
\ 

/ 

224 

MEMORANDUM ON THE PHYSIQUE OF RECRUITS BY THE 
DIRECTOR-GENERAL, ARMY MEDICAL SERVICE.* 

A DEEP interest has been aroused, both in the lay and medical press, 
by the writings of Sir Frederick Maurice and others, who have brought 
into prominence certain observations pointing to the fact that there is an 
alarming proportion of the young men of this country, more especially 
among the urban population, who are unfit for military service on account 
of defective physique_ 

The questions naturally arise as to whether this impeachment of the 
national health has a solid foundation in fact, and as to whether the con
dition is true of the population as a whole, or only of a certain section of 
it. The teaching of public health statistics would appear to show that 
progressive improvement of the national health has steadily followed the 
improved conditions of life which have been brought about by the advance 
of sanitary knowledge and its practical application. It has also been 
pointed out that athletic records are constantly being broken for all sorts 
of feats of strength, agility, and endurance, facts which would seem to 
indicate that the physique of the well-to-do classes, at least, is improving 
rather than deteriorating. It is nevertheless true, and the fact is a dis
turbing and disquieting one, that a very large proportion of the men who 
offer themselves for enlistment in the Army are found to be physically unfit 
for military service. 

In an article on the National Health, which appeared in a recent number 
of the Contemporary Review, Sir Frederick Maurice states that, according 
to the best estimate he had been able to arrive at, it has been for many 
years the case that out of every five men who wished to enlist, and primarily 
offer themselves for enlistment, you will find that by the end of two years' 
service there are only two men remaining in the Army as effective soldiers. 
Of the men who offer themselves, some are rejected by the recruiting ser
jeant or recruiting officer; some by the examining medical officer; and 
some, though enlisted, are found after three months to be unlikely to develop 
into effective soldiers and are summarily discharged. According to General 
Maurice's experience, at the end of two years not more than 40 per cent. 
of the men who wished to become soldiers will be found serving; or, in other 
words, 60 per cent. of the men offering themselves are physically unfit to 
serve as soldiers. He points out that it is no good talking of conscription, 
or of any form of compulsory service, if we already have five men offering 
themselves for every two men who are fit for the work; no one has sug
gested that we should increase our Army in the proportion of two to five, 

• Addressed to the Secretary of State for ·War, and issued as a Parliamentary 
Paper, July 16, 1903 
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The Physique of Recruits 225 

i.e., make it two and a half times at large as it is now. He then goes on 
to say that no nation was ever yet for any long time great and free, when 
the army it put into the field no longer represented its own virility and 
manhood. 

But the want of physique thus shown to exist with regard to a large 
section of the community is not only serious from its military aspect, it is 
serious also from its civil standpoint, for if these men are unfit for military 
'service, what are they good for? As Lauder-Brunton says: "Poor in 
physique as they all are, and poor in mental capacity and power of appli
{)ation as many of them must be, what becomes of them? Many of them 
probably marry girls as weak as themselves, and have children, some of 
whom go to swell the lists of infant mortality, some to join the criminal 
,classes, while others grow up more weak and incompetent than their parents." 
Enquiry is wanted, and it is vital for us to know the truth. Whether part 
of the physical deterioration is the result of unskilled labour flocking to 
the towns and there failing to find means for properly rearing a family, 
or whether it be on account of causes which are attackable, such as early 
marriages and the ignorance of mothers, the result is that the rising genera
tion of ,all below the artizan class includes a vast number of men of a very 
low standard of health and physique. 

Regarding the condition of the poorer classes, Mr. B. S. Rowntree read 
a paper at the British Medical Association Meeting, last August, on "Poverty 
and Disease" (British Medical Journal, August 16, 1902). His observa
tions refer to York, which has a population of about 75,000. In discussing 
the question he speaks of poverty under two heads, primary and secondary 
poverty. He defines" primary poverty" as the condition when the total 
earnings are insufficient to obtain the minimum necessaries for the main
tenance of physical efficiency in the family. "Secondary poverty" is 
when the earnings would be sufficient if some part of them were not wasted. 
He found that in York lO per cent. of the total population were living in 
" primary poverty," and that of this lO per cent. just one-half (52 per cent.) 
is due to the fact that the chief wage-earner, though in regular employment, 
has wages which are insufficient to maintain a family of moderate size in 
a state of physical efficiency. Eighteen per cent. of the population were 
living in a state of "secondary poverty," so that, adding the two classes 
together, 28 per cent. of the population in York are living in poverty. 
Some years ago Mr. Charles Booth estimated that in London 30 per cent. 
of the people were living in poverty. If, then, the same conditions prevail 
in other large towns, it would appear that more than a quarter of our town 
populations are living at, or below, the poverty line. Now in England 
and Wales, at last year's census, 77 per cent. of the population was urban, 
namely, 25 millions out of 32i millions; the town population having 
increased 15 per cent. during the last decade. 
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226 The Physique of Recruits 

