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WOMEN IN THE FRONTLINES
DR. HECTOR MUNRO’S FLYING 

AMBULANCE CORPS IN FLANDERS  
(1914-1918)

 PART 1: A TRY OUT
PATRICK VANLEENE

 In the early morning of 4 August 1914 two 
German armies violated the neutrality of the small 
kingdom of Belgium. They were heading for Paris, 
France. That same day Britain declared war on 
Germany. In an effort to defend Belgium and the 
principle of neutrality, the British government sent its 
Expeditionary Force to France.  
 The propaganda machine came into action 

when fifty-three literary authors signed a manifesto 
that appeared in The Times stressing the fact that 
Britain’s credibility was now at stake, the more so 
since Germany had condescendingly dismissed the 
Treaty of London (1839), the official recognition of 
Belgium’s neutrality, as a scrap of paper.  
 Because of that Treaty the Belgian army was 
not prepared for war, badly equipped and trained and 
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undermanned one to ten compared to the German 
Imperial Army. The newly built double line of 
fortresses defending Antwerp was still lacking its big 
guns, which were paid for but not delivered by their 
German manufacturer. 

 All levels of British society hastily prepared 
for war, driven by a taste for adventure, ardent 
patriotism and – after the fi rst press releases of 
burning towns and atrocities against Belgian civilians 
– moral outrage. Only a small number of pacifi sts 
openly expressed their conviction while conscientious 
objectors spontaneously signed up with medical 
services, such as the war painter Christopher R.W. 
Nevinson who drove for a Dunkirk based Friends 
(Quaker) Ambulance Unit. 
 Unlike Germany and France, the latter ready 
to retaliate since the French-Prussian war of 1870/1, 
the United Kingdom had no conscription but counted 
on the strength of its small but very professional 
army and its navy, which had proven quite effective, 
to guard its overseas empire. The call to arms from 
Lord Kitchener, the war minister, was a huge success: 
tens of thousands of young men hastened to enroll 
in a volunteer army that after training was meant to 
complement the British Expeditionary Force. On 23 
August 1914 the BEF was near the Belgian town of 
Mons.
 Upper class car owners, such as the 28,000 
members of the Royal Automobile Club, offered 
their (surplus) cars to the War Offi ce, sometimes 

with themselves at the wheel. The British Motor 
Service Volunteer Corps appeared in Flanders with 
automobiles turned into staff cars and makeshift 
ambulances. Among them were Americans, like 
Frederic A. Coleman who wrote two memoirs about 
his mobile adventures chauffeuring British cavalry 
staff offi cers in France and Belgium. Also, Mrs. 
Gladys Winterbottom, a Bostonian who worked as 
an ambulance driver, used her touring-car for the 
British Field Hospital for Belgium. It was a Minerva (a 
Belgian brand), of a similar type as the armored cars of 
the Belgian army which were developed from civilian 
Minervas.

 The suffrage movement helped manage 
the war effort as the Women’s Emergency Corps, 
supplying the War Offi ce with female dispatchers. 
Hospitals organized crash courses in nursing for 
unmarried young women (and men). A Scottish 
Women’s Hospital Unit was established in Antwerp 
and a Women’s Hospital Corps near Paris. Other 
female units left for Serbia. All because the War Offi ce 
and the British Red Cross hesitated to send women 
into battle zones.

Big Plans But Nothing Else
 This was the context of Dr. Hector Munro’s 
Flying Ambulance Corps. The ‘fl ying’ meant that its 
motor ambulances were supposed to venture onto 

Retreating Belgian soldiers in 1914.

Mrs. Winterbottom, née Gladys H. Appleton, in her 
Minerva driving to one of the outer Antwerp forts 
to retrieve wounded, October 1914. 
(Photo source: Le Miroir, 1914)
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the very battlefields to search for wounded. Motor 
ambulances were a luxury in the French and Belgian 
armies. They relied on horse ambulances with a red 
cross painted on the hood stationed three miles behind 
the front lines. 
 Dr. Hector Munro was a trained medical 
doctor turned psychiatrist who had founded a Medico-
Psychological Clinic on Brunswick Square, London, in 
1913. His main fan was the successful Victorian writer, 
May Sinclair (born1863). Munro convinced a hesitant 
Sinclair to join his corps of five men and five women, 
all volunteers, all unpaid. He reckoned that Sinclair 
would be a good fund raiser since she had sponsored 
his clinic with an impressive £500, and she had press 
connections. He himself ventured into Belgium to 
scout the area but got no further than the Channel port 
of Ostend, which was packed with refugees. His report 
was sufficient for the Belgian Red Cross to accept 
Munro’s offer and lend him two motor ambulances 
with drivers.  

 By the end of August, Germany occupied half 
of Belgium, had annihilated an entire French army and 
chased the British from Mons. The Belgian Red Cross 
and the medical services of the army had lost most of 
their medical equipment to the invaders.  
 Hector Munro, in the meantime, had recruited 
two fellow doctors, Leslie M. Reece and Eric H. Shaw, 
two stretcher bearers, C.S. Wakefield and chaplain 
S.F. Streatfield, and advertised for “adventurous 
young women to equip an ambulance unit for service 
in Belgium”. Some 200 applicants turned up. But 
he recruited them in another way: he spotted the 
teenager, Mairi Chisholm (born 1896), daughter of 
the chief of the Scottish Chisholm Clan, working as 
a motor dispatch rider in London. Mairi recalled in a 
BBC-interview: ‘[He] was deeply impressed with my 
ability to ride through the traffic. He traced me to the 
Women’s Emergency Corps and said: “Would you like 
to go out to Flanders?” and I said: “Yes, I’d love to”.’ 
She noted in her blue war diary that she insisted on 
having her friend and fellow biker Elizabeth Knocker 
enrolled as well. Elsie Knocker (born1884) was a 
trained nurse and described herself as a widow with 
a small son, then a more acceptable soubriquet for a 
single woman than the divorcée she was. As a teenager 
she had spent some time in a Swiss school where she 
acquired some notions of French and German. The 
driving skills of many British upper-and middleclass 
women like Mairi and Elsie freed them from social 
restraints and the war now unexpectedly offered them 
a way out.  

