them on account of her fame as a writer and of her generous donations to the 

corps (Raitt 1999). Despite her feelings of apprehension lest she would not make any active 

contribution to the corps, Sinclair (aged 51) saw the war “as her last chance for adventure” 

(ibid.). Sinclair spent two weeks and a half in Belgium acting as a sort of secretary and 

reporter for the unit. Her main role was to write reports for the press which might help 

raise funds for the corps and support the war effort in Britain and other countries. But her 

“adventure” in the liminal zone would not last long. After some painful attempts on her 

part to be rendered useful, she was requested, under false pretenses, to return to Britain 

and was never to set foot in the war zone again. Her exclusion shocked and humiliated her, 

and in A Journal of Impressions in Belgium, published almost a year after her trip to Belgium, 

she revisited her disheartening experience with Munro’s Ambulance Corps. 

According to Suzanne Raitt, Sinclair felt that “the war had irreparably altered both 

her own consciousness and the world in which she lived” (Raitt 1999). Despite this 

transformation, Sinclair’s strong support of the British cause, initially expressed in her 

signing the Authors’ Manifesto, continued throughout the whole conflict, a passionate 

interest that would be projected into her writing. In addition to A Journal of Impressions, May 
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Sinclair published six novels that are set in the war zone or in which the conflict is part of 

the plot (ibid). Her commitment to the war effort would also make her reject pacifism. In 

1917 she told the Irish poet Katharine Hinkson that she had remained a war supporter 

because, in her own words, pacifism was “the worst conceivable treachery to the men 

who’ve fought & died since 1914 & to their wives & mothers & children” (Sinclair in Raitt 

1999).  

3.1.1. The Old Guard’s Quest: Brotherhood in the Trenches 

As I have anticipated at the beginning of this chapter, Victor Turner claims that 

relationships in liminal territories are shaped by the attention that liminal personae pay to 

their instructors and to other neophytes. Arnold Bennett, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and 

Rudyard Kipling belonged to a generation that had been literary and culturally bred in a 

tradition that understood war in terms of brotherhood and comradeship. As Sarah Cole has 

explained in Modernism, Male Friendship, and the First World War (2003), “in the West, the 

story of war is almost always a story of male bonds” (2003: 138). Cole claims that these 

bonds were “meant to sustain the soldier, to provide the possibility for heroic action, to 

redeem the horrific suffering that the war endlessly inflicted” (139). Therefore, as inheritors 

of this literary tradition, it seems reasonable to assume that the authors’ representation of 

relationships amongst men in the combat zone will adhere to this convention, whose 

uplifting and positive tone will be later challenged in the sarcastic accounts of life in the 

trenches provided by authors such as Edmund Blunden, Robert Graves, Wilfred Owen, or 

Siegfried Sassoon. 

Arnold Bennett’s, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s and Rudyard Kipling’s liminal war 

experience was partially shaped by their relationship with their “instructors”, who 

according to Victor Turner are the elder members of a particular group or tribe (1967: 

100). It must be stressed that in the martial context, the “elder” are embodied by the 

military authorities in charge of controlling and commanding the rest of the soldiers and 

also those civilians who enter the military zone. The military authorities guided Bennett, 

Conan Doyle, and Kipling through different features of the modern battlefield, such as 

shelled villages and devastated fields, dug-outs, communication lines, trenches, and 

observation posts, and in their war reports the three authors portray how they obediently 

followed their lead, refraining from questioning the imposed censoring policies or the 

limitations in their freedom of movement. As Arnold Bennett explains, “everybody 

comprehended that the exigencies of the terrific military machine were necessary 
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exigencies” (1915: 16).  

Michael Paris has explained that popular culture of the period “legitimized war, 

romanticized battle and portrayed the warrior as a masculine ideal” (in Potter 2005: 9). The 

authors present their instructors following these masculine ideals of representation, as men 

who cheerfully bonded in the trenches. Kipling describes the French officers as “mother-

keen on their men as their men are brother-fond of them” (1915: 12), whereas Bennett and 

Conan Doyle constantly praise their instructors for leading them through military zones. 

Arthur Conan Doyle refers to “a charming young artillery subaltern” who guided him in a 

“maze of trenches” somewhere in France (1916: 66). The Scottish author describes the 

General of Division D., who led him through the French lines, as an “unforgettable man” 

(88), and the general’s outstanding attributes are stressed by an explanation of how his 

brothers in arms perceived this man: “A philosopher, a fatalist, impervious to fear”, apart 

from being one of the “most scientific soldiers in France” (ibid.). Moreover, they also 

praise their military guides incessantly for their willingness to facilitate their task as war 

reporters, half believing that helping them in this liminal arena was their only mission. This 

conviction is manifest in Bennett’s writing when he recalls that: “Never once at any 

moment of the day […] did I lack a Staff officer who produced in me the illusion that he 

was living solely in order to be of use to me” (1915: 33-34). Although Bennett, Conan 

Doyle, and Kipling had been invited to enter the war zone to advertise the British 

campaign in Britain, the United States, and other neutral countries (and were therefore 

writing for the Allied cause), this attitude creates the impression that the instructors were at 

the service of the authors, and not the other way round.  

The authors also depict the relationships established among soldiers in the 

trenches, which are once again in keeping with the “masculine idealism” reiterated in the 

traditional rhetoric of war writing. Rudyard Kipling recalls how two colonels “joyously” 

(1915: 14) invited him to visit their “caves” during his visit to some dug-outs that the 

French army had built in the woods.18 One of them defines his cave as “the most superior 

of all possible dug-outs”, whereas the other describes it as “the Ritz of [those] parts” (14). 

As Kipling stepped into the dark dug-outs, “hands stretched out of the gloom to shake, 

and men nodded welcome and greeting all through the cheery brotherhood in the woods” 

(14). It is easy to imagine Kipling’s delight at finding, in what Joseph Campbell would call 

18 The censoring policies did not allow the authors to be specific about the places they visited, which explains 
the scarcity of geographical references that appear in their texts.   
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“the deepest chamber of the inmost cave” (in Vogler 2007: 155), just the cheerful and 

gallant attitude that British readers expected to find in a 1915 eyewitness account of the 

war, especially one written by Rudyard Kipling, the nineteenth-century poet of the British 

Empire par excellence.  

Furthermore, Kipling also resorts to traditional pictorial representations of war to 

portray the “brotherly” atmosphere that he encountered in the trenches. In an episode 

entitled “Soldiers in Caves” Kipling refers to Goya to depict some troops at rest: “There 

were underground corridors, antechambers, rotundas, and ventilating shafts with a 

bewildering play of cross lights, so that wherever you looked you saw Goya’s pictures of 

men-at-arms” (1915: 12). Although it seems quite undeniable that Goya’s war paintings, in 

particular his Disasters of War, represent war as an absurd and horrific enterprise, the vision 

of military struggle offered by the Spanish painter in works such as The Third of May 1808 

might arguably be associated with a heroic conception of combat. In his insightful reading 

of Goya’s war paintings, Georges Bataille has argued that Goya is a precursor of modern 

art, and as such a furiously anti-romantic painter. Nonetheless, he has also conceded that a 

superficial dealing with The Third of May 1808 might produce the impression that this is a 

grandiloquent, romantic work that represents war exclusively in terms of the sublime 

(Bataille 2003: 46-52). In this sense, Kipling—whose knowledge of Goya must have been 

rather limited—must have wanted to “paint” an uplifting and heroic portrait of the 

battlefield experience. War, he seems to suggest, may be gloomy and dark, but it is also an 

inspirational event in which men bond and join armies with a mutual feeling of 

comradeship. Kipling concludes this visit to the British trenches by claiming that “the 

overwhelming impression was the brilliant health and vitality of these men and the quality 

of their breeding” (1915: 13). The use of the adjective “brilliant” to refer to the physical 

condition of the soldiers contrasts with the image of the shattered, ill, wounded, and often 

defenceless Great War combatant that prevailed after the conflict—yet another example 

that presents Kipling as a follower and perpetuator of the traditional paradigms of war 

representation.  

The authors do not only praise the heroic feeling of comradeship they found in the 

trenches, but in some circumstances they also display a yearning to be seen as another 

fighting member within the band of brothers. As Eric Leed explains in No Man’s Land, 

trench experience “was productive of an undeniable sense of comradeship among those 

who shared this situation” (2009: 200), and the authors, although vicariously, sought to feel 

part of this brotherhood. Thus, during his visit to the French lines, Arnold Bennett was 
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just about to tour some communication trenches (location unspecified), accompanied by a 

French commandant, when their excursion was interrupted by shelling. In this particular 

episode Bennett presents himself as just another comrade at arms, rushing to the trenches 

while screaming shells—“a celestial confusion of S’s and Z’s” (1915: 59), in Bennett’s 

idealistic depiction of the experience—fell all around him. As he explains, “imitating the 

officers, we bent low in the trenches. The explosion followed” (ibid.). Immediately after 

this second explosion, Bennett recalls how he and the others were taught by one of the 

captains how they should behave under those circumstances: one should count to five and 

“not rise till one has counted five, because all the bits have not fallen. If it is a big shell, 

then count ten” (ibid.). Engaging fully with the dangerous side of his liminal experience, 

Bennett “the neophyte” not only learnt to behave like a real combatant, but he also adopts 

in the text the role of instructor himself, teaching his readers how to behave in the event of 

shelling. This baptism of fire, however, did not transform his positive and jovial view of 

the conflict. He concludes this episode by claiming that the very frontline was “the most 

cheerful, confident, high-spirited place I had seen in France, or in England either” (60). 

Even after his experience under fire, Bennett maintained the idealistic tone that 

characterised much of the war writing produced before the cataclysmic battles of 1916 and 

1917.    

3.1.2. “Competitive Heroism”: Women’s Relationships in the Liminal Zone 

Mary Roberts Rinehart, Edith Wharton, and May Sinclair also pay attention to their 

relationships with other neophytes in the war zone, but their engagement with them or 

with their “instructors” differs from that represented by Bennett, Conan Doyle, and 

Kipling. This may be explained, in the first place, by their unusual position as eyewitnesses 

of  the conflict. Mary Roberts Rinehart and Edith Wharton were two American 

correspondents who accessed “the forbidden zones” individually, and not as members of  

ambulance units, as was May Sinclair’s case. Furthermore, they were two women from a 

neutral country “trespassing” areas that hardly any other civilian had been allowed to enter. 

The two women were neophytes who gained access to these territories on a personal 

mission; and knowing that their presence in the war zone was most unusual, they set out to 

emphasise the significance of  their presence in the zone des armées. 

Edith Wharton was well aware of the appeal that her presence at the front would 

have for newspaper readers back home, and consequently stresses the importance of her 

achievement in Fighting France. On her first expedition to the front she inspected a number 
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of makeshift hospitals in and around Verdun, from where the civilian population had been 

evacuated. The object of her journey was to get to some of the “second-line ambulances 

beyond the town”, and she is quick to point out that “there are no women nurses in these 

second-line ambulances” (Wharton 2010: 35). Furthermore, as Kate McLoughlin has 

explained in her article “Edith Wharton: War Correspondent” (2005), Wharton “became 

the object of scrutiny at the same time that she was acting as an observer” (2005: 5): the 

presence of a woman in that territory was not only emphasised by the author but was also 

an object of attention for the soldiers. In May 1915, Wharton was offered the opportunity 

to visit the trenches and observation posts in Lorraine and the Vosges. While she was 

visiting the battlefields in Nancy, she found herself one morning “launched into the 

unknown” (Wharton 2010: 57). After a long ride into the wooded hills the author arrived at 

a “black village” (58), one of the camps to which the soldiers retired to rest after 

completing their shifts in the frontline trenches. The soldiers gathered around her car and 

they were surprised and pleased to see her there, “for few visitors climb to this point” 

(ibid.). The soldiers’ “pleasure at the sight of new faces was presently expressed in a large 

‘Vive l’Amerique!’” (ibid). Her reference to the soldiers’ pleasant faces, added to the manner 

in which she claims they looked at her, obliquely hints at the unusualness of her presence at 

this remote point.  

Mary Roberts Rinehart follows a similar strategy to the one employed by Wharton. 

For example, the complete title of her work, Kings, Queens and Pawns: An American Woman at 

the Front, suggests the singularity of her account. Although she includes a chapter entitled 

“The Women at the Front”, references to other women are scarce. Rinehart starts her story 

by describing the hazardous journey that took her from England to France. At this early 

point in her story, she proclaims that “there were no other women on board” (1915: 8). 

She writes that she was surrounded by officers of the British Army and some Indian 

soldiers, but not a single female figure appears on the scene. On another occasion, this time 

in Dunkirk, Rinehart narrates that she was having dinner with some officers when an 

unexpected night raid took place. She was then offered the possibility of sheltering in a 

nearby cellar, but in spite of her rising panic, Rinehart determined to stay in her place. As 

she explains in her narrative, “I wanted to go to the cellar or to crawl into the office safe. 

But I felt that, as the only woman and as the only American about, I held the reputation of 

America and of my sex in my hands” (52). Indeed, she was the only woman and the only 

American at the scene and she felt that she needed to come out of this ordeal with her self-

esteem intact.    
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As opposed to Rinehart and Wharton, May Sinclair describes her presence in the 

war zone in a radically different manner. This may be attributed to her status as eyewitness 

of the conflict and to the circumstances under which she travelled to the front. As Laurel 

Forster has explained, although the journal was written from within the battle zone, it is 

narrated from the perspective of an outsider in the war experience (Forster 2008: 231). 

Whereas the two American writers entered the war zone on an individual enterprise, 

Sinclair went to Belgium as a member of an ambulance unit which included other four—

younger—women. The other women in the corps had either driving skills or nursing 

experience,19 and were therefore capable of actively contributing to the war cause. Sinclair’s 

presence in the zone des armées, on the other hand, implied “merely” reporting for British 

readers on general conditions in Belgium. Sinclair felt from the start an alien element within 

the group, something she acknowledges at the very beginning of A Journal of Impressions: “I 

don’t know where I come in” (1915: 4). Constant comparisons with the other women in 

the unit punctuate her writing so that, instead of the easy camaraderie we find in the 

accounts of male journalists, her “journal of impressions” is marked by feelings of 

competition among the female neophytes, and Sinclair’s increasing sense that she does not 

fit in. 

When she joined the Flying Ambulance Corps, Sinclair had expected to enter the 

battlefield to pick up the wounded, but in A Journal of Impressions this expectation is 

frustrated again and again. On the third day of her stay in Belgium, Sinclair reports that the 

ambulance car was sent to Aalst, where a confrontation was taking place between the 

German troops and a Belgian patrol.20 Because the excursion was dangerous, Dr. Munro 

decided not to bring in any of the female members of the corps, a fact that prompts 

Sinclair to declare: “Of all the things that can happen to a woman on a field ambulance, the 

worst is to stay behind” (36). In her text Sinclair also reflects how the rest of the women 

were equally “disgusted with their fate” (ibid.). A second chance arose again that day when 

Munro sent another ambulance to the scene of fighting, but even though this time two 

women were included in the adventure, Sinclair was once again left behind.     

In her diary entrance of 1 October 1914, Sinclair acknowledges that she nourishes 

19 The first unit of Dr. Munro’s Flying Ambulance Corps was composed by Bert Bloxham, Marie Chisholm, 
Dorothie Feilding, Helen Gleason, Elsie Knocker, Dr. Reese, Dr. Shaw, May Sinclair, Rev. Fremlin 
Streatfeild, Robert Streatfeild, and Tom Worsfold (Atkinson 2010:39). 

20 In September-October 1914, before the Belgian retreat from Antwerp, several encounters took place in 
East Flanders between German troops and the Belgians. The Aalst incident, on 27 September, included the 
execution of twenty Belgian civilians (Horne and Kramer 2001: 73). 
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“an insane ambition” (89): to go out in the Field Ambulance as an ambulancière. Geneviéve 

Brassard has alleged that this recognition reveals the true and secret purpose of Sinclair’s 

trip to Belgium (and is also the underlying theme of A Journal of Impressions): “She’s playing 

the part of the reporter when she truly wants to be one of the rescuers, driving ambulances 

under shell-fire and bringing wounded to safety” (2008: 10). As Teresa Gómez Reus has 

argued in “Racing to the Front: Auto-mobility and Competing Narratives of Women in the 

First World War” (2013), the field ambulance “constitutes an object of desire, a magic 

threshold and a talisman against feelings of mortification and inadequacy” (2013: 115). Like 

in van Gennep’s rite of passage, Gómez Reus asserts “climbing into this risk-laden machine 

would allow the neophyte Sinclair to travel into the wilderness, be tested and then return 

triumphant and be reassimilated into her community. Yet, this highly coveted in-between 

space remains agonizingly off limits for her” (115-116).   

Sinclair constantly attempted to go out in the field ambulance and constantly failed 

to achieve her objective. Of particular relevance is Sinclair’s incident with Elsie Knocker on 

10 October 1914 (Sinclair 1915: 211-214). The members of the ambulance unit had spent 

that day and the previous one assisting the wounded in the Belgian village of Melle, when 

at the end of the day it was announced to them that there were “no French or Belgian 

wounded left, but that two wounded Germans were still lying over there among the 

turnips” (211). Knocker, Janet McNeill, and Sinclair did not want to leave the German 

soldiers behind and the three women finally convinced an Army Medical Officer to allow 

them to go in an assist the wounded, Sinclair included. However, when the British author 

attempted to get in the ambulance she was violently pushed out of the ambulance by 

Knocker, who Sinclair recalls saying to her: “You can’t come. You’ll take the place of a 

wounded man.” (214). From Knocker’s point of view, being no nurse, Sinclair’s presence 

in the field made no sense.  

The humiliated British writer defines this event as “the most revolting thing that 

had happened to me in a life filled with incidents that I have no desire to repeat” (ibid.). 

Her initial emotion and her gratitude towards that Belgian Medical Officer (213) suddenly 

vanish after being shamefully deprived of the opportunity of going in the ambulance that 

would rescue the German soldiers. Three days after this episode, Sinclair was subtly 

excluded from the corps with the excuse that she had to go back to England to raise more 

funds for the Ambulance unit. She did not manage to acquire the experiences she had 

expected to attain in the war zone and she felt that she had been incapable of proving her 

worth. On the contrary, being “so near the action and yet so useless turns her into a 
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pathetic and pitiful figure” (Brassard 2008: 11). In this sense, the outcome of  Sinclair’s rite 

of passage could be compared to Bennett’s, Conan Doyle’s, and Kipling’s: they were all 

four British citizens who nourished a personal or patriotic desire to play a more active role 

in the conflict, and were incapable of doing so. 

3.2. OH, WHAT A LOVELY WAR?  

So far we have seen how the British authors describe the different relationships that 

neophytes established amongst themselves in the war zone and how the two American 

women reiterate the singularity of their status as female eyewitnesses of the conflict. 

However, there is still another aspect worth exploring in relation to Turner’s concept of 

liminal experience. As I have anticipated in the introduction to this chapter, crossing the 

threshold of the unknown can result in a process of growth or, conversely, in regression 

and a reaffirmation of previous patterns and conventions. In the following section I shall 

explore the extent to which the authors under consideration perpetuate the traditional 

modes of representing war or, on the contrary, narrate their experience at the front in a 

novel and forward-looking manner.  

In A War Imagined, Samuel Hynes has discussed the forms of representation 

established by the main male authors of fiction, such as John Buchan, in 1915. According 

to Hynes, for these authors “the Great War was simply one more English battle, with the 

usual heroes on this side and the usual brave villains on the other, a battle that would be 

won by British pluck and individual courage, with perhaps a cavalry charge at the end” 

(1992: 44-45). Hynes contends that new forms of narrating the war did not emerge in the 

early years of the conflict because authors simply reproduced the same patterns that their 

predecessors had established to represent earlier wars.  The authors in 1915 followed the 

literary tradition of adventure stories as established by authors like Henty21 or Stevenson, 

and their texts were all “remarkably alike […] not because one author copied the other but 

because they shared […] a common literary war, the war of the colonial adventures from 

21 George Alfred Henty (1832-1902) was a Victorian writer known as “The Prince of Story Tellers” or “The 
Boys’ Own Historian”. His stories were located in different periods of history and always presented a boy 
hero who shared the archetypical attributes of the traditional hero: brave, intelligent, patriotic, and on many 
occasions having to encounter dangerous ordeals. Henty also fought in the Crimean War (1853-1856) and 
covered different conflicts and historical events such as the Austrian-Italian conflict (1866), the Franco-
Prussian War (1870-1871), or the opening of the Suez Canal (1869). (Merriman 2006; “About G.A. Henty”, 
Preston Speed Publications: Great Works of History and Historical Publications, 
http://www.prestonspeed.com/About%20Henty.htm (accessed October 14, 2013). 
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which they derived their styles and their novel-writing imaginations” (46). I have briefly 

reflected on this issue in my previous analysis of Bennett’s, Conan Doyle’s, and Kipling’s 

attention to social relationships in the trenches, but one question still remains unanswered: 

considering that the three authors had to narrate a war that employed new weapons and 

artefacts, which literary means did they resort to in their representation of these 

innovations on the battlefield? Did they reproduce previously established literary devices or 

did they on the contrary challenge preconceived ideas? 

Women writers in the war zone had to deal with a more challenging task. As 

Dorothy Goldman, Judith Hattaway, and Jane Gledhill have explained in Women Writers and 

the Great War (1995), women’s war experience was “novel, challenging, and more varied 

than that of men. Without methods [emphasis added], they often did not know the 

appropriate response to their new circumstance” (1995: 17). Female authors did not only 

have to cope with the challenges of narrating new methods of warfare, but they also faced 

the complexities of narrating an event which was utterly unfamiliar and in which they were 

complete outsiders. In this sense, considering that women lacked a literary war tradition of 

their own, it is not unreasonable to expect that Rinehart, Sinclair, and Wharton would 

break with traditional modes of representation by using a language that was closer to their 

actual experience. In the ensuing section I shall discuss how Rinehart, Sinclair and Wharton 

dealt with this literary challenge, focusing in particular on how the three authors inscribed 

in their texts the conflicting emotions that their personal confrontation with the realities of 

war gave rise to. 

3.2.1. “The Old Guard” Narrates the New War  

A Visit to Three Fronts, France at War, and Over There were primarily conceived to describe 

the war for readers in Britain and other neutral countries. The military guides led the three 

authors through different areas in “elaborately organised” expeditions (Bennett 1915: 34). 

Since the sites they visited were similar, the objects of their attention were also similar. As a 

consequence, and combined with their “common literary war”, one can find in their 

eyewitness accounts similarities in themes, topics, and style. The three texts under 

consideration, for example, present recurrent and vivid images of iconic sites of the First 

World War, in particular the burnt-out cathedral of Rheims and the destruction of the 

medieval town of Ypres. The attention they all pay to these emblems of German 

aggression has been briefly discussed in studies such as The Great War of Words: Literature as 

Propaganda 1914-18 and After (Buitenhuis 1989: 80-90). However, these studies have 
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focussed on the propagandistic implications of the writers’ descriptions of war-ravaged 

towns and monuments, and have failed to consider other aspects of their writing, such as 

their literary engagement with the new tactics and weapons employed in the early phase of 

the war.  

Upon their arrival at the British and French lines, Bennett, Conan Doyle, and 

Kipling were shown the different and novel artefacts of war, which the three authors 

carefully—and enthusiastically—describe for their readers back home. Arthur Conan Doyle 

visited one of the frontline trenches in Ypres during his tour with the British Army in 1916. 

He describes this space as “surely the most wonderful spot on earth” (1916: 17). Conan 

Doyle visited the Ypres salient long after the first official attack with chlorine gas (in April 

1915) had taken place. At a time in which the tactics of warfare had evolved, and new 

modes of representing this unfathomable war were gradually emerging, the father of 

Sherlock Holmes still perceived the conflict as something worth praising. His overall 

impression of his day with the British troops in the Ypres Salient is defined as a “wonderful 

day—the most crowded with impressions of my whole life” (24). During his short visit to 

the trenches Conan Doyle recalls, among other things, having been invited to look through 

a periscope to observe a German sniper (17), having been taken to an artillery observation 

post (21), and having observed the fighting at the Ypres Salient at night (25). Conan 

Doyle’s description of the front as the “most wonderful spot on Earth” does not tally with 

the image of the muddy trenches portrayed by the literature of those combatants who 

spent long and cold winters fighting in the fields of France. This example illustrates the 

extent to which this writer was still influenced by the Victorian conventions, which were 

rooted in the idea of war as a gallant enterprise, more in keeping with the Horatian 

tradition than with the blunt accounts that emerged after the Armistice.  

