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Unsurprisingly, this almost anarchic process of selecting and 

training officers produced mixed results. Various fonnations and 

units in France set up schools to train newly arrived officers. 47th 
(London) Division was one.21 Some AIF veterans \Vere 
unimpressed by the quality of reinforcement officers arriving 

from Au tralia.22 When the AIF \Vas doubled in size in 1916, at 
least one battalion took the opportunity to offload officers of 
dubious value onto its duplicate unit.23 One can imagine that it 
\Vas not alone in doing this. During 1915 the system \Vas 
rationalised, and in February 1916 the 'Officer Cadet Battalion' 
systen1 was introduced, along with the stipulation that, with a few 
exceptions, potential officers had first to have seen service as a 
ranker (in practice, as an NC0).24 Under the old system it \Vas a
complex process to get rid of 'duds' once commissioned. Cadets 
at OCB could be 'RTU'd' - Returned to Unit - if they did not 

make the grade.25

Even after the introduction of the OCB (eventually there were 

54 of them26), this \Vas not the only method by which men were 
commissioned and trained.27 As late as September 1918 it was
possible to receive a commission in the field. In October 1917 a 

'Cadet Class' at Zeitoun in Egypt was running short commissioning 
courses, while also in 1917 Ne\v Zealand rankers could be 
commissioned after a six-week course at Sling camp on Salisbury 
Plain.28 However, passing out of an OCB \Vas by far the most 

common route to a commission, and the OCB system ensured that 

potential officers had a uniform experience and mostly rigorous, 
high-quality training. Allan Adair commented on the difference 
bet\veen the old, haphazard approach, and the ne\v system. He 
\vent straight from Harro\V to the Grenadier Guards in April 1916, 

'one of the last to be commissioned on the strength of my school 
Officer Training Corps experience, or rather lack of it'. Others 
\.vho joined the Guards a little later 'attended a four months (sic) 
course in the Officers' Cadet Battalion at Bushey where the work 
\Vas strenuous and enjoyed by fe\v' .29

Writing in early 1918,Captain RP PRo\vesuccinctly summarised 

a major problem facing the army. On the Western Front 'for all 
practical purposes the platoon is the unit of battle, and its 
commander the most important man in the field'. But casualties 
amongst junior officers were 'disproportionately high•. Moreover, 

\Varfare bad become more complex, making more demands of 
subalterns at a time when traditional sources of officers had dried 
up. The result was that '\.vhile officers must be largely drawn from 

a Jess highly educated class. those officers must possess a greater 
knowledge than their predecessors, and the capacity to grasp 
quickly and thoroughly the tactical values of any local situation·. 

Rowe argued that the solution to the conundrum, the Officer Cadet 
Battalion system, \vas ·a remarkable achievement'. 

The ranks of the 'civilian army' included 'vast numbers of 
}·oung men \.Vho have already proved their value in every sphere 

of intelligent work', on and off the battlefield. 'Consequently, 
there is a large amount of material representative of brains, 
character and adaptability. From this \vide field of choice, it has 

not been difficult to pick men fitted to lead, and they have been 
picked \vith judgement, and in large numbers·. With combat 
veteran officers and NCOs as instructors. 

[t]he result is that the work of the officer cadet battalions, the

mill \vhich grinds out efforts in an unending flow. has been an
unqualified success. The methods employed have been
steadily improved. and the standard of efficiency produced
has consistently risen ... The British Army has never ... been

better officered.30

Captain Ro\ve was not a disinterested witness. He was an insider,

a member of MI7. a branch of the Directorate of Military 

Intelligence concerned \Vith propaganda.31 His piece appeared in 
early 1918, \.Vhen it \.Vas clear that the BEF soon faced a major 
Gennan offensive, and it \vas obviously intended to reassure the 
public about the decisive battle to come. Ho\vever, he \Vas correct 
about the vital role played by the platoon commander, the British 
Army's success in remaking its officer corps. and the significance 
of the OCB system. 

Men from the Dominions trained alongside British cadets at 
OCBs. They stood out by virtue of their uniforms - slouch hats for 
the Australians. lemon squeezers for the New Zealanders- and by 

little distinctive things such as attendance at the Anzac Day 
service held in King's College Chapel, Cambridge, on the third 
anniversary of the Gallipoli landings, which was attended by 
General Sir William Robertson.32 Otherwise, Dominion and 

British cadets went through the same process. To take a snapshot 

of New Zealand potential officers in July 1918, at No 4 OCB. 
located at Oxford, there \Vere eight from the Auckland Regiment, 
a similar number from the Wellington Regiment and nine from the 
Ne\v Zealand Rifle Brigade. A further 31 Ki,vi cadets \Vere at No 
6 OCB, also held at Oxford University, while at Cambridge, No 2 
OCB included another t\velve Ne\v Zealanders. If the inexperience 
of the students \vas the hallmark of early officer training courses. 
the same could not be said of No 4 OCB in mid-1918. All but one 
of the Ne\.v Zealanders \Vere at least acting NCOs, and their 
numbers included a Regimental Sergeant Major, some Company 