Elsie Knocker (right) and Mairi Chisolm (left) at 
the front. (Courtesy LOC)
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 The piano teacher Helen Gleason née Hayes, 
born 1885, from Cedar Rapids, Iowa, was the wife of 
a reputed American journalist, Arthur H. Gleason, who 
was already in Flanders to report on the war. 

 From the very 
beginning the American 
press had dispatched war 
correspondents to Flanders: 
Arthur Gleason for The New 
York Tribune, the freelancer 
Arno Dosch-Fleurot for 
The New York World and 
Ben Allan for Associated 
Press. Arthur Gleason was 
surely the main reason to 
enlist Helen Gleason. Hector 
Munro pioneered the use 
of embedded journalists. 
Helen Gleason witnessed 

the French eagerness to confront the Germans in Paris 
but joined the exodus of American ex-pats and hurried 
to London when the German army was closing in and 
Paris was bombed by a plane at the end of August, and 
again in early September 1914.
 Lady Dorothie Feilding (born1889) was a 
scion of one of England’s oldest noble families. She 
was a skilled car driver — though the family had a 
trusted chauffeur —  and her studies in a convent 
school in Paris ensured her fl uency in French. It was 
her uncle Francis Henry Everard Joseph Feilding, aka 
uncle Everard, a London-based barrister and naval 
intelligence offi cer who suggested Munro’s ambulance 
corps to his niece as a quick way to get to the war. 
Dorothie’s mother, the Countess Denbigh, in turn, 
consulted the Belgian Legation in London about the 
situation in Belgium. On 21 September the answer 
sounded anything but reassuring: “The St. John’s 
ambulance units stationed in Brussels and Mons have 
all fallen into German hands, but they were allowed to 
continue to carry out their work under relatively safe 
conditions.”
 The Belgian representative was clearly 
thinking of Miss Violetta Thurstan who was in charge 
of a contingent of British nurses in Brussels for the St. 
John’s Ambulance Association. After the fall of the city, 

she was ordered by the German authorities to take two 
nurses and go work at a hospital near Mons, now under 
German command, leaving the other nurses scattered 
over several Brussels hospitals. Soon the Germans 
decided that all English nurses had to leave Belgium. 
They were put on a train to Copenhagen, Denmark, 
from where they returned to Britain. Miss Thurstan, 
however, travelled directly to Russia to work for the 
Russian Red Cross. She later returned to Belgium as a 
matron in L’Océan, a large Belgian Red Cross Hospital 
in La Panne [De Panne], next to the war residence of 
the Belgian King and Queen.

 The Belgian representative wisely kept quiet 
about nurse Mabel St. Clair Stobart, also leading a 
St. John’s Ambulance Unit. She was apprehended as 
a spy when leaving Brussels after the city was taken 
by the Germans and was threatened to be shot but 
released and sent back to Britain via The Netherlands. 
But Mabel Stobart stubbornly returned to Belgium and 
went straight to Antwerp to establish a hospital with an 
all-female staff. German hostility toward British nurses 
was growing and would culminate in the execution 
of nurse Edith Cavell in Brussels in October 1915, 
triggering international outrage.
 June Moore, the youngest daughter of Dorothie 
Feilding, kept a copy of her mother’s unpublished 

During the war the beach-side Grand Hôtel de L’ 
Océan in La Panne was transformed into Océan 
Ambulance, a military hospital. (Courtesy LOC)
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diary covering the first week (20 to 29 September 
1914) of the ambulance corps in Belgium. It gives 
us a rare insight into the mixed feelings of some of 
Munro’s volunteers once they had embarked on their 
adventurous, yet dangerous journey. Even Dr. Hector 
Munro seemed at a loss when he started to realize the 
immensity of his own plans.

Lady Dorothie Feilding in her diary: 

I went down to see Munro with Mother as we 
were to leave next day. He was sitting on the 
floor, playing with a shiny new canvas green 
tent of complicated design and no kind of use, 
and surrounded by maps. Between the intervals 
of showing us how it buttoned up and where 
Ghent [Gent] was, we gradually discovered the 
expedition was a motley gathering, vague in 
number from 1 to 15 of people least calculated 
to be of any use at the front. We had two cars 
– which no one had seen and we hoped were 
at Ostend – and our destination was Ghent (…) 
– funds we had not. We were to bring passports 
and meet at Victoria [Station] next day. May 
Sinclair was the only other person there and told 
me with ardor not to mind Munro’s vagueness 
as he was a Celtic poet and a dreamer and had 
magnificent ideals. I didn’t see dreams were to 
finance the Corps, or ideals get us to Ghent, 
but I left it at that and hoped for the best. (…) 
By the way, Munro inoculated me, - he held the 
syringe upside down, he dropped the serum, he 
wondered how much he ought to put in and if 
he’d got the right lot and he forgot to boil any of 
the instruments.”

Dorothie here shows off her newly acquired medical 
knowledge from the two weeks’ crash course at the 
Hospital of St.-Cross in Rugby.

Eighteen Days to Start With
25 September 1914. 

