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"NUNC DIMITTIS" 
BY 

SENEX 

" TEMPORA MUTANTA "~so may it truly be said tlf our Service. Even to 
those of us who have only lived and served during the past half-century changes 
have been obvious; if we look back even further than this we can perhaps 
divide these, so far as they affect ,our Corps, into six main period~ : 

The period of the Regimental Medical Service and the A.M.D. 
The formation of the Army Medical Staff Corps. 
The amalgamation of the former into the R.A.M.C. 
Reorganization and modernization after the S.A. War. 
Further reorganization after the First World War. 
The present. 

After the 1914-18 campaigns and as soon as many senior officers who had 
been retained surplus to establishment, or even within this, beyond, their 
normal date for retirement had been weeded out a new generation took over 
the reins of office, in both the administrative and the professional spheres •. 
This generation was young, enthusiastic, to some extent, as the result of long 
periods of war or other service, reactionary and certainly in some degree critical 
of their older and more senior confreres. The writer was one of these and if he 
may be permitted' a short personal digression it.is only to add force to later 
arguments in this article. 

'Early one morning in September 1914 he, having received notification of 
his qualification as a doctor the previous evening, entered the Whitehall 
premises of the War Office (it need hardly be added by the front door) to apply 
for a commission in the Special Reserve R.A.M.C. On the way up the main 
stairs he passed a then well-known figure, the late Field-Marshal Earl Roherts. 
This encounter seemed a good omen, since previously in fifty -six his grandfather, ' 
then Assistant Surgeon to the 27th (Inniskilling) Foot, had ridden into 
Lucknow in the second relief column alongside the then Lieutenant F. S. 
Roberts, R.A. 

After a satisfactory interview with a then well-known member of A.M.D.I. 
he was passed on to a medical board which, after being persuaded that an old 
" athlete's" heart might have been caused by hastening up the stairs in his 
patriotic ardour, passed him fit for general service. Ten days later he reported 
to a Corps Training Centre and, in consequence of six years' experience in 
Junior and Senior O.T.C.s, was immediately detailed as acting O.C. of two 
hundred newly joined recruits with orders to metamorphose them into a 
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Field Ambulance of Kitchener's Army. Thus began a long period of service ill 
the Corps which, perhaps to some extent by chance or on account of this 
beginning, was spent mostly on administrative duties. 

So it may be understood that his interest in the Corps was of long stan.ding ; 
he had always intended to enter it and his two great ambitions Were ab initio, 
firstly to attain at least the same rank as his grandfather and secondly to com
mand our most famous hospital in which his grandfather had served many 
years before; both these ambitions he eventually realized before retirement. 

Now we are well embarked upon the.sixth major period of reorganization 
in our Service and once more, as after the First World War, our prospects of 
success or otherwise in producing an efficient service to operate under and fit 
in with modern conditions in the New Army, both during peace and in a possible, 
though we hope improbable, future war, depend upon the efforts and foresight 
of a new generation; a generation which to some extent perhaps has beco~e 
even more reactionary and critical than that of 1919; this is indeed only 
natural in view of their longer periods of active service with resulting ex
perience, responsibilities and tenure of acting or temporary higher rank. 

It is to' them that the writer dares to give some, it must be admitted 
gratuitous, advice and perhaps some word ofwarning. 

It is inborn in our nature to criticize and our targets are usually those in 
power over and/or older than ourselves; the' child criticizes his parent, the 
man in the street the Government, the employee his employer whether in a 
State service or otherwise, the soldier his officer, the officer in his turn his 
commander and the latter the Army Council, the Treasury or the Secretary of 

. State. Such criticism is, alas, too often destructive rather than constructive and 
few of us care to aim it at ourselves except perhaps in times of stress or difficulty 
when it is inclined to be self-pitying. 

