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The accounting system that supported the provision of supplies to the Western Front during the First World
War had some inadequacies from the perspective of the soldier on the front line. These inadequacies are revealed
through the cartoons drawn by Bruce Bairnsfather, a front-line officer in the British Army. Our examination shows
that cartoons can provide source material for accounting histories. It also shows that cartoons can be considered
as a form of accounting themselves and, in doing so, stretches the epistemological boundaries of accounting.
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An army marches on its stomach.1 (Napoleon) (Figure 1)

Figure 1. Old saws and new meanings (Bairnsfather 1916c).
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Introduction

Accounting is more than the records created by accountants. In recent years, the definition of
accounting in the extant literature has broadened, challenging definitions of accounting and
accounting records. These challenges have occurred in many areas. For instance, revisionist
calls to recognise the contribution of women to accounting (Lehman 1992; Tinker and Neimark
1987) led to the definition of accounting expanding, encompassing women’s domestic account-
keeping work (Carnegie and Walker 2007; Llewellyn and Walker 2000; Northcott and Doolin
2000), enhancing our understanding of accounting in family businesses and showing the demo-
graphic impact of societal constructions of women during the professionalisation of accounting.
Challenging the privileging of one form of accounting over all others showed the potential of
accounting as a mechanism of control that supported injustices such as slave-trading (Fleis-
chman and Tyson 2004), disenfranchisement (O’Regan 2010) and genocide (Neu and Therrien
2003). Revisiting assumptions that non-monetary units cannot represent accounting transac-
tions have re-shaped our understanding of the roots of contemporary accounting (Ezzamel
1997) and shown that accounting is not mere inscriptions but can be a means of destroying
or establishing reputation and shaping personal relationships (Liyanarachchi 2009; Sargiacomo
2009) and the role of contemporary accounting in society (Gallhofer et al. 2000). Questioning
and seeking to expand epistemological and ontological boundaries of accounting has done much
to develop understanding of the role of accounting in society, and demonstrated the fluidity of
the boundaries of the discipline. In this research, we challenge those boundaries by viewing car-
toons that are artefacts of popular culture as a form of record-keeping through which they become
accounting. No system of accounting can capture all aspects of the reality it purports to repre-
sent. Other information sets can present differing representations of that reality. Examinations of
other information sets, not traditionally considered accounting, allow a richer understanding of
the reality represented and an appreciation of the limitations of traditional accounting informa-
tion. That accountants may not recognise these information sets as accounting does not stop their
being accounting: domestic accounting did not become part of accounting epistemology when
it was recognised as such by accountants and through inclusion in the extant literature. It was
always accounting. Labelling it as accounting is not what makes it accounting.

In this article, we examine some limitations of the British Expeditionary Force’s (BEF) (here-
after known as ‘the Army’)2 accounting system during the First World War (WWI). We examine
the accounting system associated with supplying front-line3 soldiers4 from the perspective of
the soldier. The soldier’s perspective is revealed through cartoons drawn by Bruce Bairnsfa-
ther, an officer serving in the front line. Visual representation of political and social events,
such as cartoons, is an important descriptor of popular culture (Conners 2005). Bairnsfather was
commenting on actual events and his wartime diaries and subsequent autobiography explain the
events underpinning the images he captures in his cartoons (Bairnsfather 1916a, 1920, 1939). His
cartoons provide a view of supply and the formal accounting system that supported it from the
perspective of the soldier as receiver of supplied goods and as end-user of supplies. This infor-
mation was not captured by the Army’s formal supply accounting system which lacked end-user
feedback loops, even though its primary goal was to ensure soldier supply.

In the next section, we explain why supply accounting and logistics, in general, were so impor-
tant during WWI. We then provide details about cartoonist Bruce Bairnsfather and cartoons
as authority since cartoons have rarely featured in extant histories of accounting. In following
sections, we expand on issues with the accounting system that supported the supply of items
essential to maintaining war-fighting capability and troop morale of front-line soldiers during
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WWI and explain how Bairnsfather’s cartoons revealed some of these issues. Finally, we discuss
Bairnsfather’s cartoons, suggesting that there may be circumstances when artefacts of popular
culture may provide alternative accounting.

The logistics war

‘The first duty of the sovereign, that of protecting the society from the violence and invasion of
other independent societies, can be performed only by means of a military force’ (Smith [1776]
2004, 408).5 It follows that the first duty of accounting for sovereign nations is to support the
defence of that nation by military force. A major aspect of supporting the defence of a country
is the provision of supplies to the military forces in time of war so it should be of importance to
military planners whether accounting supports or impedes effective provision of supplies because
this has a direct impact on meeting military objectives.

With war mobilisation in 1914, each Army unit moved from its peacetime to wartime estab-
lishment (War Office (UK) 1909a, 21). Establishments are predetermined lists of requirements
for each unit and provide the number and rank of men in a unit, the number and type of any
animals6 plus military equipment, daily rations and personal requisites per person. Units took
into battle all items on their wartime establishment list and could seek re-supply to ensure that
they remained fully equipped to the establishment level (War Office (UK) 1909a, Ch. 3, para.
3). Lists were accompanied by transport and load tables to facilitate the movement of personnel,
animals and goods to the front line (War Office (UK) 1909a, Ch. 2, para. 7.10). During peace-
time, each unit could request an annual update to its wartime establishment list though at the time
of mobilisation, lists had not changed significantly since the South African War (Brown 1998).
Unit commanders were responsible for ensuring ‘no individual, animal, or material accompanies
the unit or formation under their command in the field in excess of the numbers and amount
allowed in War Establishments and Field Service Regulations’ (War Office (UK) 1909a, Ch. 2,
para. 7.11). Accounting procedures ensured that units did not exceed their war establishment and
re-supply was driven by the need to ensure that establishment levels were maintained rather than
front line need (War Office (UK) 1909a, Ch. 2, para. 11). Although establishment levels could
be varied by the Commander in Chief (War Office (UK) 1909a, Ch. 2, para. 8), variations were
uncommon possibly because the Commander in Chief (and his logistics staff) stayed behind the
front line7 and was concerned with military objectives not administrative detail (Bairnsfather
1916a).

WWI, more than any other war that preceded it, was a war of logistics (Brown 1998). Getting
supplies to millions of soldiers was a monumental undertaking supported by a detailed account-
ing system. In a time of war, military accounting systems that support efficient and effective
allocation of scarce resources are essential to meeting military objectives (Committee of Pub-
lic Accounts 1918). Prior to WWI, the Army had improved its accounting systems and gone
to considerable lengths to ensure that supply officers were adequately trained in accounting
(Watt 1988). From 1906, selected supply officers8 were sent to the London School of Economics
to learn administrative skills and commercial awareness (Watt 1988), and accounting proce-
dures were significantly reformed to eradicate inefficiencies identified during the South African
War9 (Funnell 2006; Harris 1911; Watt 1988). The Army considered its accounting system effi-
cient and effective (Funnell 1988) and its supply accounting system was used as a model by other
armies (van Creveld 2004). Post-war, the Army’s accounting system was criticised for failing to
obtain ‘the best and most economical administration results’ (Committee of administration of
and accounting for Army expenditure 1924, para. 5). This criticism reflects a bureaucratic focus
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that had arisen following the South African War where military success was viewed as equivalent
to a profitable business (Funnell 2005b). It also reflects the Army’s continued reliance throughout
the war on an accounting system which was flawed to the point where front-line supply could be
hindered rather than supported.

Accounting is a representation of reality (Hines 1988). With internal accounting systems such
as the Army’s system of supply accounting, design of the system should be driven by the deci-
sions it supports. Design of the supply accounting system used by the Army in the war was driven
by a desire to overcome issues identified during the South African War, despite the styles of war-
fare and logistical issues being very different for each war (van Creveld 2004). It seems that not
just generals, but accountants too, always prepare to fight the last war. In view of the critical
nature of front-line supply, it would seem that changing an accounting system that failed to facil-
itate supply would be a priority. Why this did not occur can only be speculated. It may reflect the
deep divide between supply and line10 officers (Brown 1998), so supply officers able to recognise
the flaws in the accounting system may have been unable to convey the importance of chang-
ing the system to those making battle-command decisions, who were senior line officers. While
some supply officers were trained in accounting, line officers were not. Administrative skills
of any kind received little attention in in pre-war training of line officers (Bond 1972). When
war commenced, Army officer training establishments were closed and newly appointed offi-
cers were only given short courses in war-fighting skills (Brown 1998). Line officers were more
highly valued by the Army than supply officers even though the adverse impact of one poorly
trained supply officer could potentially have a greater impact on achieving military objectives
than one poorly trained command officer (Brown 1998).

