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This exhibition marks the culmination of a research project funded by the Arts &  
Humanities Research Council and Gateways to the First World War public engagement  

centre. Working in partnership with the Museum of Military Medicine, historians at Bishop 
Grosseteste University (Lincoln) engaged volunteers in the process of historical research,  

exploring the personal journey of a corporal who served in the areas of military hygiene and 
sanitation during the First World War. The exhibition and project would not have been  

possible without the discovery of the diary and the willingness of the diarist’s  
grand-daughter to share such a valuable historical document. 

 
 

The exhibition commemorates the men who served in the  
R.A.M.C. Sanitary Companies during the First World War.  

 
 

The exhibition and text of this publication was compiled by  
Dr Claire M. Hubbard-Hall, Senior Lecturer in History, Bishop Grosseteste University. 

 
The exhibition is based on research conducted by Dr Claire Hubbard-Hall (project lead)  

and Dr William Hunt (project assistant), along with the following project volunteers:  
Janet Taylor, Jackie Booker, Rachel Maxey & Friends of the Museum of Military Medicine.  

With contributions from: Lisa Tomlinson & Samuel Bocock. 
 

Special thanks to the many History and Heritage Studies students at Bishop Grosseteste  
University who tirelessly scanned and transcribed the diary. 
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FOREWORD 
 
When we read about the R.A.M.C. we hear about the formation of field ambulance teams, field 
dressing stations, the heroism of the stretcher bearers and the medical officers, but very rarely 
do we hear about the Sanitary Companies: those men who were tasked with the vital role of 
preventing disease and death. 
 
The diarist, Alfred M. Cockburn, was a corporal who served within the sanitation section of the 
R.A.M.C. Interestingly, very little is known about their work as their history often becomes  
absorbed in that of the division  which they were attached to. Also, members of a sanitation  
section could be moved to another section/company to replace existing officers, making it very 
difficult to track individuals or units. In Alfred’s case, once in Egypt, he was assigned with four 
other men (Chapman, Streeter, Wade and Wall) of the 2nd London Sanitary Company, to join the 
21st Section of the 1st London Sanitary Company. It is very likely that they were replacing men 
lost through dysentery which was particularly rampant there at this time. 
 
Therefore, the diary is unusual, as there are very few personal testimonies as penned by other 
ranks. The bulk of First World War diaries and memoirs relate to officers. In line with the  
centenary commemorations, interest in the First World War has increased considerably. This 
has provided an all-important stimulus for historians to approach the (re-)writing of the war in 
a fresh light, by recovering those voices that had previously been lost or marginalised such as 
that of Alfred Cockburn and the men of the R.A.M.C. Sanitary Companies. The diary (1915-1919) 
provides an excellent opportunity to portray a more personal and relatively unknown aspect of 
the war, assisting the Museum of Military Medicine in its mission to engage the public with the 
story of army medicine and healthcare. 
 
The centenary commemorations offer an opportunity to distil and communicate the project 
findings to a wider audience. The project and accompanying exhibition at the museum will 
hopefully prove to be a powerful and positive legacy, as not only will we remember the shells 
but also one man’s experience and memory of a relatively unknown aspect of the First World 
War. 

Claire M. Hubbard-Hall (Bishop Grosseteste University, Lincoln)   
& Jason Semmens, Director of Museum of Military Medicine.        
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Image above: The diary of Alfred Cockburn—all four volumes, 1916-
1919. 
 
Image right:  Twenty Years After. The Battlefields of 1914-18: Then and 
now magazine. Part 16. (Bishop Grosseteste University Collections,  
Lincoln). 

Twenty Years After was a weekly magazine published during the   

period 1936-1937. Ex-servicemen like Alfred were able to purchase 

the sixty issues and compare battlefield photographs taken during 

the war with those of the exact same scene, twenty years later.    

Inspired by copies bought for him by his son, Alfred rewrote his diary 

reflecting on his wartime experiences. 

Image left:  Alfred was awarded 
the Allied Victory Medal (L) and 
the British War Medal 1914-18 
(R). His service number, rank, 
name and unit are inscribed on 
the rim of the medal.  Between 
5-6 million medals were issued 
for each award, demonstrating 
the sheer scale of the First 
World War.  At the end of his 
diary, Alfred wrote the  
following: 

‘My medals were taken from the drawer, 

taken out of their box and pinned up in the 

china cabinet, the cabinet locked, the key 

hidden–the work of my son Alfred when he 

was nine or ten years old, as he thought 

they would be safer there than in the draw-

er if burglars “got in” when we were on holi-

day. When my friends see them they gener-

ally say “You’re proud of your medals then?” 

“Well”, I say, “I’m not ashamed of them”, 

but I like to see them there as they recall to 

my mind, my boys childish  thoughtfulness 

and concern, which I do like.’ 
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The Yellow Band had a circulation of 1000 and relied on 

donations as well as a small charge per copy. Very few 

copies have survived. This edition, dated August-

October 1916, is extremely rare. 

The magazine contained contributions from men serv-

ing in the various Sections of the 1st London Sanitary 

Company. Contributions ranged from notes on various 

duties such as baths and laundries to the best type of 

brickwork for building incinerators and advertisements 

for devices and ointments to prevent disease . Other 

contributions took a more comical form such as 

‘Nursery Rhymes Sanitised’ (p.9). Examples included 

the following: 

S.O.S 

Sing a song of sanitary, 

Twenty men or more, 

Mostly N.C.O’s (unpaid) 

Going forth to war; 

When the war is over 

And all the flies are slain, 

Twenty little N.C.O’s 

May doff their stripes again. 