A common element that emerges in the three texts is the writers’ sense of 

amazement and awe regarding the new weapons in use in the conflict. The authors present 

these weapons with a mixed language, “between and betwixt” an idealisation of weapons 

and the rationalism of military logic. According to Margot Norris, the twentieth century 

brought about an ethical change (2000: 18) and twentieth-century authors struggled to 

represent the appeal of heroism, sacrifice, nationalism, and patriotism while at the same 

time attempted to reflect the “authoritative voice of military logic and political policy since 

the eighteenth century” (14). Arnold Bennett’s aforementioned “celestial confusion of S’s 

and Z’s” when he heard the shells falling is an example of this opposition. Likewise, he 
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describes the French “seventy-five”22 as a “sympathetic creature” while at the same time 

wishes to see it in action, killing “a few Germans for [their] amusement” (1915: 45). There 

is an apparent opposition between the military logic of the seventy-five, a machine 

conceived to kill, and the endearing “sympathetic” features that Bennett endows the 

“creature” with.  

Arthur Conan Doyle’s and Rudyard Kipling’s idealised language goes a step further 

since they even endow these mortal weapons with feminine attributes. During Conan 

Doyle’s first day at the British lines, he describes an episode in which he saw a gun blowing 

up a German post. The soldiers had named the gun “Mother”, and Conan Doyle 

personifies it in his description, acknowledging her as an important person at the front: “It 

gets clearer with every month that it is she, and only she, who can lead us to the Rhine” 

(1916: 24). The female deadly weapon was the contraption that would lead the Allies to 

victory. If Conan Doyle talks about the “mother” of the trenches (22-24), who sits “amid 

twenty of her grimy children” (27), Rudyard Kipling refers to the seventy-five as “the 

watchful nurse of the trenches and little sister of the Line” (1915: 22). Kipling asked his 

instructors to shoot the cannon, and after seeing it in action, he personifies the weapon and 

praises her beauty: “Then she spoke. Her voice was higher pitched, it seemed, than ours—

with a more shrewish tang to the speeding shell. Her recoil was as swift and as graceful as 

the shrug of a French-woman’s shoulders” (ibid.). Both authors endow the weapons with 

three of the traditional roles of women systematically played up by wartime propaganda: 

mother, sister, and nurse (see Shover 1975). It is noteworthy that this feminisation of 

weapons is only to be found in male authors: images of nurses taking care of the wounded 

soldier seemed to indicate the “natural” state for women in wartime and were closely 

associated to the role of the mother. The nurse would effectively carry women’s peace-time 

responsibilities of life-giving, nurturance, and self-sacrifice to the battlefront. The contrast 

of endowing a deadly weapon with precisely these feminine attributes evinces the 

paradoxical opposition between Bennett, Conan Doyle, and Kipling’s romantic vision of 

war and the negative implications of these lethal killing machines.   

It might be argued that the heroic and romanticised vision of war displayed in these 

22 The French seventy-five cannon is one of the most emblematic guns of the First World War. It was 
designed by Colonel Albert Deport in 1894 and it was in use until the Second World War. The cannon was an 
innovation because it was the first weapon to include a mechanism that kept the gun’s trail and wheels still 
during the firing. As a consequence, the gun did not have to be re-aimed after shooting, allowing more rapid 
fire (see Appendix 5).  
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texts could be related to the authors’ propagandist objective. However, this was not the 

only reason for their writing in these terms. As I have mentioned earlier, the authors came 

from a tradition of writing that perceived battle in heroic and glorious terms. Samuel Hynes 

has explained that these authors sought to describe the war by applying the same 

parameters they—and others before them—had applied to writing about war. In Hynes’s 

words, “change the locale and the nationality of the enemy, and you could write essentially 

the same book about any English war” (1992: 44). The authors visited the war territories 

before the changes in representation that took place after the gargantuan and traumatic 

battles of the Somme and Passchendaele. Their war experience thus differed fundamentally 

from the images of the First World War that permeate our contemporary understanding of 

the conflict. As Samuel Hynes has explained, if none of these propagandistic texts has 

survived in history, “that is because their familiarizing versions of events […] have not 

seemed adequate for the events” they narrated (47).  

Critics such as Peter Buitenhuis and Patrick Deer, among others, have commented 

that the authors offered an incomplete vision of war (Buitenhuis 1989: 86-89; Deer 2009: 

35). These have blamed the propagandists for creating an artificial representation of the 

conflict. Hynes follows the same lines, accusing fiction writers of creating an image of war 

from a “comforting position” (1992: 46). While this is partially true in the case of Bennett’s, 

Conan Doyle’s, and Kipling’s narratives, it must also be taken into account that the authors 

give no evidence of being truly aware of the changes that this war had brought about. 

Arnold Bennett’s biographer, Kinley E. Roby, has argued that “all the evidence in 

[Bennett’s] Notes, journals, and correspondence indicates that he had no clear idea of how 

the war was being conducted” (1972: 118); Arthur Conan Doyle’s memoires, published in 

1924, do not differ in tone and attitude from the text he had published in 1916 (1924: 324-

352); and Rudyard Kipling displays in his war and post-war writings a spitefulness towards 

the enemy as he had never shown previously (Shanks 1940: 237), but he also celebrated the 

new things he saw in the new armies and the new nature of modern warfare.  

The authors marvelled at the new weapons and fighting techniques of the First 

World War; moreover they wrote about them in the only terms they knew: with a mixture 

of patriotism and heroism. Not even in their post-war writing do the authors express any 

feelings of regret about the style in which they had written during the war, neither do they 

show any evidence of a sense of loss of innocence and the cynical anti-militarism we have 

come to associate with the post-war period. Although the truth about the condition in the 

trenches had become known to them, the three authors continued to believe in the 
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righteousness of the cause which they persisted in presenting as a noble crusade of 

brothers in arms. Their gaze, as I have explained, remains fixed on the comradeship in the 

trenches and the marvels of modern weaponry, rather than on the disturbing experience of 

life and death in the trenches. Their war texts are permeated with themes and topics in 

keep with the high rhetoric and enthusiasm that had seemed fitting for the colonial 

enterprise, but which was no longer apposite for the description of the First World War—

or other wars—after the Armistice. Bennett’s, Conan Doyle’s, and Kipling’s idealised 

vision of the conflict, their failure to experience actual combat, and their later inability to 

adapt their writing to the fashion of the post-war period has no doubt been the main cause 

of their dismissal from the canon of the literature of the Great War. The authors emerged 

from their liminal experience of war neither challenging the establishment during the war 

nor adapting their rhetoric to the style that was emerging in the later stages of the conflict. 

The outcome of their liminal experience resulted thus in the perpetuation of a traditional 

ideology that was no longer credible after the war had ended.  

3.2.2. “The Greatest of Paradoxes”: Women’s Representation of the War  

Women writers who entered “the forbidden zone” lacked a traditional parameter of war 

representation that they could follow. Thus, Mary Roberts Rinehart, May Sinclair, and 

Edith Wharton had nothing but their own individual experiences and their own literary 

resources to fall back on in their endeavour to write about the war. Unlike the journeys of 

Bennett, Conan Doyle, and Kipling, the trips the three female authors took to the war zone 

may be interpreted as a bildungs experience that triggered in them conflicting emotions. 

Edith Wharton and Mary Roberts Rinehart travelled through different war zones and give 

evidence in their narratives of the havoc that the conflict had wreaked among the civilian 

population: the ruined and deserted villages and towns, the empty convents, or the 

depopulated landscapes. They also came across images of the wreckage left by the battles: 

the sinister fields covered with crosses and the hospitals crowded with wounded and 

maimed combatants. However, the most significant fact is that the two women got a visual 

impression of the war in a way very few other civilians had done: both of them visited the 

first-line trenches, had the opportunity of getting a fleeting glimpse of the German enemy, 

and had the chance of experiencing the disturbing emotions produced by the labyrinths of 

the trenches. Both of them had to deal with the challenges of representing this war which 

Edith Wharton qualified as “the greatest of paradoxes” (2010: 24).  

In “War is the Greatest of Paradoxes: May Sinclair and Edith Wharton at the 
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Front” (2008), Geneviéve Brassard reflects on the conflicting emotions that are depicted in 

Fighting France. She argues that the themes of Wharton’s text focus on the author’s “key 

perceptions such as horrors at the devastation wrought by war, and excitement at traveling 

to the front” (2008: 12). Wharton’s overall perception, Brassard contends, “can be 

described as a view that finds war paradoxical in its uncanny juxtaposition of exhilaration 

and horror” (13). This idea has also been discussed by Julie Olin-Ammentorp, who 

maintains that it is precisely in the juxtaposition between the “unremittingly realistic and 

horrible on the one hand, the reassuringly romantic, on the other” where the central 

tension of Fighting France resides (2004: 31). Wharton’s expressions of the horror of the war 

are particularly vivid in her descriptions of the destroyed towns she encountered 

everywhere on her journey. Teresa Gómez Reus and Peter Lauber have explored the 

manner in which the American author conveyed her impressions of the havoc that the war 

was causing through anthropomorphised images of “murdered houses” and decapitated 

churches, which, according to these critics, are the true protagonists of her narrative (2008: 

207-210). In Gerbéviller, which had become “the martyr town” (Wharton 2010: 45) after 

the brief German occupation in August 1914, she was appalled by the sight of the ravaged 

houses and gardens, and she fell back on biblical images (Bird Wright 1997: 92) to do 

justice to the scene: “Her ruins seem to have been simultaneously vomited up from the 

depths and hurled down from the skies, as though she had perished in some monstrous 

clash of earthquake and tornado” (Wharton 2010: 45).  

However, besides Wharton’s descriptions of the destruction the war was causing in 

French architecture and ways of life, feelings of genuine excitement are also found in her 

narrative. On 15 August 1915, during her visit to the reconquered territories of Alsace, she 

acknowledges how being granted access to a corner of the front which had “hitherto been 

inaccessible, even to highly placed French officials”, aroused in her “a special sense of 

excitement” (87). During her first day at the trenches, on 17 May 1915, Wharton had the 

opportunity of catching a glimpse of the otherwise undetectable German enemy. At first 

the indiscernible opponent awoke in her an acute feeling of the uncanny. The American 

author felt for a minute “the sense of an all-pervading invisible power of evil, a saturation 

of the whole landscape with some hidden vitriol of hate” (62). This eerie sense of peril was 

relieved when she finally managed to catch sight of a dead German. Wharton was given the 

opportunity to look through a peephole and she “at last” (ibid.) saw the hitherto invisible 

German enemy: “It was almost a relief to find it was after all a tangible enemy hidden over 

there across the meadow” (ibid.). Seeing the dead body of the German opponent mitigated 
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her uncanny sensations.  

Wharton occasionally manifests in her text a feeling of bewilderment as a result of 

the disorientation she suffered in the war zone. William Merrill Decker has pointed out in 

“Americans in Europe from Henry James to the Present” (2009) that for a traveller so 

familiar with the European continent, Wharton’s visit to the front “articulates moments of 

profound disorientation” (2009: 132). On her first trip to Argonne, the author and her 

companion, Walter Berry, travelled on a route that “lay exactly in the track of the August 

[1914] invasion” (Wharton 2010: 37). They found it impossible to find their way “for the 

names and distances on the milestones have all been effaced, the sign-posts thrown down 

and the enamelled plaques on the houses at the entrance to the villages removed” (38). The 

author experienced a feeling of dislocation; despite the fact of being “within sixty or 

seventy miles of Paris” (ibid.) there was no landmark that could help her guess at her 

whereabouts (ibid.). She tried to find her way by asking the soldiers they encountered, but 

the answer was always the same: “We don’t know—we don’t belong here” (ibid.). Wharton 

thus experienced a strangely paradoxical sensation: she was only a few dozen miles east of 

the French metropolis, yet the war had completely turned this familiar land, which she had 

visited and described in her previous literary travelogue A Motor-flight through France, into an 

unfamiliar and mystifying region.  

Of particular poignancy is the sense of dislocation she experienced in her descent 

to the trenches during her visit to Alsace in August 1915. The American author was led 

through a dark and very narrow tunnel in almost “pitch blackness” (99) and her response 

to this event results in a narration that mixes pure factual reporting and the author’s 

subjective attitude towards this experience. Wharton initially sets the scene to situate her 

readers: “The spot where we stood was raked on all sides by the enemy’s lines and the 

nearest trenches were only a few yards away” (100) and thereupon brings in her sense of 

bewilderment within the maze of the trenches: “But of all this nothing was really 

perceptible or comprehensible to me” (ibid.). When Wharton finally comes out of the 

trenches, she acknowledges that she “only knew [she] had come out of a black labyrinth” 

but she does not “understand where [they] were, or what it was all about” (ibid.). In 

contrast with many other war correspondents who reflected ruefully on their limited vision 

in areas surrounding the battlefield, Wharton was allowed to visit the frontline trenches. 

She therefore could experience the confusion and eerie tensions provoked by the severely 

restricted field of vision in a particularly dangerous spot. She entered the same liminal zone 

as the combatants and experienced a similar uncanny dislocation as the one experienced by 
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soldiers who, as Modris Eksteins has explained, easily became disoriented in the mazes of 

the trenches (2000: 150). Wharton had triumphantly entered spaces which had traditionally 

been out of bounds to women (just as they were to most civilian men during the First 

World War) and her ambivalent response to these experiences, which can be summed up in 

her qualification of war as “the greatest of paradoxes”, gives evidence of the ambivalent, 

confusing, and misleading sensations that her war journeys caused in her. 

Mary Roberts Rinehart’s response to her war experience in Kings, Queens and Pawns 

similarly results in the representation of war as a great paradox. Just like Wharton, Rinehart 

was granted access to the first-line trenches, and exultantly reflects on the exceptionality of 

her achievement. Rinehart’s enthusiastic response, however, contrasts noticeably with the 

feelings of revulsion that accompany her observations of the horrific conditions of life in 

the trenches and the areas surrounding the war zone. Rinehart recorded her visit to the 

Third Division Headquarters of the Belgian Army in Chapters IX, X, XI, and XII of Kings, 

Queens and Pawns. Upon her arrival at the Belgian Headquarters, Rinehart acknowledges that 

although she had travelled a long distance “to do the thing [she] was doing”, her 

“enthusiasm for it had died” (1915: 101). At this point in her journey, the American author 

had already seen much of the destruction that the war had caused among the civilian 

population; she consequently could not continue writing in the same naïve and enthusiastic 

tone she had employed at the beginning of her trip. Notwithstanding this loss of 

enthusiasm, her narrative shows how the closer she got to the first firing line, the more she 

recovered her initial curiosity and sense of adventure. As they approached this zone, “for 

quite ten minutes”, she claims, “my heart raced madly” (110).  

As Rinehart advances in the narrative towards the lines of fire, she welds together 

images of beauty and horror in her endeavour to depict the conditions under which the 

conflict was being fought out. She describes the magnesium flares the Germans were using 

to light up No Man’s land bursting in the night sky as “miraculously beautiful, silent and 

horrible” (107). Furthermore, when she finally reaches the first-line trenches and sees the 

conditions under which the Belgian soldiers are living, Rinehart introduces attributes that 

have since acquired canonical status in the writings about the First World War: “Many 

people have written about the trenches—the mud, the odours, the inhumanity of 

compelling men to live under such foul conditions. Nothing they have said can be too 

strong. Under the best conditions the life is ghastly, horrible, impossible […]. The contrast 

between the condition of the men in the trenches and the beauty of the scenery was 

appalling” (123). The idyllic picture of the inundated fields in the Yser valley she 
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contemplated that night from a semi-shielded position stands in violent opposition to the 

excruciating conditions of life in the trenches, the unbearable odours, the mud, the damp, 

and the coldness of the night. The beauty is turned into something “appalling”, and 

Rinehart acknowledges that “any lingering belief I may have had in the grandeur and glory 

of war died that night beside that silver lake—died of an odour, and will never live again” 

(124). Rinehart anticipates in this passage the loss of idealism that pervades the classical 

texts of the post-war period.  

Despite all these excruciating episodes, Rinehart remained unfaltering in her quest 

to get as close to the lines of fire as they would allow her. The American journalist was 

granted permission to enter No Man’s Land along an exposed passageway that jutted into 

the flooded land that separated the German and the Belgian armies. As a result of a 

misunderstanding, the author was taken to an outpost located halfway to the German 

trenches.23 This event allowed her to go further and see more of the war than most civilians 

had done up to that point—and even “rather more war” than she initially had expected 

(127). Her recollections of this episode once again contain a juxtaposition of clashing 

images: “There was nothing lacking. There was the beauty of the moonlit waters, there was 

the tragedy of the destroyed houses and the church, and there was the horror of unburied 

bodies. […] There was heroism, too” (128). The beautiful, the tragic, the horrific, and the 

heroic coalesce in Rinehart’s narrative to help her give shape to an experience that was very 

hard to take in, and even harder to transmit to others.  

Nonetheless, Rinehart seems elated by her unexpected achievement. Although the 

author recalls being frightened, she considers that “the excursion was worth all the risk, 

and more” (ibid.). Rinehart triumphantly came out of this cold night with a “glow of 

exultation” (131): she had not only been in the first-line trenches, but she had also entered 

the forbidden—and highly dangerous—No Man’s Land; she had seen and sensed the tragic 

human dimension of this war and, although the images of desolation had made her feel 

“heartsick” (133), she felt that her trip had been worthwhile. Furthermore, the journalist 

felt that that night’s experience had produced a profound change in her. Modris Eksteins 

reflects in Rites of Spring: The Great War and the Birth of the Modern Age (1989) how the 

frontline soldier was convinced that he had been transformed in a very fundamental way 

after experiencing battle (2000: 212). Rinehart seems to feel that she had undergone an 

23 Rinehart discovered after her visit to the frontline trenches that it had never been part of the original plan 
to take her that far and that the Belgian officer that had given the order had made a blunder. 
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analogous transformation. On her way back to the Headquarters, after such an eventful 

night, she describes how “the officers were seeing again the destruction of their own 

country through [her] shocked eyes” (1915: 133). The author creates the impression in this 

concluding episode that her eyes reflected the experience she had undergone in a manner 

that only those who have been close to the perils of death in the first firing line—namely 

soldiers—could truly appreciate. Rinehart thus positions herself as an insider in the war 

experience, one of the few “elected” people who had seen and therefore could understand 

the horrific dimensions of this inscrutable war.  

Rinehart was not the only woman who was transformed by the war. Although the 

British author May Sinclair never underwent a transformation resulting from direct contact 

with the firing line, A Journal of Impressions in Belgium also reflects conflicting and life-

changing emotions, but of a very different kind to those of Wharton and Rinehart. 

Marginalised, humiliated, and unable to have her longed for war experience, May Sinclair 

was compelled to give a fresh orientation to her personal war narrative. Since A Journal of 

Impressions was published, Sinclair’s text has been considered a very unusual and unique 

form of war writing. In a review that appeared in The North American Review as early as 

November 1915, A Journal of Impressions is declared “the most genuine and vital piece of 

writing that has come from the war area”.24 Its genuineness resides, many have claimed, in 

the psychological, subjective, and highly personal tone that Sinclair adopts in her narrative 

(Tylee 1990: 30, 131-132; Hynes 1992: 92-94; Wilson 2001; Buck 2005: 101; Forster 2008: 

231-234). 

Sinclair was constantly kept well away from the line of fire, and was therefore 

unable to write factual reports on what actual combat looked like. The author constantly 

questions her own authorial position and even her role as a journalist reporting on life 

behind the lines, because, as she herself acknowledges, she was not “a journalist any more 

than she was a trained nurse” (Sinclair 1915: 15). Consequently, she turned to expressing 

her inner psyche (Wilson 2003: 188) and to focus on the “psychology of war” (Buck 2005: 

101). This was not new to Sinclair, who before the war had already been experimenting 

with modernist techniques of narration concerned with the inner lives of her characters 

(Wilson 2003: 188). The title of her book, A Journal of Impressions in Belgium, is self-

explanatory, but in case there was any doubt she makes it perfectly clear in the opening 

24 “A Journal of Impressions in Belgium by May Sinclair”. The North American Review, Vol. 202 (720) 
(November 1915), pp. 779-781. 
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lines of her introduction to the book: “This is a ‘Journal of Impressions,’ and it is nothing 

more” (i). According to Geneviéve Brassard the whole introductory passage “suggests not 

only the self-deprecation of a woman who felt out of place yet irresistibly drawn to the 

theatre of war, but also the personal and subjective nature of the text” (2008: 7).  

Sinclair’s shift away from events in the combat zone and towards the psychological 

effects that her very limited war experience was having upon herself has led Samuel Hynes 

to classify the text as a pioneer of the literature of war writing. According to Hynes, you 

can observe in it many formal features found, later on, in the literature of combatants:  

The first is its prose style, which is bare, direct, exact, and unmetaphorical. […] The 

second is its structure, which is the formal expression of the same point: there is no 

order in war except chronology, event followed by event without evident reason. 

These are both points of exclusion; they will turn up again and again, as men try to 

describe the Battle of the Somme, or the 1918 retreat. It is interesting that the first 

writer to achieve that style and structure should have been a woman. (1992: 95) 

Evidently, Sinclair’s text portrays a different experience to that of other women writers, let 

alone of combatants. As opposed to the accounts written by Rinehart and Wharton, the 

content of A Journal of Impressions in Belgium was not empowering; this was not only due to 

Sinclair’s limited war experience, but also as a consequence of the marginalisation that 

Sinclair suffered from the other female neophytes in the corps, as discussed in Section 

3.1.2. As Laurel Forster has explained, she felt displaced not only as a result of her own 

position as a non-combatant, but also to the “strangeness of being a [mature] woman at 

war, amongst an ambulance crew unusually made up of a large number of [young] women” 

(2008: 234-235). Thus, A Journal of Impressions became, as Rebecca West characterised it, “a 

record of humiliations” (West in Brassard 2008: 10).  

Nonetheless, these humiliations inspired Sinclair to write about the conflict “as she 

experienced it and not as convention demanded” (Forster 2008: 232). Sinclair had no 

qualms about giving voice to her frustrations, her competitive feelings, and her highest 

ambitions, like her wish to be an ambulencière. At the end of A Journal of Impressions, she 

expresses her deep regrets and lacerating self-doubts: “Well—there are obsessions and 

obsessions. I do not know whether I have done the right thing or not in leaving Flanders 

(or, for that matter, in leaving Ghent). All that I know is that I love it and that I have left it. 

And that I want to go back” (1915: 289). Even after being excluded from the corps, 
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Sinclair acknowledges her desire to return to the Belgian fields in an unusually candid voice. 

Sinclair’s war experience could be undoubtedly classified as a failed rite of passage, but the 

combination of the author’s inner frustration with this uncommon frankness unexpectedly 

results in an innovative and wholly unconventional war narrative.  

Together with Fighting France and Kings, Queens and Pawns, Sinclair’s journal gives 

evidence of the inner tensions of an exceptional era in which three women dealt with the 

rare chance of becoming eyewitnesses of a cataclysmic world event. The First World War 

represented for them the opportunity of a life-time, and each of the three authors resorted 

to their own singular style and methods to convey their experience in an uncharted world. 

The three women were nourished by a common desire, one they shared with Bennett, 

Conan Doyle, and Kipling: to see the war. These women, however, found themselves 

much less constrained by the traditional parameters of war writing than their male 

counterparts and thus felt freer to inscribe their own personal, and often profoundly 

ambivalent, perspective on the conflict. Wharton and Rinehart enthusiastically wrote about 

their successful rite of passage while at the same time came to terms with the loss of 

innocence that a direct confrontation with the crude realities of war brought along. Sinclair, 

on the other hand, channelled her feelings and expectations about her thwarted rite of 

passage into a journal that initially gave expression to her excitement, and later on to her 

sense of frustration and to her regret about a longed for but never to be fulfilled liminal 

experience. The three texts show the unusual experience on the margin of three women 

that inspired unusual and non-canonical styles of war writing. It is precisely in the 

undetermined nature of their writing that the richness of these narratives resides: the three 

texts represent a progressive exit from the “liminal tunnel”, while clearly moving away 

from the pre-established literary conventions that their male colleagues were still adhering 

to during the first years of the First World War. 
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Chapter IV: 

Journalists at the Somme: The Turning Point?  

In the summer of 1916 the British launched an attack of a magnitude never undertaken 

before on the Western Front. General Douglas Haig, the Commander in Chief of the 

British Expeditionary Force, had been planning this offensive since January 1916, with the 

hope that this gigantic battle would break the stalemate in this war of attrition, and bring 

the British a much-needed victory that would boost the morale of the troops and the 

Home Front. For seven days the artillery would bombard the enemy’s positions round the 

clock in advance of the infantry attack, with the assumption that the concentrated shelling 

would destroy the German trenches, fortifications, and barbed wire. The generals would 

then have the infantry “go over the top” and advance across No Man’s Land, take the 

enemy trenches, and eventually create the appropriate conditions for the cavalry to move 

forward and “exploit the breakthrough” (Gilbert 2007: 48). For the British combatants, this 

colossal battle would be a true rite of passage. As Peter Hart explains in The Somme (2005), 

“the British were about to fight their first real Continental battle in modern war against the 

main enemy on the decisive front” (Hart 2010: 37). 