In October 1914, the Director of Supplies, a senior Army officer, recognised that the Army
lacked key administrative and accounting skills and suggested it recruit men from firms such as
Harrods11 who would bring practical skills and experience from the commercial sphere but this
suggestion was rejected (Brown 1998). This would have provided officers with accounting skills
but may not have addressed problems. These officers would have been behind front lines man-
aging supply. Without contact with end-users or experience of front-line supply problems, their
view of the supply system would have been limited so they might not have recognised its flaws.

Onerous accounting requirements added to the workload of front-line officers, often deflecting
their full attention from war-fighting objectives (Bairnsfather 1916a). The accounting workload
on supply officers was also onerous, so officers best placed to identify accounting issues and offer
solutions that would have had little time to reflect on possible improvements to the accounting
system. There may have been political reasons for the Army to overlook flaws in the account-
ing system that became evident during WWI after expending resources to improve it before
war commenced, or admitting to flaws in a part of the Army’s management may have opened
the floodgates to criticism in other areas. Parliamentary debate regularly raised problems with
supplying fighting soldier; it is unlikely that the Army would want more attention drawn to the
supply area. However, attention was drawn to issues with the supply system by the cartoons of
Bruce Bairnsfather. Before considering the weaknesses highlighted by Bairnsfather’s cartoons,
the following section provides background on how a serving officer in the British Army started
drawing cartoons critical of Army supply.

The Bairnsfather cartoons

In this section and the next, we examine the potential of cartoons as a source material for account-
ing investigation and give a brief summary of how Bairnsfather came to draw cartoons about
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supply issues. Subsequently, we will consider the flaws of the Army’s supply accounting system
for equipping front-line soldiers and the usefulness of Bairnsfather’s cartoons in making those
weaknesses visible before we discuss why the cartoons are accounting.

Discovering the views of end-users a century after an event is problematic. Oral history tech-
niques used to understand issues with supply accounting during the Second World War (Miley
and Read 2012) cannot be used when potential interviewees are long dead. Available sources that
reveal the thoughts of soldiers include letters and diaries by soldiers and contemporaneous pub-
lications. In this article, we have focused on Bairnsfather’s cartoons because he was an officer
serving in the front line at the time he was drawing cartoons. Unlike soldiers’ letters, his car-
toons were not censored by the Army12 before publication13 and because he was drawing them
in France and Belgium rather than Britain, they were not subject to censorship under the Defence
of the Realm Act 1914 (UK).14

Before the war, Bairnsfather served with the Army in India then attended art school in England.
He re-joined the Army at the start of the WWI and served as a captain in charge of a machine
gun unit until repatriation with battle wounds and shell shock (Bairnsfather 1916a). Bairnsfather
started drawing cartoons on the walls of the shelled remains of a farmhouse in no man’s land
between the British and German lines of trenches at the suggestion of his Colonel. The farm-
house gave Bairnsfather an ideal position to determine machine gun emplacements for his unit
at night. Drawing on the remaining farmhouse walls helped to relieve the boredom of the days
when he had to remain hidden to avoid drawing enemy fire (Bairnsfather 1916a). Bairnsfather
did not initially draw cartoons for publication. His fame as a cartoonist started after his Colonel,
other officers, then soldiers from his and other units requested copies of his cartoons, telling him
they appreciated how his humour reflected the situation (Bairnsfather 1916a), which suggests his
views were an accurate representation for at least some soldiers. Bairnsfather’s wartime diaries
state that real issues prompted all his cartoons. His cartoons also appeared to a wider soldier audi-
ence when they were published in trench journals such as the Wiper’s Times15 and later, in The
Bystander, a British magazine.16 Bairnsfather’s cartoons were so popular with the soldiers that
many were distributed as postcards to soldiers before they were available in Britain.17 They were
compiled into eight best-selling anthologies (Holt and Holt 1978) and were popularly displayed
on crockery, tea towels, framed lithographs and other household items.

There were two differences between Bairnsfather’s work and other British cartoons comment-
ing on WWI. First, Bairnsfather was the only cartoonist drawing while serving as a soldier in the
front line (Bairnsfather 1916a) and all his cartoons drew on first-hand knowledge (Bairnsfather
1920). Second, the lack of censorship of his cartoons gave him freedom to choose subject mat-
ter and make observations that he considered most relevant to soldiers at the front (Bairnsfather
1939). Bairnsfather’s cartoons became very popular in Britain even though or perhaps because
they showed the daily difficulties of life at the front18 (Bairnsfather 1939). Although he was cas-
tigated in the media by a British politician for giving the impression that soldiering was not a
serious business19 (Bairnsfather 1920; Holt and Holt 1978), soldiers and the British public appre-
ciated his incisive comments, leading to his immense popularity.20 Representational faithfulness
is an issue with cartoons as it is with accounting. Bairnsfather’s received official reprimands for
the accuracy with which he portrayed conditions at the front line because it was thought that
this might lower morale in Britain and stop men volunteering to serve their country; he was not
reprimanded for exaggerating the situation or portraying a false picture (Holt and Holt 1978).

From the Army’s perspective, its accounting procedures had been revised prior to WWI and
were state of the art (Funnell 2005a). Bairnsfather’s cartoons show a different truth by taking
the perspective of the soldier. However, neither accounting information nor cartoons represent
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all truth because both images have involved choices about what to include, and hence, what is
excluded. The key point is that the cartoons revealed information about supply to soldiers which
was not but should have been available through the supply accounting system; an accounting
system with no feedback loops to ensure that its efficacy is fundamentally flawed. There has
been considerable debate in the extant literature about whether humour requires a kernel of truth
but it is inconclusive (Highfield, Wiseman, and Jenkins 2009; Klineberg 1944). Corroborating
evidence suggests Bairnsfather’s cartoons represented general problems with supply from the
end-user perspective and were not merely his own views,21 despite being constructed to show
the humorous angle of each issue.

Cartoons as source material

Cartoons can be valuable sources for discovering contemporary attitudes during historical events.
Since cartoons are not a common source of evidence in accounting research, an explanation of
the importance of cartoons for historical inquiry is included plus a brief outline explaining the
importance of Bairnsfather’s cartoons in contributing accounting information. Other war car-
toons from British, American, French and German sources were considered for this research but
were dismissed as they tended to be patriotic statements or nationalistic jingoism constructing
a sub-human enemy or playing on adverse stereotypes, whereas Bairnsfather addressed supply
issues in his cartoons, albeit often indirectly.

There is an extensive literature on the value of cartoons as evidence. Cartoons form an
important medium of social communication because of their impact power (Ginman and von
Ungern-Sternberg 2003). Cartoons have ‘both opinion-molding and opinion-reflecting roles’
(Caswell 2004, 14) so can be useful for historians (Caswell 2004). Kemnitz (1973, 81) explains
their ‘value to historians lies in what they reveal about the societies that produced and circulated
them’. He adds that ‘the cartoon has much to offer the historian concerned with public opinion
and popular attitudes’ (Kemnitz 1973, 86). Yet few researchers have used cartoons to enhance
their knowledge of accounting (Amernic and Craig 2004; Jones and Stanton 2013) despite their
potential (Brown 2010).

