
How the British encouraged young men to enlist  
at the beginning of the First World War 

 
 
A - Fact file 
 
 
Following the problems faced by the British army after the Boer War, the British created the British 
Expeditionary Army for involvement in foreign conflicts.  
In August 1914, the British army had about 247,000 regular troops. About half were stationed in 
different parts of the world to police the empire.  
At the start of the war, the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was sent to Maubeuge to help the 
French but consisted of only 4 divisions ( compared to 70 for the French and 72 for the Germans). 
The Minister of War, Lord Kitchener, realised he needed to increase the number of volunteer in the 
army.  
100 000 men volunteered in a few days. 
By mid September, 500 000 men had volunteered 
By February 1915, 500 000 more had volunteered. 
Kitchener’s campaign was very successful with an average of 33,000 new volunteers every day but this 
created serious organisational problems – training problems, arms and uniform shortages.   
The Dominions also sent troops: Australia - 30 000, Canada - 30 000, New Zealand - 8500.
By the beginning of 1916, over 2.6 million men had volunteered but it was not enough.  
Conscription was introduced in Britain (but not in Ireland, still officially part of the UK) in May 1916 
to apply to all males aged 18 to 41, (first for single men later for married men).  
 
 
 
 
B - Armed forces in 1914 
 

Country Total Armed Forces 
including  reserves,  

August 1914 
Russia 5 971 000 
France 4 017 000 
Italy 1 251 000 

Great Britain 975 000 
Japan 800 000 

Romania 290 000 
Greece 230 000 
Serbia 200 000 

United States 200 000 
Belgium 117 000 

Montenegro 50 000 
Portugal 40 000 
Germany 4 500 000 

Austria-Hungary 3 000 000 
Turkey 210 000 
Bulgaria 280000 
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C - British volunteers swear an oath at the beginning of the war. 
 

 
 
Source : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:British_recruits_August_1914_Q53234.jpg  
 
 
British recruits August 1914 
 

 
 
Source : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:British_recruits_August_1914_Q53234.jpg  
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D - Alfred Leete’s famous poster ‘YOUR COUNTRY NEEDS YOU’  
first appeared in September 1914. 
 

 
 
Source : http://beck.library.emory.edu/greatwar/postcards/view.php?id=country_needs_you  
 
E - Savile Lumley’s famous poster from World War One (‘What did you do in the war ?’) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source : http://www.firstworldwar.com/posters/images/pp_uk_07.jpg  
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F - Recruitment posters frequently used the image of women 
  

 
 
 
G - Rupert  Brooke’s (1887 – 1915) poem taken from The War Sonnets: V.  
The Soldier (1915) 
 
If I should die, think only this of me: 
That there's some corner of a foreign field 
That is for ever England. There shall be 
In that rich earth a richer dust concealed; 
A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware, 
Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam, 
A body of England's, breathing English air, 
Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.  
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