At 7 a.m. on 1 July 1916, the British fired around two hundred and five thousand 

shells in the space of an hour along the assault front on the Somme. The noise of the 

shelling was so intense that it could be heard back in England, three hundred miles away 

from the battlefield. This first day of the offensive has acquired an almost mythical status 

in the British collective memory as the bloodiest day in British military history. The 

Germans had dug themselves much more deeply into the chalk soil than the British general 

staff had assumed, and when the artillery barrage stopped they re-emerged from their 

underground bunkers and set up their machine-gun posts. Twenty-four hours after the 

launching of the offensive, nearly twenty thousand British soldiers were dead and more 

than twenty-six thousand wounded men had been picked up, while thousands more were 

waiting to be rescued in No Man’s Land. In total, Lyn MacDonald explains, “out of the 

hundred and fifty thousand men who had gone over the top that morning, more than fifty-

seven thousand had been killed or wounded” (MacDonald 1993: 79). Out of the one 

hundred and forty-three battalions that participated in the offensive, thirty-two lost more 

than fifty per cent of their men. Some divisions had succeeded in their endeavour, but not 

without a tremendous cost in human lives.  
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The Battle of the Somme became, for several months, “a daily struggle for woods 

and villages” (Gilbert 2007: 101). The fight continued until mid-November, when the 

British launched a final assault before the mud and the extremely bad weather prevented 

any of the fighting armies from advancing any further. By the time the offensive petered 

out, late in 1916, it had left more than a million casualties overall. For that price the British 

Army had only succeeded in pushing the German lines back some ten miles without 

achieving the decisive breakthrough they had been hoping for. 25 

According to First World War historians such as Martin Gilbert, Peter Hart, John 

Keegan, or Lyn MacDonald, the Somme was the British battle par excellence in the Great 

War (Keegan 1978; MacDonald 1993; Gilbert 2007; Hart 2010). The carnage it resulted in 

was atrocious, but something more seemed to have been lost than life, weapons, and the 

hope of the generals for a breakthrough. John Keegan considers that the Somme “marked 

an end of an age of vital optimism in British life that has never been recovered” (1978: 

321). The offensive would have still more far-reaching effects. Confidence in the reliability 

of language would figure among the victims of this landmark battle. As Randal Stevenson 

explains in Literature and the Great War 1914-1918, “a watershed in the war […], the Somme 

was also a decisive moment in the failure, evident since 1914 or earlier, of an ‘old order’ of 

ways that life—and death, on a new scale—could be communicated, imagined, or rendered 

into language and text” (2013: 3). 

The Battle of the Somme took place at a time when the veil of censorship had been 

partially lifted for war correspondents. By April 1916, all the war reporters had met with 

Douglas Haig and had given him a list of “grievances and difficulties” that they had 

encountered when trying to perform their job as journalists, namely the control on the 

publication of unit names and the sheer censorship to which they were subjected (Farrar 

1998: 97). This meeting marked the beginning of what Martin Farrar has referred to as “a 

period of complete trust between the military and the press” (98). Although Haig disliked 

the press, he was aware that he depended on it to keep the British public opinion in favour 

of the war. Alert to this sensitive point, Haig personally “briefed [correspondents] on the 

battle which would begin on the Somme a month later” (Simpson 2010: 139). During the 

weeks prior to the offensive, the press was committed to directing the readers’ attention 

25 The catastrophic result of the “Big Push” would lead soldiers to end up naming this offensive as the “Great 
Fuck-Up” (Fussell 2000: 12).    
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towards the “Big Push” that was meant to “see the beginning of the end of the war” 

(Farrar 1998: 99).  

When the offensive began, the accredited journalists were taken to a vantage point 

overlooking Fricourt, a section of the battlefield close to the Albert-Bapaume road, and 

were authorised to send cables back home (103). As Martin Farrar explains, the 

correspondents saw little of the events that took place on the battlefield due “to the smoke 

and dust thrown up by the battle” (ibid.). Nevertheless, they sent reports to Britain 

describing the first day of action “with a backbone of positive fact” (MacDonald 1993: 84). 

Martin Farrar, John Keegan, and Lyn MacDonald, among others, coincide in stressing that, 

although the reports on the first day were pompous in their excessive optimism, the 

reporters did not have choice: everyone involved misperceived how events were unfolding 

along the Western Front during those anxious first hours (Keegan 1978: 261; MacDonald 

1993: 85; Farrar 1998: 107).  

Although Farrar acknowledges that war reporters were limited by how confusing 

the circumstances were on the first day of the offensive, he has criticised the role that these 

reporters played once they were allowed into the theatres of battle. In News from the Front he 

contends that they could have used their privileged position to provide a more truthful 

account of events that could have enlightened the Home Front about the unfolding 

carnage. Instead, the reports published in the newspapers were sent back by “a group of 

correspondents that conformed to the great conspiracy, the deliberate lies, and the 

suppression of truth” (1998: 73). The reporters’ personal commitment to military law and 

patriotism resulted in a radical “self-censorship” (Lovelace 1978: 317) which led to a 

systematic concealment of how events were actually unfolding. Correspondents were now 

placed under martial law; they had become part of the official discourse, and they were 

expected to determine for themselves what had to be left out in their accounts. In most 

cases they displayed “discreet and [extremely] patriotic attitudes” (318). Philip Knightley 

likewise contends that almost nothing of the real character of the battle was presented to 

the public (1982: 80). This perception has shaped our view of First World War reportage 

until today, with the result that official war correspondents have been regarded as just 

another piece of the propaganda machinery. As Martin Farrar explains, between 1916 and 

1918 the journalists at the front “became more reliant on the military”; with the result that 

“their flare to examine and question what was put before them was less in evidence” 

(Farrar 1998: 13). The reporters’ position at the front is summarised in the opening lines of 

Book III of Basil Clarke’s My Round of the War: “The old ‘outlaw’ days of war reporting […] 
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were at an end: for the correspondent once duly licensed, docketed, and uniformed, 

became a recognized appendage of the Army” (1917: 169). The reporters had become part 

of the establishment, and, in a sense, one could argue that they had abandoned their initial 

liminal status to become an assimilated part of a new social order, that of the military (see 

Appendix 6). 

This chapter explores how the Battle of the Somme was represented in the 

accounts of three officially accredited correspondents: William Beach Thomas’s With the 

British on the Somme, Basil Clarke’s My Round of the War, and Harry Perry Robinson’s The 

Turning Point: The Battle of the Somme.26 I shall discuss the journalists’ performance in relation 

to the theories of liminality that are central to the argument of this dissertation. According 

to Bjørn Thomassen, “in liminal passages, liminality is followed by reintegration rituals that 

re-establish the order of the new personality as a part of the social order that he or she re-

enters with a new role, stamped by the formative experience” (Thomassen 2009: 22). The 

war correspondents had spent the first year and a half of the war as outlaws and outcasts, 

but from June 1915 onwards they had been gradually assimilated into the established 

military order. In view of this fact, one would expect their writing to shift towards a more 

propagandistic tone, in keeping with the military discourse impressed on them by the 

Army. But do their texts really confirm this assumption? In other words, do their narratives 

give evidence that journalists were acting as “reintegrated” individuals? In terms of the 

liminal experience, were these reporters truly at the end of a rite of passage? 

It is my proposition that the war correspondents neither acted as truly assimilated 

individuals nor are their eyewitness accounts an obvious reflection of their newly acquired 

status. There are two a priori considerations that support this supposition. The first one has 

to do with the time of publication of their accounts: the books under examination were 

published by the end of 1916, the middle year of the conflict. They coincide with what 

Robinson has referred to as “the turning point” of the war. Consequently, the reporters 

and their narratives could not represent the war as if they were writing from the end of the 

“tunnel of liminality”. Instead, it would be more accurate to consider this period as a 

second stage in the reporters’ rite of passage. The characteristics of this stage may, as we 

26 A fourth accredited correspondent, Philip Gibbs, published The Battles of the Somme in 1917. Gibbs did not 
make any substantial changes to the dispatches he had published in the Daily Chronicle and other newspapers 
from July to November 1916. As opposed to The Soul of the War, his book on the Somme is more journalistic 
than narrative and for this reason it has been left out of consideration in this chapter. Nevertheless, I will 
occasionally refer to The Battles of the Somme to further illustrate some of the aspects under discussion. 
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shall see, be clearly distinguished from the first phase as experienced by war reporters at the 

beginning of the war.  

Secondly, considering the reporters’ position as official eyewitnesses of the conflict, 

their texts are liminal on a personal level as well. Just like Bennett, Conan Doyle, and 

Kipling, the journalists under consideration in this chapter were placed under the 

supervision of their instructors. As an “appendage of the Army”, they became apparently 

passive and malleable, two of the features that shape, in Turner’s terms, the liminal process: 

“The passivity of neophytes to their instructors, their malleability, which is increased by 

submission to ordeal, their reduction to a uniform condition, are signs of the process 

whereby they are ground down to be fashioned anew and endowed with additional powers 

to cope with their new stations in life” (1967: 51). Their newly acquired status also 

resembles that of a neophyte, for they had been “divested of their previous habits of 

thoughts, feeling, and action” and were “forced and encouraged to think about their 

society, their cosmos and the powers that generate and sustain them” (53). The reporters 

were writing from an in-between position: they were neither civilians nor members of the 

military. As a consequence, evidence of a liminal status must be expected to emerge in their 

accounts.  

As we shall see, the reporters strove to adapt and update both the traditional 

discourse of war and the mythology of romance and chivalry, in order to render vivid a war 

that was unintelligible to the simple observer and persistently resisted description. In 

addition, these accounts occasionally show signs of the iconic irony which Paul Fussell, in 

The Great War and Modern Memory, has identified as a defining feature of the literature of 

combatants—a point habitually overlooked in critical discussions of war reportage on the 

Somme.  

§ 

William Beach Thomas, Basil Clarke, and Harry Perry Robinson had already been 

eyewitnesses to the war before they reported on the Battle of the Somme. The oldest of the 

three, Robinson (1859-1930) was, according to his obituary in The Spectator, “a most 

versatile writer—special correspondent, novelist, naturalist—with a clear, direct and 

vigorous style which never lacked humour when it was needed” (The Spectator, December 

27, 1930). Robinson was educated at Oxford, but he started his career in journalism in the 

United States, where he worked and lived for more than two decades. During his time in 
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America he became a train enthusiast and published the first volume on The Year Book of 

Railway Literature (1897), as well as works of fiction such as Men Born Equal: A Novel (1895) 

in which he explores issues related to the labour movement. Based on his experience in the 

United States he also wrote The Twentieth-Century American: Being a Comparative Study of the 

Peoples of the Two Great Anglo-Saxon Nations (1908), a comparative study of Britain and the 

United States. In 1900 he moved back to England, where he became a special 

correspondent with The Times. 

At the beginning of the war, The Times sent him to Belgium to cover any aspect of 

the conflict he could get hold of. He reached Antwerp at the end of August 1914 and 

stayed there until October, when the Kaiser’s army took the city. During this time, he 

risked being caught by the Germans on more than one occasion. Partially due to his past 

experience as a correspondent in the United States, Harry Perry Robinson was among the 

group of five journalists chosen by British authorities to tour the Western Front in early 

1915. His reports would be published in The Times and the Daily News. In the summer of 

1915 he visited Serbia and in April 1916, aged 56, he was based along with the other 

officially authorised correspondents for two years, with some interruptions, at the General 

Headquarters in France (Farrar 1998: 97). His book on the Battle of the Somme, The 

Turning Point, combines some of the dispatches he wrote during the six-months of the 

battle with his own memories and recordings, writing perhaps one of the earliest 

“histories” of the battle. When the war was over, Robinson retired from journalism and 

devoted his life to write books on natural history (Simkin 1997b). In 1920, in recognition 

for his role as a war correspondent he was knighted, together with William Beach Thomas, 

Philip Gibbs, and others. Despite this acknowledgment, Robinson remains a comparatively 

unknown figure today.27 

William Beach Thomas (1868-1957), on the other hand, continues to be one of the 

best-known reporters of the First World War. He shared Robinson’s passion for pastoral 

landscapes and rural life, which became one of the central themes of his writing. At the 

outbreak of hostilities Lord Northcliffe sent him to the continent, but he was caught and 

imprisoned by the British Army for having illegally entered a forbidden area. His reports 

from the early period of the war have been given less publicity than those written by other 

27 Part of his papers and personal correspondence can be found in the repository of the News UK Archive. 
Catalogue reference: NRA 19359. The Times. 
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authors such as Phillip Gibbs or Richard Harding Davis, but he still stands as one of the 

most emblematic authors among the accredited war correspondents. As Frederick Arthur 

McKenzie argues in The Mystery of the Daily Mail, 1896-1921 (1921), Beach Thomas won 

“two distinct reputations as a writer—first, as a singularly acute, sympathetic, and 

informative student of rural life in all its phases […]; secondly, as a War Correspondent” 

(1921: 76). During his time as a war reporter, he portrayed the conflict with “the beauty 

and charm of his writing, the allusiveness of his style, and his powers of observation” 

(ibid.). His rose-coloured reports during his three years with the British at the front, 

particularly those he wrote on the Somme, turned him into one of the propagandists par 

excellence. He gained a negative reputation among combatants and, as I mentioned in 

Chapter One, he was mocked in The Wipers Times, where the editors published sarcastic 

articles signed by Mr. Teech Bomas, an evident spoonerism on Beach Thomas. 

Nevertheless, Beach Thomas’s publication, With the British on the Somme, where he collects 

and edits some of his reports on the Battle of the Somme, presents, as we shall see, 

juxtaposed and conflicting visions of the war that do not corroborate the widely held 

opinion of him as one of the kings of propaganda. 

Beach Thomas was sent to promote the war in the United States and to inform 

American readers on life at the front in 1918. When the war was over, he stayed in 

Germany until May 1919, and three years later he made a tour around the world. His 

articles on these events were published in the Daily Mail and The Times. He wrote two 

autobiographies, A Traveller in News (1925), where he revealed some of the unpublished 

truths about the Great War, and The Way of a Countryman (1944). He also wrote The Story of 

the ‘Spectator’: 1828-1928 (1928) on the newspapers’ centenary. Beach Thomas continued 

writing about country matters for the Observer and in books such as A Letter to my Dog 

(1931), Hunting England: A Survey of the Sport, and its Chief Grounds (1936), or The Way of a Dog 

(1948) (Hudson 2004; Simkin 1997a). 

The youngest of the three reporters discussed in this chapter, Basil Clarke (1879-

1947), was also the last one to get his credentials as an official war correspondent. Clarke 

started his successful career in journalism in 1903, and in 1910 Lord Northcliffe hired him 

for the Daily Mail. A few months before the outbreak of the First World War, he went to 

Canada, on a Daily Mail undercover assignment, and travelled the country from East to 

West. When he returned to London at the beginning of August, he became the Daily Mail 

representative at the Press Bureau. He was in charge of collecting war news for the Daily 

Mail and of negotiating with censors. In October 1914 his newspaper sent him to Belgium. 
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Clarke unsuccessfully attempted to reach Ostend before the Germans took it, but when he 

arrived in Dover he was informed that the Germans had already occupied the Flemish city. 

Nevertheless, instead of returning to his London office, he took the first boat to the 

continent and started a three-month adventure as a “journalistic outlaw” (Clarke 1917: v). 

During this time, he wrote articles on the Battle of the Yser (37-49) and was the first 

correspondent to enter Ypres after the medieval town had been destroyed by German 

artillery (50-61).  

Clarke was expelled from Flanders in January 1915 after the control of journalists 

in the war zone had been tightened. The Daily Mail then sent him to Bulgaria, Greece, 

Serbia, and Romania, in order to report from the Eastern Front, and later, in 1916, to 

Ireland to cover the Easter Rising. In September of the same year he left the Daily Mail and 

was offered a position as accredited war correspondent for Reuters and the Press 

Association in the Somme area. In contrast to other accredited correspondents, Clarke did 

not witness the opening of the Battle of the Somme; he did, however, cover its later stages. 

In December, when the battle was over, he left the chateau where he had been lodging 

with his fellow journalists and accompanied a wounded British soldier from the front to 

the shores of Britain. Throughout 1917 he wrote articles on different aspects of the war for 

The War Illustrated and the Evening Standard, while he worked on the publication of My Round 

of the War. After the war, he became the editor of the Sheffield Independent and continued 

working for different newspapers. He was also the person in charge of propaganda for the 

British government during the Irish War of Independence (Evans 2013). 

4.1. VISIONS OF THE SOMME 

The Battle of the Somme lasted some four and a half months. During this period, the 

Home Front was kept mobilised thanks to the extensive use of manipulated film as a tool 

for propaganda. Meanwhile, on the Western Front, the war correspondents were still 

fighting their own battle against censorship and military restrictions, trusting their own 

common sense to report fairly on the unfolding events. This epigraph illustrates how the 

reporters were caught in their own particular No Man’s Land, in which they had to cope 

with their newly acquired freedoms as accredited correspondents, while at the same time 

continued their struggle to narrate a brutal, fragmented, and heavily censored war that was 

largely being fought well out of their visual range.  

After the first day of the Battle of the Somme, the war correspondents were invited 
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to tour the rear areas of the British Front. Despite being official war correspondents, their 

vision of the combat was extremely limited. The paucity of visual data was reflected in their 

narrative, which was full of elliptical references and gaps. Moreover, as official 

eyewitnesses, the correspondents were no longer in search of the scoop. As Basil Clarke 

melancholically recalls, “the correspondents themselves, by a fine camaraderie and the 

pooling of all news collected, eliminated still further these differences twixt man and man 

[…]. One ceased to be individual and became collective—a part of a little community of 

war correspondents” (Clarke 1917: 170).  

4.1.1. The Correspondents’ Struggle  

It has been remarked that the journalists often exaggerated their propagandistic tone to 

boost the morale of the Home Front (Buitenhuis 1989; Farrar 1998). Harry Perry 

Robinson, however, denied having rhetorically inflated his writings on the events that 

occurred during the Battle of the Somme (Robinson 1917: 62). Although “even the most 

committed correspondent’s integrity can be challenged by pro patria” (McEwen 2012: 11), it 

is my proposition that, regardless of the widely-studied patriotic and propagandistic tone of 

these texts, the reports written by Beach Thomas, Clarke, and Robinson on the Battle of 

the Somme give evidence of a rhetorical and ethical struggle that has been generally 

overlooked. 

The official war correspondents found themselves, in most cases, in an awkward in-

between position. On the one hand, as non-combatants they did not undergo the soldiers’ 

devastating experience of trench warfare; on the other, they did not have the “innocent” 

vision of their readers at home either because, as direct eyewitnesses of the war, they were 

well aware of the physical and psychological effects the conflict was causing. As William 

Beach Thomas explains, “a war correspondent, as any other observer, though he touches 

much that shocks every sense, deals chiefly with the milder side of war. His experience is of 

its breadth rather than its depth, yet he sees its extent, its complexion, its variety of feature, 

as perhaps few others see them” (1917: 57). In this sense, it can be argued that they were 

caught in their own No Man’s Land, in which they could neither openly disclose the truths 

of what they had seen nor could they completely hide the magnitude of the catastrophe.  

The war correspondents felt a moral obligation to conceal much of the war’s 

brutality. In the opening lines of the second chapter of With the British on the Somme, William 

Beach Thomas contends, “every one who, not being a soldier, writes about war, sees more 
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of its pomp and circumstance than its dirt and stagnancy. If anyone were to write of it as it 

is at its worst […] then man and woman could not endure to write it or consent to publish 

it” (1917: 5). During one of the crucial points of the war, they could not reveal the truths of 

the little they had seen of the battle, the numerous dead, or the devastating effects the 

fighting had had on the returning soldiers. This was not so much because of the tight 

censorship that muffled their voices, but rather due to their self-imposed censorship and 

sense of patriotic duty. To reveal the unadulterated truths of the war would have been hard 

to bear for them during their process of writing, as well as for those who read their 

accounts and who had relatives and friends fighting in France. As Beach Thomas explains, 

“the very worst side of war can never be given while the war lasts; and for this reason the 

soldier thinks that people at home, while they praise his cheerful courage, do not 

understand how grim his business is. The lighter side of war is daily painted; the darker side 

seldom and less adequately” (12). Similarly, Clarke explains how as long as the war was 

being fought, it would be impossible to write about its horrors: “stories of those battles; 

they are too fresh in men’s minds to need that” (1917: 18); but “some day a Hogarth or a 

Dante will arise to show the horrors of this war as they were” (208). Although Beach 

Thomas and Clarke coincide in stressing the impossibility of openly disclosing the horrors 

of the war, they nonetheless attempt to portray, as I am going to show, at least some of its 

actual grimness. While Clarke acknowledges having seen “human skulls” (1917: 207) as he 

walked “over desolate mud and waste” (208), Beach Thomas summarises his experience 

during the Battle of the Somme as “a memory of a smoking landscape and intolerable 

noise, of prisoners, of wounded men, of dead men on the field and behind it” (1917: 56). 

Beach Thomas saw modern war as a paradox, “wonderful as well as gross, majestic 

as well as muddy” (6). Likewise, Robinson’s first sight of tanks, described as “very horrible, 

very wonderful” (1917: 180), produced contradictory emotions in him. Nonetheless, both 

authors remind their readers of the exorbitant human cost of the war. Robinson 

acknowledges that “war in all its details is horrid” (131) and accuses the people of Britain 

of being “quite ignorant” (2) of the crude realities of the Western Front. Beach Thomas, on 

the other hand, explains that “injustice is done and a false view promulgated if the civilian 

world does not realize that every little success won, every little attack defeated, means a 

very terrible experience to every man engaged” (1917: 208). The British reporter does not 

only expose the horrific human cost of the hostilities and the enormous sacrifice that was 

being made for every inch of land that was won; his reflection also reveals an ironic twist. 

Although he announces that he will refrain from openly writing about the brutalities of the 
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battlefield, he clearly states that this war was more brutal and tragic than the information 

he, and others, were passing on in their daily dispatches: the war was indeed “a very terrible 

experience to every man engaged” (12). The Home Front needed to bear this in mind: “If 

we forget the loss, the pain, the fear, the waste, and the wickedness, we forget a duty to the 

human race” (9). In these two examples Beach Thomas is making an attempt to bridge the 

gap that divided the Home Front from the Western Front and attenuate the lack of 

understanding between those who were fighting in the trenches and their families and 

friends back home.   

4.1.2. “The Fog of War” 

The reporters struggled between being members of the military establishment and 

their wish “to give some faint idea of the meaning and complexion of the war, so far as it 

came within [their] own experience” (Beach Thomas 1917: 141). Nevertheless, one would 

expect that from the reporters’ “privileged” position as members of the establishment, 

their texts would provide a wider, less constricted vision than the stories written by earlier 

visitors to the Western Front. However, as I shall argue throughout this epigraph, despite 

their new status, their vision of war remained very limited. 

In order to understand the reasons for this restricted view of the war, it will be 

necessary to refer back to Chapter Two, where I explain how the invisibility of combat was 

becoming one of the distinguishing features of this conflict. As Eric Leed argues in No 

Man’s Land, combat experience in the First World War transgressed most previous 

assumptions associated to warfare. One of these contraventions was the dissolution of war 

as a spectacle. In Leed’s words, “the invisibility of the enemy, and the retirement of troops 

underground, destroyed any notion that war was a spectacle of contending humanity” 

(2009: 19). The pioneer war reporters already gave evidence of the difficulties of narrating 

an utterly invisible war, but they often attributed this invisibility of the conflict to the 

“screen of secrecy” under which the war was being conducted. Moreover, as we have seen 

in Chapter Two, the British reporters in 1914 still attempted to resort to the dramatic 

tradition of war representation to enrich their accounts of the little glimpses of combat that 

they were able to snatch.  

When in the summer and autumn of 1916 the British journalists were invited to 

witness the different British offensives along the Somme area, they all coincided in pointing 

out the blurriness of the landscape and the indiscernibility of the war. Harry Perry 
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Robinson writes about an invitation to go up a hill near Flers on 24 September 1916 to 

“see a wide panorama of the positions so soon to be attacked beyond”, and he draws 

attention to the “mist and smoke” that obscured the scene (1917: 200). In the same vein, 

Beach Thomas in his memories of 1 July 1916 makes reference to “those of us who were 

gazing from the misty hill” (1917: 64) and refers twice to the “fog” of the war (63; 64). 

Allusions to “the fog of war” not as a natural phenomenon but as a consequence of the 

fighting reappear in Beach Thomas’s description of the closing battle in his chapter the 

“Final Field” (267, 275). They are also recurrent features in Philip Gibbs’s collection of 

newspaper reports in The Battles of the Somme. In his account of the first day of the battle, 

Gibbs recalls how “for a time [he] could see nothing through the low-lying mist and heavy 

smoke-clouds which mingled with the mist” (1917: 28). Similarly, during the disastrous 

British attack of 28 September 1916, from Thiépval to the Schwaben Redoubt, Gibbs 

remembers how the sunny morning suddenly turned grey: The “heavy shells tore up the 

ground, opening great chasms and raising hell fires, until all the blue of the sky was hidden 

behind heavy spreading smoke” (318).  