“I arrived at Victoria [Station] with too much 
luggage, the wrong kind of clothes (…) and an 
awful feeling of homesickness. (…) The most 

weird crowd collected at that train and I kept 
wondering which of them belonged to our party 
and hoping the ladies in the huge coats and 
arctic hats at the bookstall, and the cadaverous 
gent in a pepper and salt suit, the fat man in 
khaki and the little American tourist lady with 
a twang, didn’t belong to us – but they did!” 
(Feilding, Diary)

 May Sinclair elaborates on the appearance 
of the amateur ambulance corps in her Journal of 
Impressions in Belgium “written out from my Day-
Book”. She uses nicknames for everybody involved – 
was it the censor in her or the novelist? – but the main 
characters remain recognizable: 

We look more like a party of refugees, or the cast 
of a Barrie play [J. M. Barrie, the creator of 
Peter Pan] than a field ambulance corps. The 
Chaplain alone wears complete khaki, (…) the 
Commandant [Munro] (…) wears a Norfolk 
jacket and one of his hats. The stretcher bearer 
in plain clothes, with a satchel slung over his 
shoulders, has the air of an inquiring tourist. 
Mrs. Torrence and Janet McNeil [Elsie Knocker 
and Mairi Chisholm] in short khaki tunics, 
khaki puttees and round Jaeger caps, and very 
thick coats over all, strapped in with leather 
belts, look as if they were about to sail on an 
Arctic expedition; I was told to wear dark blue 
serge (…) Ursula Dearmer and Mrs. Lambert 
[Dorothie Feilding and Helen Gleason] are in 
normal clothes.”

 The train they boarded at Victoria brought them 
to the Channel ferry in Folkstone. A Dr. Donald Renton 
from Glasgow was to join them later. They arrived in 
the Belgian port of Ostend by the evening and found 
lodgings close to the docks in Hotel Terminal, which 
was part of the train station. The latter fact explains 
why it had been targeted the day before by a Zeppelin 
dropping five bombs, but without much harm. 
 The next morning, while waiting for their 
ambulances and a light truck to arrive by ferry, they 
were greeted by a Red Cross representative from 
Ghent. Feilding describes the vehicles: two vast 
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ambulances, an old Daimler and a slow Fiat on hard 
tires with the drivers, [Eustace Gurney and Jack 
Secker] and a light Ford truck [with Cecil Cooper]. 
First, they had some difficulty getting fuel since 
all petrol was requisitioned by the army but in the 
afternoon, they managed to get to Ghent.  
 Their destination was the brand new Flandria 
Palace Hotel - now turned into a military hospital - 
positioned at right angles with the Ghent train station. 
Munro’s ambulance corps was cheered at and received 
with tea and cake because people thought they were 
the vanguard of the British Army. The female members 
were lodged on the third floor of the posh hotel in a 
suite of rooms with their own bathrooms and they 
were assigned hospital orderlies to serve them. The 
men found lodgings in town. After the warm welcome 
and much to their surprise, the British guests were 
to sit and wait. They were unaware of the realities 
of the war at that stage: the 4th German Army Corps 
had halted its advance after taking Brussels, while 
the 3rd German Army Corps was heading towards 
the Antwerp fortresses behind the walls of which the 
Belgian army had retreated. Ghent was safe for the 
time being. 

Feilding again: 

Oh! The awful inactivity! of those first days 
in Ghent. And there was (…) nothing to do in 
the hospital and very little to do on the cars 
and there was no need for 14 people per car 
(…) Mairi and I sat forlornly in the square 

[opposite the station] wishing we were dead 
– wishing we had the moral courage to go 
home and own the failure – wishing something 
would happen and just aching for work. … But, 
anyway, I was a help by my French … and I 
had to run round, get passports, find openings 
to work, try to get petrol, badger the Colonels 
and the Belgian army in general for permission 
to go where cars never dreamt of going – that 
is, where there were wounded, find Munro, lose 
him again and find him again, tell him he was 
an ass and why couldn’t he keep appointments 
with officials … . All these ways I could help 
and did help – and ended by getting the show a 
lot nearer things than they would otherwise.” 

 The female members of the corps, dressed in 
Belgian Red Cross uniforms, engaged in distributing 
slices of bread and coffee among several thousands of 
refugees gathered in an immense hall of the Casino. 
The women worked long shifts at meal times only to 
be summoned back by the hospital authorities for fear 
they might bring typhoid fever or suchlike into the 
military hospital. 
 With two ambulances, the Daimler was known 
as Car I, the Fiat as Car II, the company’s members 
went their separate ways. When on Monday 28 
September Dorothie Feilding, Dr. Munro and Dr. Shaw 
ventured towards the town of Alost [Aalst], situated 
halfway between Ghent and Brussels, the realities of 
war kicked in: 

We went a snail’s pace all the way for that road 
was black with refugees – walking, running, 
dragging themselves along – old people and 
babies, carts and wagons piled with furniture 
and people and everyone with bundles 
containing their most treasured belongings.” 
Alost was deserted except for dismounted 
Belgian cavalry, acting as the rear-guard, 
manning barricades. The Germans started the 
attack by tentatively putting artillery shells into 
the town.  

Dorothie: “These were the first shells I ever 
heard and one wasn’t a scrap alarmed for the 

The posh Flandria Palace Hotel in Ghent turned 
into a military hospital. Photograph taken from 
outside the main train station.
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simple reason one didn’t realize then what they 
were! A shrapnel burst overhead very high over 
the little place where we were standing in a 
portico. One bit fell a few yards from me and 
one of the soldiers picked it up, hung it on a 
string and put it round my neck as a souvenir 
… .” 

