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R E C R U I T M E N T  A N D  C A S U A LT I E S  O F  W A R

 
 Extract 1 – Voluntary Recruitment- 
[Trevor Royle, The Flowers of the Forest: Scotland and the First World 
War, pages 31-32]

A number of factors prompted those volunteers from 
all over Scotland to take the King’s Shilling. Workers 
doing repetitive or menial jobs saw a chance to escape 
the drudgery of their existence. The Scots’ traditional 
respect for militarism also encouraged many a young 
man who thought he would look a good in a kilt 
and a Glengarry bonnet. In those days, too, words 
such as duty, honour and patriotism were not idle 
concepts but the cornerstone of many young lives … 
Unskilled workers or the unemployed looked forward 
to the prospect of work and a steady wage but, as the 
Scotsman reported on 8 August 1914, the recruits in 
Cockburn Street (Edinburgh) came from all walks of 
life: ‘Men of all types and classes passed along, some 
in professions and trades – well groomed and spruced 
– and others with whom the world had dealt more 
hardly, but all curious to take their places in the ranks 
and shoulder a rifle.’ Peer pressure was brought to bear 
on the undecided and there was a general feeling that 
the whole thing was a bit of a lark and that it would be 
a shame to miss the great adventure. Few seem to have 
given any thought to the dangers that lay ahead or even 
realised that warfare would bring casualties. 

 
 Extract 2 – Casualties of War-
[Trevor Royle, ‘The First World War’, in A Military History of 
Scotland, pages 529-30]

Although it is impossible to get absolute agreement on 
the exact number of Scottish war deaths, the available 
regimental and municipal figures suggest that the total 
is probably higher than the generally accepted 100,000. 
One regiment alone, The Royal Scots, suffered 11,213 
killed in action, most of whom came from Edinburgh 
and the east of Scotland. The Highland Light Infantry 
lost 10,000, The Gordon Highlanders 9,000 and 
The Black Watch 8,000. Of the 13,568 men who 
volunteered from Scotland’s four universities 2,026 
were killed in active service. In Glasgow 18,000 young 
men, or 1 in 57 of the city’s population, did not come 
back from war, while Dundee’s death toll was 4,213 of 
a population of 180,000. 
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C O N T E M P O R A R Y  S O U R C E S  –  
R E C R U I T M E N T  O R  C O E R C I O N ?

 
 Source 1 – Popularity of the Black Watch-
 at Perth-
[The Courier, September 14, 1914]

Recruits in their hundreds still roll up to the Black 
Watch depot at Perth. Probably at no time in its history 
has the popularity of the regiment been so emphatically 
demonstrated. From all parts of the country have come 
strapping young fellows – from America and from 
Canada and other colonies. Perhaps the most interesting 
feature of the extraordinary rush to the Black Watch 
colours is the large number of Welshmen. It was stated 
at the barracks on Saturday that from Cardiff, Swansea, 
and other Welsh towns young men had enlisted in such 
numbers as almost to form a battalion by themselves. 

 
 Source 2 – Voluntarism or Conscription?-
[The Bystander, ‘The Vulgarity of Voluntarism’, December 9, 1914]

Ah, but is it so much better that our soldiers should 
be volunteers? Yes, if they are volunteers, as were the 
first half million. But the second lot, recruited as a 
result of pressure by squires, parsons, retired officers, 
employers, schoolmasters, leader-writers, politicians, 
cartoonists, poets, music-hall singers, and old women 
of all sexes, are not volunteers; they are conscripts, 
but conscripted by the wrong people in the wrong 
way. They have gone in because it would have been so 
infernally unpleasant to have stayed out. In what way 
does such a “volunteer” differ from the conscript? He 
goes no more willingly because he is hounded there 
by somebody without authority who calls him a skunk 
and a slacker than he would were he taken there by 
somebody with authority who calls him a fine young 
fellow. 

 
Teacher’s Note

There was some concern that behind ‘the spirit of 
voluntarism’ shown by hundreds of thousands of 
seemingly willing recruits was a concerted campaign 
of coercion orchestrated by many different groups 
in society – including members of the Women’s 
Social and Political Union (WPSU), the Order of the 
White Feather, the state and the press and an array of 
other groups and organisations. The notion that men 
were being coerced into the armed forces is strongly 
asserted in the following extract from an article in 
Bystander Magazine. 