This invisibility of war bestowed a degree of unreality on the conflict (Beach 

Thomas 1917: 50) and it also led the authors to focus, once again, on the “auditory signals” 

(Leed 2009: 19) that came from the battlefield. This is a feature which journalism shares 

with the literature, chronicles, and memoirs of combatants from the Great War. Beach 

Thomas explains that on the first day of the Somme “little was to be seen anywhere”, and 

he resorts to metaphor in his further elaborations: “The monster of war had no features. A 

Niagara of sound poured ceaselessly, in volume incomprehensible, without distinctions” 

(1917: 58). In the description of the British naturalist, the battle becomes a 

phantasmagorical entity that made its presence felt through an ear-splitting barrage of 

sound that was impossible to decipher. In a more sober tone Robinson elucidates his 

observation during the first tank attack in history in September 1916: 

The best that one could do, in case of an attack like this, which involved the whole 

wide semi-circular front, was to push up to whatever point combined reasonable 

height of ground with a position approximately central to the whole field […]. The 

dawn was beautiful, but a white mist lay upon the ground […] and it was 

impossible to see the infantry moving to the attack, even where they should have 

been within view, or to gather anything of the progress of events except from the 
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sounds of the conflict or such signals as one might be able to understand. (1917: 

178-179) 

Even heavy pieces of artillery remained invisible to the eye. As Basil Clarke 

explains, guns were hiding underground and one “may not know of their nearness until 

some huge brute of a gun barks right into your ear, as it seems, with a deafening and head-

splitting roar” (1917: 221). The battle was shrouded from the observer’s view in every 

aspect and from any standpoint. Although the reporters were supposed to occupy a 

privileged position, their vision was as blurred as that of any staff officer behind the line. 

Even the attacking combatant did not see more of the battle than the few yards that lay 

immediately in front of him.  

There is a further important facet we need to take into consideration in relation to 

the reporters’ struggle with “the fog of war”. In With the British on the Somme, Beach Thomas 

recalls the events on 1 July 1916 and acknowledges that “the telephones, the carrier 

pigeons, the guesses of direct observers, the record of the runners, the glimpses of the 

airmen, all combined could scarcely penetrate the fog of war” (1917: 63-64). The first day 

of the Somme was a confusing event that was misapprehended by its observers and 

reported back to the Home Front in very misleading terms. Beach Thomas relates “the fog 

of war” to the forced state of ignorance of everyone involved: “Men in high places were as 

ignorant as we. No true news was known by anyone for hours” (63). The reporters could 

only pick up disjointed fragments of the events, but “all the rest of the battle still lay in 

fog” (64). The fog of war refers as much to the physical presence of smoke that rendered 

the battlefield invisible to the observer, as to the hopelessly inadequate system of 

communication linking the advancing troops with the rear and the general confusion that 

reigned among those involved in the offensive—be it as combatants, staff officers, doctors, 

nurses, or reporters.  

At the time the Battle of the Somme was taking place it was not only that reporters 

had to deal with what Paul Fussell has identified as “the problem of the writer” in the 

Great War; that is, the “utter incredibility, and thus its incommunicability in its own terms” 

(2000: 139), but also—and more specifically—that they had to compose a connected battle 

chronicle and an intelligible narrative out of utterly fragmented, incomplete, and often 

contradictory scraps of news that were coming in from the battlefield. It is thus 

understandable that Beach Thomas in With the British on the Somme introduces an apologetic 

note to justify, tone down, and somewhat contradict, the chronicle he had sent to the Daily 
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Mail for publication on 2 July 1916. As he later confirmed in his book from 1925, A 

Traveller in News, Beach Thomas felt ashamed of how he had reported events on the first 

day of the Battle of the Somme: 

A great part of the information supplied to us [by British Army Intelligence] was 

utterly wrong and misleading. The dispatches were largely untrue so far as they 

dealt with concrete results. 

For myself, on the next day and yet more on the day after that, I was 

thoroughly and deeply ashamed of what I had written, for the very good reason 

that it was untrue. Almost all the official information was wrong. The vulgarity of 

enormous headlines and the enormity of one’s own name did not lessen the shame. 

(Beach Thomas in Simkin 1997a) 

To give Beach Thomas his due, it is, however, only fair to add that from his physical, 

moral, and rhetorical location during the offensive, it was next to impossible to provide a 

truthful, detailed, let alone a complete picture of how events were unfolding. 

4.2. THE QUEST FOR UNDERSTANDING: MYTHICAL DIMENSIONS 

As I have shown above, the official reporters were well aware of the tragic dimension of 

the conflict and notwithstanding their propagandistic tone, it does find its place in their 

books on the Battle of the Somme. William Beach Thomas recalls the horrors that he 

witnessed in High Wood in mid-September 1916, when he visited a battlefield after two 

months of fierce fighting in the wood: “I have seen nothing on earth like it: in desolation, 

in horror, in pitifulness, in fantasy, in grimness. […] Every tree is lanced and beheaded and 

maimed while balked and unseasonable leaves put out from the scars in the trunks. […] 

You walk through roots and pits and ditches that have supplanted the undergrowth; but 

there are worse things in the wood than the sights. No acres are so rich of the noble dead” 

(1917: 170-171). In High Wood, like in many other areas of the Western Front, the forest 

adopts a magical, sinister dimension. The trees have acquired a metaphorical meaning and 

the author’s personification of the “lanced”, “beheaded”, and “maimed” trees help Beach 

Thomas illustrate the grotesqueness of the war; the roots that emerge from the soil and the 

area of carnage exalted by the “noble dead” has the appearance of a pastoral scene that has 

been turned into an apocalyptically grotesque landscape.   

I have used this particular description of the annihilated forest to introduce the 
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main idea that I shall explore in this epigraph: how familiar patterns are changed, adapted, 

and transformed during transitional phases. During the liminal period, the passenger is 

ensconced in “a stage of reflection”, and throughout this stage, “those ideas, sentiments, 

and facts that had been hitherto for the neophytes bound up in configurations and 

accepted unthinkingly are, as it were, resolved into their constituents” (Turner 1967: 52). In 

their transition, passengers constantly seek for familiar referents that can relate them to the 

previous world they had inhabited, and normally reduce uncanny experiences to 

“recognized components or factors” (53). These components, which are often “withdrawn 

from their usual settings and combined with one another in a totally unique configuration” 

(ibid.), help the neophytes become “vividly and rapidly aware” of those elements that are 

familiar in their culture (52).  

Victor Turner further explains in From Ritual to Theatre that recognisable designs are 

isolated “in so far as it is possible to do this with multivocal symbols […] such as trees, 

images, paintings, dance forms, etc., that are each susceptible not of a single meaning but 

of many meanings” (1982: 27). Thus, the trees in High Wood do not only stand as physical 

representations of the shattered landscape of war. Since Beach Thomas personifies the 

trees and endows them with human attributes, they stand as embodiments of the 

mutilation suffered by the euphemistically called “noble dead”.  

In this epigraph I shall discuss how some of the ideas, sentiments, and facts 

“accepted unthinkingly” from the European tradition of war writing are perpetuated, 

questioned, or updated in the three books written by Beach Thomas Clarke, and Robinson. 

In the liminal period, Turner argues, “people ‘play’ with the elements of the familiar and 

defamiliarise them. Novelty emerges from unprecedented combinations of familiar 

elements” (ibid.). The war introduced the correspondents—and combatants—to many 

familiar elements that throughout the war period were alienated from their normal context. 

At the same time, the conflict created new, unknown elements that “resembled” older 

symbols, real or imaginary. So, how did Beach Thomas, Clarke, and Robinson respond to 

their encounter with familiar elements that had been defamiliarised after two years of war? 

How did they react to the new—and unknown—elements that they encountered?  

Before addressing these questions, it will be necessary to introduce another 

important element of war writing that is essential for the development of this epigraph. As 

Martin Farrar contends, “the war correspondents’ use of language tended to make the 

battle appear romantic, recalling medieval notions of combat” (Farrar 1998: 121). The 
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Arthurian myth, the Chanson de Roland, or the stories of Tristram and Iseult presented “a 

world of splendid fights and heroic deaths, of loyal and courteous lovers, of expeditions to 

rescue damsels from dragons, sorcerers or false knights” (Girouard 1981: 16), a high 

rhetoric which traditionally shaped the collective European imagination as expressed in its 

war writing.  

I have already addressed this romantic notion of battle in Chapter Three and 

documented how Arnold Bennett, Arthur Conan Doyle, and Rudyard Kipling romanticised 

the brotherly feelings of life in the trenches and resorted to an inherited tradition of war 

writing to describe their own personal experiences. However, for those who wrote about 

the Great War in late 1916 it became harder to recreate romantic and traditional notions of 

combat. Well before the Battle of the Somme, it had already become clear that the 

cavalry—a central element of medieval romance—would not play any significant role in the 

development of the conflict. The only cavalry charge on the Western Front took place on 

24 August 1914 at Audreques and from then on, as Mark Girouard concludes in The Return 

to Camelot: Chivalry and the English Gentleman (1981), “chivalry […] became not so much 

devalued as simply irrelevant. It belonged to another world, which seemed infinitely remote 

from the real world of mud, blood, boredom, fear, endurance, carnage and mutilation in 

which they now existed” (1981: 290). The First World War was a conflict with no riding 

heroes. As the extent of the carnage became apparent, the Home Front was in danger of 

becoming demoralised. Thus, the press needed to look for alternative images and means of 

war representation to reboot idealism at home. Significantly, this was carried out through 

an adaptation and updating of many of the aforementioned traditional images and myths.  

4.2.1. The Picturesque and the Grotesque in the Waste Land of Northern France 

Girouard contends that in the Great War, “at least one image associated with chivalry 

survived. The image of the waste land became a powerful symbol of what seemed the 

human predicament” (1981: 291). As he explains, the description of Europe as a waste land 

became so recurrent not only because it was a perfectly fitting image to describe the 

ravaged and shattered earth of the Western Front, but also because of the pervasive use 

that popular literature had made of this theme throughout the nineteenth century (ibid.). 

However, the First World War removed from the waste land the mounted horses, the 

happy warriors, and the cheerful bands of brothers. These were nowhere to be found on 

the surface of the Western Front. The European continent had been turned into a muddy 
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labyrinth of which William Beach Thomas says laconically: “blind and muddy it had been, 

blind and muddy it would continue” (1917: 45).  

During the Battle of the Somme, at a time when it had become clear to everyone 

that this war differed radically from traditional conceptions of warfare, the war reporters 

were caught in a rhetorical impasse: some of the elements that had constituted the 

traditional building blocks of war literature—the brave soldier, the patriotic sense of duty, 

the treacherous woods, the besieged cities, and the stormed fortresses—were still present 

but they were placed within a startling new context that prevented them from arranging 

those components in a coherent, convincing, and compelling narrative. Eric Leed has 

explained in No Man’s Land the implications of this conundrum:  

War experience is nothing if not a transgression of categories. In providing bridges 

across the boundaries between the visible and the invisible, the known and the 

unknown, the human and the inhuman, war offered numerous occasions for the 

shattering of distinctions that were central to orderly thought, communicable 

experience, and normal human relations. Much of the bewilderment, stupefaction, 

or sense of growing strangeness to which combatants testified can be attributed to 

those realities of war that broke down what Mary Douglas calls “our cherished 

classifications”. (Leed 2009: 21) 

The war reporters, like combatants, ambulance drivers, or all those volunteers who 

served near the battlefields, experienced a “bewilderment, stupefaction, or sense of growing 

strangeness” upon their confrontation with the gargantuan scale of the unfolding tragedy. 

Their texts are pervaded with a language that defamiliarises familiar elements, which end up 

as those grotesque or monstrous figures we are accustomed to finding in the liminal period. 

Thus, the trees Beach Thomas encountered in High Wood are not icons of a bucolic spring 

but they stand as anthropomorphised “decapitated” figures that recall the appallingly 

mutilated dead that littered the soil of the Somme.  

 In The Great War and Modern Memory, Paul Fussell has referred to the recurrent use 

of the pastoral in the literature of the First World War written by combatants. In his 

estimation “the standard Great War memoir generally provides a number of such moments 

sandwiched between bouts of violence and terror” (2000: 236). This is a phenomenon that 

may also be observed in some of the reports war journalists were sending back from the 

front. When Harry Perry Robinson visited Ovillers-la-Boiselle, he was confronted with a 
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“hideousness” that is “beyond words” (1917: 86). The reporter’s attention, overwhelmed 

by “a country where it seemed that nothing but the flies and the trench rats could live”, is 

suddenly directed towards “a gorgeous swallowtail butterfly, all buff and velvet-black [that] 

came and sat on a single stunted cornflower blossom, to spread its wings for us to admire” 

(ibid.). Thus Robinson encounters what Renato Poggioli labelled in his study of Dante’s 

Commedia as a “pastoral oasis”: “a ‘locus amoenus’ of uncommon length and of 

extraordinary beauty” (Poggioli 1962: 1) that provides some relief for the emotional strain 

caused by the war, “as if Nature was determined to prove that not all that man could do 

can wholly banish beauty from the earth” (Robinson 1917: 86).  

Beach Thomas, Clarke, or Robinson make use of elements borrowed from the 

bucolic tradition. They usually work them into their narrative as familiar symbols of the 

world of peace that has been overshadowed—and overrun—by the war. Thus, Beach 

Thomas recalls the presence of larks in the Somme area, one of the most emblematic birds 

of the pastoral tradition, which “long before dawn persisted in singing through the gun-

thunder as if they had ‘a faculty for storm and turbulence’” (1917: 101). Similarly, the 

American writer Edith Wharton recalls how, during a night in Verdun, the cooing of a 

pigeon “strangely alternated” with the thunder of the distant artillery (2010: 33). According 

to Paul Fussell, in the literature of combatants, when the soldiers recall hearing a singing 

lark, it betokens that “one has got safely through another night” (2000: 242). In the case of 

Beach Thomas and Wharton, on the other hand, the lark and the pigeon recall the old 

world of peace that struggled to stay alive “through the gun-thunder”. In Wharton’s 

version, the bird serves as “the emblem of peace […] to answer the implacable voice of 

destruction” (Gómez Reus and Lauber 2008: 222).  

Beach Thomas’s use of the lark motif is not merely a vague echo of the romantic. 

The words “a faculty for storm and turbulence” he associates with the singing lark are 

taken from William Wordsworth’s poem “Character of the Happy Warrior” (1805) written 

after Wordsworth had heard the news of Lord Nelson’s death in battle. Beach Thomas 

borrows from one of the romantic poets par excellence, who had written an idealised poem 

about one of the great British heroes, and thus explicitly links the mechanised war of the 

twentieth century with the English romantic tradition of war writing.28 From a modern 

28 His use of Wordsworth’s poem differs markedly from the use that the war poet, Herbert Read, made of the 
same poem. In his second collection of poems Naked Warriors (1919), he includes a poem called “The Happy 
Warrior” that deconstructs and questions all the attributes—virtue, courage, reason—present in 
Wordsworth’s description of the warrior. 
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perspective, Beach Thomas’s association of the lark with the venerable hero of 

Wordsworth’s poem is somewhat bizarre. It does appear that the reporter is merely 

perpetuating conservative forms of war writing in a manner akin to Bennett, Conan Doyle, 

or Kipling. It is, however, quite probable that Beach Thomas was aware of the irony 

contained in this unexpected juxtaposition and the subtle subversion of the “cherished 

classifications” that was creeping into his reports. Despite his assigned role of 

propagandist, his descriptions of the different Somme scenarios give evidence of the 

perplexing sides of modern warfare, or as Paul Fussell has put it, of “the new reality [that] 

had no resemblance whatever to the familiar” (2000: 174).  

As Eric Leed argues, “in the literature of war one can see clearly those patterns 

used to shape the disorder of the environment, patterns which allow the participant to 

determine what is anomalous, uncanny, or ironical about the juxtapositions of men and 

things that he finds” (2009: 12). These altered patterns, characteristic of the liminal period, 

are not only present in Beach Thomas’s With the British on the Somme but in Clarke’s and 

Robinson’s texts as well. Robinson does not mix any bucolic images into his depictions of 

the fields in which the battle had been raging; the only thing he is aware of is that “the 

whole earth’s surface, before and around, was torn with shell holes and seamed with lines 

of trenches, all white […]. Such land as here was between, unscarred, was almost bare of 

vegetation, with only here and there a thin coat of sickly grass or a dusty tuft of cornflower, 

mallow, or white chamomile” (Robinson 1917: 82). Similarly Clarke recalls how the surface 

of the earth in Beaumont Hamel, the scene of the greatest massacre of the Somme 

offensive, was covered in “broken shells and broken bodies mingled with mud” (Clarke 

1917: 229). As Santanu Das has argued, the ubiquity of mud in the landscape of the Great 

War epitomized the “anti-pastoral: it is nature made unnatural” (2007: 66). Following Das’s 

argument, Clarke’s allusion to the mud of Beaumont Hamel, which is mixed with the 

“broken shells” and “broken bodies”, precludes the use of any pastoral motif in the 

representation of the battlefield and converts the scene into a prime example of the anti-

pastoral. The world turned into a spooky, life-denying place, and many previously inhabited 

areas were flattened down to nothing. As Robinson recalls, 

What first told me that we were in the village was a hole in the ground a few yards 

from the trench which, being square and lined with brick inside, was evidently not a 

shell-hole. It was a cellar; and once there must have been a house above it. Looking 
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round you saw that mixed up with the kneaded earth was a quantity of broken brick 

and stone. […] 

No village could have been more destroyed, because there was nothing left 

but the cellar which I have mentioned and two or three others like it, mere holes in 

the ground and minus quantities, so far as they were buildings at all. Of 

superstructure to the earth there was none. (1917: 83)  

The villages and farms had disappeared from the surface of the Earth—all 

remaining life now was hidden below ground, in the trenches—and had mixed with the 

“kneaded earth”.  

In those cases in which the authors encountered the flattened or heavily battered 

superstructure of the Earth, this helped them to further defamiliarise the familiar and speak 

of the horrors of the war through the emptiness and the absences in previously inhabited 

areas. In Chapter X, William Beach Thomas refers to the destruction of a château at 

Contalmaison, in a passage in which he endows the building with human features. The 

castle, a symbol of medieval culture, “was now a skeleton. You could look through the 

hollow sockets of its eyes and observe, clearly with the naked eye, the broken bones of its 

limbs” (1917: 177-178). The “skeleton” of the house—as well as the “beheaded” trees in 

High Wood—remind us of the “beheaded” villages and “black holes that were homes” 

depicted by Edith Wharton in Fighting France (2010: 37, 43) Wharton made the image of the 

“murdered houses” a central motif of her narrative (Gómez Reus and Lauber 2008: 210). 

Just like the American author made use of anthropomorphic images to let the victims of 

the war speak through their disembowelled houses, Beach Thomas conveyed the havoc 

and death of the Somme through the murdered wood and the murdered château. The 

barrage of shells aided by the pen of the war reporter had comprehensively defamiliarised a 

familiar setting and turned it into a nightmare landscape. 

4.2.2. Flying Knights and “Pantomime Dragons” 

Notwithstanding their bleak and realistic descriptions of the European waste land, the 

reporters at the Somme would still resort to the traditional rhetoric of medievalism and 

romanticism to describe some of the new technological inventions of the war. Throughout 

their experience at the front, the journalists updated and adapted some of the inherited 

tropes of war writing to the new conditions of combat. As Victor Turner argues, 

throughout the liminal period familiar elements appear “in fantastic or monstrous patterns 
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and shapes” and are recombined “in ways that make sense with regard to the new state” 

(Turner 1967: 53). Thus, when journalists, poets, and writers realised that the language of 

chivalry could not be sensibly applied to trench warfare, they “looked for other aspects of 

fighting which bore (or could be made to bear) more resemblance to war in the story-

books” (Girouard 1981: 291). Two topics make their appearance in the reports of William 

Beach Thomas, Basil Clarke, and Harry Perry Robinson in the shape of freshly 

reconfigured myths: the sensation of the tank and the romance of aviation.  

September 1916 constituted a landmark with respect to these two phenomena of 

twentieth-century warfare. Throughout this month, the Red Baron, the famous flying ace, 

won his first aerial combat, and tanks were used for the first time in history (MacDonald 

1993: 275-284; Gilbert 2007: 183-195). The tanks were first introduced in battle on 15 

September 1916, targeted towards Guillemont, where the British expected to achieve a 

significant breakthrough (see Appendix 7). Although the first performance of the tanks was 

rather disappointing, their appearance was to boost the morale on the Home Front.29 As 

Trudi Tate explains in Modernism, History and the First World War (1998), “the tank was one 

of the few innovations in which Britain was more successful than Germany; this alone gave 

it considerable ideological force” (2013: 135).  

One would naturally expect propaganda to make use of the tank as a means to 

reinforce British confidence in the successful outcome of the Battle of the Somme. 

Contemporary newspaper accounts, as well as subsequent military histories and works of 

literature, introduced this supreme technological marvel to the Home Front using the same 

rhetorical tropes. As Tate contends, metaphors relating to the tank place it “simultaneously 

in a tradition of literary fantasy (Jabberwocky, Munchausen) and somewhere in prehistory” 

(137). It is William Beach Thomas who, in With the British on the Somme, resorts to Lewis 

Carroll’s poem “Jabberwocky”30 (1917: 221) to describe the newly created weapon. The 

British reporter devotes a whole chapter to this invention and explains how being allowed 

to “investigate them, to enter their cribbed cabin and talk with the little men […] who 

inhabited them” was “regarded as the highest privilege” (219). Philip Gibbs was also 

permitted to inspect them; as he explains, he “walked round them, and got inside their 

29 Only twenty-five out of forty-two tanks succeeded in their initial advance from the start lines, and 
seventeen out of those twenty-five were destroyed or damaged (MacDonald 1993: 283). 

30 “Jabberwocky” is a poem written by Lewis Carroll and included in Through the Looking Glass (1871). It is a 
piece of nonsense poetry and many of the words that appear in the poem are of Carroll’s own invention 
(Carroll 1999: 11-12).  
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bodies, and looked at their mysterious organs, and watched their previous movements” 

(Gibbs 1917: 255). Like the hero who enters an unexplored territory for the first time, the 

reporters made use of mythical and pre-historical images to describe their encounter with 

these machines: “to see a rank of these jaundiced Batrachians advance to the firing line, 

gave one the sort of shiver belonging to the unknown” (Beach Thomas 1917: 220). 

Thomas’s description conveys a powerful sense of the uncanny, which is enhanced by the 

lexicon he uses to describe the tank, an “animal […] on a lone venture” (226) and a 

“monster” (ibid.), thus endowing the new weapon with the attributes of a living creature of 

mythical proportions. Gibbs also refers to them as “monsters” several times throughout his 

chapter “The Coming of the Tanks” (1917: 253-266), and recalls how an officer described 

them “like prehistoric monsters. You know, the old Ichthyosaurus” (255). 

Not unlike Beach Thomas and Gibbs, Robinson refers to the tank as the “beast” 

(1917: 175) or “brute” (ibid.) when he explains how he went on “a Tank-hunt” (ibid.). 

Upon his encounter with the machine, the language of romantic “quest”—the word he 

chooses to describe his short trip—makes its appearance: “No writer of fiction who has set 

his hero to the hunting of the giant saurian of another age in some impossibly discovered 

glade of a lost continent ever imagined a spectacle more unbelievable than was that herd of 

the huge monsters, unlike anything that ever lived on earth” (175-176). Robinson refers to 

“the saurian of another age”, a creature from prehistoric times, in one of the earliest 

descriptions of the tanks, comparing them, as Trudi Tate suggests, to “some kind of 

dinosaur emerging out of the primeval mud” (2013: 138).   

The reporters’ encounters with the tanks are so impressive and so far-beyond their 

imagination that they even question in their texts the credibility of what they had witnessed. 

The last decades of the nineteenth century had been “a period of extraordinary invention” 

(Wohl 1994: 9) that made possible the creation of artefacts that had only existed in the 

imagination of writers such as Jules Verne. Yet, journalists in the Great War often had 

trouble in describing or giving credence to the veracity of what they were seeing when they 

came face to face with the spectacular advances of modern warfare. The irruption of the 

tank carried “civilisation into a new phase of modern technology at the same time as 

plunging it back into prehistory—an image both terrifying and pleasurable” (Tate 2013: 

138). Thus, Robinson wonders whether such a technological device was really true or 

whether what he witnessed was just a will-o’-the-wisp: “Was it really a serious contribution 

to the science of warfare, or was it only some prodigious joke by an inspired artificer of 

pantomime dragons?”, he asks himself (1917: 176).  
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Less astounding was the reporters’ encounter with the aeroplane, possibly the most 

romantic element of warfare in this period. In A Passion for Wings: Aviation and the Western 

Imagination 1908-1918 (1994), Robert Wohl contends that “the invention of the airplane was 

at first perceived by many as an aesthetic event with far-reaching implications for the new 

century’s artistic and moral sensibility” (1994: 1). The aeroplane and the romance 

associated with it were well “enshrined in fable and myth” (ibid.). The military metaphor 

that was widely used, “the conquest of the air”, was created to “appeal to a young 

generation whose fathers and older brothers had only recently completed the conquest of 

the globe” (69). In the years that preceded the war, the possibilities of “the conquest of the 

air” fascinated authors such as H.G. Wells who prophesied in The War in the Air (1908) the 

potential of aeroplanes in war, or the French author Emile Driant, who was killed in the 

Battle of Verdun, and whose “young readers consumed his fantasies of war in near and 

distant lands as quickly as he produced them” (Wohl 1994: 88). 