Every year a table is published in the Army Medical Department 
Report which classifies the recruits examined according to their previous 
occupations. The following is the table for 1900. It has not been 
selected for any special reason, but is given as an average example of 
our recruiting experience :-

Occupation of recrnits Number 
inspected 

Number 
rejected 

Ratio Proportion Or 
rejected per ea,ch group 

1,000 III 1,0.00 
inspected . recrUits 

mspected 

1. Labourers, servants, husbandmen, &c. 52,022 15,025 288'82 616 
2. Manufacturing artizans (clothworkers, 

weavers, lace.makers, &c.) .. 11,971 3,478 290'54 142 
3. Mechanics employed in occupations 

favourable to physical development 
(smiths, carpenters, masons, &c.) " 11,201 2,923 260'96 133 

4. Shopmen and clerks 5,950 1,826 306'89 70 
5. Professional occupations, students, &c. 827 220 266'02 10 
6. Boys under 17 years of age 2,431 273 112'30 29 

-----T;taJ-.-. --.-. --.-. 84,40212s:74512s~11,00(} 

Examination of a series of these annual tables shows that the pro
portion of the different classes remains remarkably constant from year 
to year, and the figures indicate that the bulk of our soldiers are 
drawn from the unskilled labour classes, and consequently from the 
stratum of the population living in actual poverty or close to the 
poverty line. As might be expected, the highest ratio of rejection IS 

shown for men who have been following indoor occupations. 
The impairment of vigour and physique among the urball: poor is 

easy to understand when we reflect that, in addition to their only being 
able to provide themselves with food insufficient in quantity and 
probably poor in quality, their poverty also usually entails unhealthy 
environment, e.g., defective housing, overcrowding, and insanitary sur
roundings. Add to this the distress resulting from such causes as want 
of thrift, illness or death of the bread-winner, and! alcoholic excess. 
Further, the physical deterioration caused by inherited or acquired 
disease must not be forgotten, and in illustration we need only instance 
the part played in this way by tubercle and syphilis. 

In his Annual Report for 1902, just issued, the Inspector-General of 
Recruiting remarks that the one subject which causes anxiety in the 
future as regards recruiting is the gradual deterioration of the physique 
of the working classes from whom the bulk of the recruits must always 
be drawn, and, when it is. remembered that recruiters are instructed not 
to submit for medical examination candidates for enlistment unless they 
are reasonably expected to be passed as fit, we cannot but be,: struck 
by the percentage considered by the medical officers" as ,'unfit for J.the 

by copyright.
 on M

ay 22, 2023 by guest. P
rotected

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-01-03-07 on 1 S
eptem

ber 1903. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


The Physique of Recr'u,its 227 

Service. In the reports from all the manufacturing districts, stress is 
invariably laid upon the number of men medically rejected for bad 
teeth, tender feet, and inferior physique. 

Examining next the Army recruiting statistics in relation to the 
assertion that practically 60 per cent. of the men offering themselves 
for enlistment are unfit for military service, the following table has been 
compiled from information given in the Army Medical Department 
Reports, supplemented in some particulars by data obtained from thil 
reports of the Inspector-General of Recruiting. A period of ten years 
(1893-1902) has been selected, as, of course, the greater the number of 
observations dealt with the nearer will be our approximation to the 
truth. 

Year 

1. 

Number 
of recruits 
inspected. 
(A.M.D. 
B.eport) 

2. 

Number 
rejected on 
inspection. 