 
Teacher’s Note

The central question to consider is to what extent 
were volunteers willing recruits? Or was there a 
good degree of pressure put on men to show willing 
and enlist in the armed forces? On the following 
page are just two examples of how men might have 
felt compelled to enlist. Source 3 was published in 
almost every newspaper in Scotland (there was some 
300 newspaper titles published in Scotland during 
the war) at various different times during the early 
voluntary recruitment campaign between 1914 and 
1915. Source 4 was one example from thousands of 
posters produced to promote voluntary enlistment 
and one of hundreds aimed at shaming men in to the 
armed forces. 
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Teacher’s Note

According to Kenefick (Red Scotland, page 138), voluntary recruitment levels in Scotland remained relatively stable 
between August and December 1914. But from January 1915 the recruitment rate fell from around 300,000 to 
120,000 men per month. 

At this juncture the government was not unduly concerned as they needed to balance military and civil needs. But 
for the pro-conscriptionists and supporters of compulsory military service, falling recruitment figures and the active 
avoidance of voluntary military service (estimated then at well over one million men) sounded the alarm bells. 

In truth, up until conscription was finally introduced the press and leading national and provincial newspapers were 
somewhat divided on the issue of compulsory military service. But after the Military Service Act became law on 
March 2, 1916, the principal of compulsory military service and the system of conscription was never fundamentally 
challenged or questioned by the general public or the newspaper press.  

 
 Source 3 – 5 Questions to men-
 who have not enlisted-

 
 Source 4 – Daddy, what did you do-
 in the Great War?-

Source: The Parliamentary Recruitment Committee 1915: by 
Artist, Savile Lumley
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Teacher’s Note Continued

Whatever the case regarding the arguments for or against the maintenance of voluntary recruitment and the 
introduction of conscription with the passing of The Military Service Act, the voluntary system of recruitment 
(however defined or questioned) had served the country well. 

According to Royle, by the end of December 1915 a total of 2,466,719 British men had been enlisted into the armed 
forces. This was more than would be achieved after the Military Service Act came into force. 

In total the number of voluntary enlistments accounted for ‘just under half of the wartime total of 5.7 million men 
who served in the army during the war years’. From a Scottish perspective 320,589 men were recruited under the 
voluntary system – which equated to 13% of British and UK totals (Royle, Flowers of the Forest, page 35). 

By the end of the war, notes Royle, there were 688,416 Scots in the armed forces, consisting of 32,611 in The Royal 
Flying Corps and Royal Air Force (RAF – formed April 1, 1918) and 71,707 in The Royal Navy. 

By far and away the great massive majority of Scots – some 584,098 – were in The Army (Regular, Territorial and 
New armies) and the greatest number served on the Western Front (Royle, ‘The First World War’, page 513). 

The total number of Scots who enlisted voluntarily or by conscription equated to 41.4% of all males between the age of 15 
and 49 – and they fought in every theatre of war and every branch of the armed forces.

Indeed, expatriate Scots joined in great numbers from across the British Empire, including Australia, Canada, South Africa 
and New Zealand, as well as the United States, and Argentina and Chile in South America.

As noted in Extract 2, the actual number of Scots who died in the war is much debated and estimates vary 
considerably, as the following statistics illustrate:

•  Post 1918 estimated Scots 10% of Britain’s 740,000 war dead 
(based on calculation that Scots accounted for around 10% of total UK population)

•   More recently Catriona Macdonald estimated a death rate of 25%  
(including all Scots from home and empire who died ‘in the service of the Crown’)

•  Niall Ferguson argues Scotland had the highest death rate after Serbia and Turkey which as a percentage of total 
mobilised was as follows:

 Serbia 37.1%, Turkey 26.8%, Scotland 26.4% (Britain and Ireland 11.8%)

But it is likely the most reliable estimate is around 110,000.  
Or just under 15% of all British war dead. 
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