At the beginning of the war the aviator was perceived as a sportsman while from 

1915 on the image of the hero mutated into that of the “flying ‘ace’, an airborne knight 

armed with a machine-gun who jousted in the sky” (Wohl 1994: 203). Accordingly, 

Robinson refers to the “unlimited and joyful admiration of the Royal Flying Corps” (1917: 

32) felt by the members of the British Army. In his own words, “the way in which our 

aeroplanes dominated the air […] was a delight to watch” (ibid.). The delight that war 

correspondents and fighting men found in the sight of fighter pilots finds an easy 

explanation in the nature of trench warfare, which left very little room for the creation of 

chivalric tales of single combat in the tradition of Arthurian legends. As James Streckfuss 

argues in his doctoral dissertation “Eyes All Over the Sky: The Significance of Aerial 

Reconnaissance in the First World War” (2011), “with these traditional sources of heroes 

unavailable, the world turned its eyes skyward” (2011: 38). The figure of the airman 

“offered a heroic alternative to the squalid and anonymous war in the trenches” (Paris 

1993: 124). Popular magazines and cinema, both during and immediately after the war, 

promoted “the cult of the air fighter” in which airmen were presented as “courageous, 

highly-trained and resourceful [men] who could succeed where the soldier failed” (ibid.).   

During the Battle of the Somme, Beach Thomas and Robinson gave sustenance to 

the myth of the aviator. In “The Story of the High Wood” William Beach Thomas relates 

how a machine-gunner was holding at bay advancing British soldiers on 14 July 1916 when 

an airman came to their rescue. The machine-gunner “was hidden from the ground, but 

not from the air. An airman had seen him and seen also the cavalry’s danger. Never had the 
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cavalry had a better ally. Hurrying to the rescue, the airman played the Pegasus indeed” 

(1917: 169). The British reporter links the actions of the airman in modern war to Ancient 

Greek mythology. In the same manner as Bellerophon had tamed Pegasus, the mythical 

flying horse, and with it defeated the evil Chimera (Homer, Iliad vi, 155-203), so had the 

airman tamed the aeroplane and rescued the cavalry from the threatening machine-gunner.  

In Chapter X of The Turning Point, Robinson narrates his own trip on board one of 

these machines (1917: 104-123). In his overflowing enthusiasm, he too links the deeds of 

airmen to the feats of ancient legends. His sortie, he announces, “increased tenfold my 

already great admiration of the men who handle these machines” (108). Robinson insists 

how from the air war recovers the glorious flavour of traditional war representation: “War 

nowadays, in most of its aspects, is a terrible, sordid, thing. But this fighting of the airmen 

is more than the warfare of any ancient heroes, and comes nearer to the battling of the old 

gods than anything that men have done or dreamed” (ibid.). Regardless of the 

propagandistic tone of this description, Robinson’s conclusion highlights one of the great 

incongruities of modern war: war on the ground meant immobility and paralysis, “a 

terrible, sordid, thing”; war up in the air stood for movement and freedom, and from the 

air one could salvage some of the poetry that had shaped the image of warfare up to the 

First World War.  

As James Streckfuss concludes, “fascination with knights and other remnants of 

medieval culture had enjoyed something of a revival in Europe and the United States 

during the nineteenth century with the works of Sir Walter Scott becoming favourites of 

the reading public. In such an environment extension of the term to aviators […] was 

natural” (2011: 49). The reporters sought in the figure of the aviator a means to connect 

the heroic tradition of warfare with modern combat. In No Man’s Land: Combat and Identity 

in World War I, Eric Leed argues that the aviator embodies the “old spirit of chivalry and 

initiates in the secrets of steel and explosives. Their machines enabled them to rise to a 

height where, once again, war was a unified, human project” (2009: 136). From the sky, the 

aviator could see what was concealed from the eyes of the front-soldier, and this superior 

vision provided a welcome escape to the imagination from the immobile, uncanny, and 

confusing life of trench warfare.  

The sight from the air provided a complete, panoramic vision of war that was 

impossible to obtain from the labyrinth of trenches. It is to this completeness that 

Robinson refers in his account of his privileged tour up in the air:  
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It was truly a beautiful land as seen thus, like one wide picture, and what surprised 

my inexperience most was the wonderful clean-cut neatness of the landscape, with 

its endless chessboard pattern, as if the whole earth had gone to bed in the sunlight 

under a glorious patchwork quilt. […] 

The villages, too, from up there, were glorified. As you go through them 

down on the mere earth you are made aware of their squalor and the disrepair 

which is the inevitable concomitant of war. But from above you saw only nice rain-

washed roofs and tree-tops, the church spire reaching up to you, and the street, 

very wide and white and sharply cut, running handsomely through it all. (1917: 104-

105). 

On this flight, Robinson experienced the “elevation of mind” (Ruskin 1888: 40) 

that often affects observers when confronted with a panoramic vision from above. This is 

what Michel de Certeau has labelled as the “pleasure of ‘seeing the whole’” (2001: 127). 

Writing from an experience on top of the World Trade Center, de Certeau explains: “When 

one goes up there, he leaves behind the mass that carries off and mixes up in itself any 

identity of authors or spectators. An Icarus flying above these waters, he can ignore the 

devices of Daedalus in mobile and endless labyrinths far below. His elevation transfigures 

him into a voyeur. It puts him at a distance” (ibid.). When Robinson got on the aeroplane, 

his retina was “no longer criss-crossed” (de Certeau 1985: 122) by the labyrinths of the war 

and the chaos of life on the ground. The view from the sky gave him the complete vision 

of the aviator, “who had the eyes that had been removed from the front-soldier” (Leed 

2009: 136). Robinson delights in the panoramic view and concludes that “it is really a much 

more beautiful world as the birds and the angels see it” (1917: 105). His eyes were relieved 

from the “squalor and the disrepair which is the inevitable concomitant of war”. High 

above the fray the world looks unbroken and intact. His euphoric account may be read as 

one of those poetic moments “sandwiched between bouts of violence and terror” that 

Fussell identified as a characteristic feature of the literature of combatants.  

This chapter has discussed how the war reporters at the Somme were caught in an 

in-between position at various levels and with varying implications. At the time of the 

Battle of the Somme, the reporters had already crossed the forbidden threshold, entered 

the dangerous liminal territory of war, and had become an integrated part of the Army. It 

may well be the case that their daily dispatches suppressed part of the truth and were 

written in a cloyingly patriotic tone, especially when compared to the texts written by ex-
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combatants that revealed the true dimension of the carnage in the post-war period. But 

even so, their accounts of the Battle of the Somme provide evidence not only of their 

compromised position as officially accredited journalists and of all the practical difficulties 

that they had to overcome to narrate an offensive that was too vast and too distant to be 

taken in by the observing eye of the reporters; they also give proof of the rhetorical 

challenges that the correspondents faced in constructing a comprehensible and coherent 

tale of the greatest British battle of the First World War. 

The reporters encountered several epistemological barriers that are characteristic of 

the liminal period. As I have tried to illustrate in this chapter, the reporters had to contend 

with the subversion of the “cherished classifications” that resulted from the new type of 

warfare. Their encounter with monstrously strange contrivances that had only existed in 

the human imagination before the war, mixed with familiar elements which, in turn, 

became defamiliarised and took on an eerie and grotesque complexion, shape their rite of 

passage and their response to this transformative experience.  

The imposed physical and epistemological barriers led Beach Thomas, Clarke, and 

Robinson to look for new ways of communicating the reality of the war. The three 

reporters needed to assimilate these familiar and strange elements in their descriptions of 

the war. They bore witness to the mutilation and the devastation of the landscape, but they 

also sought to reassure themselves by indulging in romantic and heroic language, using 

elements of the traditional rhetoric of war writing to escape from the bleak and tragic face 

of the war. At the same time, they also felt compelled to apprise their readers that not 

everything was as dulce et decorum as a superficial reading of their texts may suggest. This 

chapter has helped us understand how their texts bear witness to the correspondents’ 

struggle to reveal the grim side of the war, and how their liminal position—half-way 

between the civilian and the military world, half-way between their obligations as 

appendices of the army and their duty as journalists in a “foggy war”—severely constrained 

their writing. In this “between and betwixt” position they fell back on the chivalric 

tradition and ancient mythology to narrate the obscure and confusing events that were 

unfolding in front of them. 
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Chapter V: 

The American Rite of Passage 

When the persistent rains obliged the Allies to abandon their offensive on the Somme in 

November 1916, the Western Front passed through a third winter of relative calm. Four 

months later, on 9 April 1917 the British started a new offensive which would mark the 

beginning of the Battle of Arras.31 Only days before this attack, the American government 

declared war on Germany, an event that would eventually change the balance on the 

battlefield in favour of the Allied powers. America’s entry into the fray was to mark the 

beginning of the end of the war.  

  On 2 April 1917 President Woodrow Wilson addressed the nation to “advise 

that the Congress declare the recent course of the Imperial German Government to be in 

fact nothing less than war against the government and people of the United States” 

(Wilson 1917). President Wilson had maintained the political and military neutrality of the 

United States in this war for over two and a half years, and he now faced the tragic 

necessity of involving the American nation in a distant war on the other side of the 

Atlantic. He had to explain why the country was obliged to play a part in the European 

conflict when the United States came from a tradition of non-interventionism in European 

affairs.32 As Samuel R. Spencer has pointed out in Decision for War, 1917: The Laconia Sinking 

and the Zimmermmann Telegram as Key Factors in the Public Reaction against Germany (1953), “until 

the last week of February, there was still widespread feeling upon the Eastern coast that the 

war was a European affair” (1953: 6). By the time Wilson declared war on Germany, in 

April 1917, the United States was persuaded that the German Empire had interfered in 

American affairs and thus found sufficient reasons to enter the war on the opposite side.  

Two major events precipitated Wilson’s decision: the interception of the 

Zimmermann Telegram at the end of January 1917 and the sinking of the Laconia the 

31 The British offensive at Arras proved how the British had learned from the mistakes they had made in the 
Battle of the Somme. The British and Canadian forces launched an attack on a scale almost as large as the one 
on the first day of the Somme, but British casualties were less than half of the ones they had suffered in that 
fateful offensive. In this attack the Allied forces managed to penetrate the Hindenburg Line and more than 
five thousand Germans were made prisoners (Stevenson 2005: 176; Gilbert 2011: 422). 

32 Back in 1796 George Washington had explained in his “Farewell Address” that the United States and 
Europe were very remote territories and European interests were “essentially foreign to our concerns”. For 
this reason, Washington warned America against implicating itself in “the ordinary vicissitudes of [Europe’s] 
politics, or the ordinary combinations and collisions of her friendships or enmities” (American Daily Advertiser, 
September 19, 1796). 
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following month. The German Foreign Minister, Arthur Zimmermann, had dispatched a 

telegram guaranteeing the Mexican government a piece of US territory in exchange for 

their entry into the war on the German side. The British authorities intercepted the 

telegram and the American press published this news in March 1917, causing a tremendous 

outrage among the American population (Spencer 1953; Tuchman 1985). The sinking of 

the Laconia, on the other hand, was the result of “Germany’s Policy of Unrestricted 

Warfare”. In late January 1917, the German ambassador Count Johan von Benstorff wrote 

to Robert Lansing, the American Secretary of State, announcing a blockade of many zones 

around France, Great Britain, Italy, and the Eastern Mediterranean starting on the first day 

of February. The Germans guaranteed the safety of American ships provided the following 

points were observed: their port of destination in Britain had to be Falmouth; all shipping 

to and from the port of Falmouth was to pass the Scilly Islands at a point fifty degrees 

north, twenty degrees west; the American government could guarantee that the steamers 

carried no contraband on board; the steamers were marked and painted in a specific way; 

and only one steamer a week sailed in each direction, arriving at Falmouth on Sunday and 

departing on Wednesday (Horne 1923: 1-8). On 26 February, the Germans torpedoed and 

sunk the American Laconia, for they considered the ship was violating their announced 

policy. The anti-German sentiment in the United States, which had substantially increased 

after the sinking of the Lusitania in the spring of 1915, was seriously aggravated by this 

event. Although the interception of the Zimmermann Telegram and the attack on the 

Laconia do not provide the entire explanation to why public opinion shifted in favour of 

entering the war, they clearly “tilted the scales of that opinion heavily. They helped to 

persuade millions of Americans that this was indeed [their] war and Germany [was their] 

enemy” (Spencer 1953: 6). 

A large part of the American public opinion still needed to be mobilised. The 

government had to explain the role that the United States would play in the unravelling of 

the conflict. As I have already explained in Chapter One, the American government 

initiated a propagandistic movement similar to the one organised by Wellington House in 

Britain, designed to promote a positive attitude to the war in the United States. George 

Creel, who was in charge of the Committee of Public Information, started a campaign with 

the purpose of increasing support for an American intervention. It focused on the 

promotion of national sentiment in favour of the war, and most news routed in one general 

direction: the creation of a “common American experience of the war” (Jeffrey 2007: 18). 

As Alan Axelrod has argued in Selling the Great War: The Making of American Propaganda: 
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“news had to be retailed to the press equally and universally. There was no longer room for 

the ‘scoop’ not because some reporter might get hold of exclusive information that would 

be of value to the enemy but because war news could not be looked upon in any other light 

than common property calling for common issuance” (2009: 105). 

The American nation needed to be more united than ever, willing to make the 

sacrifice of fighting a war that was no longer regarded as a merely European affair. Yet, 

since the American population was not exposed to the threat of invasion, which was the 

“prime motivation mobilizing the peoples in Europe” (Harries and Harries 1997: 164), this 

was not easy to achieve. The American government tried to create “their own sense of 

national urgency” (ibid.), presenting the German army as a real threat to American values 

and traditions, and turning the war into a “Great Crusade” of democracies against the 

common anti-democratic German enemy (ibid.). With an American intervention, President 

Wilson expected to spread traditional—puritan—American values of democracy and 

government to help to construct a “new and better world” (Garraty 1983: 414). As Robert 

Zieger has argued in America’s Great War: World War I and the American Experience (2000), 

President Wilson combined “a potent mixture of Christian redemptionism, American 

exceptionalism, and determination to rescue European moral and cultural values from the 

folly of the Europeans” (2000: 1).  

President Wilson promoted a “culture of collective participation” (Capozzolla 2008: 

11) so that all members of society could perceive the war cause as their own. He believed 

that America was the land where “the best of the blood, the industry and genius of the 

whole world, the elements of a great race and a magnificent society” had gathered to be 

“welded into a mighty and splendid nation” (Wilson in Harries and Harries 1997: 22-23). 

American values and principles would serve as an inspiration for the rest of the world; the 

nation should be a new “city upon a hill”, in the same way as John Winthrop had expected 

New England to turn into a beacon of light back in the seventeenth century. The 

difference to the time of the first British settlers was that it was no longer enough to serve 

as a shining model for the rest of the world. Americans would need to cross the Atlantic to 

rescue Old Europe from the clutches of German autocracy and expansionism. President 

Wilson also hoped that the warring nations in Europe would become susceptible to the 

lofty American ideals and values after the war. This would create “a brave new world of 

democracies cooperating under the aegis of a League of Nations” (Harries and Harries 
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1997: 423).33 His stated ideal of a global democracy became, according to Arthur S. Link, 

the most powerful propagandistic tool against Germany (1997: 628).  

Journalism played a key role in the promotion of this “crusade”. George Creel 

conceived the conflict as “the world’s greatest adventure in advertising […] with the war as 

the product to be merchandised” (Harries and Harries 1997: 165). The remoteness of the 

war allowed Creel to control almost the totality of the incoming information, but he also 

wanted to “inject positive thoughts into the nation’s psyche” (168). This positivism was 

structured around the conception of America as a world leader. As Caitlin Marie Thérèse 

Jeffrey argues in her doctoral dissertation, “the story of American involvement in the First 

World War is a story of America defining herself as a democratic world leader. American 

correspondents played a central role in this by creating a narration that modelled American 

democratic culture to world audiences. At the same time they were creating a national text 

to mobilize Americans to support the war” (2007: 221).  

Taking Jeffrey’s premises as a stepping stone, this chapter explores how Irvin S. 

Cobb’s The Glory of the Coming: What Mine Eyes Have Seen Of Americans In Action In This Year 

Of Grace And Allied Endeavor and Will Irwin’s A Reporter at Armageddon: Letters from the Front 

and Behind the Lines of the Great War contributed to present America’s involvement in the war 

as a national rite of passage. I shall also discuss Floyd Gibbons’s “And They Thought We 

Wouldn’t Fight”, for his position as eyewitness of the conflict is quite unique. His individual 

experience in the war zone came close to that of combatants: he was the only 

correspondent to be severely wounded under fire in the Western Front while he 

accompanied a group of American soldiers. 

Cobb, Gibbons, and Irwin covered the First World War from the weeks before 

April 1917 to several months after the United States entered the conflict. The three 

reporters coincided in portraying the US intervention in the war as a national ordeal. This 

ordeal may be understood as a test that corresponded to a national rite of passage. 

According to Victor Turner, “rites of passage are not confined to culturally defined life-

33 In early 1918, after the Bolshevik government had signed an armistice with Germany, President Wilson 
wrote a declaration of America’s objectives in its war against the German Empire. He presented his 
objectives in his famous “Fourteen Points” discourse, delivered in the US Congress on 8 January 1918. The 
last point claimed that “a general association of nations must be formed under specific covenants for the 
purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political independence and territorial integrity to great and small 
states alike” (Wilson 1918). This discourse suddenly became the first great manifesto of the First World War. 
In it, Wilson summarised a liberal program for peace, in opposition to the communist proposals (Ambrosius 
1987; Link 1997: 628). 
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crises but may accompany any change from one state to another, as when a whole tribe 

goes to war” (1967: 47). After President Wilson declared war on Germany, the American 

“tribe” went to war. Cobb, Gibbons, and Irwin wrote about this national act of separation 

from a prior state of security, in texts in which we find again the key aspects of transition 

and liminality as defined by Arnold van Gennep and later developed by Victor Turner. In 

contrast to the authors discussed in previous chapters, however, Cobb, Irwin, and Gibbons 

link their own individual war experience to the American collective experience of war. By 

entering “the tunnel of liminality” the three journalists will make use of their own 

individual experience and powers of observation to convey the communal rite of passage 

that going to war involved for the United States.  

The American nation was removed from its familiar milieu and entered a war in a 

land that was geographically and culturally remote and unfamiliar. In order to portray this 

national ordeal and bring American readers closer to an event that would entail serious 

hardships, the reporters would borrow from the storehouses of an array of American 

literary traditions, ranging from travel writing and sea narratives to the American pastoral, 

as well as from the powerful rhetoric of their own epic history as shaped in the founding 

documents of the United States. The reporters crossed not just physical but also rhetorical 

boundaries, engaging with familiar literary conventions and motifs, which they adapted to 

suit the unfamiliar context of war. They separated themselves from a prior state of security 

and embarked on a hazardous adventure with the purpose of making Americans 

understand the crucial role that their nation was to play in the European conflict. They 

became liminal personae and, as in any rite of passage, the outcome of this experience was 

unclear.  

In the texts under consideration in this chapter, liminality and transition are indeed 

marked by contingency and uncertainty. While the crossing of a threshold may inevitably 

entail the prospect of failure, it may also bring about professional mobility and the sudden 

emerging of agency. The three reporters concerned in this chapter undertook a radical 

cutting away from their former selves. When these “neophytes” emerged from their act of 

transition, a profound transformation would have taken place, not only for themselves, but 

also for all their compatriots who had gone to the theatres of battle, as well as for those 

men and women who had remained at the entrance of the tunnel.  

§ 
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Irvin S. Cobb (1876-1944) was an American journalist, humorist, and fiction writer who 

became particularly popular in his time as the author of humorous columns. As Jack 

Sullivan remarks, he once was “among America’s top celebrities: Author of 60 books, a 

writer compared favorably with Mark Twain, he was the country’s highest paid journalist, a 

star of radio, motion pictures, and the lecture circuit” (2006: 38). He started his career in 

journalism working for the Paducah Evening News. In 1904, he moved to New York City and 

joined the Evening Sun, and also started to write fiction on rural Kentucky stories for the 

The Saturday Evening Post. At the outbreak of the First World War the Post editor, George 

Lorimer, sent him to Europe to cover the conflict.  

The First World War became the only major conflict he would cover as a war 

correspondent. He was one of the few reporters who came to witness the German 

occupation of Brussels, the Battle of Mons, and the burning of Louvain in 1914. He also 

had the unusual opportunity of seeing combat from an observation balloon above the 

Aisne River (Cobb 1915: 226-250). In October 1914, the Germans arrested him together 

with another four reporters, becoming “temporary unofficial correspondents with the 

German military” (Horne and Kramer 2001: 252). As I have mentioned in Chapter One, he 

was one of the five American correspondents who signed the document denying German 

atrocities in 1914—a disclaimer that was misinterpreted as a sign of weakness after his 

imprisonment by the German army. Paths of Glory: Impressions of War Written at and near the 

Front gathers his remarkable early-war experiences and provides, according to Anita 

Lawson, “descriptions of German strength and the war’s devastation [which] were the 

most vivid available to most Americans” (Lawson 1992: 212). In this eyewitness account 

Cobb also clarifies the reasons why he signed the denial of atrocities in 1914: 

Some space back I wrote that I had been able to find in Belgium no direct proof of 

the mutilations, the torturings and other barbarities which were charged against the 

Germans by the Belgians. Though fully a dozen seasoned journalists, both English 

and American, have agreed with me, saying that their experiences in this regard had 

been the same as mine; and though I said in the same breath that I could not find 

in Germany any direct evidence of the brutalities charged against the Belgians by 

the Germans, the prior statement was accepted by some persons as proof that my 

sympathy for the Belgians had been chilled through association with the Germans. 

No such thing […]. In the face of the present plight of this little country we need 

not look for individual atrocities. Belgium herself is the capsheaf atrocity of the 
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war. No matter what our nationality, our race or our sentiments may be, none of us 

can get away from that. (1915: 374-375) 

In April 1917, after having seen the havoc that the conflict had caused, he 

supported America’s declaration of war with reluctance, but he returned to Europe to write 

more stories for the Post. During this time, he witnessed the German bombing of London 

in the spring of 1918 and the Battle of Chateau-Tierry in July 1918, one of the first actions 

of the American Expeditionary Forces (Roth 1997: 64). In November of that year, Cobb 

published The Glory of the Coming. When he came back to the United States at the end of the 

year, Cobb “took up the cause of racial tolerance” (Lawson 1992: 212) and became 

involved in anti-Ku Klux Klan activities in the 1920s. In 1923 he joined Cosmopolitan and 

continued writing fiction and humourous columns. Fascinated by the cinema, he sold 

several scripts to Hollywood and even hosted the Academy Awards in 1935  (Lawson 1992; 

Roth 1997). 

His compatriot Will Irwin (1873-1948) also found in the Great War his first 

opportunity for war reporting. A brochure on his personality explains that “few pairs of 

eyes in the world have seen as much as his” (see Appendix 8). Irwin started a career in 

journalism at the turn of the century and he became associated with the reform-minded 

journalistic movement of “the muckrakers”. After the earthquake in San Francisco in 1906 

he wrote his journalistic classic “The City that Was: A Requiem of Old San Francisco”, 

originally published in McClure’s Magazine and later on reprinted in The Sun and other 

newspapers. In 1911 he wrote an influential essay, “The American Newspaper: A Study of 

Journalism and its Relation to the Public”, where he discussed his views on professional 

journalism, “calling for a ‘professional attitude’ to infuse the entire structure of the press 

without disrupting its existing pattern of control” (Birkhead 1986: 39).  

At the outbreak of hostilities, muckraking was “virtually dead” (Hudson 1982: 77) 

and most of the muckrakers were changing into other forms of writing. Irwin wanted to 

make a life as a fiction writer but, as his biographer Robert V. Hudson has explained, when 

he locked himself away “he began to realize that he liked reporting better than creating” 

(ibid.). In August 1914 he arranged to write articles on the European war for Collier’s 

Magazine and the American. He left for Europe with other American reporters such as Irvin 

S. Cobb, Arno Dosch-Fleurot, or John T. McCutcheon. As I have mentioned in Chapter 

Two, he witnessed the burning of Louvain with Richard Harding Davis and other 

correspondents. After this event, he returned to the United States but in autumn of 1914 
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he went to Europe again and sought for permission to visit the French troops. In January 

1915 he was appointed war correspondent in Europe for the New York Tribune. In April he 

was allowed to enter the war zone and witnessed the Second Battle of Ypres. He reported 

on the use of gas, but he passed over the fact that he had himself been affected by gassing 

(Hudson 1982: 82-93). Out of these experiences, Irwin published: Men, Women and the War 

(1915), which he characterises as “a fabric of stitched things” (Irwin 1915: v).  

