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Introduction
This resource can be used with pupils at Third level, and includes 12 primary sources from
the National Library of Scotland collections, as well as suggested activities and ideas for
further research and study. It aims to explore how a past conflict – the First World War – had
an impact on people’s lives, and specifically how it affected one family from Scotland. Pupils
will also have the opportunity to engage with a range of primary sources – photographs,
letters, telegrams, newspaper articles, and printed material – to come to their own
conclusions about life at this period of history.
The resource contains a suggested activity – History Detectives – but the 12 sources can
also be used as a starting point for discussion and further study. This case study will prove
useful for exploring the Battle of Jutland, war memorials and remembrance, the impact of
warfare on individuals and families, and children and warfare.
As well as being used for historical study, the 12 sources can also be used as a stimulus for
creative writing, drama, and cross-curricular projects.
This case study, focusing on Archibald William Dickson, has been chosen partly because
Archie was only 16 years old when he fought, and died, in the Battle of Jutland, and so his
story may have a particular resonance for S1-S3 pupils.
Biography of Archibald William Dickson
Archibald William Dickson (1899-1916) was the younger son of Kathleen and William Kirk
Dickson, Edinburgh. He attended Edinburgh Academy until the age of 12, and then entered
the Royal Naval College, Osborne, Isle of Wight, as a naval cadet. After spending two years
at Osborne, he went on to the Royal Naval College Dartmouth, before being commissioned
as a Midshipman on HMS Queen Mary at the age of 16.
On 31 May 1916, when Archibald was only 16 years old, his ship took part in the Battle of
Jutland which was fought in the North Sea. HMS Queen Mary was destroyed during the
battle, and Archibald was lost with the ship.
Battle of Jutland
The Battle of Jutland, 31 May – I June 1916, was the only major naval battle of the First
World War. It took place between the British Grand Fleet, led by Admiral John Jellicoe, and
the German High Seas Fleet and was fought in the North Sea, about 60 miles (97 km) off the
coast of Jutland (Denmark). It was the largest sea battle in naval history, in terms of the
number of battleships and battle cruisers that were engaged.
The battle came to an indecisive end, and both sides claimed a victory. The Germans
destroyed and damaged more ships, but the British retained control of the North Sea.
The British lost 14 ships, including three battle cruisers – Indefatigable, Queen Mary, and
Invincible - compared to 11 ships, and one battle cruiser, lost to the German Fleet. The
British Navy lost a total of 6094 men, compared to 2551 from the German Fleet.

Suggested activity: History Detectives






Start by exploring and discussing the range of primary sources that are available to
historians – for example, photographs, newspapers, letters, diaries, film, printed
pamphlets and leaflets, posters, and maps - and the type of information that each source
can provide. How reliable are each of these sources? What are their limitations and
benefits in terms of helping us to find out about the past?
Divide the class into six groups. Each group will be given a pair of sources relating to
Archibald William Dickson:
Group 1: Sources 1 and 2 – photos of Archie Dickson as a naval cadet and
Midshipman
Group 2: Sources 3 and 4 – sources relating to Archie Dickson’s commission aboard
HMS Queen Mary
Group 3: Sources 5 and 6 – newspaper articles relating to the Battle of Jutland
Group 4: Sources 7 and 8 – sources relating to Archie Dickson’s death
Group 5: Sources 9 and 10 – sources relating to the Battle of Jutland
Group 6: Sources 11 and 12 – sources relating to private and public memorials
Without providing any detailed information about this topic to start with, ask each group
to examine their sources and to look for clues about what each source can tell us. You
might like to use the following questions as a prompt:
Can you find a place name or personal name mentioned in the source?
Can you see a date?
If the source is a photograph or image, what does it show? What’s happening in the
picture?
In each pair of sources, can you find a common theme (or person, or place)?
If the source is a newspaper article, what are the main facts that are being
conveyed?
If the source is a letter, can you find out who it’s written to and from?
Is the source hand-written or printed / published?
Explain that a historian or archivist will often have to research and examine primary
sources in this way in order to piece together a story, narrative, or thesis.



Ask each group to discuss the sources and to make brief notes. Each group will then
report back to the rest of the class in turn, sharing the information that they have
discovered. As each group reports back, the narrative will be revealed piece by piece.
Also, one group might be able to contribute information which will help to make sense of
another group’s sources. You can also use the source descriptions below to check and
supplement the narrative.
As a class, the pupils will discover more about the life of Archibald Dickson, which can
then be used as the basis for further study and research.