 A Central News Agency press photograph 
that appeared in a Spanish newspaper shows Feilding, 
fl anked by Shaw and Munro, proudly wearing the 
bottom of a small caliber shell case around her neck 
and leaving a convent school turned into a hospital. 
 In October 1914 the ambulance corps was 
fi nally tasked to do what it was there for: transport 

wounded soldiers – Belgians, English Royal Marines, 
French marine fusiliers and Germans. The bulk of the 
casualties came to Ghent by trains from a besieged 
Antwerp. On 5 October Elsie Knocker and Mairi 
Chisholm spent all afternoon and night till 4 a.m. 
removing wounded from trains to the Flandria Palace 
Hotel. After the fall of Antwerp, Munro’s (by now) 
six vehicles, drove left and right to the various battle 
fi elds along the river Schelde to search for the wounded 
among the dead and dying. Daring deeds these were 
indeed, if not downright dangerous. 
 The night of 6 October the Belgian army 
began to retreat from Antwerp to avoid being trapped. 
German forces had managed to cross the river 
Schelde at four points hoping to cut off the defenders 

The photograph shows Dr. Eric H. Shaw (left), Dorothie Feilding and 
Dr. Hector Munro (right, wearing trench coat). Feilding wears the 
bottom (brass disk) of a small caliber shell case around her neck.
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of Antwerp from the rest of the army. In Termonde 
(Dendermonde) the Germans organized a large scale 
burning of homes and executed hundreds of civilians 
while using others as a living shield when attacking 
Belgian defensive positions. The Belgian rear-guard 
at the river banks retreated, not checking if all their 
fallen comrades were dead or wounded. An ambulance 
crew with Feilding and a Belgian nurse found an 
unconscious private with a severed foot and a major 
with a shattered knee sheltering in a dug-out. They had 
them transported to Ghent and Dorothie and the nurse 
stayed behind in the village for the night, only to wake 
up to the exodus of the villagers as German infantry 
was about to occupy the village. When an ambulance 
with Munro at the wheel came to their rescue, a soldier 
pointed to a little white cottage that had more wounded 
in it. They immediately collected them too. In Ghent 
they met up with the Gleasons, who with their own 
motorcar had tried to save Dorothie and the Belgian 
woman, but ended up in the village occupied by the 
Germans instead. The Americans were apprehended but 
after showing their passports, let go unharmed.  
 By 9 October the Military Hospital in the 
Flandria Palace Hotel was filled to the rafters with the 
wounded and the female members of Munro’s Corps 
had to find lodgings elsewhere in town. The three 
British surgeons, who were about to return home for 
lack of work, had suddenly all the right reasons to stay 
and work long hours in the operating theatre. 
 The day before, two regiments of French 
marine fusiliers had arrived in Ghent. They took up 
positions some nine miles from Ghent city center 
behind a railway embankment. Supported by Belgian 
batteries they beat back the German attackers in the 
fields facing them. An operation which  allowed the 
retreating Belgian army to evacuate its wounded and 
medical staff. British ambulance units followed suit 
with their motor ambulances, horse drawn wagons and 
double-decker buses filled with transportable British 
wounded. 
 In the days following the French success, 
Munro’s ambulances ventured into the fields and farms 
from where the Germans had been chased, leaving their 
dead and wounded behind. Feilding reports:

In many of the courtyards and houses the dead 
were lying as they had fallen. It was gruesome 
and awful. There were no wounded that we 
could find left there, though some not very 
bad must have been hiding still in the farm 
buildings. … There were quantities of starving 
animals in the stalls that can’t have been fed for 
days, and Gurney and I went and turned them 
loose. Colts, calves, cows, pigs, a sheep dog that 
tried to eat us, and even rabbits. We loosened 
them in the fields to look after themselves, all 
the time wondering if there were any Germans 
in those dark corners, waiting to have a shot – 
but nothing happened.

Dr. Renton, Elsie Knocker and Mairi Chisholm, for their 
part, did find military in need of them when they went 
out to search for wounded Germans in a turnip field. 
Chisholm writes home:

Here we brought in two wounded Germans and 
one with a badly shattered leg. I have never seen 
so much blood in my life, his boot was full of 
it and there were puddles all around. We fixed 
him up, also the other two and sent them back 
to Ghent …, then ploughed our way into the 
turnip field. As long as I live, I will never forget 
a detail of that field. Lying in and out among 
the turnips were dead and dying Germans – all 
looked like figures out in wax – their fingers 
sticking out straight and rigid. It was a sight. We 
started immediately to attend to the wounded. 
There were two men still alive in the middle of 
the field.