Irwin went back to the United States after having visited Verdun and other places 

along the Western Front, feeling that “he had experienced enough of the war” (Hudson 

1982: 101). However, in March 1917, just a few weeks before Washington broke off 

diplomatic relations with Berlin, Irwin and his wife sailed to Spain, and from there, they 

started a ten-month-long journey around different warring and neutral countries. That 

same year he published The Latin at War. The account of their trip would be published in A 

Reporter at Armageddon in 1918. It is written in what Katrina J. Quinn calls “epistolary 

journalism form”, a genre that “assimilates traditions of journalistic writing and the 

discursive functionality of personal correspondence” (2011: 33). The book was positively 

reviewed, especially for its “human interest” and “vivid description”, and was 

recommended by the American Review of Reviews as “a model for all reporters in vividness of 

description” (Hudson 1982: 113). In March 1918, George Creel appointed Irwin Chairman 

of the Division of Foreign Service. When the war was over he would acknowledge that 

“the whole truth” about the First World War was never told during the war years, only the 

part that served America’s national purpose (110).  

The third and youngest of the three reporters discussed in this chapter, Floyd 

Gibbons (1887-1939), was a correspondent for the Chicago Tribune and, as one of his 

obituaries declared, he “personified to the public the romantic aspects of foreign news 

reporting” (Evening Independent, September 25, 1939). Before covering the Great War he had 

been sent to report on the Mexican Revolution, and in 1916 he accompanied General John 

J. Pershing in his expedition to New Mexico in search of Pancho Villa (Roth 1997: 117). In 

February 1917 the Chicago Tribune assigned to him the task of writing about the conflict in 

Europe. Gibbons was travelling to Europe on board the Laconia when it was torpedoed 

and his report on this event was “acclaimed as one of the outstanding reportorial 

achievements of the war and it was read from the floor of both houses of Congress” 

(Gibbons 1953: 73). His personal friendship with General Pershing made him one of the 

few privileged journalists allowed on board the Baltic, the cargo ship that brought the “first 

trim little band of American fighting men” to England (Gibbons 2012: 45).  
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In June 1918, Gibbons became one out of the eighteen initially accredited 

correspondents with the American Expeditionary Forces. Gibbons is “the first of a new 

crop of war reporters” who provided a new and fresher understanding of the war (Crozier 

1959: 120), compared to some of the “classic” correspondents like Richard Harding Davis, 

Alexander Powell, or Irvin S. Cobb. During his time in France, Gibbons challenged 

military restrictions and absconded from the group of journalists who formed the press 

column to attach himself to the Sixth Field Artillery, one of the regiments of the 1st 

Expeditionary Division. He became a member of the Battery “A” gun crew which, 

together with the Batteries “B” and “C”, were the first detachments of the American 

Expeditionary Forces to see action in Europe (Gibbons 2012: 109-143). His presence in 

the field with the Sixth Field Artillery gave him the opportunity of writing scoops on events 

that his fellow correspondents were unable to witness. He accompanied the Marines during 

the Belleau Wood campaign in the spring of 1918. All these events are narrated in “And 

They Thought We Wouldn’t Fight”.   

Gibbons was awarded the Croix de Guerre by the French and went back to New 

York to report and lecture on the war, where he was received as a “homecoming hero” 

(Gibbons 1953: 117; Randall 2005: 169-171). Once the First World War was over he 

continued reporting on several conflicts such as the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 or 

the Spanish Civil War in 1936, which he described as “the most brutal and inhumane of the 

nine wars he covered” (Gibbons 1953: 118). 

5.1. THE ATLANTIC OCEAN AND THE RITE OF SEPARATION   

Irvin S. Cobb, Floyd Gibbons, and Will Irwin sailed to Europe expecting to write accounts 

on the new face of battle in the latter years of the conflict. However, before they could step 

on European soil, the three reporters had to surmount the first obstacle: the Atlantic 

Ocean. The crossing of the sea may be described as the initial phase of their individual rite 

of passage. The three reporters travelled in the opposite direction of the Pilgrim Fathers 

before they reached the American shores, and they all coincided in highlighting in their 

accounts the deeper significance of this particular fact. The crossing of the ocean 

corresponds to the reporters’ moment of separation and it reflects what Joseph Campbell 

has identified in The Hero with a Thousand Faces as the stage of departure: the moment in 

which an individual is physically separated from his or her home and familiar milieu and 

embarks on a quest.  
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5.1.1. Sea Travelling in the Literary History of the United States 

In order to understand the attention that the authors pay to their journey by sea, it 

becomes necessary to give a brief account of the relevance of sea narratives in the literary 

history of the United States. Water can be the joiner of human societies, but “it is also the 

separator, the border, the dangerous boundary” (Springer 1995: 1). In The Sea Voyage 

Narrative (1997), Robert Foulke maintains that “the sea has been a ‘place’ of extraordinary 

importance in the evolution of Western culture. It has encompassed human beings during 

major movements of expanded awareness […]. From the Odyssey to the present, it has 

served as a place for literary portraits of adventure and disaster, for quests, hunts, and tests 

of human endurance” (2002: 26).  

In the literary history of the United States, the sea has been a central theme, and 

tales of survival and adventure at sea have played a substantial role in the construction of 

its national literature. We only have to think of writers such as Herman Melville and Jack 

London. Haskell Springer discusses in his collection of essays America and the Sea (1995) the 

significance that the journey by sea has had in the shaping of the American nation. During 

the periods of migration in the United States, the Atlantic Ocean constituted a mighty 

physical barrier, a frontier that any future American had to cross in order to reach the 

“Promised Land”. Springer contends that the journey by sea has been a central element in 

the construction of the culture and mythology of the United States, “starting before there 

was even an ‘America’ in human consciousness” (1995: 2). Likewise, Robin Miskolcze has 

argued in her doctoral dissertation, “Don’t Rock the Boat: Women and Shipwreck 

Narratives in Early U.S. Culture” (2000), that “throughout the seventeenth, eighteenth, and 

early years of the nineteenth centuries, ships, the sea, and shipwreck became part of the 

fabric of U.S. national narratives. [They] came to be integral to early U.S. cultural history, 

particularly the ways by which they contributed to America’s efforts to imagine herself as a 

viable community” (2000: 15). However, as I have discussed in Chapter Two, in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, tales of journeys by sea acquired a new dimension 

for many eager Americans. As Springer explains, “inspired by the extraordinary 

accomplishments of Captain Cook’s three voyages (1768-79), by national pride, and by 

economic hopes, the United States sent out several notable exploring ventures, public and 

private, published accounts of which were very popular” (1995: 10).  

Naval journeys drastically differed during the war from the leisure travelling that 

had occupied much of the nineteenth and early twentieth-century imagination. Other war 
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reporters discussed in this dissertation, such as Mary Roberts Rinehart or Richard Harding 

Davis, refer at the beginning of their war narratives to their sea voyage. Davis includes a 

succinct description of the journey that took him to Europe (Davis 1915: 1-3) while 

Rinehart provides a brief account of her crossing of the English Channel, described as a 

“rather precarious journey, windows and ports carefully closed and darkened” (Rinehart 

1915: 12). Yet, the significance of their journey by sea appears much reduced when 

compared to the role that the narrative of the ocean crossing plays in the reports written by 

Cobb, Gibbons, and Irwin.  

Irvin S. Cobb, Floyd Gibbons, and Will Irwin crossed the Atlantic between March 

1917 and March 1918. The three authors report on the profound changes that had affected 

the peculiarities of sea travelling. One of the reasons why they focused on the process of 

separation is quite obvious: it marks the exact moment of departure, when the 

correspondents left their own familiar milieu to face the considerable hazards of travelling 

by sea, which were quite independent of America’s warring status at the time of their 

crossing. As any other traveller in early 1917, the three journalists faced the dangers of 

being torpedoed by U-Boats even before the United States had formally entered the 

conflict. However, there is a second—less obvious—reason that led them to dwell on the 

topic of their passage: through their descriptions of their own personal experience in 

crossing the Atlantic, the three reporters could reinforce the case in favour of the US 

entrance into the war. Thus, Cobb, Gibbons, and Irwin used their own personal rite of 

separation to warn against the German menace to which any American citizen was exposed 

during the first months of 1917, when the country was still maintaining its neutrality. As I 

shall argue, they did so by resorting to some of the motifs that are central to the American 

tradition of travel writing, namely the romance of sea travelling and the powerful image of 

shipwrecks. They connected this tradition to the historical context of the Great War and 

adapted it to justify America’s intervention in the war, explaining—and legitimating—

America’s national moment of separation from a neutral position and its transition into a 

belligerent status. 

5.1.2. The Perils during the Rite of Separation: Casus Belli 

Just as the war had altered the conditions of travelling by road or by train on continental 

soil, travelling by sea had drastically changed since the beginning of the war. When the 

three reporters embarked on their journey to Europe, they could no longer enjoy the 

“physical and mental freedom of open ocean experience” (Foulke 2002: 115), because the 
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conflict had fundamentally transformed the nature of sea travelling. This was bound to be 

reflected in the manner in which the authors conveyed their journey by sea.  

When Will Irwin boarded the Spanish cargo that would take him to Europe in 

March 1917, he harked back to the tradition of sea travel narratives in his account of his 

passage. However, instead of focusing on the natural perils of crossing the ocean, he 

directed his gaze towards the war-induced discomforts of travelling and the man-made 

perils that were lurking on the high seas. A journey across the ocean was hazardous even 

when one was crossing the Atlantic on a Spanish cargo which went from one neutral 

nation to another. In what he characterises as a “queer voyage” and “a journey of 

desperation for most of us” (2012: 5), the American journalist exposes the dangers faced by 

anyone who dared to sail in those convulsed times. Passengers faced not only the perils of 

violent storms and German submarines, but they were also exposed to the anxieties caused 

by a daily life on board that was buzzing with rumours, intrigues, and uncertainties about 

the war in Europe. Irwin sheds light on the looming menace to which Americans were 

exposed and how the absence of reliable information made an American intervention seem 

all the more imminent: “Daily the bulletins gave us fragments of news from America and 

the Western Front; one day they even recorded that three American ships had been sunk 

by submarines, rendering our certain entrance into this war doubly certain” (12).  

The potential threats turned into a real life-or-death situation for some reporters 

bound to the war zone. Such was the case of Floyd Gibbons on board the Laconia. 

Gibbons opens his account by reflecting on the “human helplessness that comes in mid-

ocean when one considers the comparative frailty of […] the most modern turbine liners, 

with the enormous power of the wilderness of water over which one sails” (2012: 23-24). 

The sinking of the Titanic in 1912 had made the general public well aware of the perils of 

crossing the ocean that existed even for the most modern steamship, and of the 

helplessness of humanity and its technological achievements in the face of the elements. 

Like in Caspar David Friedrich’s or William Turner’s romantic representations of 

shipwrecks and stormy seas, Gibbons wonders at the insignificance of man-made vessels 

when confronted with the “enormous power of the wilderness of water”. However, as 

Gibbons reminds the reader, in times of war, one needed to add to these perils “the greater 

danger of a diabolical human, yet inhuman, interference, directed against the seafarer with 

the purpose and intention of his destruction” (24): the invisible menace of torpedoes that 

beset the peaceful crossing.  

156 

 



 

Gibbons became a victim to the devastating effects of these weapons. The reporter 

was on the Laconia when it was hit by a German torpedo a few hundred miles off the Irish 

coast. Gibbons felt that as an American citizen he was fully entitled to travel around the 

world without being subjected to any constraints, and for this reason he had boarded the 

American ship after turning down the opportunity of “a safe passage across the Atlantic” 

on the Frederick VIII, which was taking Count von Bernstorff, the German Ambassador to 

the United States, back to Europe (2012: 24-25). As he explains in “And They Thought We 

Wouldn’t Fight”, he “disliked the thought that [he], an American citizen, with rights as such 

to sail the sea, should have to resort to subterfuge and scheming to enjoy those rights” (25). 

Surviving the shipwreck he was granted the opportunity to write “one of the most 

influential stories of the war” (Klekowski and Klekowski 2012: 157). 

In his account of this fateful event, Gibbons depicts the night the passengers spent 

waiting to be rescued in the traditional fashion of a tale of survival at sea. He brings to bear 

what Robert Foulke has referred to as the “metaphoric power of sinkings, some of which 

are taken to be emblematic of whole eras in history or the fragility of human enterprise” 

(2002: 4). His description resembles the accounts on the sinking of the Titanic, with “the 

sudden flashing of the lights on the upper deck” making the “dark seething waters seem 

darker and angrier” (Gibbons 2012: 30), and passengers rushing to put on their life vests 

and looking for an empty spot in one of the lifeboats, while flares turned the sky red “over 

the roaring sea” (ibid.). The whole passage reveals the ordeal of the moment: the 

passengers struggling to put the lifeboats down, clinging “to the seats to save [themselves] 

from falling out” (31); some of the travellers shivering “with fright” (34) in the complete 

chaos and confusion that was the inescapable outcome of shipwreck.  

In the midst of darkness, while passengers prepared “for a siege with the elements” 

(38), a sudden glimmer of hope emerged. Gibbons recalls how “the first searching glow of 

white radiance deep down the sombre sides of the black pot of night that hung over us” 

(39). Gibbons uses the words “glow”, “white”, and “radiance”, related to the semantic field 

of light, to express the hope that the arrival of the rescuing ship brought to the scene; these 

stand in a glaring contrast to the “sombre sides” of “the black pot of night” that 

predominate in his account on the sinking. The end of their shipwreck coincides with the 

coming of dawn that turned “the eastern ocean grey to pink” (42). Once more, this image 

of the ocean moving from a dark grey into a hopeful pink brings to mind William Turner’s 

pre-impressionistic sea paintings, in the fashion of a picturesque tradition of “soft 

distances, dissolving lights, and graceful curves” (Marx 1967: 322) that would be 
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undoubtedly familiar to many of Gibbons’s readers. 

This event was a transformative experience for the American reporter, who 

underwent the same transition as many other characters of sea narratives: he left the land 

and the city and, during his time at sea, he faced a decisive event (Auden 1967: 12-13). Yet, 

his account of this episode represented a watershed in the minds of many of his American 

readers. As Judith Hamera and Alfred Bendixen remind us in their introduction to the 

Cambridge Companion to American Travel Writing (2009), “travel and the construction of 

American identity are intimately linked” (i). Gibbons followed up this link and constructed 

a travel narrative that helped to shape the destiny of the United States and its position in 

the world, relating his own personal experience at sea to the consequences the sinking of 

the Laconia had for the American nation. Gibbons used the most innocent and helpless 

characters—women and children—to present his case: a “little boy, his fresh pink face and 

golden hair shinning in the morning sun […] who had been found half-drowned and 

almost dead from exposure in a partially wrecked boat” (2012: 42-43), and an American 

woman and her daughter who died hugging each other. As one passenger explains: “‘The 

women got weaker and weaker. Maybe they had been dead for some time. I don’t know 

but a wave came and washed both Mrs. Hoy and her daughter out of the boat. There were 

life-belts around their bodies and they drifted away with their arms locked about one 

another’” (43). The image of two innocent victims hugging each other while they slowly 

“drifted away” into the ocean helps Gibbons bring out the inhumanity of the German 

attack.  

Gibbons’s description follows the propagandistic strategy used in the poster 

“Enlist” (see Appendix 9) in which a woman submerged in water cradles her child in her 

arms. Gibbons seems to be recreating this image, which had been used as propaganda after 

the sinking of the Lusitania in 1915, to remind his readers of the ignominious nature of the 

attack, and also as a means to present a casus belli. His focus on the little boy, the American 

woman, and her daughter is no coincidence: they were the most innocent victims of a 

dastardly attack; these individuals could not have harmed Germany in any conceivable way. 

Although out of the seventy-three dead passengers of the Laconia, only six were American 

(Spencer 1953: 40), Gibbons makes special mention of two of these victims to finish his 

report on the sinking of the Laconia. Two innocent people from a neutral country had been 

killed and, as a British passenger informed him, this was the “old Casus belli” (2012: 44) 

the American government had been waiting for. After the attack on the Laconia, it took 

President Wilson only five more weeks to declare war.   
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Gibbons explains how the German policy of submarine blockade “changed the 

Atlantic Ocean into another No Man’s Land across which every American soldier had to 

pass at the mercy of the enemy before he could arrive at the actual battle-front” (ibid.). The 

perils faced in this turbulent No Man’s Land are spelt out in detail in Irvin S. Cobb’s The 

Glory of the Coming. The reporter started his rite of separation on board a boat that travelled 

in an American convoy that sailed away from the American shores “almost as if [they] had 

done something wrong” (2012: 22). During his journey, Cobb was witness to one of those 

adventures that add excitement to sea travel narratives. From his steamer he could observe 

the “death of the Tuscania” (21) in February 1918. The Tuscania was travelling to Europe in 

the same camouflaged convoy as Cobb’s ship. The German submarine U-77 torpedoed it 

on 5 February 1918 near the coast of Islay. It had over two thousand American soldiers on 

board, and more than two hundred American and thirty-five British soldiers were drowned 

as a result (Harpham 1976: 285-288; Scott 2012: 211-212).  

Cobb had undergone what Eric Leed has referred to in The Mind of the Traveler as 

“the sufferings of the journey” (1991: 10), and he remembered this episode as “the climax 

of the most memorable voyage I ever expect to take. […] It was one of those big moments 

in a man’s life that stick in a man’s brain as long as he has a brain to think with” (Cobb 

2012: 21-22). He witnessed an event that would utterly transform him, but he did not have 

words “within him to express what he felt” (31). The reporter was, like many other writers 

of the period, incapable of finding words to describe the scene; silence was the only 

possible means of expression left for him. The event is presented as a turning point in his 

life, especially when, upon reaching British shores, Cobb discovered that the torpedo which 

had sunk the Tuscania had been aimed at the cargo he was on (32).  

The significance of his account rests on the way he relates the sinking of the 

Tuscania and the implications it had for the American nation. He reminds the reader that 

when the Tuscania sank, it took “American soldier boys to death with her in alien waters” 

(21). Cobb relates how Britons and Americans sang symbolic and patriotic songs, such a 

“God Save the King” and “My Country, ‘Tis of Thee”, as they were drowning. The 

author’s reference to these tunes is not accidental given the recurring appearance of songs 

in his narrative. The complete title of the book, The Glory of the Coming: What Mine Eyes Have 

Seen of Americans in Action in This Year of Grace and Allied Endeavor, is adapted from the 

opening lines of Julia Ward Howe’s “Battle Hymn of the Republic”: “mine eyes have seen 

the glory of the coming of the Lord”, which is one of the most representative songs of the 

American Civil War. Cobb used it as the title of his book probably to mark the American 
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sense of duty in the war. The title also helped him present the American contingent as a 

glorious body that would arrive in Europe to rescue and redeem civilisation.  

Considering that Cobb adapted the words of a patriotic song for the title of his 

book, it is no happenstance that he reproduced the chorus of another song as the closing 

lines of his chapter on the sinking of the Tuscania. Cobb recalls how American boys where 

singing “Where Do We Go from Here”, written by Percy Wenrich and Howard Johns in 

1917, as they were drowning. This song had been “before then a meaningless, trivial jingle, 

but to which is destined forevermore […] to mean a great deal to Americans” (Cobb 2012: 

34). However, after the Tuscania sank, these words (“where do we go from here, boys: 

where do we go from here?”) sang by two hundred men who were the “first fruits of our 

national sacrifice in this war” (34) gained a new symbolic meaning. The drowning boys, 

members of one of the first contingents of the American Expeditionary Force, seemed to 

wonder about the destiny of Americans and the American nation: where would the United 

States go at this moment of departure? How were the soldiers to confront the arrival in 

Europe? Through these closing lines, Cobb links the song of the ill-fated soldiers to 

America’s metaphorical moment of departure, as well as to the perils and uncertainties the 

American soldiers would have to face upon their arrival in Europe. 

Throughout this epigraph I have examined how the authors used their own 

individual experience with a twofold purpose: firstly, to supply their compatriots with vivid 

accounts of a war that was directly implicating American citizens; and secondly, to provide 

them with legitimate reasons for an American intervention in this war. Through their own 

individual voice, articulating their own physical rite of separation, the correspondents did 

not merely describe the uncertain atmosphere that characterised travelling by sea in the 

year 1917—and even more in 1918—but they used it as a leitmotif to promote the war in 

their own country. They portrayed their individual rite of separation, resorting to a tradition 

of sea narratives and to motifs and images of the travel writing genre, to give a plausible 

shape to the American casus belli. From their position as eyewitnesses of tragic events 

affecting American citizens, they “torpedoed” the conservative public opinion in the 

United States, using their words as weapons to convince their public of the need to fight 

Germany.  

5.2. IN EUROPE  

After crossing the threshold of the Atlantic Ocean, the three correspondents had to 
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overcome new physical and rhetorical obstacles in their quest to render a far-away war 

meaningful to their American readers. Once on the continent Cobb, Gibbons, and Irwin 

confronted a double challenge: on the one hand, they had to interpret the conflict to an 

audience that knew and understood little of the war they were getting engaged in, 

something they were expected to accomplish with a clear propagandistic aim in mind. 

America sought to define itself as a world leader and President Wilson promoted the idea 

of war as a noble enterprise. For this end, he needed war journalists to vindicate and exalt 

the role that America would be playing in this ordeal. On the other hand, as reporters on 

the conflict, they needed to find their own personal voice and perspective to express what 

they themselves had been witnesses to. Although these travellers found it considerably 

easier to cross “the guarded threshold” than their predecessors who had travelled to the 

front in 1914 and 1915, they often came up against similar obstacles to the ones 

encountered by war correspondents in the early months of the war, namely press 

censorship, difficulties of movement, and the impossibility of observing and depicting 

actual combat.  

These two aspects, the role of the reporters as propagandists and their personal 

adventures in Europe, shaped their liminal experience in the war zone and the areas 

surrounding the front. After their journey by sea, the correspondents arrived in a “new 

world”. As Eric Leed contends in The Mind of the Traveler, the moment of arrival provides 

“an opportunity for many travellers to become ‘someone else’, to re-create identity, to 

assume disguises and personae that would be forbidden or impossible at home” (1991: 

107). Cobb, Gibbons, and Irwin would not only be uninvolved observers of the 

performances of American troops in Europe, but would also face their own personal 

adventures and confront challenges that would transform their vision and attitudes towards 

the conflict and the world at large. As Americans in an alien land, the reporters had been 

irretrievably separated from “their defining and social matrix” (26), and they would 

compare their received knowledge, cultural standards, language, ethical conduct, and 

behaviour to the European customs and traditions. To articulate their response to their 

new surroundings, they would fall back on images and attitudes that were deeply 

entrenched in the American imagination, all of which were related to the American 

tradition of travel writing: a pastoral vision of the world, a fascination for European cities, 

and a yearning for the European “other”.  
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5.2.1. “Landscapes of Desire”34 

Upon their arrival in Europe, the correspondents not only reported on the devastation they 

witnessed, they were also quick to perceive any images and signs pertaining to the 

picturesque and the pastoral ideal. In the face of so much destruction and ugliness in the 

landscape surrounding the battlefield, they would find solace in untouched and green 

nature. These instances of what Leo Marx has called an “idyllic vision” of the landscape 

(1967: 25) could constitute a way of “rescuing man from the terrors of a […] painful 

existence”, as Charles S. Sanford argues in The Quest for Paradise: Europe and the American 

Moral Imagination (1961: 27). At the same time, they represent occasions to create dramatic 

contrasts between an outlandish world at war and the time-honoured world of peace. The 

recurrent use of the pastoral mode is a stylistic feature that is shared by the eyewitness 

accounts of these reporters and the writings of combatants. As Paul Fussell argues in The 

Great War and Modern Memory, the pastoral “is an English mode of fully gauging the 

calamities of the Great War and imaginatively protecting oneself against them. Pastoral 

reference […] is a way of invoking a code to hint by antithesis at the indescribable; at the 

same time, it is a comfort in itself” (2000: 235). Fussell is referring to the writings of British 

soldiers, but in the accounts of the three American journalists under consideration we shall 

also find images of the pastoral ideal. These images have the twofold effect of providing 

imaginative comfort in familiar motifs and creating an antithesis that facilitated the 

transmission to their readers back home of those unspeakable experiences they found 

themselves incapable of transmitting in any other way.   

It is not a coincidence that we find constant allusions to the pastoral ideal in the 

writing of American reporters. The image of the Garden of Eden persists in the cultural 

history of the United Sates. It was a common trope in the literature of the colonial period, 

it reemerged with great imaginative force in the texts of the Transcendentalists, and its 

utopian connotations still reverberate in the American imagination. In the opening lines of 

his influential study The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America 

(1964), Leo Marx explains that the pastoral ideal “has been used to define the meaning of 

America ever since the age of discovery […]. It was embodied in various schemes for 

making America the site of a new beginning for Western society” (1967: 3). By using motifs 

so dear to the American sensibility, reporters were not only introducing comforting images 

34 I have borrowed the expression from Shari Benstock’s essay “Landscapes of Desire: Edith Wharton and 
Europe” (1993). 
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of beauty in a forbidding and hostile world. They would also convey to the American 

reader a sense of innocence and loveliness of the land that could also be found on the 

other side of the Atlantic. They would thus help to forge a deeper bond with their 

European Allies and bring the New and Old World closer together.  