Cartoons about current events allow viewers to actively classify, organise and interpret in
meaningful ways the experiences of a given moment (Greenberg 2002; Keogh, Naylor, and
Wilson 1998). This enhances their potential as research sources if they facilitate accurate classifi-
cation, organisation and interpretation of those events by historians and is a feature cartoons and
accounting have in common. Cartoons providing a source of comment contemporaneous with
events can enrich qualitative research (Warburton 1998), helping overcome dangers in historical
research of interpretation through a contemporary lens. Visual blending of form and attitude in
cartoons can support oral history research by enhancing reconceptualisation of memory (Bost-
dorff 1987). Cartoons can offer an alternative view that challenges or alters accepted beliefs
(Edwards 2001). The cartoons of Bairnsfather make visible issues with supply accounting that
were not detected through the formal accounting system, thus providing a corrective to construc-
tions of an effective army supply accounting system. Bairnsfather may not have been attempting
to comment on supply but his cartoons did this. It is the text, not the author’s intent, which is
important (Derrida 1977).

Wartime cartoons are often a powerful critique of wartime decision-making, demonstrating the
importance of historical and cultural fantasy in shaping identities (Dodd 1996). Most cartoons
published in Britain during WWI were for propaganda purposes, extolling the virtues of men
joining the Army, strong with nationalistic jingoism and characterising the enemy as inhuman
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(Buitenhuis 1987). Strict censorship constrained the content of cartoonists located in Britain
(Demm 1993). The cartoons by Bruce Bairnsfather are unique because he was fighting as a
soldier in the front line, drawing on his daily experiences for the content of his cartoons and
unconcerned with propaganda objectives (Bairnsfather 1916a).

‘Cartoons are intended to transform otherwise complex and opaque social events and situ-
ations into quick and easily readable depictions that facilitate comprehension of the nature of
social issues and events’ (Abraham 2009, 119). In conveying their message quickly and pun-
gently, they are more likely than other printed communication to get their point across and they
often convey information not easily captured in prose (Kemnitz 1973). These features of sim-
plification make cartoons a valuable resource for understanding an element of society, such as
war, so divorced from everyday experience. Cartoons may capture a perspective that other visual
media cannot and communicate in a way rarely emulated by other media because cartons have
attributes that other visual media lack as cinematographers, photographers and artists are par-
tially constrained by their technology. The bulkiness and the complexity of cameras at the time
of WWI limited what they could capture. While sketch artists have low levels of encumbrance
imposed by their technology, the combination of image and caption give meaning that sketch-
based art cannot emulate. Cartoons have a history of being anti-authoritarian and subversive,
holding the establishment up to ridicule. They have also been successful at avoiding the ire of
the censor and have been able to say things that would be censored if written (Kemnitz 1973).
This characteristic of cartoons makes them useful when attempting to discover a story alterna-
tive to the one proposed by the authorities. However, cartoons are not an unbiased portrayal of
events. They are designed to be witty and to use hyperbole and the truth they convey is only one
side of the truth (Caswell 2004). In that, they resemble accounting wherein choices have also
been made about what and how to disclose information.

Weaknesses of the Army’s supply accounting system

In this section, we provide more detail of the weaknesses of the Army’s accounting supply system
and the information provided by Bairnsfather’s cartoons that should have been available through
feedback loops in the accounting system. Failures in accounting processes adversely affected at
every stage of military supply (Brown 1998), but Bairnsfather only saw the final stage of the sup-
ply process so his cartoons reflect the narrow bias of the end-user. This does not lessen the value
of his perspective since a military supply system and the accounting system supporting it are
directed at equipping the end-user; failures at other points along the supply chain become incon-
sequential if end-user supply is not compromised. The importance of Bairnsfather’s perspective
is that it shows that the supply chain with its plethora of accounting detail failed because it could
not support the end-user as intended. In this section, we focus on failures of supply directly linked
to weaknesses in the supply accounting system. There were other supply failures22 but they are
not relevant to this research. Although the Army thought it maintained a single supply system, it
actually maintained two systems. First, there was supply from Britain to the stores depots behind
the forward lines. Quantities and time frames in unit establishment lists rather than front-line
need, determined the nature and timing of items entering and moving through this system. Sec-
ond, there was ‘the last mile’, the soldiers’ term for the supply system for transferring items from
stores depot to front-line end-users (Bairnsfather 1916a). The Army’s accounting system did not
contain any feedback about the last mile, but then, it did not contain feedback about any part
of its system. There is no evidence that the Army was aware of the problems of the last mile
including the onerous accounting burden it placed on line officers.
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Supply to front-line soldiers primarily pertained to weapons, ammunition, food and
water,23 clothing and accoutrements for personal hygiene because these were the items consid-
ered essential for maintaining troops at maximum fighting capability (War Office (UK) 1909a).
As a line officer, Bairnsfather had to complete daily stocktakes of supplies for reporting daily
accounting information to headquarters on his unit’s supply levels vis-à-vis its establishment
totals, complete daily indents24 to request the release of supplies from the quartermaster’s stores
and to acknowledge receipt of supplies, and conduct stocktakes of re-supplied items to ensure
amounts received met amounts requisitioned (Senior Officers’ School 1917; War Office (UK)
1914). Separate indents were completed for each type of item requested and received, and all
indents were in triplicate (War Office (UK) 1914). Army regulations required that officers know
at all times the exact amount of resources under their control (Brown 1998).

Line officers were personally responsible for ensuring that copies of indents were forwarded
to the relevant authorities or filed in the unit stationery boxes, as appropriate (War Office (UK)
1909a). Regulations specified accounting processes in the field and stressed the importance of
accurate accounting by line officers (War Office (UK) 1909a, Ch. XVI, para. 129). Without the
appropriate accounting documentation, stores units were not permitted to re-supply front-line
units (Senior Officers’ School 1917). The problem of accounting procedures inhibiting rather
than supporting efficient supply to front-line units seems to have been an entrenched and ongoing
problem for the British Army dating from at least the Crimean War (Funnell 1990). The emphasis
on completion of all accounting paperwork was so fundamental to the Army’s supply processes
that blank indent forms and file copies of past indents were carried into the front line in stationery
boxes to ensure the continuance of supply to fighting units (War Office (UK) 1909a, Ch. XVI,
para. 129).25

Field service regulations specified personal accountability by field officers commanding units
for the prompt completion and submission of accurate indent forms (War Office (UK) 1909a,
Ch. VII, para. 54). Officers were responsible for ensuring the use of correct indents, following
all requisition procedures (War Office (UK) 1909a, Ch. 6, para. 33.1), accurate completion of
forms even if a form was completed by another member of the unit such as a staff sergeant,
and appropriate management of original and all copies of indents. They were also personally
responsible for ensuring copies were sent to the correct authorities26 (War Office (UK) 1909a,
App. 4 para. 9). Thus, although not a supply officer, a considerable amount of Bairnsfather’s
time was involved with accounting for supply to his unit (Bairnsfather 1916a). In The things that
matter, Bairnsfather shows the difficulties for front-line officers trying to maintain the Army’s
supply reporting requirements. It shows the practical difficulties for front-line officers attempting
to maintain reporting requirements (Figure 2). This cartoon reflects the frustrations expressed in
Bairnsfather’s autobiography about the importance placed by the Army on accurate accounting,
which he suggests was more important to the Army than meeting military objectives (Bairns-
father 1916a). In his history of the Royal Army Medical Corps during WWI, Nicholls (1940)
also noted the plethora of accounting and the importance placed by the Army on its accuracy.
However unlike Bairnsfather, he considered time spent on accurate accounting to be time well
spent. Perhaps these differing views reflect their different ranks. As a captain, Bairnsfather did
the accounting for his unit. Nicholls was a senior medical officer and he wrote that the time on
accounting was well spent by the clerk who did this work on his behalf: Nicholls’ view might
have been different if he had done the accounting himself. However, he does corroborate Bairns-
father’s comments about the volume of accounting required each day to ensure that a unit was
supplied.



Accounting History Review 169

Figure 2. The things that matter (Bairnsfather 1916b).

