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Summary

The YMCA was a Christian charitable organization that provided a range of rest and
recreational facilities for soldiers in Britain and on various fronts during the war.
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Response to the Outbreak of War

The Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) was established in London in 1844 as a prayer
and bible study group. At the outbreak of war the YMCA turned its pastoral experience to
providing support for servicemen. By October 1914, 400 large marquees had been erected in
Britain, and public appeals were launched to fund the building of large wooden huts to
provide rest and recreational facilities. In November 1914 the YMCA worked with the British
Expeditionary Force (BEF) to establish the YMCA in Havre, expanding into further centres in
Rouen, Boulogne, Dieppe, Abbeville, Etaples, Calais, Dunkirk, Abancourt, Paris, Marseilles,
Trouville and Cherbourg. By 1918 over 300 YMCA centres had been established in France.
Most camps featured a canteen, chapel, concert hall, library, games room, classroom, and a
quiet room. The centres were staffed by approximately 1,700 volunteers; many were women
coordinated by the YMCA Ladies Auxiliary Committee under Helena Victoria, Princess of
Schleswig-Holstein (1870-1948) and volunteers from Britain’s religious community.

Wartime Activities and Facilities

The symbol of the YMCA, a red triangle, represented the organisation’s aim to be of Christian
service to a man’s body, mind and spirit. Established as a prayer and bible study group for
apprentice drapers to keep them away from the dreadful delights of London, at the outbreak
of war in August 1914 the YMCA turned its attention to providing support and wholesome
pursuits for troops fighting for Britain and her empire. Activities included providing writing
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paper, film showings, libraries, religious services, concert parties, folk dancing and
educational lectures. YMCA amenities were well used by all British servicemen, but also by
Dominion troops, the Indian Army, Portuguese forces, and the Indian and Chinese Labour
Corps.

Music was a key part of the YMCA’s wartime service at home and abroad. The YMCA Music
Department provided sheet music, instruments and expert speakers. Musical competitions
were held, and several orchestras and choirs were formed. In February 1915, the actress
Lena Ashwell (1872-1957) established concert party groups, giving over 50,000 concerts in
the UK, on the Western and Eastern Fronts, and on troop ships in the Mediterranean. In 1917,
the YMCA occupied Ciro’s nightclub in London’s Soho, providing a place of sober recreation
for servicemen. YMCA cinemas showed films to an average of 35,000 men per night. The
organisation ran twenty specially constructed cinema theatres in the principal base camps
which were supplemented by portable cinemas for units in isolated areas. Athletics
tournaments were organised and the YMCA formed its own football league at Boulogne. The
YMCA provided the BEF with sports equipment, such as footballs, cricket and tennis sets,
boxing gloves and hockey sticks, as well as around 600,000 books for YMCA libraries. From
1915 the YMCA provided accommodation for relatives of the gravely wounded near base
hospitals, and by 1918 over 1,117,000 officers and men could be accommodated in YMCA
hostels in London.

Post-war Legacy

After the armistice the YMCA provided free meals and facilities for 70,000 prisoners of war,
and the YMCA continued to work with the BEF in Germany, based in Cologne. The educational
arm of the YMCA became the Army Education Corps in 1920. The YMCA's wartime
expenditure was calculated at £243.2 million, equivalent to £5.1 billion today, the majority
raised by charitable subscriptions and donations. The organisation was widely credited for
enhancing the health and fighting spirit of the troops.

Emma Hanna, University of Kent

Selected Bibliography

= Baron, Barclay, Snape, Michael F. (ed.): The back parts of war. The YMCA memoirs
and letters of Barclay Baron, 1915-1919, (The Church of England Record Society
16), Woodbridge; Rochester, 2009: Boydell Press.

» King, Edmund: E. W. Hornung's unpublished 'diary’, the YMCA, and the reading
soldier in the First World War, in: English literature in transition, 1880-1920 57/3,

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 2/5 29th January 2015


https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/portuguese-expeditionary-corps/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/indian-labour-corps/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/music/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/1027274072/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/western-front/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/eastern-front/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/filmcinema/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners-of-war/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/b258rzx5/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/b258rzx5/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/b258rzx5/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/b258rzx5/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/b258rzx5/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/z22q2ivh/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/z22q2ivh/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/z22q2ivh/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/z22q2ivh/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

ﬁlg {Enrrce;gl?)t;inggia;l Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA) (1.0)

of the First World War

2014, pp. 361-387.

» McCowen, Oliver H.: 1914-1919. The YMCA in France & Flanders. A summarised
report together with a letter from Sir Douglas Haig (archived by University of
Birmingham. Cadbury Special Collections. YMCA Papers), London, 1919.

» Reznick, Jeffrey S.: Healing the nation. Soldiers and the culture of caregiving in
Britain during the Great War, Manchester; New York, 2004: Manchester University
Press.