Sergeant Majors and Company Quartennaster Sergeants.33

In bringing a ,vealth of combat experience to OCBs, this group of 
Ne\v Zealanders \Vas representative of officer cadets as a ,vbole. A 
group of cadets from No 10 OCB attended a screening of the Battle 
of the Somme film in September 1916 at a cinema in Glasgo,v. 
Most of them had been on active service; conceivably some took 
part in the events portrayed on the silver screen.34 Such cadets could 
be highly experienced \Vithout being very old. While trairung at No 

1 OCB at Membland Hall near Plymouth, J F Bagsha\v discovered 
that he had been a\varded the Distinguished Conduct Medal (\vhich 

ranked belo\v only the Victoria Cross) as a lance corporal in the 
15th Royal Wanvicks (2nd Birmingham Pals) on the Western Front. 
Bagsha\.v \Vas 19 years old. As he \Vas a\varded the DCM for 
handling his Le\vis gun section 'at all times ,vith the greatest 
initiative and resource', Bagsha\v \Vas prime officer matenal. He 

repaid the faith placed in him b} being commissioned into the 
Devons and was a\varded the MilitaI) Cross.35

Undoubtedly some soldiers \vent off to officer training units just 
to escape from the front line, but the evidence suggests that the 

vast majority of cadets \Vere diligent. hard-\vorking and 
enthusiastic. They \vere kno\vn to complain about inefficient 
instructors and to heckle poor lecturers.36 Cadets had a formidable 
range of subjects to cover, \Vith an emphasis on 'leadership. 
initiative, self-confidence... drill and discipline... maps, the 
King's regulations and military la\.v' and a range of tactical issues. 
from platoon organisation to patrols and co-operation \Vith 
artillery.37 Although the OCB course \vas longer than some earlier 
training programmes, it ,vas still intense. One cadet at No 4 OCB 
in 1916 described a day ,vhich started \Vith reveille at 06: 15 and 
continued until 21 :30.3

One of the primary purposes of officer training \Vas to move men 
from the mindset of a lo,ver middle-class or \VOrking-class NCO to 
that of a member of the officer class. to 11ft. as one contemporary 
commentator wrote, thinking 'to a different plane of vision' .39 An 
NCO instructor at No 4 OCB at Oxford put it more bluntly: 

17 



Tot \\'�tern Fron1 �••1ton Sla,1d To! No. 143 

• You , e got to learn to \\ aJk out� 1f the bloody <,treet belonged to
}OU 'Training at ancient scab of learning and country hou es
undoubtedly helped lht, procc along. Harold \Vedd. from
Goulbum. e,\ South \Vales. trained at an OCB 1n Cambndgc

Before you enter its court that old-,vorld- tudious atn10 phere 
en'<elope: }OU. and one graduall} begins to realise that he is 
in the heart of one of the great�t eat!> of learning in the 
,vorld: but }OU are not aJlo,ved to forget the ,var. a the khaJo 
15 on eve!} hand.. \Vhat a change for me. Tnntl} College. 
Cambndge. from the helh h and blood} Somme'' 

Cynl Holland. from Maryborough. Victona. ,vrote an similar 
tenn from Balliol College. 0'"<ford: 

It �eem hard to realise that '"e a.re in the h1stonc college 
Ho,v man} famous men. 1 ,vonder. sat in thi room? The 
1iv1ng condition arc splendid, Just uch as the tudents u ed 
to en JO} Ho,v trange it seemed to sH do,vn to dinner - after 
being accustomed for o long to d1n1ng amid tJ1c gnme of the 
trenche • to no,v} clotlls and git. telling s1l\er, and ,va-11ers 4'

The military presence of tudenl!> in unive�•t} 10,vn helped to 
recreate some of the atmo phere of prc-,var Oxbridge. It ,vas not 
unu uaJ for uni!.:) to hold concerts. but the venue of 6th OCB • 
event m June 1918 ,, as definnel} out of the ordin31}· the Oxford 
Union Debaung Hall ho ted an e,erung of mu ic. ongs and 
comic monologues � 

Key to the process of manufacrunng officers and gentlemen 
from lo,ver-cla.ss rankers ,vas to teach them to beh3, e 1n the 
approved manner Thu . before dinner. a formal affrur. cadet 'dre 
,,as inspected by an officer of the Directing Staff (OS). DS ,voutd 
then sit ,v1th cadet at dinner. keeping an eye on their behaviour 
and manners Cadets !>eem to have 1ntemallSed this ocialisation.44