The level of accounting required of line officers continues to be contentious: the Australian
National Audit Office criticised the Australian Defence Force for the failure of line officers
to maintain proper accounting records in accordance with Australia’s Financial Management
and Accountability Act 1997 and United Nations’ financial reporting requirements during active
deployment in East Timor27 (The Auditor-General 2002). One of the main problems with the
Army’s supply accounting system was not evident to end-users: the onerous accounting system
could lead to supplies being delayed or dumped in transit. From the end-user perspective, the
problem manifested as supplies not available for delivery to front-line troops when required.
Since factors other than the accounting system could also impede supply, it is not possible to
ascertain the proportion of supplies delayed or dumped because of issues with the account-
ing system as opposed to other causes, such as a shortage of supplies for delivery or supplies
damaged in transit, but it is estimated that most delays along the supply chain were caused by
accounting not logistical issues (Brown 1998).

The supply chain progressed through a series of staging points. Supplies were shipped from
Britain to a point of disembarkation in continental Europe. They were then transported by rail
to railheads where they were off-loaded and transported by vehicle to stores depots28 behind
the forward lines (War Office (UK) 1914). At each staging point, there was formal handover of
goods requiring the completion of separate indents for the receipt of each category of supplies,
a stocktake with the completion of stocktake forms and the completion of more indents autho-
rising transportation to the next staging point. Stocktakes ensured that the number and type of
items received matched the details on the accompanying accounting documentation. In addition,
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at disembarkation, railheads and stores depots, a sample of crated goods was inspected to ensure
that contents met dispatch details29 (War Office (UK) 1909a, 1914). The emphasis on stocktakes
was because officers were personally liable for discrepancies between quantities on indents and
actual amounts (Senior Officers’ School 1917), so were not prepared to sign accounting forms
acknowledging receipt of goods without checking the accuracy of all documentation. There were
discrepancies frequently between actual quantities and amounts stated in accounting documen-
tation.30 There was no provision for forwarding supplies while reporting and checking errors.
Instead, goods were off-loaded because if the receiving officer accepted them, he was commit-
ting a punishable offence (Senior Officers’ School 1917). Once off-loaded, goods were generally
dumped because, even if the problem was identified and rectified, it was unlikely that the goods
could be added to another delivery order since load limits per shipment were set at the original
embarkation point and could not be varied (War Office (UK) 1914).

Even when accounting paperwork was correct, food supplies often perished while awaiting
stocktakes during the many handovers along the supply chain. This led to dumping large quan-
tities of food (van Bergen 2009). The exact amount dumped because of accounting issues is
unascertainable since other factors also led to food dumping and delays. For instance, poor road
surfaces, bad weather conditions and the amount of military traffic31 meant road surfaces were
congested and required constant repair: goods could be off-loaded because stone for upkeep of
road surfaces received priority over other supply (Henniker 1937). If Bairnsfather was aware of
any of these issues, he did not comment on them in his cartoons. However, the frequency of
cartoons on lack of supply suggests this was a major and ongoing problem at the front line: its
investigation might have revealed that accounting requirements were contributing to the problem.

Bairnsfather’s cartoons on lack of supply cover areas such as lack of cooking fuel and suitable
implements to heat food, food and clothing shortages and inadequate shelter. In The Histor-
ical Touch, a soldier is watching an older soldier trying to heat some food over a small fire
made in a bucket. The caption reads ‘Well, Alfred, ’ow are the cakes?’32 (Bairnsfather 1916b)
(Figure 3).33 When one would like to start an offensive on one’s own shows a despondent-looking
soldier who lacks his standard daily food rations34 (Figure 4). Bairnsfather writes that hunger was
the soldier’s constant companion (Bairnsfather 1916a). Perhaps this is why food is a common
theme in his cartoons.

Bairnsfather’s cartoons also address the lack of replacement clothing. In The imminent, deadly
breach,35 Bairnsfather shows a soldier in ragged patched uniform with his trouser about to rip
(Figure 5). Clapham (1930) wrote that clothing re-supply was so poor that he was unable to
change underwear for a month and had a large hole in the seat of his trousers for six months.
Soldiers of all nationalities resorted to taking the clothes from dead comrades because cloth-
ing re-supply was so erratic (van Bergen 2009). Bairnsfather had clothing made while on leave
because the quality of clothing issued was so poor (Bairnsfather 1916a). Another cartoon shows
two soldiers sheltering under a small ground-sheet during heavy rain and highlights the lack of
suitable equipment for the conditions.36 Entitled ‘Substitutes’ in the field, one soldier says to
the other ‘I thought you said your uncle was sending you an umbrella’ (Holt and Holt 1978)
(Figure 6).

It is not possible to know whether accounting issues played any part in the real situations that
prompted Bairnsfather’s cartoons about the lack of supplies. However, his cartoons do highlight
a serious flaw in the Army’s accounting system: it lacked feedback loops.37 There was no mecha-
nism to complain about supply failures, to ask for items not included on a unit’s establishment list
or to request the investigation of an ongoing lack of supply. Without adequate feedback loops, it
can become all too easy to assume that the lack of complaints means a system works as intended
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Figure 3. The historical touch (Bairnsfather 1916c).

Figure 4. When one would like to start an offensive on one’s own (Bairnsfather 1916c).

so it is unsurprising that the Army would not see a need to change its accounting system after the
war and similar issues would occur during the Second World War (Miley and Read 2012). The
Army seems to have ignored all external information that might have suggested a feedback loop
was required, including Parliamentary complaints about Army supply.

There were allegations in Parliament that inferior food was being supplied at inflated prices
to soldiers at the front (United Kingdom 1915a, cc1335–1436).38 Food supply contracts were
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Figure 5. The imminent, deadly breach (Bairnsfather 1917b).

Figure 6. ‘Substitutes’ in the field (Bairnsfather 1917a).

with established firms but they were permitted to outsource supply. There was a great deal of
outsourcing and the Army did not check the quality of food after entering its original contract
with the main supplier (van Bergen 2009). Most food was canned so contents were not visi-
ble until opened by soldiers at the battle front. Soldiers buried large quantities of tins of beef
because they were unable to be used,39 leading them to eat fewer rations than were supplied or
considered appropriate for a fighting man (United Kingdom 1915b, cc554–640). While many
food issues came from poor contractual arrangements with suppliers, this was also an accounting
issue. Without a feedback loop, problems with food quality could not be reported so were not
addressed.
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Figure 7. The eternal question (Bairnsfather 1916b).

Food rations comprised fresh, frozen, preserved or salted meat, bread biscuit or flour, bacon,
cheese, jam, sugar, tea, salt and pepper, mustard, fresh or dried vegetables40 or lime juice in lieu
of vegetables, tobacco and rum (War Office (UK) 1914, Ch. 6.3). Substitutions were permitted
for some items. For instance, butter, lard, margarine or sweet oil could replace the bacon ration
(War Office (UK) 1914, Ch. 6.6). None of the substitutions made for a more appetising diet; they
were stated to be an expediency where necessary and at the direction of the commanding officer
(War Office (UK) 1914, Ch. 6.4). Without a feedback loop, complaints could not be made.

A cartoon entitled The eternal question shows a disgruntled soldier looking into an open can
with the label Plum and Apple Jam. The caption is ‘When the “ell is it goin” to be strawberry?’
(Figure 7) (Bairnsfather 1916b). Jam came in three flavours: raspberry, strawberry, and plum
and apple with plum and apple perceived to be inferior to the other two flavours (Holt and Holt
1978). The eternal question cartoon refers to the perception that front-line troops got inferior
quality food either because the manufacturer supplied only the inferior quality or because rear
echelon troops had taken all of the higher quality rations. If the former explanation was correct,
quality control mechanisms in the accounting system or feedback loop might have highlighted
this problem. If the latter explanation was correct, it was a breach of Army regulations (Senior
Officers’ School 1917) and also should have been identified through soldier feedback. As with
ratio analysis of financial statements, Bairnsfather’s cartoons do not provide solutions and may
not necessarily indicate an accounting issue but they do highlight issues which should have been
investigated.

The trenches were often so deep with water that trench foot, an ailment from feet being
immersed in water for long periods, was a serious medical problem.41 Under Army regula-
tions, soldiers were to change socks daily except they did not always have spare socks and
spare clothing was often as wet and muddy as the clothes they were wearing. Bairnsfather shows
that supply limitations led to improvisation. In The professional touch, a soldier uses a bag of
grenades (bombs) as a pillow (Figure 8). The Sword shows also improvisation (Figure 9).42 As
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Figure 8. The professional touch (Bairnsfather 1916c).