 Dr. Renton and Elsie had just started to dress 
the first wounded when they were shot at and all three 
had to bolt. The women decided to return at dusk, 
without Renton who had left with an ambulance full 
of wounded. As it was getting dark, Munro thought it 
was too dangerous and the other driver flatly refused 
to come to the rescue of Germans. But a Belgian 
military ambulance nearby was willing to take them. 
Elsie Knocker got in beside the Belgian driver, Mairi 
Chisholm jumped on one step and May Sinclair on 
the other. Munro forbade her to go and Elsie Knocker 
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added insult to injury by hoisting her off the step 
adding “You can’t come. You’ll take up the place of 
a wounded man.” Then the ambulance left for the 
turnip field, leaving Hector Munro, Helen Gleason, 
an offended May Sinclair, Dorothie Feilding and the 
chaplain silently waiting in their vehicles. Mairi again: 
“We went down into the field. It was a weird sight: 
one could see lying about in the haze these Germans, 
all huddled up in strange positions. The man we had 
started on in the morning was stone dead, but the other 
man’s knee was still moving.” Half an hour later the 
Belgian ambulance left with that German casualty. 
 Two nights later, after midnight, the fourteen 
members of Munro’s Ambulance Corps left Ghent 
for Ostend in four ambulances with a Belgian soldier 
as a guide. The staff got rooms in hotels on the sea-
front. Pending being ferried to England, the hundreds 
of wounded were brought to the Casino which had 
been turned into a makeshift hospital by English and 
American women. Munro talked Sinclair into going 
back to London under the pretext of getting funding 
for the corps and at the same time he shamelessly took 
another novelist, Miss Sarah Macnaughtan (born 1864) 
on board to replace Sinclair as secretary and press 
liaison. She had served in Mabel Stobart’s field hospital 
which was to sail back to Britain, but Macnaughtan 
opted to stay. She quickly realized that Munro’s corps 
was run by its women: “It is all so quaint. The girls 
rule the company, carry maps and find roads, see about 
provisions and carry wounded.”  
 The next day Munro’s corps continued its 
retreat to Dunkirk, a port just across the Franco-Belgian 
border, overtaking units of a battered and decimated 
army retreating to its last stand behind the river Yser, 
that runs from Nieuport [Nieuwpoort] on the coast to 
Ypres [Ieper]. By sheer luck May Sinclair managed to 
get a passage for Dover on the “Victoria”, not aware 
that she would never be allowed back to the war and to 
the ambulance corps.

To be continued: Issue # 18,  
Spring 2023.
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An American Woman in Liège
  Glenna Bigelow Tyler was probably 
the fi rst American woman to see the war. 
A graduate (1901) of the nursing school 
at Presbyterian Hospital in New York, she 
was residing near Liège in August 1914. 
She was a guest, or employed as a nurse, in 
the Château Nagelmackers in the village of 
Angleur, a commune near Liège within the 
ring of Liège’s forts. The battle for the forts 
began August 4 and would go on for 12 days, 
with the sounds of heavy artillery a constant 
in Angleur. She was charged with the care of 
Monsieur Jules Nagelmackers, president of 
Compagnie internationale des Wagons-lits, a 
company that would include the famous Orient-
Express. He died August 14 from the stresses 
of “battle noise” according to the New York 
Times (August 15, 1914). She published her 
experiences in a memoir, Liège on the Line of 
March (Glenna Lindsley Bigelow, 1918). 

 Because of the Nagelmackers’ German 
connections, the château was protected and 
served as a retreat for senior German offi cers. 
Glenna describes the irony of nursing Belgian 
wounded in a nearby convent during the day 
and dining in the evening with German offi cers. 
She eventually made her way to Holland 
(November 7, 1914) and then to England; she 
crossed the channel to France where she served 
as nurse throughout the war. 

“Austrian artillery was passing today with their 
great cannon drawn by automobiles. The wheels 
of the gun carriages are enormous and the 
cannon are the biggest things we have yet seen.” 
Glenna probably saw a Skoda 30.5 cm mortar 
on the move. 
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WORLD WAR ONE’S IMPACT ON  
AMERICAN SPORTS

PETER C. STEWART 

Baseball    
 With the U.S. declaration of war on April 6. 
1917, many predicted the immediate demise of 
organized sports. However, baseball major league 
attendance ran close to normal as all sixteen clubs 
survived. Only a few lower-level leagues and clubs 
suspended play. Because construction of military 
training camps took months, the season ended before 
full mobilization. Catcher Hank Gowdy (Boston 
Braves) proved an exception by volunteering for army 
service during the season. Just after the season’s end, 
Braves’  Walter James Vincent “Rabbit” Maranville 
joined at least five Boston Red Sox at the Boston Navy 

Yard. In 1918, Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels 
would not let Jack Barry play for the Sox when he was 
on furlough. Most of the Navy Yard team went to sea. 
 Withdrawal of Russian Bolsheviks from the 
war in the ensuing winter let Germany bring thousands 
of troops to their Western Front in the spring of 1918. 
Responding to this development and concerned that the 
war might continue into 1919, the United States 
lowered the draft age to 18 from 21 and conducted 
another lottery to bring the number in the army and 
marines to about 4,000,000, half to be trained in 1918. 
Although all major league clubs carried on (the season 
shortened by a month), only one minor league (the 
International) survived. Red Sox owner Harry Frazee 
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restocked with “Mack Men” (Philadelphia A’s players, 
under owner/manager Connie Mack) and beat the 
Chicago Cubs in the World Series.  
 At the time of the war declaration, Harvard, 
Princeton, Yale, and the University of Virginia thought 
playing baseball that spring would be an impossibility 
with as many as 50,000 students volunteering for 
service, varsity athletics supplying a disproportionate 
share of that number. However, several military leaders, 
including General Leonard Wood, who threw out the 
first ball for the New York Yankee home opener, 
thought athletic competition would play a major role in 
preparing for war. So, although colleges reduced 
games, only a few canceled the entire schedule. Even 