» Yapp, Arthur Keysall: The romance of the red triangle. The story of the coming of
the red triangle and the service rendered by the Y.M.C.A. to the sailors and
soldiers of the British empire, London; New York; Toronto, 1918: Hodder &
Stoughton; George H. Doran Company.

Citation

Emma Hanna: Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA), in: 1914-1918-online. International
Encyclopedia of the First World War, ed. by Ute Daniel, Peter Gatrell, Oliver Janz, Heather
Jones, Jennifer D. Keene, Alan Kramer, and Bill Nasson, issued by Freie Universitat Berlin,
Berlin 2015-01-29. DOI: 10.15463/ie1418.10544

External Links

= About us: history (YMCA England) (Article)

» Yapp, Arthur Keysall: The Romance of the Red Triangle: The story of the coming of the
red triangle and the service rendered by the Y.M.C.A. to the sailors and soldiers of the
British Empire, London 1918 (Internet Archive) (Book)

= YMCA Archives (University of Birmingham) (Database)

= YMCA Posters from WW1 (Springfield College Digital Collections) (Database)

= YMCA: Summary of the World War Work of the American YMCA, New York 1920 (Internet
Archive) (Book)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 3/5 29th January 2015


https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/z22q2ivh/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dfg57f3w/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dfg57f3w/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dfg57f3w/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dfg57f3w/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dfg57f3w/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/uv2mu6ki/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/uv2mu6ki/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/uv2mu6ki/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/uv2mu6ki/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/uv2mu6ki/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/c79f2acu/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/c79f2acu/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/c79f2acu/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/c79f2acu/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/c79f2acu/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/c79f2acu/
https://dx.doi.org/10.15463/ie1418.10544
http://www.ymca.org.uk/about/history/
https://archive.org/details/romanceofredtria01yapp
https://archive.org/details/romanceofredtria01yapp
https://archive.org/details/romanceofredtria01yapp
http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/record.aspx?src=Catalog&id=XYMCA
http://cdm16122.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/search/collection/p15370coll2/searchterm/IMLS-YMCA%20posters/field/virtua/mode/exact/conn/and
https://archive.org/details/summaryworldwar02coungoog
https://archive.org/details/summaryworldwar02coungoog
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

ﬁm 'E“ntceyrg‘lf)%‘égiaal Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA) (1.0)

of the First World War

Metadata

Regional Section(s)
Western Europe > France
Western Europe > Great Britain and Ireland > Great Britain

Thematic Section(s)
Violence

Subjects

Society > Everyday life, civilian war experience > Associations

Society > Everyday life, civilian war experience > Education

Society > Everyday life, civilian war experience > Housing

Society > Everyday life, civilian war experience > Relief organisations
Society > Everyday life, civilian war experience > Sports and leisure time
Society > Religion and ethics > Religious institutions

Author Keywords
YMCA, music, entertainment, education, recreation

GND Subject Headings
World Alliance of Young Men's Christian Associations

LC Subject Headings
World War, 1914-1918--War work--Young Men's Christian associations

Rameau Subject Headings
Guerre mondiale (1914-1918) : Alliance universelle des unions chrétiennes de jeunes

gens

Key Person(s)
Helena Victoria, Princess of Schleswig-Holstein; Ashwell, Lena

Key Location(s)
London; Le Havre; Abancourt; Boulogne-Billancourt; Calais; Etaples; Dunkirk
(Dunkerque); Abbeville; Cherbourg; Dieppe; Cologne; Paris; Marseille; Trouville; Rouen

Title
Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA)

Author(s)
Emma Hanna

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 4/5 29th January 2015


https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/western-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/france/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/western-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/great-britain-and-ireland/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/great-britain/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/themes/violence/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/everyday_life__civilian_war_experience
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/associations
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/everyday_life__civilian_war_experience
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/education
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/everyday_life__civilian_war_experience
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/housing
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/everyday_life__civilian_war_experience
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/relief_organisations
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/everyday_life__civilian_war_experience
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/sports_and_leisure_time
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/religion_and_ethics
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/religious_institutions
http://kvk.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de/hylib-bin/kvk/nph-kvk2.cgi?maske=kvk-last&lang=de&title=KIT-Bibliothek%3A+Karlsruher+Virtueller+Katalog+KVK+%3A+Ergebnisanzeige&head=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-head-de-2010-11-08.html&header=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-header-de-showEmbeddedFullTitle.html&spacer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-spacer-de-2010-11-08.html&footer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-footer-de-2010-11-08.html&css=none&input-charset=utf-8&kvk-session=RYKKTIOB&ALL=&Timeout=120&TI=&PY=&AU=&SB=&CI=&SS=&ST=world+alliance+of+young+mens+christian+associations+&PU=&VERBUENDE=&kataloge=SWB&kataloge=BVB&kataloge=NRW&kataloge=HEBIS&kataloge=HEBIS_RETRO&kataloge=KOBV_SOLR&kataloge=GBV&kataloge=DDB&kataloge=STABI_BERLIN
http://catalog.loc.gov/vwebv/search?searchArg=world+war+19141918war+workyoung+mens+christian+associations+&searchCode=SKEY%5E*&searchType=1&limitTo=none&fromYear=&toYear=&limitTo=LOCA%3Dall&limitTo=PLAC%3Dall&limitTo=TYPE%3Dall&limitTo=LANG%3Dall&recCount=25
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr//DB=2.1/SET=3/TTL=1/CMD?ACT=SRCHA&IKT=1016&SRT=RLV&TRM=guerre+mondiale+19141918++alliance+universelle+des+unions+chrtiennes+de+jeunes+gens+
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr//DB=2.1/SET=3/TTL=1/CMD?ACT=SRCHA&IKT=1016&SRT=RLV&TRM=guerre+mondiale+19141918++alliance+universelle+des+unions+chrtiennes+de+jeunes+gens+
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/1064993273/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/1027274072/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/london/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/le-havre/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/abancourt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/boulogne-billancourt/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/calais/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/etaples/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/dunkirk-dunkerque/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/dunkirk-dunkerque/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/abbeville/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/cherbourg/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/dieppe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/cologne/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/paris/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/marseille/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/trouville/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/rouen/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/contributor/emma-hanna/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