Figure 9. That sword (Bairnsfather 1916b).

with the cartoons showing a lack of supply, these cartoons provide feedback that is missing from
the Army’s accounting system.

From the commencement of WWI until 1917, accounting indents generated from front-line
units triggered re-supply and units could only seek re-supply to their establishment quota. The
weaknesses of this system became apparent when units under fire were unable to determine and
request additional supplies and so were not re-supplied. On 4 July 1916, General Clive observed
a lack of ammunition for heavy guns during the Somme offensive. The ammunition shortage was
attributed to officers under fire unable to complete accounting paperwork required for re-supply
and they were unable to request extra ammunition when the front expanded in February 1916
because fixed establishment limits and the difficult process to achieve establishment increases
(Brown 1998). This system changed in 1917 but by then, Bairnsfather was no longer serv-
ing at the front line so there are no cartoons about the revised system. From 1917, units were
permitted to request re-supply of ammunition at intervals more frequent than specified in their
establishments list but the level of re-supply continued to be to their establishment quota. Since
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the accounting system remained unchanged, more frequent re-supply increased the administra-
tive burden on line officers and required more frequent stocktakes of ammunition. The other
significant change introduced in 1917 was that at the discretion of the battle commander, units
under fire could be sent supplies of ammunition, food and water if re-supply requests were not
made at the times specified in establishment lists; indents were completed retrospectively (van
Creveld 2004; Senior Officers’ School 1917).

The accounting system that supported supply was replete with indents and stocktake forms yet
failed to detect fundamental supply issues because it made no provision for complaints. Issues
which might have been raised by soldiers and which are made visible through Bairnsfather’s
cartoons include the risks of transporting supplies under artillery fire and being above the trench-
line,43 packaging of supplies in a manner that made them difficult for two men to transport
by themselves, the inappropriate food portion sizes and difficulty getting water to men in the
trenches. These issues were not solely logistical; they were also connected to the accounting sys-
tem. Tins of food provided a daily ration for three men because it was quicker to count one large
tin rather than three small ones during stocktakes44 (War Office (UK) 1914). By contrast, the
accounting system recorded most military equipment by its smallest component parts, making
stocktakes laborious processes. Units received the component parts and were then required to
assemble them. This process was to ensure that units did not receive items beyond their estab-
lishment (Brown 1998; War Office (UK) 1909b). Bairnsfather’s comment on this pertains to
sandbags (see Figure 10). Since the ground was so muddy, sand and bags for filling had to be
carried separately to a unit to be filled in situ.45

The Army accounting system recorded delivery of water to stores depots but water was an
exception to the accounting system: indents were not required for the daily water ration.46 With
other supplies, the surfeit of accounting documentation created problems. Ironically, the lack of
accounting for water was a problem because it meant supply issues were excluded from formal
Army records. Bringing fresh water along the last mile was a problem; water is heavy to carry

Figure 10. The saint (Bairnsfather 1916c).
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Figure 11. The fatalist (Bairnsfather 1916b).

and daily supplies were required for men to drink, boil tins of food and for personal hygiene. To
avoid carrying water from the stores depot, front-line soldiers used local water sources whenever
possible. This had the added advantages of requiring fewer trips to the quartermasters’ store and
less accounting. Water was often obtained at night from local water pumps, which Bairnsfather
notes in his biography were a feature of all French farmyards and always seemed to squeak
(Bairnsfather 1916a). Obtaining water was dangerous because soldiers were exposed above the
trench-line and it was not a task that could be completed in silence. The enemy had often pre-
targeted the water pumps with machine guns, mortars or artillery and the noise would trigger
that pre-targeted enemy fire. This is reflected in The fatalist (Figure 11). After this cartoon’s
publication, Bairnsfather received letters from soldiers located throughout the Western Front,
all claiming that they knew the exact water pump to which the cartoon referred (Bairnsfather
1916a).

A regular theme of Bairnsfather’s cartoons was the difficulties of getting supplies from the
stores behind forward lines to men in the trenches. Considering that the Army required detailed
accounting records from line officers and regulated all other aspects of the supply system, final
delivery to end-users was surprisingly haphazard. The physical process was that each night, two
men from a unit had to collect unit supplies for the following day. This was a dangerous task as
above the trench-lines, they were exposed to enemy fire. Bairnsfather’s autobiography describes
it as the worst job in the unit (Bairnsfather 1916a). The carriers, as they were called, often made
many trips per night, carrying what each man could manage on each trip. War of exhaustion and
No possible doubt whatever and make light of the constant danger and highlight how noise could
attract enemy fire (Figures 12 and 13).

This ‘last mile’ before the trenches was a bottleneck in the supply chain (Brown 1998). In
Valuable Fragment from Flanders: It All Comes to This in Time, Bairnsfather emphasises the
repetitive nature of the nightly re-supply process (Figure 14). Bairnsfather’s cartoons reveal the
repetitive and dangerous task of being forced to re-supply daily, the lack of thought about how to
package supplies in a way that would facilitate carrying them over the last mile and that this con-
tributed to soldier exhaustion and lowered morale and fighting efficiency (see Figures 15 and 16).
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Figure 12. War of exhaustion (Bairnsfather 1917b).

Figure 13. No possible doubt whatever (Bairnsfather 1916b).

Each different item had its own designated request form and if, for example, two trips were
needed to carry ammunition, a separate indent would be required each time. Each indent gave
details of current unit holdings based on a daily stocktake, why re-supply was required and the
amount required to return a unit to its establishment quota (War Office (UK) 1909a, Ch. IX,
para.76.2). On the completion of the daily stocktake, line officers were responsible for notifying
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Figure 14. Valuable fragment from Flanders: it all comes to this in time (Bairnsfather 1916c).

Figure 15. Technical development (Bairnsfather 1917b).

commanding officers of its results. Although this information was supposed to facilitate battle
planning (War Office (UK) 1909a), there is no evidence of it being used for this purpose47 (van
Creveld 2004).
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Figure 16. The rations (Bairnsfather 1916b).

Figure 17. That hat (Bairnsfather 1916c).

Although there were detailed regulations for reporting on food supplies brought to the front
line, there was no accountability in Army regulations for the removal of the waste associated with
food packaging. Wooden crates could be burnt as kindling (Bairnsfather 1916a) but disposal
of empty cans was problematic. Some cans were used to shore up trench walls or made into
improvised grenades. Most were left on the ground in trenches creating a hazard because of their
sharp edges or were thrown out of the trench and littered the surrounding area (Bairnsfather
1916a) (Figure 17). The health hazard posed by sharp-edged cans was significant in those pre-
tetanus vaccine and pre-antibiotic days. Additional health hazards were created by the vermin
attracted by food scraps in the cans.

Most of Bairnsfather’s cartoons depicted waste such as empty cans and broken crates. Bairns-
father was castigated by the Army for depicting the front line as littered with waste (Holt and
Holt 1978). The Army did have waste dumps in the rear lines. Waste had to be carried to them by
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hand at night and meant exposure above the trench-line so was not something soldiers were pre-
pared to risk. If a waste management process had been in place, it is unlikely that waste dumps
would have been sufficient for the quantity of waste but this aspect of war management was
not tested through use. Waste management was the final aspect of supply and the only aspect of
supply system not requiring accounting documentation. With no record of waste, the extent of
the management problem went unrecognised. Contemporary accounting concerns for the envi-
ronment recognise the importance of accounting for waste (Ayres, Ayres, and Martinás 1998).
Bairnsfather’s cartoons provide evidence of the consequences of ignoring this issue in wartime,
particularly when the packaging of supplies is conducive to waste creation.