though about half the lettermen went into the service or 
graduated in 1917, the next season brought nearly the 
same number of games. 
 In the summer of 1917, the national game 
showed up in forts and on naval ships and other 
installations. Naval Reservists, from prestigious 
universities played at Newport, Rhode Island. In Los 
Angeles, the Coastal Naval Reserves overcame “Tar 
Babies” from Fort MacArthur in August.  Across the 
Atlantic in July 1917,  crews from destroyers 
entertained American and British sailors with baseball 
games. 
 The next summer brought thousands of games, 
many covered in newspapers, including special editions 
published in cities near army camps. By that time major 
and minor leaguers (roughly 800 out of 2,000), along 
with many semi-pros and collegians, were in all 
branches of the service. Thousands of amateurs joined 
military clubs. Some  thought up to a million men 
would play. While that was an exaggeration, about 
150,000 played regularly, with about half that number 
doing so in Europe.   
 Camp Gordon near Atlanta, Georgia, had a club 
that edged the Atlanta Crackers. A championship black 
club scheduled a game against the best civilian 
counterpart from Atlanta (the Cubs). Camps Sevier and 
Jessup, along with Fort McPherson (the last two in 
downtown Atlanta) competed. When Major Albert von 
Kolnitz’s average fell to .214 for Camp Gordon’s  best 
nine, a Cleveland shortstop replaced him. In July 1918, 
twenty-eight Southern camps had 10,623 contests.  
 At Camp Cody New Mexico, machine gunners, 
winners of nine straight in the fall of 1917, amassed 
fifty more the next spring, before the crack 34th 
Division nine stopped them. At Fort Bliss, in 1918, the 
top white team took on the 24th Infantry (African-
American) led by Clarence Ross, who also won boxing 
matches. They split three weekend series, then at Fort 
Bliss went 12 innings tied, 7-7, when the 24th had to 
take the train to Columbus, Ohio.  Camp Dick, near 
Dallas,Texas, captured the six-team Inter-Aviation 
League title, while Kelly Field (San Antonio, Texas) 
won 42 out of 50 but lost to 7th Division engineers 
stationed near Corpus Christi, Texas.  
 Naval recruiters in Omaha, Nebraska,  lost to 

Sergeant Hank Gowdy, catcher for the Boston 
Braves, received much praise when he volunteered 
for the U. S. Army in 1917. (Courtesy LOC)

General Leonard Wood at the Yankee game opener, 
April 11, 1917. Yankee manager Bill Donovan 
stands to the right. (Courtesy LOC)
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All-Stars from the only amateur league left in the city, 
but, winning 19 of 21, they downed Camp Dodge on a 
Sunday, the losing team included major leaguers. With 
“Mack Man” Tom Sheehan pitching, Camp Dodge 
hospital won over Omaha civilians, but infantrymen 
from Fort Crook, mostly one-time Omaha amateurs, 
lost to the civilians, while raising $1,500 for the 
hospital.
 Late in the 1918 season, the military put 
together a league composed of Jefferson Barrack (St. 
Louis, Missouri) Great Lakes Naval Training along 
with camps Custer, Dodge, Funston, and Sherman. 
After Labor Day, fl u canceled most games. Overall, that 
summer the Lakes went 30-8, with nine major leaguers 
aboard. Some rated Camp Grant, which defeated the 
Lakes, the top military nine.
 At Camp Lewis in Washington State, one-time 
Chicago White Sox, now army Captain Jim Scott, 
supervised athletics on more than two dozen diamonds, 
where about thirty pros played. In California, San 
Diego Naval Training ran a 78 - 10 record, shutting out 
Camp Kearny twice. A nine from Mare Island Naval 
Training, managed by Duffy Lewis, Red Sox left 
fi elder, lost at least fi ve games to the Marines of Mare 
Island, even though the losers had four major leaguers. 
 The summer of 1918 brought about so many 
games in Europe one might think no one could be 
fi ghting Germans. The 840th Aero downed another 
squadron in England but also lost to a third American 
squadron. In France, the depot from the 840th with an 
electrician pitching, edged infantry from the 26th 
Division. but met defeat at the hands of artillerists and 
engineers, the latter led by Detroit Tiger Frank Walker. 
Combat engineers of the 26th Division got in a couple 
of games. Gas and fl ame personnel played while 
receiving more training in their specialty. The main 
military newspaper in Paris mentioned results in May 
issues (many in the Paris League, followed intently by 
French fans) of a naval air station, dirigible station, 
medical repair shop, searchlight division, motor 
mechanics, marines, naval aviators, aviation 
technicians, the Red Cross, military police, ordnance, 
base censors, fi eld artillery, telephone battalion, chief 
quartermasters, camoufl age engineers, grenade 
throwers, and depth bomb shooters. The London 

League featured a base section and a naval nine, raising 
money for British prisoner of war funds. An Army and 
Navy League in France had 12 regular nines, starting 
out on a Sunday. June brought a base hospital and fi eld 
clerks. Several army divisions had leagues, including 
the 85th, two artillery nines tying for the lead. They 
played every afternoon for three or four hours. 
 On 4 July 1918, lefty Herb Pennock (Red Sox) 
struck out fourteen, his Naval nine edging Army dental 
surgeon and one time Tiger Captain Ed Lafi tte. As 
many as 70,000 watched, including Winston Churchill 
and King George and a few more in a dirigible 
hovering over the fi eld. 

 The draft sent Philadelphia Phillies ace Grover 
Alexander (“Old Pete”) into the service. The press 
thought he would be assigned to offi ce duties for the 
342nd Field Artillery, primarily to play baseball, along 
with several other major leaguers and top-rated 
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collegians. But “Old Pete” did not join the regiment 
until the summer of 1918 and had little chance to play 
at Camp Funston. In France, the war kept the regiment 
occupied. So how and where they won an A.E.F. title 
remains an issue though they organized with several 
pros along the Rhine in early April 1919. Alexander 
pitched twice in the late winter (1919) as part of the 
Army of Occupation. By April 1919, he returned to the 
U.S., recording earned run averages close to his earlier 
standard (less than 2.00 in 1919 and 1920), despite 
having had an exploding shell ruin his hearing.  
 Starting around the Ides of March, March 15, 
1919, a Riviera League featured the 11th Marines with 
catcher Nig Clarke, a former Cleveland Nap (renamed 
Cleveland Indians in 1915) who served at Quantico in 
1918.  As of the middle of June, a Major League for the 
A.E.F. planned play for the Army of Occupation. As 
late as the third week in June, a nine “composed 
entirely of colored players” tied for the title in Service 
and Supply.  