Allusions to the Biblical Paradise, the Arcadia, and the dream of “a new beginning 

for Western society” are recurrent in Gibbons’s narrative. This is how he depicts the arrival 

of the first contingent of the American Expeditionary Forces in the Vosges: “Clip the 

skyline from the Blue Ridge, arch it over with arboreal vistas from the forests of the 

Oregon, reflect the two in the placid waters of the Wisconsin—and you will have some 

conception of the perfect Eden of beauty in which the first contingent of the American 

Expeditionary Forces trained in France” (2012: 77). Just like the reporters discussed in 

Chapter Two had used comparisons to call up “a base of familiarity” in the war, so did the 

American reporters in 1917 and 1918 resort to familiar images of the American tradition to 

render the First World War understandable to their readership back home.  

The trope of the “Garden of Eden” appears again in Gibbons’s account of the 

events that took place in March 1918, during the beginning of the final offensive of the 

Germans (181-193). The First US division was the pioneer American army section chosen 

to fight in the Picardy region and Gibbons was “fortunate enough to make arrangements to 

go with them” (186). It was a rainy night and “the way seemed long, the roads bad and the 

guns heavy”. However, with the coming of dawn the purity of the landscape reasserted 

itself in the midst of so much destruction: “But we were passing through an Eden of 

beauty—green fields and rolling hills crested by ancient châteaux” (189).35 By introducing 

what Terry Gifford has called in his book Pastoral (1999) “constructions of Arcadia”—

idealised descriptions of the landscape—the journalist is establishing conceptual links 

between the accounts of English explorers of the eastern shore of the New World and war-

ravaged Europe. In analogy to the European settlers who had disembarked on a virgin 

continent to obtain their religious freedom, the young Americans of the AEF were now 

35 The events Gibbons records before encountering this second “Eden of beauty” were significant for the 
United States. The Germans had launched a major offensive on 21 March 1918 with the purpose of expelling 
the British from the Somme and getting the Aisne from the French in order to threat Paris. Although the 
American troops were not yet ready to fight on their own, the British Prime Minister, Lloyd George, asked 
President Wilson to order Pershing to put some of the American troops in Europe into action. As a 
consequence, some of the American troops who were training on the continent joined the French and the 
British in their effort to halt the German offensive (Stevenson 2005: 408-410; Gilbert 2011: 530-538).  
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arriving in Europe to free this land from the clutches of oppression. “Mobilising” Arcadian 

and Biblical imagery the reporter is constructing a narrative of a voyage of discovery in 

reverse: the Americans were “discovering” the Old Continent and found themselves 

overwhelmed by its beauty.  

The astonishing landscape had also caught Irwin’s attention in the letters he wrote 

from Switzerland in the summer of 1917, even when he warns the reader that he will resist 

“a temptation […] to write about the scenery” (2012: 176). Images of the sublime combine 

with the picturesque tradition in his representation of the Swiss countryside. When writing 

about the picturesque, the tourist typically engages “in an experiment in controlled 

aesthetic response to a range of new and often intimidating visual experiences” (Andrews 

1989: 67). As Brigitte Bailey argues in “Aesthetics and Ideology in Italian Backgrounds” 

(1993), the Swiss landscape is “easily picturesque”, for it provides “a scene whose contrasts, 

variety and internal movement are easy to compose into a unified picture” (1993: 185). 

Although Bailey’s statement relates to Edith Wharton’s experience of the Swiss landscape, 

her conception fits Irwin’s attitude towards the Swiss landscape as well.  

Irwin appears well-versed in the travel writing tradition and deliberately refrains 

from writing a guidebook account of his time in Switzerland. Although his was a journey to 

describe the different corners of the European war—both in fighting and neutral nations—

the reporter could not help feeling attracted by the magnificent vision of the Jungfraujoch 

“at an elevation of eleven thousand feet” (2012: 202). As Justin D. Edwards has argued in 

Exotic Journeys: Exploring the Erotics of U.S. Travel Literature 1840-1930 (2001), many American 

travellers on the Grand Tour made use of an “eroticized rhetoric” (2001: 8) to portray the 

hypnotic appeal of the European landscape. In this fashion, Irwin claims that he could 

“feel the peak calling [him] like a lover” (2012: 203). After discussing with his guide the 

possibility of climbing the Jungfrau, the author returns to the subject of the mountain 

landscape: 

I have refrained, notice, from describing what Adolph [the guide] and I were 

watching while he was interviewed; for I promised not to write about the scenery. I 

am rather glad I did. That vista of the range falling down to the Bern Valley on one 

side, that view of the glacier stretching into eternity on the other, transcend any 

powers of description that I possess. (205) 

Irwin and Gibbons were not merely writing about “bucolic oases” for their own 
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sake; they did so because these “oases” stood in such glaring contrast to the devastation 

they encountered in war-ravaged Europe. The letters written from Geneva and Bern (right 

before and after the Alpine episode) reveal that Irwin was not interested in describing 

neither Swiss life nor its picturesque landscape. His real concern was to underline the 

overwhelming contrast between the peaceful atmosphere of the neutral nation and the 

devastation he had witnessed in France. In a letter written in Bern on 3 August 1917, Irwin 

narrates his crossing of the border from France into Switzerland and he portrays how, as 

soon as he had entered Switzerland, his attention was arrested by the absence of signs of 

war:  

Without the aid of signboards and frontier posts I should have known, in the next 

ten miles of running, that we had passed from a war country to a peace country. 

The fields looked better tended. Men—young, lusty men—were tilling them, not 

exclusively women, old men and boys. Soldiers there were on every platform, for 

sturdy little Switzerland is mobilised against all contingencies; but they were neat, 

peacetime soldiers […]. Against them I found myself setting the streaked faded 

uniforms, the dented helmets, the worn brown kits of the poilus going home on 

leave, whom I had seen at the station in Paris only the night before. (173) 

In Switzerland, young men were still merry, not like the soldiers he had seen in Paris, 

whose faces had “a look of gravity, of experience, of resolution, which war brings and 

which they will carry to their graves” (174).  

The desolation that the war had brought to Europe is amplified by the contrast 

with the corners of Europe that still preserved their uncorrupted beauty after three years of 

war. When Floyd Gibbons arrived in the American training area in the Vosges he was 

quick to note that this “peaceful looking garden of pastoral delight […] was untouched by 

the three years of red riot and roar that still rumbled away just a few miles to the north” 

(2012: 77). In the same way, upon his arrival in Geneva, Will Irwin is immediately struck by 

its beauty and cleanness that stood in glaring contrast to the dismal atmosphere he had 

encountered in Paris: “I do not know if Geneva is considered neater and cleaner than any 

other European city. I realized how dingy Paris had become externally—that city which has 

been too busy these three years in saving civilization, for the pretty graces of external 

cleanliness. What Paris needs, I realize now, are paint, whitewash, gilding and new glass. 

[…]. When this war is over not only Paris but all France must have an unprecedented spree 
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of painting” (2012: 174).  

Just as he contrasts the neat look of young Swiss men with the worn-out faces and 

uniforms of the soldiers on leave in Paris, he compares the tidiness of Geneva with the 

shabby and dilapidated state of Paris. As we have seen in Chapter Two, other American 

authors had portrayed the look of Paris at the beginning of the war, and they had done so 

intending to arouse sympathy and admiration in their American readers. Irwin, who had 

already described Paris as “a little dead and dispirited as compared with its state [in 1916]” 

(44), returns once more to the condition of the French capital to call attention to the way 

the war was grinding down the city and the nation. Although he points to the cheerfulness 

of the French capital on the day of Pershing’s arrival on 13 June (130-133) and on 4 July 

(134-146), it was only to realise to what extent the struggle with the German Empire had 

worn down the metropolis when he compared it to another French-speaking city that had 

not been exposed to three years of war.  

5.2.2. “Pioneers in a New Departure” 

The three reporters borrowed similar themes from the American travel writing tradition to 

prevent their American readers from losing their bearings in an unfamiliar territory, in 

which the journalists endeavoured to established links between their own individual 

journeys to Europe and the nation’s rite of separation. They would draw from the 

picturesque and pastoral traditions to underline the sad transformation that landmarks such 

as Paris had suffered after the German invasion. Understandably, the reporters would also 

pay attention to the ways in which the American troops were behaving after the declaration 

of war. By showing the psychological reactions of these neophyte combatants, in particular 

their awareness of their coming ordeal, the journalists would enrich their texts with yet 

another rhetorical device with which to render vivid the crucial role that the US was to play 

in saving Europe.  

Two of the authors discussed in this chapter, Irvin S. Cobb and Will Irwin, include 

instances of what we might call “moments of initiation” experienced by the American 

fighting men. Irvin S. Cobb witnessed the arrival of American contingents in Europe, and 

in The Glory of the Coming he explains how these combatants reacted when they set foot on 

continental soil. The men came “ashore with serious faces and for the most part in silence. 

Their eyes are busy, but their tongues are taking vacation” (2012: 164). Collected but 

inexpressive, the American soldiers appear conscious of the gravity of the mission that lay 
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ahead: 

I believe that somehow the importance of the task to which they had dedicated 

themselves and the sense of the responsibility intrusted to them as armed 

representatives of their own country’s honour were brought to a focal point of 

realisation in the minds of these American lads by the putting of foot on European 

soil. The training they had undergone, the distances they had travelled, the sea they 

had crossed—most of them, I gathered, had never smelt salt water before in their 

lives—the sight of this foreign city with its foreign aspect—all these things had 

chemically combined to produce among them a complete appreciation of the size of 

the job ahead of them; and the result made them dumb and sedate, and likewise it 

rendered them aloof to surface sensations, leaving them insulated by a sort of 

noncommittal pose not commonly found among young Americans in the mass—or 

among older Americans in the mass for that matter. (169) 

Cobb presents the soldiers’ arrival in Europe as a moment of realisation, even of 

epiphany, in the soldiers’ rite of passage. Up to the moment of their arrival, the war had 

been a remote and abstract reality. But the sudden proximity of the battlefield darkened the 

soldiers’ mood, leaving them “dumb and sedate”. This awareness marks the beginning of a 

new departure in which unexpected “tests, ordeals, and proofs” (Leed 1991: 87) would lie 

ahead of them. When the fighting men left America, they felt the pangs of a physical 

departure from their native soil, but it was only when they set foot in France that they 

experienced the full impact of crossing the threshold. To give weight to the mission the 

soldiers have been sent away on, Cobb turns to the rhetoric of propaganda, presenting the 

soldier’s individual experience as an inseparable part of a great collective purpose. The 

words “the sense of responsibility intrusted to them as armed representatives of their own 

country’s honour” remind the reader that the significance of the soldiers’ individual ordeal 

lay in the fact that they were being sent out to fight and die for America.  

When Will Irwin visited a group of American volunteers to serve in the Mechanical 

Transport Corps in France in May 1917, he refers to them as “pioneers in a new departure” 

(2012: 69). In Turner’s terms, these men had already undergone an initial “detachment” 

from their society: they had left the United States and had embarked on an adventure in 

Europe to serve as volunteers in the Allied cause. Their precise role, however, remained, as 

the reporter explains, unclear: “just what their standing will be, in either the French Army 
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or the American, no one knows yet” (70). They were thus experiencing a “transition 

between states” (Turner 1967: 46). As true neophytes, they were caught inside a liminal 

process in which they were neither one thing nor another. 

In Chapter III of The Mind of the Traveler, “The Stranger at the Gates: Arrivals”, Eric 

Leed contends that “arrival is always a process of ‘identification’, as the traveler identifies 

the place and as the place identifies the species of traveler before its gates” (1991: 85). After 

crossing the familiar threshold, the soldiers embarked on a process of “identification and of 

incorporation” (86) that helped them to assimilate the strange to the familiar and forge 

emotional bonds with the peoples of Europe. The reporters pay particular attention to the 

soldiers’ relationship with the French officers and soldiers who instructed them in the art 

of trench warfare, and to the private citizens who were their hosts in the areas behind the 

firing line. The collaboration between American and French soldiers led to occasions of 

jovial fraternisation, as portrayed by Will Irwin when he visited a camp of American 

volunteers who were receiving training in May 1917. To make their American partners feel 

at home the French tossed a dinner in honour of them as soon as these had established 

themselves in the camp (2012: 72-73). This was not without its difficulties, considering they 

did not share a common language. As Floyd Gibbons explains, the American soldiers and 

their European hosts needed to learn how to communicate with each other: “Those of our 

men who had not brought small French and English dictionaries with them, made hurried 

purchases of such handy articles and forthwith began to practice. The French people did 

likewise” (2012: 72).  

The war brought in its wake a reciprocal process of acculturation which, according 

to the three American reporters, reached a peak in 1917 during the commemorations of the 

American Declaration of Independence on the 4th of July and the French Revolution on the 

14th. Irwin and Gibbons coincide in stressing how the American holiday was celebrated in 

Paris, the beloved icon of Americans travelling to Europe. Although the municipality of 

Paris did not officially decree a public holiday to celebrate the American national day, “the 

populace made it a holiday on their own account” (Irwin 2012: 134). Paris received the 

American soldiers in “gala attire” and “claimed them for her own” (Gibbons 2012: 239). 

Both authors highlight how the crowds occupied the streets to cheer “the sister republic” 

(Gibbons 2012: 240), with the city occupied by Americans, who “roamed the streets, 

getting acquainted” (Irwin 2012: 137). We may find this display of patriotic fervour 

embedded in the American tradition of travel writing. As Ahmed Metwalli points out in 

“American Travelers Abroad: The Popular Art of Travel Writing in the Nineteenth 
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Century” (1979), Americans overseas often found “a gratification of their patriotic zeal, 

and an assertion of their national identity” (1979: 77). Cobb, Gibbons, and Irwin made 

generous use of this familiar practice to underscore the patriotic nature of the mission on 

which young Americans had been sent to fight far away from their native soil.   

The reporters assure their American readers that their soldiers were being 

welcomed with open arms in Europe, a reception the arriving Americans enthusiastically 

answered by kissing the French tricolour flag or by attempting to sing the Marseillaise 

(Irwin 2012: 139-140). The reason why they dwell so much on the warm atmosphere that 

reigned between the Americans and their French hosts was not only because they were 

fighting in a common cause, but also had its roots in the historical and ideological ties that 

existed between the two republics. France had assisted the American patriots during their 

War of Independence, in which the Marquis de Lafayette had played a significant part. It is 

therefore not at all surprising that Gibbons refers to the “sister republic” and mentions the 

name of Lafayette in “And They Thought We Wouldn’t Fight”, a man who was associated with 

George Washington in the minds of his American readers (2012: 59-60).  

Upon Pershing’s arrival in Paris in June 1917, Gibbons reminds the reader of the 

historical ties and principles that “have enlisted the hearts of our democracies” (60). He 

relates these principles and ideals to the mission of the United States in the current 

struggle, insisting that the cause of democracy the French had helped them to fight for in 

1776 was fundamentally the same as the fight against German expansionism and 

oppression they had come to join in 1917: “To-day, when, after nearly a century and a half, 

America and France are engaged in a conflict for the same cause upon which their early 

friendship was based, we are filled with hope and confidence” (ibid.). The ghost of 

Lafayette is invoked when Gibbons mistakenly relates how General Pershing paid homage 

to the tomb of the Marquis in Picpus Cemetery. He “spoke in a quiet, impressive tone, four 

simple, all-meaning words: ‘Lafayette, we are here’” (60).36 The French had helped America 

to gain its freedom and, as the reporter suggests, it was now America’s turn to return this 

favour and establish itself as a global reference of democracy. 

36 Gibbons and other witnesses wrongly attributed this sentence to General Pershing. Pershing acknowledged 
that it was Colonel Charles E. Stanton who had uttered it (Vandiver 1977: 724) (See Appendix 10). 
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5.2.3. The American Difference 

In their endeavour to portray the United States as a new world leader, the journalists 

needed to look for attributes that distinguished American soldiers from other Allied 

combatants. They insisted on what Crèvecoeur and Tocqueville, among others, had 

identified as a unique “American national character” (Kagle 1979: 10). The authors’ 

opposition of the US character to other nations is another salient feature of the American 

travel writing tradition. As Mary Suzanne Schriber has argued in Writing Home: American 

Women Abroad 1830-1920 (1997), “foreign people, their histories, governments, and cultures 

provided the ‘other’ against which Americans sought to define themselves, their mission 

and their place in the world” (1997: 4). In the introduction to her collection of essays, 

Encountering the Other(s): Studies in Literature, History and Culture (1995), Gisela Brinker-Gabler 

contends, “the other is other because it is focalised by an observer, by a self by whom, in 

turn, the others are used in the process of defining the self” (1995: 3-4).  

The distinctive American character was bound to be portrayed as a natural foil to 

the German enemy. Back in 1915, authors such as Mary Roberts Rinehart and Edith 

Wharton had already put a special emphasis on the differences between the warring nations 

they had observed on their trips to the front. In Fighting France and Kings, Queens and Pawns 

the authors singled out the German enemy as the barbaric “other” who was responsible for 

the pain, grief, and destruction that the two female authors witnessed during their tours 

around Belgium and France (Wharton 2010: 26-28, 46, 62, 74; Rinehart 1915: 10, 54, 67, 

70, 115, 154). In the texts from 1917 and 1918, however, the authors do not focus on the 

contrast between the gallant Allies and the sinister enemy; instead they concentrate on 

praising the Allies and, above all, on underlining the distinctive characteristics of the US 

contingents.  

The American reporters point to the differences between the soldiers of the Old 

and the New World in order to construct a unique American experience of the war. When 

Cobb recounts his first visit to the trenches after the US soldiers had arrived in Europe, he 

illustrates how the fighting men brought an American essence to life in the trenches:  

I had been in trenches before […] but now Americans had taken them over and, in 

common with all things that Americans take over, they had become as much and as 

thoroughly American as though they had been Subway diggings in New York City, 

which indeed they rather resembled; or excavations for the new Carnegie Library in 
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Gallipolis. ‘Tis a way our folks have. It may be a good way or a bad way […] but all 

the same it is our way. (2012: 38) 

Cobb does not only use these American references to familiarise the American audience 

with a form of war that was new to them, but also to explain the national value of this 

Americanisation. Americans were stamping their own unmistakable mark on this war.  

They had done things their “way”, quite regardless of whether that was good or bad.   

The fresh elements Americans were introducing in Europe are also discussed in 

Irwin’s aforementioned visit to the training camp. He is quick to notice that “the 

Americans give a comedy touch to life in camp” (2012: 72). This “comedy touch” is found 

in the opposition between the strict adherence to military form of the French soldiers and 

the casual sportsmanship that distinguished the appearance of Americans: 

Nearly every Frenchman has done his two years of military service in his youth, and 

has learned that peculiar snap and click which the Frenchman puts into military 

evolution. While the French were learning the manual of arms our boys were 

playing football and tennis. They move, therefore, with the ease of trained athletes 

–a gait pleasing to the artistic eye, but unmilitary in the extreme. Somehow it strikes 

the French as funny; they are always sitting on the fence and calling out pleasantly 

sarcastic encouragement as our men swing by. (71-72) 

At the beginning of their national rite of passage, the American soldiers had not 

received the necessary training and appeared as unfledged soldiers who looked “unmilitary 

in the extreme”, something that often proved funny for the fully-trained and highly 

experienced French soldiers. As the narrative advances, Irwin’s tone shifts in a more 

propagandistic and patriotic direction which presents the American combatants in a 

different light. Thus, at the end of A Reporter at Armageddon, Irwin includes a letter written 

from the American Front in December 1917. His description of the American soldiers as 

“the finest, most upstanding specimens that any nation among the Allies has sent to 

France” (335) stands in glaring contrast to the boys he had seen in the spring of that year. 

Instead of the inexperienced neophytes at the entrance of the tunnel, he stood in front of a 

“young, vigorous” army (339) superior to anything that had yet been seen on the Western 

Front. 

Although the United States was not embarking on a colonial enterprise, the 
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reporters had to stress their physical and, above all, their moral superiority to prove the 

rightness of their cause. As “a world-power and as perhaps the most conspicuous example 

in the world of a democracy” (Cobb 2012: x), America was doing its duty in coming to the 

rescue of Europe, threatened by autocracy and militarism. Gibbons, for instance, relates 

how in the summer of 1918 General Pershing summoned the troops that were about to 

leave for the firing line in the dangerous Picardy sector, and “spoke of the traditions which 

every American soldier should remember in the coming trial” (2012: 196). As Gibbons 

reports, Pershing “referred to the opportunity then present for [them], whose fathers 

established liberty in the New World, now to assist the Old World in throwing off its yoke 

of tyranny” (ibid.). In another chapter the journalist reports on the Second Battle of the 

Marne,37 and boldly declares that “the real reason” why the Germans stopped at Château-

Thierry, on the north bank of the Marne, was “because [there] stood the Americans” (255). 

Gibbons’s vibrant and persuasive style leaves us in no doubt that the Americans were the 

real heroes in the struggle to break the last German offensive of the war: “In the eleventh 

hour, there at the peak of the German thrust, there at the climax of Germany’s triumphant 

advances, there at the point where a military decision for the enemy seemed almost within 

grasp there and then the American soldier stepped into the breech to save the democracy 

of the world” (ibid.). 

The reporters also resorted to quintessentially American events and images to 

convey their national differences and their sense of duty. In his Foreword to The Glory of the 

Coming, Cobb speaks of “a great awakening” (2012: xiii) to explain the radical about-turn 

that the United States had carried out: from an isolationist and cautiously neutral nation to 

a world power committed to safeguarding and spreading democracy. Just like the religious 

awakenings in the eighteenth and nineteenth century had radically challenged and 

reoriented the rationalist world picture of the Enlightenment with its apocalyptic language 

of a new beginning, the arrival of the American troops in Europe would herald the 

establishment of a new social order in which the United States was destined to play a 

pivotal part. During his time in the Picardy region, Gibbons presents the position of the 

American troops in a way that recalls the conspicuous situation the New England Puritans 

imagined themselves in back in the seventeenth century: “Every officer and man in the 

organisation had the feeling that the eyes of dashing French comrades-in-arms and hard 

37 In spring of 1918, a German offensive had brought Paris within the range of the enemy artillery. At the 
beginning of June the Americans to the South of the Marne joined in an attack that stopped the German 
advancement (Harries and Harries 1997: 261-272; 311-321; Eisenhower 2001: 135-161). 
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fighting British brothers were on them. Our inspiration was in the belief that the attention 

of the Allied nations of the world and more particularly that hope and pride of our own 

people across the sea, was centred upon us” (2012: 192). The parallelism of this excerpt 

with John Winthrop’s sermon “A Model of Christian Charity” (1630) is more than evident. 

Just as Winthrop saw the Puritan settlement in America as “a city upon a hill” with “the 

eyes of all people upon [them]” (1996: 10), so did Gibbons and other reporters present the 

entry of American troops in the theatre of war as a parade in front of the eyes of the world.  

5.2.4. Under Fire 

So far we have seen how the three reporters highlighted the role that the nation was 

expected to play in the conflict, and how, in their effort to paint a vivid and meaningful 

picture of what they had seen, they assimilated the images they had gleaned from the travel 

writing tradition to a new and unfamiliar scenario. Their task of interpreting a war that was 

being fought on another continent in terms that were immediately recognisable to a 

readership steeped in American values and conceptions in no wise precluded the human 

interest aspect of their own personal adventures or the difficulties they encountered in 

fulfilling their assigned journalistic duty.  

As David Eason points out in his essay “The New Journalism and the Image‐

World” (1990), “reporters must be simultaneously near and far from their subjects. They 

must vicariously penetrate experiences while holding an aesthetic distance that allows them 

to see the story in those experiences” (2000: 196). Never losing sight of the larger picture, 

Cobb, Gibbons, and Irwin made constant efforts to expose themselves vicariously—and 

not so vicariously—to daring experiences that would give their readers a sense of what 

American soldiers were going through on the battlefield. American correspondents, Philip 

Knightley insists, were “determined to give their reading public the facts about what was 

happening to their sons, husbands, and brothers in France” (1982: 112). Thus, when 

Frederick Palmer attempted to impose stricter rules on the American reporters about what 

they were allowed to publish, these were much less inclined to cooperate than the official 

correspondents who had been working for the British Expeditionary Forces since 1915 

(108).  

American correspondents in 1917 and 1918 had been granted more freedom of 

movement than what reporters had enjoyed in the early years of the conflict. Even so, 

there were still important restrictions which the American reporters would constantly 
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challenge. Cobb exposes, in a disguised form of criticism, how journalists often lacked 

information and how they were denied free movement in the war zone. In his account on 

how he entered the Soissons area during the Battle of Soissons in 1918, he explains that he 

and two other journalists “bore special passes” (2012: 83), but he acknowledges that they 

were “the only practitioners of the writing trade who actually got to the actual Front” (84). 