Discussion

Bairnsfather’s cartoons allow us, a century removed from the events, to obtain a glimpse of the
front-line soldier’s perspective of the weaknesses in the supply system and the formal account-
ing system that supported that supply system. The fundamental issue for an accounting system
to support front-line supply systems during war is to provide information on whether sufficient
quantity and quality of stores have been delivered to soldiers to allow them to complete their
combat tasks. The accounting system should also report on whether supplies have been deliv-
ered in a timely manner and at an appropriate cost. Where the formal accounting system does not
deliver this information, it is necessary to find other forms of account to supplement the formal
accounting system. The formal accounting system used by the Army at the front did not pro-
vide the information needed. Bairnsfather’s cartoons provide a supplementary form of account
showing that stores were not reaching soldiers in the front line in sufficient quantity and were not
always of sufficient quality. The cartoons do not provide the full information set needed by users
of information on the efficacy of supply but they do provide one perspective, that of the front-
line soldier, which is critical because it affects battle performance and morale. If the information
provided in Bairnsfather’s cartoons had been captured within the accounting or other decision-
making systems some of the weaknesses which were addressed during WWI (van Bergen 2009;
Brown 1998; van Creveld 2004; Henniker 1937) may have been resolved in a more timely man-
ner and those weaknesses identified by Bairnsfather but not solved during WWI (van Bergen
2009; Brown 1998; van Creveld 2004) may have been solved.

War, being part of life, is a series of dramatic performances (Goffman 1959). Bairnsfather and
accountants use different media to capture these performances but cartoons and accounting have
more similarities than differences. Both can provide useful information for decision making, pur-
port to present reality but only present a particular perspective on it. Both seek to provide timely
information and both synthesise reality, making choices about disclosure. Goffman (1959) exam-
ined the techniques that teams used in their performances to maintain or hide particular images of
themselves. He believed these techniques became institutionalised and then repeatedly selected.
The Army had responded to issues identified in the South African War by changing its accounting
system and this system became a model adopted by other defence forces. It became entrenched
and unchanged throughout the war even though it was flawed. Whether the Army knew of the
flaws is not known because the Army did not comment on this aspect of its accounting system.
However, it did enter the Second World War with the same accounting system (Miley and Read
2012) so it is unlikely that the flaws were identified. Bairnsfather’s cartoons focus solely on the
end-user but if the cartoons are viewed as information about the efficacy of supply, they highlight
flaws in the supply that are traceable to or connected with flaws in the accounting system which
could have triggered improvement. In this sense, the cartoons provide a form of accounting. It is
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not a traditional form of supply accounting but contemporary concerns with social responsibility
accounting have demonstrated the willingness of accountants to move beyond traditional forms
of accounting, including non-financial approaches that capture information useful for decision-
making. The limitation of the cartoons is that they provide no insight into issues at other points
along the supply chain but it is also their strength; Bairnsfather focuses on the key reason for
military supply and by presenting so many cartoons on supply-related issues, it shows the impor-
tance of this area to soldiers and reflects a level of concern for supply failures which does not
appear to be addressed in formal Army systems. If Bairnsfather’s cartoons had dealt with all
aspects of Army life, for example, the message about supply failure would have been diluted. It
adds to the power of the cartoons that Bairnsfather makes issues personal by showing between
one and three people in the cartoons and depicting soldiers as ordinary men when most cartoon-
ists in Britain and elsewhere depicted their soldiers as heroic men overcoming demonic enemy
soldiers.

Bairnsfather’s cartoons, with few exceptions, do not address accounting directly. They pro-
vide evidence of the soldier’s perception of weaknesses in the supply system from which it is
possible to infer problems with the accounting records that support supply system both in terms
of what was recorded and what was not recorded. Other evidence corroborates the inference.
Bairnsfather’s cartoons do not give the complete version of the soldier’s perspective on supply.
There are elements left out of the cartoons either through official or self-censorship. Bairnsfa-
ther’s cartoons fail to address the problems of bathing, latrines and sewage disposal. American
cartoonist, Larson (1989), writing over 70 years after Bairnsfather, commented on the difficulties
he had getting cartoons with toilet references published. There may be other issues of importance
to soldiers that Bairnsfather’s cartoons failed to address due to official or self-censorship. Bairns-
father’s cartoons do not feature caricatures of the dead or wounded, the difficulties of carrying
wounded to regimental aid stations or the difficulties of disposing of corpses. This is understand-
able: even in the blackest humour it is near impossible to make the human tragedy of warfare
funny. However, accounting for the dead and wounded is also an important aspect of war that
may warrant investigation. Bairnsfather rarely addresses issues concerning the quality and quan-
tity of ammunition and weapons supplied to British soldiers though he does include comments
on the German Maxim gun. Unfortunately, we have no way of knowing if this is due to regu-
lations about not disclosing details which the enemy might find useful (Senior Officers’ School
1917)48 or because there were no problems with the supply of these items. Ammunition and
weapons were priority items for the supply system so it may have been that the supply of these
items to the units in which Bairnsfather served worked well.

There is a problem using cartoons as a source for history. Cartoons have an anti-authority tra-
dition and they focus on what can be made humorous. This leads them to comment on things that
do not work well and ignore the things that do work well. Cartoons inherently focus on the nega-
tive rather than the positive so can provide a skewed perspective. However in wartime, it would
be a reasonable assumption that an army’s focus should be on problems and exception reporting
would be more useful than details of the systems working as intended. While the cartoons have
revealed issues from the perspective of the soldier, they cannot reveal the issue of most impor-
tance: did the issues with supply revealed in Bairnsfather’s cartoons impair the Army’s fighting
efficiency? Our conjecture is that these issues did impair the fighting efficiency; his cartoons
suggest the following:

• fatigue caused by the nightly trips to fetch supplies impaired the soldiers ability to fight
effectively;
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• accounting requirements were an onerous burden and non-compliance with them have reduced
the quantity of supplies available to the unit which in turn would lead to lower health levels
through inadequate food and water and disease from old clothing;

• poor quality and quantity of the supplies contributed to lower morale and possibly lower
resistance to disease; and

• inability to dispose of waste effectively may have contributed to injuries and diseases
associated with vermin infestation.

To address these issues, an accounting system would need to report on the effectiveness of
getting supplies to the front line, the quality and quantity of supplies received at the front line,
and the management of waste. In achieving all of these things, the accounting system would need
to capture data in such a way that it was not a burden on staff of the unit. It may not have been
possible to achieve all of these outcomes but some changes could have been made to address
some of these issues. The supply system did change during WWI, particularly in the aftermath
of the Battle of the Somme. However, these changes were driven by the needs of the General
Staff, not the needs of the soldier (Brown 1998) and did not lead to changes in the accounting
system.

Our research concerns Bairnsfather’s cartoons as accounting. Cartoons are one type of artefact
of popular culture. If they can become accounting in particular situations, there may be potential
for other artefacts of popular culture to be considered accounting in certain circumstances. This
is an area for future research and is beyond the scope of this research. Widening accounting
to include such artefacts, challenges the current epistemological assumptions of the discipline.
In creating the boundaries of an entity by their reporting and disclosure choices (Hines 1988),
accountants are showing that the boundaries of what is accounting are fluid and subjective. This
would suggest that there is room for those boundaries to expand. If an accounting system fails in
its role as a mechanism for obtaining information for decision making, then it is appropriate that
users look elsewhere to fill the gap. Whatever replaces the formal accounting system, whether
formally recognised as an alternative system of accounts or not, is a form of accounting in its
broadest sense as a means of providing an account.

Conclusion

This research proposes an expansion to the epistemological boundaries of accounting by consid-
ering that artefacts of popular culture can become accounting in themselves. We do not suggest a
carte blanche inclusion of all forms of popular culture. However, when cartoons provide impor-
tant supplementary information that an accounting system should but does not supply, we believe
that those cartoons have a valid claim to be considered accounting. We illustrate this using the
example of supply to British Army soldiers in front-line fighting units during WWI because in
time of war, the objective of an Army’s supply accounting system should be focused exclusively
on supporting the attainment of military objectives by equipping fighting troops. Supply prob-
lems can lower health and morale. A poorly fed and equipped soldier will be less effective in
terms of fighting fitness than one who is well resourced. Failure of a military supply system
can have catastrophic impacts, leading to loss of life and non-attainment of military objectives.
Thus, there is a pressing imperative for an efficient and effective accounting system that supports
timely supply, meets capability requirements and ensures feedback on supply deficiencies.