(A.l\f.D. 
Report) 

3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 

Number re· Invalids 
jectBd within discharged 

3 months during the Ratio rer Ratio per Ratio per 
after year under cent., cent., cent., 

enlistment. 2 years' seT· column 2 column 3 column 4 
(A.M.D. ,vice. (I..G.B. 
Report) i Report) 

i~~:-: ~~ ~i~~g ~~~~; -~~I--~~~ ~g:~ g:~ ~:~ 
1895 . . . . 55,698 22,548 368 I 952 40'5 0'7 1'7 
1896 .. .. 54,574 22,698 413 11 999 41'6 0'8 1'8 
1897 .. .. 59,986 22,370 575 997 37'3 1'0 1'7 
1898 .. .. 66,502 22,983* 387 983 34'6 0'6 1'5 
1899 00 00 68,087 22,071 433 1,003 32'4 0'6 1'5 
1900 . . . . 84,402 23,105 640 I 1,514 27'4 0'8 1'8 
1901 00 00/ 76,750 21,522' 1,014 3,825 28'0 1'3 4'9 
1902 00 00 87,609 26,913* 1,308* 2,254 30'7 1'5 2'5 

i893.1902:"~1679:r03234~i4 5,849-1 14,259 -s4-6 0'9 2'1 

* Does not include men enlisted in 1902 and discharged under three months' service 
in 1903. 

It will be observed that during this decennial period the number of 
men medically examined for enlistment was 679,703, and of those 
234,914 were rejected as medically unfit for service, giving a rejection 
ratio of 34'6 per cent.; of the men passed fit, 5,849 broke down within 
three months after enlistment, being at the rate of '9 per cent. for this 
class; while 14,259, or 2'1 per cent. more, were discharged as invalids. 
under two years' service. The smallness of the rate of the rejections 
.within three months of enlistment, varying, as will be observed, between 
'5 and 1'5 per cent., speaks well, I think, for the thoroughness of the 
primary medical examination of recruits. But the rejection of one out 
of every three men examined by the recruiting medical officer points 
clearly to the poorness of the human material available for army pur
poses, as a writer in the Lancet puts it. Adding together the rates for 
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'228 The Pltysiqttte of Recruits 

the three classes of rejections referred to in the table, we find that 
·37'6 per cent. of the 679,703 men examined during the decennial period 
proved to be unfit for military service. This percentage of rejections 
does not, however, represent the whole extent of the physical unfitness 
existing among men wishing to become soldiers, and offering themselves 
for enlistment. The Inspector-General of Recruiting states in his report 
for 1902 that it must be borne in mind, when examining these .totals, 
that they do not represent anything like the total number of the rejec
tions of candidates for enlistment into the Army. A large number of 
men are rejected by recruiting serjeants and recruiting officers, and such 
men in consequence are never medically inspected and do not appear in 
any returns. In the decennial period under consideration we have only 
been able to account for 37'6 per cent. of rejections from official 
statistics; but, according to Sir Frederick Maurice's estimate, 60 per 
cent. of the men who offer themselves are unfit for service. This 
indicates that the number of men turned away by the recruiters them
selves as unlikely to have any reasonable chance of passing the medical 
examination is an appallingly large one. As already stated, no official 
record is kept of the number of men turned away; but there is reason 
to believe that the number is a large one, though whether it is suffi
ciently large to bring up the figures of the rejected to 60 per cent. we 
have no means of saying. 

Examination of the statistics dealing with the causes of rejection by 
examining medical officers of men seeking enlistment brings into promi
nence the fact that the majority are rejected on account of causes 
indicating poor physical development, namely, under chest measurement, 
under height, and under weight. Defective vision may also be regarded 
in many cases as resulting from developmental defect. The following 
table gives the statistics relating to the principal causes of rejection for 
the eleven years 1892-1902:-

CAUSES OF REJECTION OF RECRUITS ON INSPECTION, WITH RATIO PER 1,000. 1892-1902. 

Cause ofr~."~tion I~~ 1893 1894 189511896 I 1897 I 1898 I 1899 1900 1901 1902 

Under chest 
110':-:6'38 :O'641~9'44 ~~-::~ 59'8~ measurement 95 '90 108'55 49'88 56'72 

Defective vision 42'35 41'51 42'90 39'88 40'72 41'15 42'64 41'99 36'42 35'84 39'23 
Under weight .. 27'62 39'99 39'61 36'58 35'95 45'58 34'82 33'84 28'52 25'15 21'72 
Under height ., 32'71 33'24 28'67 28'72 28'77 24'86 21'79 20'21 15'18 13'56 11'59 
Imperfect con-

stitution and I 

debility .. " 9'87 9'47 5'00 3'57 4'44 4'45 5'49 5'82 4'94 3'36 3'91 
Disease of veins 16'24 17'11 15'84 15'85 15'72 15'42 15'74 14'22 11'69 13'98 12'30 
Disease of heart 13'87 17'74 19'62 20'71 18'76 17'67 17'26 15'69 13'15 16'74 17'33 
Defects of lower 