ﬁm 'E”ntceyrg%t;‘ég?; Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA) (1.0)

of the First World War

Article Type
Encyclopedic Entry

Classification Group
Organizations

Articles That Link Here

Prisoners of War (Russian Empire); Emigration (Russian Empire); Negotiating and
Mediating Conduct of War; China; Film/Cinema (Belgium); Fosdick, Raymond

B.; Dominion Soldiers on Leave in Europe (New Zealand); Red Cross; New

Zealand; Graphic Arts and Advertising as War Propaganda; Life and Death of

Soldiers; Religion (Australia); Propaganda at Home and Abroad; Propaganda at home and
abroad; Prisoners of War and Internees (Great Britain); Prisoners of War and Internees
(Great Britain); Smoking and Cigarette Consumption; Prisoners of War

(Germany); Sexuality, Sexual Relations, Homosexuality; Inter-Allied Games; Propaganda
at Home (USA); Making Sense of the War (China); Governments, Parliaments and Parties
(China); Labour (China); Propaganda (China); Syrian Protestant College; Propaganda
(China); Prisoners of War (Ottoman Empire/Middle East); Commemoration and
Remembrance (USA); Women’s Mobilization for War; Commemoration and Remembrance
(USA); Religion (USA); Propaganda at Home (Italy); Prisoners of War (Austria-

Hungary); Press/Journalism (New Zealand); Commemoration, Cult of the Fallen (Great
Britain and Ireland); The Soldier's Sister; Women's Mobilization for War (USA); Religion
(Portugal); Between Acceptance and Refusal - Soldiers' Attitudes Towards War

(USA) and Theater at the Front

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 5/5 29th January 2015


https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners-of-war-russian-empire/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/emigration-russian-empire/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/negotiating-and-mediating-conduct-of-war/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/negotiating-and-mediating-conduct-of-war/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/china/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/filmcinema-belgium/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/fosdick-raymond-b/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/fosdick-raymond-b/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/dominion-soldiers-on-leave-in-europe-new-zealand/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/red-cross/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/new-zealand/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/new-zealand/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/graphic-arts-and-advertising-as-war-propaganda/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/life-and-death-of-soldiers/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/life-and-death-of-soldiers/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/religion-australia/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-and-abroad/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-and-abroad-1-1/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-and-abroad-1-1/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners-of-war-and-internees-great-britain/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners-of-war-and-internees-great-britain-1-1/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners-of-war-and-internees-great-britain-1-1/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/smoking-and-cigarette-consumption/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners-of-war-germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners-of-war-germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/sexuality-sexual-relations-homosexuality/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/inter-allied-games/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-usa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-usa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/making-sense-of-the-war-china/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/governments-parliaments-and-parties-china/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/governments-parliaments-and-parties-china/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/labour-china/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-china-1-1/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/syrian-protestant-college/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-china/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-china/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners-of-war-ottoman-empiremiddle-east/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/commemoration-and-remembrance-usa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/commemoration-and-remembrance-usa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/womens-mobilization-for-war/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/commemoration-and-remembrance-usa-1-1/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/commemoration-and-remembrance-usa-1-1/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/religion-usa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-italy/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners-of-war-austria-hungary/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners-of-war-austria-hungary/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/pressjournalism-new-zealand/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/commemoration-cult-of-the-fallen-great-britain-and-ireland/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/commemoration-cult-of-the-fallen-great-britain-and-ireland/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/the-soldiers-sister/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/womens-mobilization-for-war-usa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/religion-portugal/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/religion-portugal/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/between-acceptance-and-refusal-soldiers-attitudes-towards-war-usa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/between-acceptance-and-refusal-soldiers-attitudes-towards-war-usa/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/theater-at-the-front/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