The British Army’s WWI supply accounting system failed on a number of areas. There were
issues with all aspects of supply including timeliness, quality, quantity and suitability for the
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fighting conditions. Although heavy on accounting procedure, the plethora of information gener-
ated throughout the supply accounting system was not used for feedback to identify and rectify
supply problems. A key weakness of the system was its failure to seek formal feedback from its
front-line soldiers. Feedbacks from the front line should have identified the extent of the prob-
lems with supply and prompted a wider review of the supply system but without appropriate
feedback loops, the Army failed to recognise or rectify its supply issues. Obtaining the views of
soldiers a century after the events of interest is difficult. We have chosen to use the cartoons of
Bruce Bairnsfather to represent the views of the soldier. Captain Bruce Bairnsfather was a British
officer serving in the front line at the time he was drawing cartoons from his and his soldiers’
personal experiences. Although his focus was not exclusively on supply, it is a recurring theme
of his cartoons, reflecting the criticality of this area to a front-line soldier.

Extant research in accounting has rarely used cartoons as a source material yet we go much
further in our use of cartoons: Bairnsfather’s cartoons are not used in our research as supporting
evidence but are viewed as a discrete accounting system. This raises the broader issue of what
constitutes an accounting system, an issue suited for further research as contemporary accounting
research continues to challenge and expand the epistemological boundaries of the discipline. We
recognise that cartoons as accounting have their limitations but formal accounting systems also
have weaknesses, as will all images of reality. We justify our use of cartoons by examining them
as an historical sources and explaining why Bairnsfather’s cartoons are credible representations
of soldiers’ views.

The cartoons examined reveal four main issues:

• Accounting processes increased the difficulties soldiers in the front lines experienced with
getting supplies;

• The poor quality and inadequacy of supplies were not detected by the accounting system;
• The difficulty of maintaining accounting records on the front line did not lead to a change in

procedure to accommodate the exigencies of war; and
• The problems of waste disposal were not addressed by the accounting system.

Cartoons are not an unbiased record. Traditional accounting records are not an unbiased source
either. Cartoons anti-authoritarian nature, their need to be humorous and the need to be able to
present ideas within a drawing and caption all limit the representativeness of the information
contained within the cartoons. Formal accounting systems also operate within constraints inher-
ent in an artificial system in which choices must be made that prioritise the characteristics of the
information to be disclosed and the way it is disclosed. Neither the limitations of the Bairnsfather
cartoons nor of the cartoon form in general provided an impediment to our research because pro-
viding an unbiased, neutral view of the supply system was not the purpose of the paper. Whether
formal accounting systems can ever be said to provide a biased, neutral view of the entities they
describe is also debateable.

Bairnsfather’s cartoons provided accounting feedback that the Army’s system failed to supply
which would have facilitated the meeting of military objectives. That the Army failed to recog-
nise the value of the cartoons does not prevent them being a form of accounting. Historical and
contemporary fluidity in the epistemological and ontological boundaries of accounting continue
to draw new forms of and approaches to providing information into the definition of account-
ing. This research does not attempt to develop a theory that identifies when artefacts of popular
culture become accounting, if such proscription is even possible or desirable, but it does suggest
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that identifying the epistemological boundaries of accounting will continue to challenge those
who seek to enhance their understanding of the role of accounting in society.
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Notes

1. This saying is usually attributed to Napoleon but some sources attribute it to Frederick the Great (Knowles 2005).
2. The ‘BEF’ was the name given at the start of WWI to the forces fighting on the Western Front under British com-

mand. They included forces from the United Kingdom, its dominions such as Canada and Australia, its colonies
such as India and some other countries which placed their forces under British command such as Portugal. While the
BEF remained the formal title used by the British Government throughout WWI, it was more commonly just called
‘the Army’ during the latter half of WWI. Technically, the Army comprised the BEF, army units on other fronts and
army units in training, garrison or administration roles. Army regulations applied to all Army units but we are only
examining those units within the BEF. Although the terms BEF and British Army are therefore not synonymous, for
the purposes of this research, we have used the term ‘the Army’ to signify the BEF for simplicity of nomenclature
and because the technical distinction is not important to the research.

3. In particular, soldiers fighting in the front lines of battle in France and Belgium.
4. There were also issues with supply to support units such as medical units (Nicholls 1940), which may have been

exacerbated by the weaknesses of the accounting system but we are only considering supply to the front line.
5. The Wealth of Nations was originally published in 1776.
6. The Army included cavalry units, horse-drawn guns and horse-drawn transport.
7. A military General Order forbade Commanding Officers to go to the front line so command was done from the rear.

This meant few senior officers had seen the fighting conditions or had first-hand knowledge of supply problems
(Brown 1998).

8. Not all supply officers received this training.
9. This conflict occurred between 1899 and 1902. Although often referred to as the Boer War, its official name is the

South African War.
10. Line officers are officers fighting in the front battle lines. The term also refers to more senior officers who commanded

the battle from behind the front lines. Supply officers were located behind the front lines. They were located in supply
units, headquarters and at major transit points along the logistical supply chain such as railheads and harbours, all of
which were behind the fighting lines.

11. A large British department store. Harrods was a prestigious store into administrative positions employing the type
of men who fitted the profile of an officer, which included having attended one of a list of ‘top’ schools which
the Army used in its officer selection processes. Attending appropriate schools in addition to having the necessary
administrative skills was important because the Director of Supplies suggested that these men be given a commission
as officers to attract them from civilian life (Brown 1998).

12. All letters were read and subject to censor by military authorities, which ensured self-censorship by men writing
home to ensure that letters reached home as written.

13. His cartoons were published in an English magazine, The Bystander.
14. The Defence of the Realm Act 1914 (UK) constrained all public comment, including images such as cartoons, by

anyone residing in the UK.
15. The Wipers Times, its title based on the British soldiers’ pronunciation of Ypres, was the most well known of the

trench journals. Trench journals were newspapers produced by soldiers at the front for distribution to other soldiers.
Most units produced their own unit newspapers, distributing them to soldiers in the field.

16. Bairnsfather selected this magazine because he found an old copy of it. In his autobiography, Bairnsfather noted
that many soldiers ordered newspapers and magazines from Britain as did the soldiers from other forces. A German
soldier, in a letter to the Editor of The Bystander, criticised Bairnsfather’s portrayal of the Germans (Holt and Holt
1978).
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17. Mail was sent from and received by front-line soldiers on a daily basis, battle conditions permitting. Postage for all
items sent to or from soldiers was met by the Postmaster-General’s Office.

18. During the Second World War, the British, Canadian, Australian and USAs’ Armies all used Bairnsfather as a
cartoonist to boost troop morale because of his popularity in WWI. However, he did not achieve the same acclaim,
which he attributed to being forced to draw cartoons that represented the view Armies wanted to portray, as opposed
to the freedom he had in the WWI to portray what he considered universal truths on the British soldier’s plight from
a supply system more lethal than the enemy (Bairnsfather 1939).

19. In a fictitious case where Bairnsfather defends his humour, Bairnsfather takes the business of war to the extreme,
setting out a series of letters between ‘Messrs Bill, Burt, Alffe & Co., Universal War Providers. Revolutions,
Offensives, Massacres; all supplied on moderate terms. Sole agents in Europe for Mexican Revolts. Capital
£750,000,000,000,000,000’ and Britain, described as ‘John Bull & Co., Owners of the largest Empire in the World’
(Bairnsfather 1920, Ch. XVIII: How to run a war). Messrs Bill, Burt, Alffe & Co. offer to provide on reasonable
terms inter alia

To supply and fix completely in mud 20,000,000 assorted troops of best quality, complete with generals, buff
slips and memo forms, and all other necessities . . . 500,000 15-inch Maxim guns complete with Martyrs for
firing same . . . for the sum of £500,000,000,000,000 6s. 4d. . . . The above figure exclusive of the supply of
Peace Cranks; these, no doubt, be procured locally . . . Reparation was not included. The extra price of this will
be £4,000,000,000.