Football 
 Harvard University’s administrators wanted to 
cancel the fall 1917 football schedule, but Harvard and 
four other New England schools fielded “Informals.” 
The universities of Virginia and Georgia did not play 
in ’17 and ’18. The University of North Carolina 
dropped ’17 but played in ’18. Small colleges in 
Kansas increased the number of games in 1917. Neither 
Georgia Tech under John Heisman nor the University 
of Pittsburgh under Pop Warner, both of whom allowed 
freshman to play varsity, cut back. When Washington 
& Lee University lost by 60 to Tech in 1917, and its 
coach said Tech lost few to national service, the Atlanta 
press claimed only 6 of 22 from Tech’s ’16 varsity 
returned in ’17. Nationwide reduction in games in 1917 
probably ran between 10 and 15%, while flu erased 
most of the planned games for Ocober 1918. Colleges 
and universities admitted 150,000 in the Student Army 
(or Navy) Training Corps, offsetting the 100,000 or so 
collegians who had left campuses. Afternoons were 
devoted to drilling but an hour could have football 
practice.  Most officials thought athletics created better 
future officers. Had flu not ruined Ocober, the number 
of programs and games likely would have equaled 
1917.  

 In 1917, collegians played in Army camps, 
along with those who had left school in previous years. 
The government created 32 camps (16 for draftees 
and the same number for national guardsmen). It 
also had existing and several new forts, Army and 
Navy airfields, Marine posts like Quantico, and 
numerous naval installations. Few of these, along with 
battleships and cruisers, failed to field baseball nines 
and football elevens over the next two years. President 
of the Eastern Intercollegiate Basketball Association, 
Princeton profesor Dr. Joseph Raycroft, supervised 
athletics at army camps while Walter Camp, who 
fathered American football, ran naval programs.   
 In 1917, Balboa Park won the Southwest 
service title. Mare Island Marines won the Rose Bowl 
on 1 January 1918 over Camp Lewis (Washington). 
The next fall, Great Lakes Naval Training included 
Paddy Driscoll, one-time Northwestern star, who 

Hobart “Hobey” Baker, who starred in football and 
hockey at Princeton University and commanded a 
squadron in France, died when his plane crashed a 
few days after the Armistice. (Courtesy LOC)
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played for Hammond, Indiana, pros in 1917 and signed 
a contract with the White Sox but played baseball for 
the Lakes. George Halas left the University of Illinois’ 
basketball team in the winter of ‘18. With Ensign 
Halas at end, the Blue Jackets, with Driscoll now at 
quarterback, edged the Naval Academy and routed six 
others to claim the Eastern naval title. They then went 
West to take on Mare Island Marines, which, coached 
by William Dietz, with seven of his Washington 
State collegians, overcame Aviators from Mather and 
Rockwell fields. The Lakes came through mountain 
passes filled with snow to win the Rose Bowl of 1 
January 1919.  Dietz, who lost his job with Washington 

State and served a brief prison sentence for avoiding 
the draft, later coached the Boston Redskins. 
 Cleveland’s Naval Reservists, who did not 
play the Lakes in 1918, won most games, including 

one over the University of Pittsburgh by a point. An 
administrator objected to the behavior of reservist Ray 
Chapman (in 1920 he became the only major leaguer 
killed by a pitched ball). 
 In 1917, Camp Jackson (South Carolina), 
with Alan Thurman (University of Virginia) and Josh 
Cody (Vanderbilt), shut out Camp Gordon’s “Steam 
Rollers.” The next year Gordon’s coach thought fans 
and reporters over-rated military elevens. Native 
American Lt. Frank Mt. Pleasant from Carlisle Institute 
(turned into a military hospital because of the war), 
von Kolnitz, and Sergeant Strupper, a recent Tech 
quarterback, had talent, but Georgia Tech clobbered 
Gordon, the losers also falling to Camp Hancock. 
Undefeated in collegiate play, Pittsburgh crushed Tech 
in 1918 for a mythical national college title. 

The “Shining Light,” George Halas, outfielder 
for the University of Illinois, 1917, a star in three 
sports. (Courtesy University of Illinois Archives)

Shellfire killed Captain Belvidere Brooks as he 
stepped out of a cave, August 22, 1918. A member 
of Williams College class of 1909, he was captain 
and quarterback. (Courtesy Archives and Special 
Collections Williams College)
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 The best army eleven in the East, undefeated 
Camp Greenleaf (a school for medics in north Georgia), 
had little trouble destroying Camp Dix at D.C. for the 
eastern army championship. Why Dix played when 
several other camps had better records remains a 
mystery.   
 In the Southwest, Camp Bowie had a top 
eleven in 1917. That season, Camp Cody, coming over 
from New Mexico, upset Fort Bliss, which had a West 
Point Camp 2nd team All-American. The Fort found 
revenge the next year, beating Cody with a totally 
different cast. 
 After a brief season in January 1919 in France 
(the 36th Div. losing the finale), a couple of months 
later after elaborate playoffs, collegians from Texas 
and Oklahoma (trained at Camp Bowie) fought the 
89th Division, (Camp Funston), which scored two 
touchdowns in the second half, overcoming one by 
the 36th in the first half when Carl Mahseet, a Native 
American from Oklahoma State College, punted the 
ball from near his end zone.The ball rolled to the other 
end of the field, where a fumble resulted in a score 
 Most every institution of higher education 
recorded deaths of student athletes, especially from 
varsity football. Williams College (Massachusetts) must 
hold the record for the most battlefield deaths, with at 
least ten lettermen, starting with the captain of the ’09 
eleven, killed in action in France. 