17'441 extremities .. 17'09 14'40 18'16 18'14 18'12 17'72 13'98 10'53 10'35 12'27 
Varicocele ., 11'85 12'85 14'25 12'28 13'07 13'07 12'29 12'16 11'21 13'89 12'59 
Flat feet .. .. 9'83 12'45 14'71 13'16 17'81 16'79 12'24 12'31 9'02 11'66 12'44 
Loss or decay 

of teeth .. 14'56 15'33 16'26 j17'95 19'75 24'16 26'34 25'29 20'02 26'70 49'26 
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It will be observed that bad teeth and flat feet, causes of rejection 
to which considerable importance was attached in General Maurice's paper 
in the Contemporary Review, occupy a comparatively low place in the 
list. But with regard to loss or decay of teeth, it must be pointed out 
that the numbers rejected on this account during the past four or five 
years have shown steady increase, until this cause of rejection has 
come to regularly occupy a high place on the list. Whether the increase 
in the rejections for bad teeth is an indication of increasing prevalence 
of physical unfitness is open to question; the increase may partly, at 
least, be due to the more common use of articles of food which readily 
undergo acid fermentation, and partly also to examining medical officers 
having gradually come to place a high value on soundness of teeth as 
a matter of the greatest importance in its relation to the maintenance 
of the physical efficiency of the soldier on service. The main inference 
to be drawn from a consideration of the figures in the table is that 
the bulk of the rejections arise from causes indicating the operation of 
agencies antagonistic to healthy physical development. 

It has already been stated that a large proportion of the population 
live in towns, and this has been estimated at 77 per cent., or 25,000,000. 
Of this town population about 25 per cent. (probably at least 6,000,000) 
appear, from trustworthy investigations, to be not only poor, but living 
in actual poverty, so as to be unable to rear their children under con
ditions favourable to health and physical fitness. The bulk of the men 
who seek enlistment belong to this section of the popUlation, and a 
very large proportion (but probably not quite three out of five, as 
stated by General Maurice) of the men who wish to join the Army 
prove physically unfit for military service. It is not claimed that the 
same proportion of poor material will be found generally distributed 
amongst an classes of the community. In an earlier paper in the 
Contemporary Review, on "Where to Get Men," General Maurice remarks 
regarding this point: "Of course, as yet, that stern and brutal fact 
of the two in five does not mean that of the whole male population of 
the kingdom there are only two out of five who are fit to bear arms." 

In the concluding paragraphs of his paper on "National Health: 
a Soldier's Study," Sir Frederick Maurice states: "My object is to 
call upon the great profession whose immediate concern is health to 
give us the guidance and leading we need, and primarily it seems to 
me that we ought to call upon the Councils of the Colleges of Physi
cians and Surgeons, as ex officio the great national boards of health, to 
help and guide us." I should suppose that they have not at this 
moment, despite the census, sufficiently comprehensive data on which 
to pronounce, but if that be so, no Government could or would wish to 
resist an appeal from them for assistance in getting at the truth on 
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the tremendous question which has been raised by the investigations of 
Mr. Rowntree: "Is it or is it not true that the whole labouring popu
lation of the land are at present living under conditions which make 
it impossible that they should rear the next generation to be suffi
ciently virile to supply more than two out of five men effective for the 
purposes of either peace or war." 

The question at issue constitutes a problem by no means easy to 
solve. Were all classes of the community able to provide their off
spring with ample food and air space, a healthy race would be pro
duced, and the proper material to fill the ranks of the Army would 
probably soon be ubtained. 

Information is wanted as to the causes of physical deficiency and as 
to the best available methods of remedying defects and improving the 
national health. Such an enquiry might fitly be undertaken by a commission, 
as to the composition of which the advice of the Colleges of Physicians and 
Surgeons might be asked. As the matter is one of the utmost importance 
from the recruiting point of view, it is suggested that the Secretary of State 
might take the initiative in the matter of getting the opinion of the Councils 
of the Colleges with regard to-(a) the necessity for such an enquiry; (b) 
the ground to be covered by a commission if appointed; Ic) composition 
of commission. 

War Office, 
April 2, 1903. 

vY. TAYLOR, 

Director-General, Army Medical Service. 

• 
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