Buff slips and memo forms refer to accounting requisitions and indents. During the course of the fictitious war man-
aged by Messrs Bill, Burt, Alffe & Co. ‘(t)here is some delay in getting a sufficient number of generals from our
warehouse owing to the shortage of gold braid’ and John Bull & Co. complains that the start of the war is delayed
because Messrs Bill, Burt, Alffe & Co. four days after the agreed commencement date under their contract, have
‘not yet delivered a single army corps, or a sheet of corrugated iron. All we could see was a pile of barbed wire and

red tabs, with an old man mixing mud’ (Bairnsfather 1920).
20. A letter to The Times on 21 December 1916 stated that the British Army comprised gallant men who ‘prided them-

selves on being the smartest battalion in the Brigade’. In a sarcastic response, Bairnsfather wrote that a famous
general had said that Bairnsfather’s cartoons were worth more than an Army Corps on the Western Front but pos-
sibly the writer in the Times knows more about the psychological reaction of such things than a mere General’
(Bairnsfather 1920, 142). Bairnsfather added that he was not very popular with the ‘Staffs behind the Line’, refer-
ring to the officers who were in the rear echelons managing the war without fighting in it but the ‘Staffs’, or staff
officers, were not popular with the men in the trenches whom he ‘knew and loved because he was one of them and
had stood shoulder to shoulder with them’ (Bairnsfather 1920, 142).

21. Bairnsfather’s cartoon-based comments on supply reflect concerns raised in Parliament. Parliamentary debate
contemporaneous with the supply issues identified in Bairnsfather’s cartoons is referenced throughout this article.

22. For instance, a shortage of material in Britain led to a shortage of Army clothing.
23. Food and water quantities per person were fixed amounts. Since food was rationed, it was more commonly called

‘rations’.
24. An indent is a form within the Army accounting system. These forms were also known as buffs because the original

copy was printed on buff coloured paper. Duplicate and triplicate copies were in other colours.
25. War movies do not tend to show the amount of paperwork that accompanied each unit in the field. This paperwork

was generated by an accounting system which focused on collecting and maintaining accounting information without
considering the impracticality of this for units engaged in front-line fighting.

26. Accurate and timely completion of the required number of copies was required by Army regulation. Requisition of
local property other than buildings entailed giving the owner a requisition note (War Office (UK) 1909a). To give
some indication of the details in Army accounting forms, the Requisition Receipt (Form AB361) was completed in
triplicate. The original and two copies were signed by the requisitioning officer but regulations stated that under no
circumstances should the rank, unit or force of the requisitioning officer appear on the original, which was given to
the local civil authority (War Office (UK) 1909a, App. IV paras 7 and 9). Rank, unit and force were written on the
duplicate and triplicate which were forwarded, respectively, to the central requisitioning office and the depot from
which supplies would next be drawn (War Office (UK) 1909a, App. IV paras 7 and 9)). In addition to detail about
the type of goods requisitioned, requisitioning officers were required to specify the weight of requisitioned items
(War Office (UK) 1909a, App IV para. 7)).

27. Following a coup in East Timor in 2006, Australia led a contingent from the Defence Forces of 23 nations to restore
peace and maintain security in East Timor.
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28. Also called the quartermaster’s stores.
29. For instance, the details for biscuits were that they should be ‘light yellow, crisp, and not burnt . . . weigh 2 ozs’ and

made of flour that is ‘pale cream white’ and a soldier should carry six biscuits into the field (War Office (UK) 1914,
Ch. 6, note 35).

30. Whether this was due to theft, poor stock control lack of attention to accounting detail or other reasons is unknown.
Despite the overwhelming amount of accounting documentation required in other areas of the supply accounting
system, little attention appears to have been paid to accounting problems.

31. To give an example of the wear and tear on roads, a census taken outside Fricourt Cemetery, France (Somme region)
on 22 July 1916, described as ‘not a particularly busy day’ indicates that 7300 vehicles passed 24 hours (Henniker
1937, 157). A survey on 1 September 1916 indicates that vehicles had to remove from railheads and transport to
quartermasters’ stores behind front lines 1934 tons of ammunition, stores and rations per mile of battle front and
that logistical calculations failed to consider the petrol requirement and wear and tear on vehicles of these loads
(Henniker 1937).

32. This is a reference to King Alfred of Wessex, Britain from 871 to 899 who, according to legend, was in the cottage
where an old woman, unaware that he was the king, asked him to watch some bread or cakes that she was cooking
and let her know when they were cooked. Concerned with the cares of his kingdom, he forgot about the cakes and
was scolded by the woman for letting them burn. A moralistic tale, the legend explains how he accepted the scolding.

33. Army manuals assumed soldiers would forage for cooking fuel (War Office (UK) 1909b) even though that was not
possible from the trenches.

34. Bully refers to tinned beef, biscuits to hard dry biscuits which needed to be soaked to make them edible, and coke is
a form of coal for heating and cooking.

35. Puns and word plays are a feature of Bairnsfather’s humour. A breach usually referred to the enemy finding a
weakness in a defensive line and successfully attacking at that point but Bairnsfather uses the term in a different
sense to highlight the soldier’s trousers being worn through.

36. This was also an issue during the Second World War (Miley and Read 2012). While Miley and Read (2012) examine
the Australian Army in the Second World War, Australia and Britain had identical supply accounting procedures at
that time.

37. This was also an issue during the Second World War (Miley and Read 2012).
38. Overcharging by Defence contractors is not unique to WWI (Chwastiak 1998).
39. The Parliamentary discussion of this matter does not specify whether the contents were inedible, the canning process

was at fault or both (United Kingdom 1915b, cc554–640). The buried beef was raised in response to War Office
concerns that the quantity of food being sent to the front was excessive. During the discussion, the cost of Army
rations for 1 July 1915 to 17 July 1915 was stated to be £15,302,000.

40. The meat and food ration was generally combined. Known as ‘M and V’, soldiers were given a thin stew of meat
and vegetables which the manufacturer claimed could be eaten hot or cold. It contained poor quality meat, carrots,
turnips, potatoes or beets and had lard floating on its surface. Maconochie Brothers of Aberdeen. Scotland was the
main supplier of this stew. Soldiers found this stew so inedible that the Maconachie Medal and Maconachie Cross
became slang for the Military Medal and Military Cross, respectively, because being awarded one of them, like
eating the stew, required feats of great courage.

41. In a cartoon entitled The new submarine danger with the caption ‘They’ll be torpedoin’ us if we stick ‘ere much
longer, Bill’, Bairnsfather shows two soldiers in a trench, up to their armpits in water. His autobiography indicates
that this picture was not unrealistic, especially in locations where the water table was high. Although soldiers were
supplied with thigh high rubber water protective leggings early in the water, these were cumbersome and did not
protect them from the high water in trenches or the heavy rain (Bairnsfather 1916a).

42. It is not clear whether Bairnsfather was commenting on the inappropriateness of cavalry for trench warfare, a point
he makes in an autobiography (Bairnsfather 1916a) because swords were not unique to cavalry; infantry also carried
swords.

43. The trench-line is the term used to describe the boundary between where soldiers are protected by the trenches and
being exposed to bullets and shrapnel from exploding ordnance.

44. If there was ever a logical reason for the tins to be for three men, as opposed to a different number, it appears to have
been lost over time. It may be connected with the number of men in a platoon being a multiple of three but this is
mere speculation.

45. Filling sandbags was such a time-consuming and difficult task for a unit under fire that soldiers resorted to using
corpses in lieu of sandbags (van Bergen 2009).
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46. The reason for this, when every other item required a plethora of accounting paperwork, is unclear. It may be because
water was not something normally supplied to men at the front. Army manuals assumed that soldiers could always
forage for water (War Office (UK) 1909a, 1909b, 1914).

47. Although there is no record of it being used for battle planning, this does not mean it was not used in this way.
48. It is known that some German officers read Bairnsfather’s cartoons when they were published in Britain. In his

autobiographies, he mentions that he received letters commenting on his cartoons from German officers while serving
at the front. It seems his correspondents enjoyed his cartoons and recognised similar issues in the German Army
(Bairnsfather 1916a, 1920).
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