As he reminds his readers, “the war correspondent, so called, does not often enjoy such 

opportunities” (ibid).  

Impelled by their journalistic calling, American reporters would repeatedly flout the 

norms to enter “forbidden areas”. One way of obtaining their goal was to do as Richard 

Harding Davis had done in 1914: to dress up in similar clothes to the ones worn by 

fighting men. Irvin S. Cobb relates how he and other fellow journalists wore khaki and a tin 

helmet with the gas mask slung over their shoulders. It was not a bad scheme because if 

they were detected by French officers, these would take for granted that the British had let 

them in, and vice versa. As Cobb remarks, a “heavy trench coat […] prevented betrayal to 

the casual eye of the fact that none of us wore badges denoting rank” (103). Pretending 

they were soldiers, they duped the military authorities and crossed the forbidden threshold.  

These moments of transgression restored to their accounts some of the sense of 

thrill and adventure that had distinguished the reports written by freelance correspondents 

during the early months of the war. Luck and chance are essential ingredients in Floyd 

Gibbons’s daring exploit in the firing line during the Picardy campaign. According to him, 

“good fortune” favoured him “as one of the two sole exceptions” (2012: 140)—the other 

one being his companion Raymond G. Carroll—who would go into the line with American 

troops. They both ended up being arrested, but not “until [they] had obtained the first-

hand story of the great event” (ibid.). 

As late as 1918, Cobb and Irwin still harked back to the nineteenth-century 

understanding of war as a great adventure. They constantly make reference to their quest 

for opportunities and to the perils they faced in their pursuit of “the real adventure” (Cobb 

2012: 102). Irwin openly refers to a trip he took in the area of the Battle of Caporetto38 as 

“an adventure” (2012: 308), and Cobb alludes to the adventurous nature of his endeavours 

38 The Battle of Caporetto, fought from 24 October 1917 and 19 November 1917, was one of the biggest 
successes of the Central Powers in late 1917. The Austro-Hungarian forces, reinforced by German units, 
made use of flamethrowers and poison gas to break up the Italian lines. It was a total disaster for the Italian 
Army that resulted in an important loss of territory and the capture of two hundred and ninety-four thousand 
of its soldiers (Stevenson 2005: 377-379). 
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in chapter headings which are full of symbolic undertones: “On the Threshold of Battle” 

(2012: 82-97) and “Through the Battle’s Front Door” (102-113).  

In crossing “the threshold of battle”, Cobb, Irwin, and Gibbons would finally 

achieve their ultimate goal as war reporters: to get an experience under fire. It was a crucial 

step in their journalistic quest for truth, one that would give their readers the opportunity 

to experience combat vicariously, because as Adam Piette reminds us, the battlefield is 

“unimaginable” as “civilians cannot see what the soldiers see, free as they are from the 

soldiers’ fear” (2013: 40). Irvin S. Cobb, for example, found himself targeted by the 

Germans on his way to Soissons to spend “a second night under bombardment in that 

sorely beset and beleaguered old city” (2012: 135). And Gibbons and Irwin did not just 

come under fire: Irwin was knocked out on the Italian Front and Gibbons even lost an eye 

during the Battle of Belleau Wood. 

Their accounts of these truly liminal experiences display many of the features we 

frequently encounter in the writings of combatants: the reliance on auditory impressions 

and the sense of touch which complement and very often replace the sense of sight. In his 

examination of the significance of the different senses in the war experience of combatants, 

Santanu Das argues that the capacity to interpret sound was of vital importance as it was 

often the only indicator soldiers had about the lethal intentions of an enemy who 

persistently remained out of sight. In Touch and Intimacy in First World War Literature (2005), 

he explains that “the mechanised nature of the First World War severed the link between 

sight, space and danger, a connection that had traditionally been used to structure 

perception in wartime. This disjunction resulted in an exaggerated investment in sound” 

(2007: 80-81). At the front, Das notes, the sound of exploding shells stands for “physical 

collision and possible annihilation, as a missed encounter with death” (81)—an observation that 

is also reflected in the impressions of journalists under fire. In the episode at Soissons, 

Cobb describes how he had to rely exclusively on acoustic signs in order to visualise the 

trajectory of the flying steel. He recalls how a shell was “whistling” towards him when “the 

earth quivered as though it had taken a death wound […]. I felt a curious sinking sensation 

at the pit of the stomach, complicated with a dryness of the mouth and sudden chill in the 

feet” (Cobb 2012: 137).  

Will Irwin came within hair’s-breadth of being seriously injured on his tour along 

the Italian Front. It was a misty day, and as he wanted to obtain a clearer view of the trench 

lines near the battered citadel of Gorizia he abandoned his car. He was confident that the 
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artillery fire “was passing overhead” when “suddenly, among the whistling shells, came one 

that whistled ten times as loud as the rest” (2012: 311). “Something” struck him on the 

shoulder and back “with all the force, the overwhelming monstrous force, of a wave on the 

beach” (ibid.). He was momentarily blinded —“The world was black” (ibid.)—, but he 

used his mind and his hands to travel “with incredible rapidity over every part of [his] body 

and [discovered] that [he] was not hurt” (311-312). He thus clearly bears out Santanu Das’s 

observation that, “it is through this sense [of touch] that we have access to the reality of 

our own bodies” (2007: 20). Having been knocked out by the blast of an exploding shell, 

Irwin had participated in the liminal experience of the frontline soldier. Nevertheless, he 

was quick to point out a significant difference between a combatant’s experience and his 

own: “this, which seemed a great adventure to us, was what soldiers in the trenches get all 

the time, as part of the day’s work” (2012: 313).  

  Floyd Gibbons’s experience under fire was perhaps as close as any journalist could 

come to a soldier’s liminal experience during the First World War. In his chapter 

“Wounded: How It Feels to Be Shot”, he provides a keen and personal account of the 

episode in which he was wounded after he had eagerly left Paris “looking for the big story” 

(2012: 274). Gibbons had always wondered what it felt like to be wounded, and “three 

German bullets that violated my body left me as many scars and at the same time 

completely satisfied my curiosity” (271). 

Gibbons was accompanying a party of American Marines on 6 June 1918 during 

the Battle of Belleau Wood when a German machine-gunner opened fire on them. In his 

account of this critical moment the sense of sight loses all its significance. Gibbons’s world 

“turned white” in contrast to Irwin’s sensation of visual blackness when he was caught in 

the blast (278). After sustaining his first injury the sense of touch displaces all his other 

senses as a source of sensory input. The first time he was hit, “the lighted end of a cigarette 

touched me in the fleshy part of my upper left arm. That was all. It just felt like a sudden 

burn and nothing worse. The burned part did not seem to be any larger in area than that 

part which could be burned by the lighted end of a cigarette” (277) (see Appendix 11). In 

sharp contrast to the combatant’s mind which in the warzone, according to Adam Piette, is 

“fusing with apprehension and confused sensations” (2013: 39), Gibbons insists on the 

sharpness of his perception and on the absolute reliability of his account. “I remember this 

distinctly because my years of newspaper training had been in but one direction—to sense 

and remember. So it was that, even without knowing it, my mind was making mental notes 

on every impression that my senses registered” (2012: 278.). Floyd Gibbons had not only 
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been an eyewitness in the war; he had managed to experience in the flesh, and transmit to 

his readers in America, what the combatant felt at the most critical moment of his liminal 

journey to the killing fields of the Great War. Gibbons had been wounded on the 

battlefield and lived to tell the tale, which at the end of the day, for a journalist, is what 

really counts.  
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CONCLUSION 

The entry of the United States in the First World War, with its limitless reservoir of men 

and material, gave the Allied position a decisive advantage, which precipitated the final 

surrender of the Kaiser’s army on 11 November 1918. The Armistice brought to a 

conclusion an event that would determine the history of the twentieth century in a way no 

one had foreshadowed when it broke out in the summer of 1914.  

The world that emerged from this conflict had been utterly transformed. Four of 

the great empires that had taken part in the war, the Austro-Hungarian, the German, the 

Ottoman, and the Russian had collapsed. The Soviet Union had been created after the 

Russian Revolution in 1917, a multitude of new states had appeared on the map of Eastern 

Europe, and the United States, that had entered the war to spread its democratic values in 

war-torn Europe, greatly reinforced its position as the dominant economy in the world. 

With the American intervention in the war, the United States had begun to replace Britain 

as the foremost global power, although it would take another global war to bring that 

process to its conclusion.   

The Great War had also profoundly shaken Europe’s faith in its own cultural 

heritage. The unquestioning confidence in the principles and beliefs of the world before 

the war, with their roots in Christianity and the Enlightenment, was replaced by a 

widespread sense of disillusionment. Biting irony became the most appropriate tone to 

confront a civilisation that had been unable to prevent the slaughter of millions of men on 

the battlefields. Literature and the arts responded to the trauma of the First World War by 

radically experimenting with new forms of representation that reflected the loss of faith in 

the standards of an older generation, in which formal beauty, coherence, and a highly 

polished style had figured as the highest artistic goals. Much of the literature that would 

emerge from the battlefields categorically rejected the “elevated” and heroic style—the kind 

of language that had dominated war representation before the cataclysmic battles of 1916 

and 1917—as totally inadequate to depict the smashed-up, lice-infected, and water-logged 

reality of the trenches. The new styles of modernism, in particular fragmentation and 

collage, which had been introduced by avant-garde artists and writers before the conflict, 

were consolidated after the Armistice. They proved to be the most fitting artistic forms to 

reflect the irrationality and the horrors of the war, and to assail the highly inflated, 

glorifying, and propagandistic nationalism that permeated a flood of patriotic texts 

published during the onslaught.  
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It has been my concern in this dissertation to examine a number of texts that have 

habitually been labelled, and sometimes dismissed, as “idealised” representations of the 

war. Traditional criticism on the First World War has had a tendency of reading the civilian 

eyewitness accounts written from the front in the light of the propagandistic discourse that 

pervaded most of the press of the period. As we have seen in the course of this 

dissertation, however, the texts under discussion give ample evidence of an idiosyncratic 

nature that fails to be reflected in the long-established opinion that uncritically equals war 

reportage written from the Western Front to simple propaganda. The books under 

discussion in this study built an essential bridge between the Home Front and life in the 

war zone. More than any other reports from the battlefield available during the conflict, 

these eyewitness accounts helped the general public to acquire some idea, however vague 

and inadequate, of what this modern trench war was about. They provided the Home 

Front with impressions and “human interest” stories from the Western Front that were 

neither to be found in the official military bulletins, which were impersonal, uninformative, 

and extremely succinct, nor in the censored letters sent home by combatants, which were 

of necessity written from an exclusively personal—and therefore greatly limited—

perspective.    

To supplement and give greater substance to these restricted visions of the war, the 

journalists under consideration travelled along the Western Front and saw the war from 

many different angles. What they saw—and how they saw it—played a key role in the 

construction of their narratives, which frequently gave evidence of great literary skill. All 

the texts in this dissertation were written at a time in which the warring nations had 

imposed very tight censorship laws on the press, a circumstance that made it impossible for 

journalists to provide their readers with a plain picture of what they had seen and heard. 

Especially at the beginning of the conflict, no correspondent was authorised to enter the 

war zone, so journalists would have to find ways of slipping past the military control posts 

to enter “the forbidden zone”. Once the reporters were beginning to obtain official 

permission to visit the theatres of battle, they still had to deal with the menace of the 

censors who might edit out the most interesting bits of their reports. The limitations this 

censorship resulted in were a constant source of frustration for journalists, and the 

cramping effect they had on their authorship is often bemoaned in their accounts.  

Reporters, nevertheless, would have to overcome more barriers than military 
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censorship. They were confronted with a novel form of warfare that employed unexpected 

elements which had never been seen on the battlefield before: labyrinthine trenches, gas 

masks, tanks, and barbed wire were grotesque new features of modern combat that bore no 

relationship to the traditional parameters of war representation. Many of the 

correspondents that visited the Western Front, such as Arthur Conan Doyle, Richard 

Harding Davis, or Rudyard Kipling, had been eyewitnesses to earlier conflicts. These 

authors had been accustomed to observing the encounters between the fighting armies 

from privileged elevated spots that provided them with a panoramic view of the battlefield. 

War for them had been “a spectacle”. The First World War, however, very soon forced the 

fighting men to hide underground from bullet-spitting machine-guns and falling shells, 

removing the panoramic perspective from the combat experience. Furthermore, the battles 

of this war were being fought on such a gigantic scale that it had become impossible for 

anybody, generals and journalists alike, to get a visual impression of how the events were 

unfolding in the firing zone. 

To write intelligibly about what they had become witness to, the journalists who 

managed to reach the front needed to find ways of penetrating “the fog of war”: the 

opacity and secretiveness that pervaded military life in the war zone, and the care with 

which so much of what was of real interest to the reporter was kept from their prying eyes. 

The truth about a war that was shrouded in so many layers of secrecy was inevitably 

beyond the grasp of any observer in the field. The civilian eyewitnesses at the front were in 

no illusions about the fact that it would take many more eyes than just their own to piece 

together the complete picture of this mysteriously illusive war.  

Most of the examined reporters had grown up reading heroic tales that glorified 

war and “romanticised” the combat experience, and they had formerly sought to 

perpetuate this idealising vision in their reports. But greater familiarity with the actual 

realities of the Western Front gradually obliged many of them to move beyond the 

traditional parameters of war representation and try out more unorthodox ways of 

narrating the conflict. They needed to look for rhetorical and stylistic strategies that would 

allow them to portray the monstrous nature of this new and unprecedented form of 

fighting.  

The writers and war reporters who visited the battle zone between 1914 and 1918 

realised that their position as eyewitnesses to the conflict had undergone a radical 

transformation since the previous war. If they wanted to provide a truthful description of 
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combat, they could no longer simply go “up a hill” to overlook the battlefield; they had to 

undertake a veritable pilgrimage along the front, seeking to get as close to the lines of fire 

as they possibly could. In the same way as their role as eyewitnesses was changing in this 

war, so was the nature of their literary output. As they entered the “forbidden” areas of this 

war, muddying their shoes during their visits to the trenches and dugouts, their reports also 

got “muddier” in their endeavour to reproduce the true flavour of what they came up 

against: the ruined towns and villages, the uncanny invisibility of the enemy, and a world in 

general disarray.  

On their way to the firing line they were faced with more physical barriers than the 

tight military restrictions imposed on journalists eager to get into the combat zone. The 

communications network of the fighting nations was in a state of complete confusion. As a 

result, France had become completely immobilised. All these physical impediments gave 

rise to new epistemological barriers for the reporters; not only was their freedom of 

movement compromised, but this limitation entailed a limitation in their vision of the war. 

As they could neither provide a panoramic vision of the battlefield, nor could they reach 

the theatres of battle, they were often obliged to resort to “oblique” ways of representing 

the conflict, looking out for what they referred to as “signs of war”: the wrecked houses, 

the devastated landscape, and the collateral victims of the war.  

Many of these journalists were not content to report on mere “signs of war”. 

Authors like Philip Gibbs or Floyd Gibbons became “adventurers”, looking for 

imaginative strategies to evade the restrictions imposed upon them, and risking their own 

lives to reach their goal. These death-defying adventures echo the tone of a travelogue and 

are the highlights of their chronicles written during the early months of the war and also 

after the American entry in the conflict. Many of the authors were amply rewarded for their 

daring exploits at the front with great public acclaim: Mary Roberts Rinehart acquired the 

status of a true celebrity after her tour of the front in Flanders, Floyd Gibbons was 

received at home as a hero, and William Beach Thomas, Philip Gibbs, and Harry Perry 

Robinson were knighted for their services during the war. 

The title of this study, “War Reportage in the Liminal Zone: British and American 

Eyewitness Accounts from the Western Front (1914-1918)”, was intended to capture the 

guiding idea of this dissertation. The experience at the front is a liminal experience that may 

legitimately be likened to a “rite of passage”. I have extended the concept that Eric Leed 

has fittingly used to explain the combatant’s experience in No Man’s Land to encompass 
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the war reporters who managed to get to the front to fulfil their journalistic mission. The 

anthropological framework of this “rite of passage”, first proposed by Arnold van Gennep 

and later developed by Victor Turner, has served as a convenient dragnet to gather 

together a number of disparate texts that had never been examined under a single heading. 

It has turned out to be an effective instrument in linking the authors’ experiences at the 

front with the resulting reports, and to examine the different means these authors 

employed to portray their life-changing experience. Following the tripartite structure of the 

rites of passage, we have observed how the neophyte authors entered the war zone, made 

their way through it, and returned again from their liminal journey. For all their diversity, all 

the authors under consideration share one essential feature: the need to get as close to the 

lines of fire as they possibly could in order to gather substantial information for their 

written accounts.  

Regardless of the stage of the war at which the authors visited the front, their 

neophyte entrance into the “liminal tunnel” was complicated by serious physical, 

epistemological, and rhetorical barriers. Even those “privileged” reporters who were 

authorised to access the war zone once the British government had come to the conclusion 

that they needed journalistic support to “keep the home-fires burning” faced substantial 

obstacles in their pursuit of a good story. Neither famous fiction writers like Arthur Conan 

Doyle or Rudyard Kipling nor the group of “accredited correspondents” who lived on the 

Western Front for several months were exempted from severe restrictions to their writing 

profession. Because these correspondents became government tools to promote the war 

effort, both in Britain and neutral nations, they have habitually been regarded as 

representatives of a merely propagandistic and patriotic vision of the war. As I have 

attempted to show in this dissertation, their journalistic output contains a number of 

unexpected insights into the nature of the war that are neither patriotic nor propagandistic 

in style.  

 As I hope to have shown in this study, the war reporters resorted to a variety of 

often hybrid modes of representation to put their reading public in a position to imagine a 

little bit of what life—and death—was like in that bizarre world they had encountered at 

the front. To that end, they employed a wide range of themes and motifs. The British 

writers often harked back to their inherited tradition of war writing: Philip Gibbs and 

Harold Ashton made reference to Shakespearean characters to portray the war in more 

dramatic terms; Arnold Bennett, Arthur Conan Doyle, and Rudyard Kipling stuck to a 

romanticised vision of the conflict; and the reporters at the Somme resuscitated the 
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chivalric understanding of armed combat by adapting it to two eye-catching phenomena of 

this newfangled war: the tank and the figure of the airman. Throughout their time at the 

Somme, the neophytes were confronted with the “old” and the “new”. They were forced 

to reconfigure pre-existing ideas and adapt them to fit the monstrous as well as the 

inspiring new elements of war, such as the tanks and the aviators. The pre-war 

classifications came under increasing pressure, and the reporters at the Somme were forced 

to reflect on new ways to represent the grotesque dimensions of a heavily censored war 

without abandoning their pro patria position. 

American reporters, on the other hand, rather than resorting to theatrical notions 

of combat, turned to the pastoral—and the anti-pastoral—tradition to convey the 

impression that the battered European landscape had made on them. They borrowed from 

the American travel writing tradition to highlight the perils of crossing the Atlantic, linking 

their voyage to the American tradition of sea narratives; and they portrayed the “mood” of 

European capitals such as Paris, and the effect the war had had on these landmarks. After 

the United States had entered the conflict, they finally fell back on some of the founding 

documents of the United States and their own history to explain the mission that the 

United States was to accomplish in the European conflict.  

The reporters may be regarded as being “in transit” between two literary traditions. 

They hark back in their texts to earlier forms of representing war but at the same time 

introduce, if only in embryonic form, some of the features that scholars have seen as 

recurrent in the literature written by ex-combatants: they would touch upon the 

psychological effects of trench warfare, the relegation of vision as the “sovereign of the 

senses”, as well as on the subversion of many of the “cherished classifications” of the pre-

war period. We may particularly consider Mary Roberts Rinehart, May Sinclair, and Edith 

Wharton as being “in transit”; their texts clearly navigate between the idea of war as a 

thrilling adventure and the horrors of the conflict. The three authors embarked on their rite 

of passage without an inherited tradition of war writing; in consequence, the texts that 

emerge out of their experience in the “liminal tunnel” are even more idiosyncratic than the 

texts produced by their male counterparts. The three women present the war in the form 

of a great paradox, as both exciting and terrible, in which the devastation produced by the 

conflict competes with their own sense of thrill at having managed to enter the war zone. 

Wharton and Rinehart triumphantly emerged from their liminal experience, while Sinclair 

ended her journey frustrated and humiliated. Yet, as “true” neophytes in the realm of war, 

none of them could fall back on traditional forms of war representation, unlike many of 
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their male colleagues. While authors like Arnold Bennett, Arthur Conan Doyle or Rudyard 

Kipling perpetuated the heroic representation of war, the three women writers came up 

with surprising and entirely personal ways of relating their experiences in the war zone.  

In my investigation of a particular form of literary journalism written between 1914 

and 1918, I have compiled a corpus of texts that forms a unified body of literature on the 

First World War. I found these texts to be located half-way between an old and a new 

rhetoric of war writing. Having been written, as it were, in “a literary no man’s land” 

(Gómez Reus and Lauber 2008: 225), they exhibit an idiosyncratic and heterogeneous 

nature that obliquely—or not so obliquely—points us to the obstacles and information 

gaps that war reporters had to overcome when reporting on the carnage and the havoc of 

the First World War. The theories of liminality that have provided the conceptual 

framework to this dissertation have been an essential tool in my endeavour to give a 

coherent shape to the complex—physical and rhetorical—negotiations undertaken by war 

reporters in their various attempts to make sense of an intrinsically unobservable and 

heavily censored conflict.  

Belonging to a genre which has received very little critical attention within the 

historical context this thesis is dealing with, the sixteen texts I have examined help to fill in 

the gaps in the literary maps of the Great War and to deepen our understanding of the 

European cataclysm. All the authors included in this study were well-known in their time 

but most of them have since fallen into oblivion. This dissertation has provided the 

opportunity of putting into dialogue texts that have never been subjected to a critical 

comparative study, and to assess the role that nationality and gender, among other factors, 

have played in their authors’ portrayal of this watershed event. With all their similarities and 

differences, the individual texts under discussion have an intrinsic value as original pieces 

of war journalism, written at a time in which no conventionally sanctioned formulas had 

yet emerged to narrate the trauma of the First World War.  

Not all the texts under investigation are of the same literary quality, but a hundred 

years from the outbreak of the conflict we should seriously consider joining Philip Gibbs’s 

The Soul of the War, Arnold Bennett’s Over There: War Scenes on the Western Front, Mary 

Roberts Rinehart’s Kings, Queens and Pawns, William Beach Thomas’s With the British on the 

Somme, Basil Clarke’s My Round of the War, and Will Irwin’s Letters from Armageddon to the 

voices of Richard Harding Davis, May Sinclair, and Edith Wharton—the three authors of 

my corpus whose war texts have elicited most critical attention—in a contemporary 
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discussion of the literature that was written during the First World War. A thorough 

exploration of eyewitness accounts that are of historical, cultural, and literary interest 

constitute a valuable complement to the ongoing research on the troubling, but utterly 

absorbing, field of the literature of the First World War.  

Mary Roberts Rinehart had forecast in Kings, Queens, and Pawns: “it will take a 

hundred years to paint this war on one canvas. A thousand observers, ten thousand, must 

record what they have seen” (1915:11). The incorporation of the voices I have given a 

hearing to in my dissertation into a wider critical discussion of all the diverse forms of 

representing the war might help to shine a light into some of the more obscure corners of 

this inexhaustible literary field. I hope with this study to have been able to contribute a tiny 

fragment to the vast canvas of the literature of the First World War which, a hundred years 

after the event, still remains to be completed. 
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APPENDIX 1 

The Authors’ Manifesto published at the New York Tribune on 18 September 1914.  
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List of authors who signed the first Manifesto. 
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APPENDIX 2 

John Buchan’s account on the Battle of Loos, published at The Times on 29 September 
1915.  
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Detail of John Buchan’s account on the Battle of Loos. 
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Sir John French’s official report on the Battle of Loos, published at The Times on 29 
September 1915. 
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Detail of Sir John French’s official report on the Battle of Loos. 
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APPENDIX 3 

Richard Harding Davis’s Passport Photograph. 
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APPENDIX 4  

Phillip Gibbs’s experience under fire published on 26 October 1914 at The New York Times.  
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APPENDIX 5 

The French 75mm gun. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

219 

 

APPENDIX 6 

William Beach Thomas, Basil Clarke, and Harry Perry Robinson with other accredited war 

correspondents and members of the military in 1916. 
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APPENDIX 7 

Two British “Mark I” tanks in September 1916. 
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APPENDIX 8 

A brochure describes Will Irwin as “the greatest reporter in the world”. 
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APPENDIX 9 

The poster “Enlist” created by Fred Spear after the sinking of the Lusitania. 

  



224 

 

APPENDIX 10 

General Pershing and Colonel Charles E. Stanton (third from the left) at Lafayette’s tomb 

on 4 July 1917. Source: http://sites.lafayette.edu/lafayettewwi/ (accessed October 2, 2014). 
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APPENDIX 11 

The helmet Floyd Gibbons was wearing when he was wounded. 

 

 

Gibbons arrival in Minneapolis on 5 October 1918. 
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