Cadets ,vho f alled the course n ked lening do,vn more than 
them elves. For local lads to make good 1n this ,vay ,va� a matter 
of pride for famd1es. 1ichool!) and ,v1der communit1e A J Stubbs 
passed out of h1 OCB at P1rbright fifth out of 128 cadeb and ,vas 
comrru s1oned mlo Lhe Ro}al West Kents. His parents ,vere among 
many ,,ho proudly ,vrote to the local ne,vspaper to ad\erti e their 
on ·s achievements.4s A ne,v paper 1n Bathurst. e,v South Wales. 
headed an article about a local lad attending o 4 OCB ,vith the 
,vords 'IN OXFORD: BATHURST BOY AT COLLEGE' Thi!. 
,vas based on a lener home from ex-corporal Alex Duprex of the 
AJF. no,v re 1dent in e,v College. Readers of the paper could 
v1canousl} cnJO} Dupret' Oxford ltfest}le. '"hich fe,v. 1f an}. 
could hope to emulate: 

From the dome [of the Bodleian Library] a fine panoramic 
vie,, of Oxford and the urrounding counlr) can be obtained . 
For breakfast there ,va-.. porridge. eggs and bacon. or -.heep's 
kidneys. tea or cocoa For lunch there ,vas ham. celery. beef 
etc. and b) pa) 1ng 1,vopence the} could have a glas-. of beer 
or an} other dnnk.u 

\Vith uch ,ve1ght of e\pectation and pnde on their boulders. 
and the unplea-.ant pro<ipect of fruhng the course and being sent 
back. as a ranker. ro the trenchec;. as ,veil as the opponunit) to 
bener themselves b} holding the King ·s commt!) 1on. ll ,., ::.carcely 
surpns1ng that man} cadet ,vhole heanedl) embraced the 
atutude!) and beha, iour expected of an officer In military terms 
this ,,as hight} 1gn1ficant. Besides snobbery and the de ire to 
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keep up tandards. the ann} • in!.1 tence on gentleman I} beha, •our 
,vas founded on the idea that effect,,e office� needed to po:.� 
public chool valu�.•� B} earl} 1916 the demand for genuine e,. 

public school boy to officer the huge annies of ci'<;lian had 
greatly outstnpped the uppl}. a situauon that ,,as SOOn 
exacerbated by the heav} losses of office� on the Somme. Officer 
tra1n1ng units. especially OCB'>. endeavoured to tum pig • � 
1010 silk pu�e . ,vith a great deal of succe . It ,vas a pragmallc 
and largely c;ucce fut re pon e to a critical hortage 

At the core of training ,va.s leadership: not the CO • variel}. of 
,vh1ch moc;1 potenual office� had personal knowledge. but that of 
• an officer and a gentleman·. the key to ,vtuch ,vas developing
'character· Thi:, ,vas a significant change from pre-,var. ,vhen 
Gentleman Cadets at Sandhur;t and Woolw1ch ,vere not taught
leader.hip bccau e the} ,,ere as umed to already kno," all about
11 The Canadian Train1ne School. ,vhich ,vas situated at Be:dtili� 

1n Su!) ex. pro\1ded, 1n effect. an OCB run for and b) Canadians.
There. cadeb ,,.ere taught that an:

Officer [,\as] capable. a leader. [a] jealou guardian of hb 
men. their interests and their li\es. An eu.mple an upholding 
the honour of the Kang. Count!}. Corps and Regiment ... A 
gentleman. who e \\Ord is hi bond. ,vhose conduct" ill tand 
the glare of daylight. placing honour above all else. Who b 
our judge? The men ... Ho\\ can ,ve earn their respecl'> 8} 

remembenng the term [officer and a gentleman] itself:'' 

'oth1ng 1n th1 refe� 10 social background or education. Rather. 
the mes,age ts that uch virtue can be learned - or. more 
accuratcl}, that the CTS can bring them out 1n cadeb ,,·ho. b) 
virtue of being on the course. ha\e alread) been � ed as 
po�se 1ng the potential 10 become officers. complete ,,,th 
gentleman!} anributes \Vhat mak� thi tea h1ng particularly 
,ign1ficant 1s that the CTS ,,as an expre-. ion of Canadian 
nationalism. albeit ftnnly 1n an 1mpenal conte�t. Under tb 
dynam1c and charismat.Jc CO. Lieutenant-Colonel A C  Critchle}. 
the aun ,vas to train ·Canadian officers o the} nught be fit . to 
uphold the glol) and honour of Canada and the Canadian Co!Jb • 

llt11ttncJnt-C,,l ,r<MI-\ C Crrt�hln (/1\ \/) 