 

 

 The Museum of Military Medicine 

Images left: Advertisement for Pasteur-
Chamberland Filter, back page of The Yellow 
Band (August-October 1916).  Museum of 
Military Medicine.  
The Pasteur-Chamberland filter was invented 
in 1884, by Charles Chamberland, an assistant 
to Louis Pasteur in Paris. The unglazed filter 
absorbed bacteria, isolating water borne   
diseases such as Typhoid.  
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Image left: © IWM (Q 53928)  
Troops of the 3rd, 4th, 6th and 8th London Field  
Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps training at Duke of 
York's School in Chelsea, 1915. 
 
Alfred, Wally and the other men of the 1st and 2nd London  
Sanitary Companies underwent rigorous physical training here. 
Alfred recalls in his diary how, day after day, he patiently wait-
ed on the stone steps of the Duke of York’s School in  
Chelsea (seen in the background), to be medically examined.  

Image above: R.A.M.C. Training Manual (1911) , p.30.  
Illustration of a portable steam disinfecting apparatus 
known as a ‘Thresh’.  
(The Museum of Military Medicine).  

The R.A.M.C. training manual (1911) contains information on the duties of the Royal Army Medical Corps and how such 
duties were to be carried out. The manual was reprinted in 1915 and would have been issued to Alfred during his  
training at Duke of York’s headquarters, Chelsea. 
Instructions on the disinfection of blankets and soldiers clothing by means of steam, was covered in detail. This was  

carried out by, what was known as the Thresh (as outlined in the manual). Alfred used this device whilst in Egypt, but in 

France, a different model was used known as the ‘Foden’. The Thresh employed a non-pressure steam derived from  

water and could  reach a boiling  temperature or 225 degrees Fahrenheit. 

Image above: © IWM (Q 54119). Medical orderlies of the 
R.A.M.C. constructing a steam disinfector at the Duke of 
York's School at Chelsea, 1917. The elevated box (right) 
contained blankets/clothing for the disinfecting process, 
with an attached pressure burner (left). 
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Alfred records the various soldier leisure activities that took place with-
in the billets. These ranged from playing the game ‘Crown and  
Anchor’, to  smoking and reading the many things sent to him in the 
post such as his beloved  ‘Lloyds’ (Sunday newspaper), and all  
important letters  from his wife and family. 
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Image above: The Crown & Anchor game dates to the early 18th  
century, where it was popular amongst sailors (hence the symbols 
crown and anchor). The dice gambling game consists of three six-sided 
dice adorned with symbols (crown, anchor, spade, heart, diamond and 
club) and a board or cloth containing those same symbols. A cloth 
board was much more suited to life on the Western Front, as it could be 
easily rolled up and stored in a leather pouch. During the First World 
War, it was very popular amongst the ranks, but at the same time, it 
was frowned upon by the authorities. Alfred writes in his diary how a 
member of his section, Private White (from Barry, Wales) always had 
his Crown & Anchor board at hand to make some money, even when 
the Military Police were in close proximity. Alfred comments in one  
diary entry that had White been paid for every rat he caught in France, 
he would never have run his Crown & Anchor board. Before the war, 
Private White had worked as a rat-catcher at Cardiff (Barry) Zoo. 
(Bishop Grosseteste University Collections, Lincoln). 

Image above: Player’s cigarette card of the 

11th Division which the 21st Sanitary       

Section was attached too in Egypt and 

France. Each division had its own insignia 

and the 11th Division’s took the form of a 

cross with a handle—or as  Alfred recorded 

in his diary, a ‘key-hole’. 

Image above right: Player’s cigarette card of 

the 21st Division. Their insignia was the 

‘triple seven’. Alfred’s best friend  Wally was 

attached  to the 21st Division in France    

during  1918. 

Image right: Lloyds Weekly News.  
(Bishop Grosseteste University Collections, Lincoln). Alfred records in 
his diary that he received many Lloyds, all sent to him by his wife. 
Lloyds was a popular Sunday newspaper launched by Edward Lloyd in 
1842, for those who only had time to read at the weekend. During the 
First World War, it reached a circulation of 1.5 million.  
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PERMISSIONS 
 
Documents held within the National Archives (Kew) have been reproduced with kind permission on the  
understanding that this publication will not be sold or reproduced for commercial purposes. 
 
Photographs held within the digital archive of the Imperial War Museum have been reproduced in this 
publication under the IWM Non-Commercial Licence.  
Please see: http://www.iwm.org.uk_www.iwm.org.uk/corporate/privacy-copyright/licence 
 
 
This publication is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. Except for its reproduction for  
educational purposes, or for the purposes of personal research, review or criticism, no part of the  
publication, including the images, may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in 
any form or by any means, electronic, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior written  
permission of the author. All use of the publication must include a full citation. 
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WEBSITES 
www.gatewaysfww.org.uk/ 
Gateways to the First World War is a centre for public engagement with the Great War centenary, funded 
by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC). Its aim is to encourage and support public interest in 
the centenary through a range of events and activities. 
 
https://wellcomelibrary.org/ 
The Wellcome Library  is one of the world's major resources for the study of medical history.  
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