Boxing
       Most military posts including ships had pugilists. 
Army officers believed boxing translated into better 
bayoneting. Some 3,000,000 supposedly learned to 
box in the military. Reporters criticized Jess Willard, 
heavyweight champ, for not helping the war effort, 
while almost all those of lesser weight showed up at 
military camps and installations. Few had military 
rank, but they instructed thousands of recruits. Some 
arrangements proved problematical as with Jack 
Dempsey, who helped at Great Lakes but was tried for 
evading the draft (not guilty, acquitted). Many troop 
ships crossing the Atlantic had matches. In Paris, the 
29th Division chalked up nine straight over Frenchmen. 
A survey claimed 180,000 boxed between August 
through December 1918.  In mid-December 1918, the 

British Army took first in a tournament.  American 
Expeditionary Forces championships produced seven 
winners, including Marine Private Gene Tunney in 
the light heavy. Leo Patterson, a black from Pioneer 
Infantry, won the light weight. This interest may 
explain why the sport attracted so many fans after the 
war. 

Basketball
       The war forced the closure of a couple of 
Pennsylvania pro basketball leagues; most colleges 
retained their schedules. Three from a starting five at 
Bellevue College (Omaha, Nebraska, a school that shut 
down as of June 1919) died at the front. In 1919, Great 
Lakes Training Station produced a quintet that included 
Driscoll and Halas. which, on tour, won against small 
colleges but lost to the powerful Crescent Athletic Club 
in New York, where a reporter praised Halas, expecting 
to see him in right field for the Yankees in the spring. 
He would, but not for many games. That fall, Halas and 
Driscoll could be seen in civilian professional football 
uniforms which some claim as the origins of the 
National Football League.
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Military Olympics
       General Order #241 (1919) authorized several 
A.E.F. championships, followed by Olympics for 
eighteen nations. When French workers balked for 
higher pay and given only 90 days to build Pershing 
Stadium financed by the YMCA, Pioneers completed 
the job.  The YMCA sent over 48 other athletes to 
supplement those still in France. Sol Butler, a black 
from Dubuque University who had played football the 
previous fall with its Student Army Training Corps, 
won the broad jump.  

 Charlie Paddock, a recent high school grad, 
fired shells at the Huns as a Marine officer in 1918 and 
ran track at the University of Southern California in the 
spring. “The Human Fly” won the 100 and 220, helping 
the U.S. roll up 92 of the 120 points in track and field.  
 The U.S. won titles in baseball (no pros), 
basketball (A.E.F. champions led by pro Max Friedman 
out of Eastern Pennsylvania), marksmanship, and 

swimming (Norman Ross, Stanford, 5 gold,). Belgians 
won the water polo matches. Australians were first in 
tennis, the U.S. without its top-ranked amateur who 
captured the A.E.F. officers’ title in the competition 
on the Riviera early in the spring. Americans won 8 
out of 12 boxing titles, Britain not taking part. Mostly 
Californian collegians gave France a battle before 
surrendering in rugby. The French, Americans, and 
British ended in that order in golf, with a city of 
Chicago and A.E.F. title holder and mates not matching 
the home country. One can only wonder about the 
results had Francis Ouimet participated. The winner 
of the U.S. Open at age 20 in 1913, Ouimet, rising 
from private to lieutenant, represented Camp Devens 
in several matches in the U.S.  Czechoslovakia (a new 
country) captured soccer. Italy won most equestrian 
events, followed by France and the United States. A 
wounded French soldier won the marathon. 

Private Solomon Butler, winner of broad jump, 
receives an award from General Pershing at the 
Military Olympics. (Source: The Inter-Allied 
Games, Paris, 22nd June to 6th July, 1919)

Francis Ouimet of Brookline, Massachusetts, 
joined the army in 1917.  Shown here (right) at 
Camp Devens, Massachusetts, where he took basic 
training. A prominent golfer, in 1913 he had won the 
U.S. Open. (Courtesy NARA)
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      A few days after watching awards distributed and 
listening to the American and French national anthems 
along with speeches, the Doughboys left France. 
They knew a lot about fighting wars, but they also 
appreciated the value of athletics.
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 This cartoon in Ripley’s Believe It or Not 
describes Lieutenant Bohrle as the “luckiest war flier 
in all history” in a 1917 incident in which he was 
flying as an observer in an aircraft piloted by a Lt. 
Rosengart. The engine stopped suddenly, throwing 
Bohrle from the aircraft at a height of 13,000 feet. As 
the plane headed down, Lt. Rosengart felt a bump and 
found that Bohrle had been dropped back into his seat 
again by the wind. Rosengart managed to restart the 
engine and return safely to their base. 
 The Ripley’s cartoon misses some key 
aspects of this case. First, they got a name wrong. 
The observer was Oberleutnant Behrla (not Bohrle), 
and his pilot was Vizefeldwebel Rosengart. On top 
of that, Behrla didn’t fall back into his seat. He was 
thrown from the cockpit, floated briefly above the 
aircraft, and then came crashing down on the rear of 
the fuselage. He broke through its plywood exterior 
and was trapped inside “as if in a coffin” and unable to 
return to his seat. Rosengart was able to land the plane 
safely and Behrla emerged unscathed. The incident 
took place on May 24, 1917. Behrla and Rosengart 
were members of Flieger Abteilung 44 and were flying 
Albatros C.V. 1211/16.                                                                                             
                                                                                                       
James Hamilton


