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a b s t r a c t

This article examines the movement and integration of combat formations and commanders between
the British army's various operational theatres during the First World War. By considering the physical
mobility of these individuals, it also examines an important corollary: the mobility of knowledge. It
shows that not only did formations have to negotiate tactical and geographical difficulties, but they also
had to overcome a variety of organisational barriers relating to service history and identity. In some cases
these barriers served to decelerate their integration into a new expeditionary force. To overcome these
barriers the army employed a series of institutional and informal methods that aimed to rapidly and
effectively integrate these formations into their new force. These methods were sophisticated and rec-
ognisably modern, resonating with contemporary notions of how complex institutions organise and
integrate 'newcomers'. Despite the challenges of these environmental and organisational barriers, the
movement of personnel was beneficial. These formations and commanders acted as knowledge conduits,
promoting the establishment of cross-theatre learning networks within the army, and proving to be a
necessary development in a war in which success was predicated upon the swift and efficient transfer of
knowledge and experience.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

William Tibbs, a former private in the 2/15th Battalion London
Regiment, was proud to recall how his battalion was ‘called the
[Thomas] Cook's Tourists because of our many travels’.1 Tibbs'
battalion had formed part of the 60th (2/2nd London) Division,
which had seen service in three different operational theatres
during the First World War: France, Salonika and Palestine. The
60th Divisionwas not unique in this respect. Although the majority
of the British army's manpower remained on the Western Front e
the principal theatre of operations e over a third of its combat
formations saw service in another theatre. These formations not
only represented the movement of bodies and mat�eriel; they also
reflected the movement of knowledge and expertise.2

The dominance of the Western Front, both at the time of the
First WorldWar and today, has coloured perceptions of the conflict.
Prevalent images of the war include trenches, barbed wire, mud

and shell-pocked terrain. These images have engendered the belief
that physical mobility was non-existent during the war, that still-
ness was the norm. Soldiers are perceived as being spatially fixed to
trenches or concrete emplacements. This perception of fixity is
exacerbated by the dominance of artillery and machine guns,
leading to the creation of a fire-swept zone. Frontal assaults were
incredibly dangerous. The perception of immobility is given further
credence by the lack of a truly mobile arm: the tank was in its in-
fancy, and the cavalry, particularly on the Western Front, was
rendered largely redundant.3 Senior commanders were thus con-
fronted with the stark, interrelated problems of both strategic and
tactical level immobility.

Yet, despite these perceptions, the First World War was very
much a mobile war. However, it is a conflict whose im/mobilities
have yet to be teased apart. Part of this comes down to the rela-
tional and contextual nature of mobilities. Certainly, in comparison
to future conflicts, particularly the high-intensity counterinsur-
gency operations of decolonisation, the First World War appears
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static. However, let us reflect on the experience of the soldier in the
front line trench. The confined space and the immobilities associ-
ated with endless waiting leads to an assumption of fixity. Yet he is
mobile.4 From his physical circulation behind the line up to the
front, to his walking the trenches, to his going over the top, there is
no absolute immobility to his existence. Indeed, as Peter Adey
notes, everything is mobile, yet this largely comes down to differ-
ential and relational perspectives.5 The logistical infrastructure
required for war provides us with another example of the dialec-
tical e rather than dualistic e relationship between mobilities and
relative immobilities. The sending of letters and parcels and the
movement of men andmat�eriel required kilometres of rail network
infrastructure, both in the UK and abroad. While railheads are
spatially fixed and the train itself is destined to spend all its time on
the rails, the military's logistical needs were reliant on the complex
mobilities within and beyond the railhead, which provided fuel,
supplies and information.6 As Steven Gray demonstrates in his own
article in this special issue, infrastructures, despite their veneer of
permanence and stability, are precarious.7 They require constant
support and maintenance. As Stephen Graham and Nigel Thrift
suggest, infrastructural systems are often ‘black boxed’with limited
attempts to acknowledge their ‘inherent and continuous un-
reliabilities’.8 Infrastructures in the case of the First World War are
more than just railways and rolling stock working collectively; they
are, instead, complex and mobile assemblages bringing together all
manner of human, non-human and natural agents into a multitude
of continuous connections across a geographic space.9

Although the physical movement of personnel and mat�eriel
during the war has received some attention, scholarship on the
global movement of knowledge or ideas about warfare during
wartime has not been as well covered. In First World War schol-
arship, with the exception of medical and communication knowl-
edge, the transfer of military knowledge is underdeveloped in the
historiography. Where knowledge transfer or learning has been
considered it is often restricted to studies on the Western Front. A
similar gap exists in the ‘new mobilities’ literature. Studies on
mobility have tended to focus on civilian or peacetime movements
with a particular focus on the mobility of ‘peoples and things’.10

Although there is a burgeoning scholarship on imperial knowl-
edge networks, research on the ‘mobility of ideas’ in a military
context is less developed.11

Like the movement of physical entities, the movement of

knowledge and ideas can be constrained and regulated. Ideas are
subject to friction and are sometimes forced to wait for receptive
audiences. As Tim Cresswell argues, we need to pay attention not
only to the process of stopping, but also to the kind of friction that
mobility experiences.12 This friction e whether it is human,
geographical or organisational in nature e is important to our
understanding of how ideas and knowledge move across various
spaces and between different sites.13 For the military, the problem
of friction is well known and best described by the military theorist
Carl von Clausewitz. It is ‘the force that makes the apparently easy
so difficult’.14 It comes in two forms: first, the physical difficulties of
moving and fighting armies, and, secondly, the intangible factors
relating to fear, danger and problems of information.15 Both phys-
ical and intangible factors played a role in hindering the flow of
knowledge and expertise inwartime. Indeed, the FirstWorldWar is
the archetypal example of friction at play inwar, shaping its specific
character.

This article will examine the movement and integration of
combat formations and commanders between the British army's
various operational theatres. By considering physical movement, it
will also examine the movement of knowledge. While such an
approach suggests a distinction or separation between these two
types of mobility, the two are invariably entwined. Warfare is very
much a ‘complex of mobilities’.16 Knowledge, for example, travelled
in a number of different ways. It could be through the movement of
personnel or formations, through material means, such as letters
and military pamphlets, but also through embodied practices such
as battle drills, marching and military customs, instilled through
the training of bodies. Through these embodied practices, or the
absence of such, we can see clear distinctions between the expe-
riences and mobilities of regular soldiers and civilian volunteers,
but also between distinct types of warfare in the different theatres.

The mobility of both military bodies and knowledge was inti-
mately linked to the particular geographies of each operational
theatre. These theatres were seen as both geographically distinct
and distinctive sites, which were moved around and between in
different ways. For industrialised theatres, such as the Western
Front, an established railway network, supplemented by light
railways, aided physical movement. Italy, while possessing its own
railways and connected to the Western Front through an overland
network, still relied on mule transport in its mountainous heights.
For largely pre-industrial theatres such as East Africa, Mesopotamia
and Palestine, there was a greater reliance on traditional mobilities
including native porters, river transport or animal transport, prior
to the establishment of railway networks.17 These infrastructures e
perceived as relative sources of strength e were vulnerable and
subject to pinch points that could rapidly become choke points. In
late 1917, for example, the overland supply route between the
Western Front and Italy was suspended due to Italian reversals.
Prior to its closure, 380 deadweight tons of stores per day were
carried over this route to theatres such as Salonika and Palestine.
However, during the period after the route reopened, this had
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