Should we not consider one point before expressing' or holding adverse 
opinions of those referred to above as our targets? Is it not a fact in the 
majority of cases- that they would not have reached their position of authority 
unles8considered fit for this by those above them as judged by their experience 
and ability? Mistakes there always will and must be in selection and square 
pegs may be forced into round holes but experience and ability must surely 
tell in the end. 

Thewriteris advice therefore to young officers in our Corps is this: 
First and foremost, to keep in mind that well-known, if nowadays perhaps 

somewhat outmoded cliche, e8prit de corp8; to forget their personal feelings 
and desires, even if not completely their personal ambitions, and to subordinate 
these to a loyalty for and pride in their Corps together with a respect for its 
history, records and traditions and for those who administer it. In this 
connexion let his aim throughout his Service career be to make or assist to make 
his unit, whether large or small, the best in a Corps which he knows or should 
know to be the best or one of the best in an Army which is the best in the world. 

Secondly, to remember always that, however surewe may be of ourselves, 
however erudite or above the 8:verage in our profession, there is always something 
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for us to learn and that the only way t.o learn is t.o sit at the feet .of th.ose, if 
n.ot actually .older than .ourselves, at any rate seni.or. and .of m.ore pr.of.ound 
experience. 

Thirdly, not to let themselves be carried too far by the present urge t.o 
m.odernize, standardize and even "totalize" those traditions, habits and 
customs introduced or perhaps inherited by our f.orefathers and carried on by 
them bef.ore being handed d.own t.ous. Extracts from the well-kn.own " Epitaph 
t.o Famous Men" in the XLIV Chapter .of the B.ook E.cclesiasticus are perhaps 
not inappropriate in this connexion.: 

" Let us now praise famous men, and our fathers that begat us ... men re
nowned for their power, giving counsel by their understanding ... leaders of the 
people by thc::ir counsels, and by their knowledge of learning meet for the people, 
wise and eloquent' in their instructions .... All these were honoured in their 
generations,and were the' glory of their times .... The people wilr tell of their 
wisdom and the congregation will show forth their praise." 

Fourthly and la,stly, never to be afraid of accepting responsibility when this 
is put upon them. A satisfactory balance between superiority and inferiority 
c.omplex is always difficult t.o strike and disaster maybe the .outc.ome of either 
unless sub.ordinated to comm.on sense. In a g.overnment .or any .organized 
service there is always a tendency t.o "pass the baby/' downwards if Ul:l~ 
interesting or apparently trivial and upwards if difficult .or unpleasant; this 
can and unfortunately does apply often to professions where the" specialist" 
may be called upon far too frequently and too readily to solve perfectly simple 
problems well within the capacity ofthe "general duty" officer .or practitioner 
pr.ovidedhe is equipped with common sense and is sufficiently sure .of himself. 
True, mistakes may and nodouptwill .occur, but the task .ofthe senior .officer 
.or administrator is 'rendered far easier and he will have more time t.o devotetb 
major problems if he knows that. he has under hiin subordinates who can h~ 
trusted to take the initiative and responsibility in matters within their 
competence. . . '. .' 

The answer then, provided self-confidence is not abused, is t.o be sure of 
oneself, make one's decisi.on and stick to it' and, more. imp.ortant still, to '1et 
th.ose under y.oU know that y.oU have made it and intend to carry it out your~elf 
or see that they do so; if they' see that you have confidence in yourself they 
will have equal confidence in you and be ~ll the more willing to carry out. your 
orders .or instructions. . 

Weakness, whether in decisi.on.or in acti.on, will always have a deleteri.ous 
effect uP.on discipline and, with.out discipline, t~mperedby justice, n.o Service 
can operate satisfactorily and t.othe benefit .of th.ose it serVes. 

The above remarks may sound presumptuous and appear mere platitudes, 
in this case the writer ca,nonly plead in extenuation that observartce .of these 
principles to the best .of his ability, po.or th.ough this may have been, saw him 
thr.oughthirty-three happy years .of" undetected crime" in .our C.orps.· 
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