Ask the pupils which sources they found most useful or difficult to use, and why? What
are the benefits of exploring a range of different primary sources? What information is
still missing to complete this story or to find out more about the wider context? Where
might one look to find this information?

Descriptions of each source
Source 1: Photograph of Archibald William Dickson (1899-1916), 1916
This photograph of Archibald Dickson was taken in 1916, at the time when he was
Midshipman on the battle cruiser HMS Queen Mary. He was aged 16 when this photograph
was taken.
Source 2: Photograph of the Dickson family, 1912
This photograph shows Archibald William Dickson (on the left), his mother Kathleen, and his
elder brother Robert Kirk Dickson. It was taken in 1912, when Archie was aged 12 and just
about to enter the Royal Naval College, Osborne, Isle of Wight as a naval cadet. Archie
attended the Edinburgh Academy until this time and left in July 1912. After spending two
years at Osborne, Archie went to the Royal Naval College Dartmouth.
Robert Kirk Dickson (1898-1952) also joined the Royal Navy and served in the Falklands
and at Gallipoli. He survived the Battle of Jutland where he was serving aboard the
dreadnought HMS Benbow.
William Kirk Dickson, father of Archie and Robert, was the first National Librarian of Scotland
from 1925-1931. At the time when this photograph was taken, he was Keeper of the
Advocate’s Library.
Source 3: Archibald Dickson’s letter of commission as Midshipman, 1916
Archie joined the battle cruiser HMS Queen Mary as a Midshipman in January 1916, aged
16. Midshipman is a rank of officer in the Royal Navy, above naval cadet and below sub
lieutenant.
HMS Queen Mary was the last battle cruiser built by the Royal Navy before the First World
War. She was completed in 1913, and sunk at the Battle of Jutland on 31 May 1916. The
wreck of the Queen Mary was discovered in 1991 on the floor of the North Sea, and the
remains are protected under the Protection of Military Remains Act 1986 as the grave of
1266 officers and men.
Source 4: Photograph of HMS Queen Mary
HMS Queen Mary was the last battle cruiser built by the Royal Navy before the First World
War. She was completed in 1913, and sunk at the Battle of Jutland on 31 May 1916. The
wreck of the Queen Mary was discovered in 1991 on the floor of the North Sea, and the
remains are protected under the Protection of Military Remains Act 1986 as the grave of
1266 officers and men.
This photograph is part of a scrapbook put together by the family of Archibald Dickson in his
memory (now held in the collections of the National Library of Scotland).
Source 5: Newspaper report of the Battle of Jutland, The Scotsman, 3 June 1916

Source 6: Newspaper cutting, ‘Navy Roll of Honour’, 1916
This cutting is part of a scrapbook put together by the family of Archibald Dickson in his
memory (now held in the collections of the National Library of Scotland).
Archibald W Dickson is listed as one of the Midshipmen killed on HMS Queen Mary.
Source 7: Telegram sent to the Dickson family, 1916
This telegram was sent to William Kirk Dickson on 2 June, informing him of his son’s death
at the Battle of Jutland.
Source 8: First page of a letter from Kathleen Dickson to her son, Robert Kirk
Dickson, 3 June 1916
This letter was written the day after the Dickson family received the telegram informing them
of Archie’s death at the Battle of Jutland. Kathleen Dickson addresses Robert as ‘her
dearest and only boy’ after the death of his brother, and says that a third of her world ‘has
crumbled away’. She talks about a mother’s loss, and about her relief that Robert was not
also aboard HMS Queen Mary.
Source 9: Letter written by Midshipman Jocelyn Storey to Robert Kirk Dickson, June
1916
This letter, written by one of Archie’s fellow officers aboard HMS Queen Mary, provides an
account of what took place during the Battle of Jutland on 31 May 1916. The letter was
written to Archie’s elder brother, Robert Kirk Dickson.
Source 10: Photograph of the Battle of Jutland
This illustration is part of a scrapbook put together by the family of Archibald Dickson in his
memory (now held in the collections of the National Library of Scotland).
Source 11: Photograph showing memorial to Archibald William Dickson
This photograph is part of a scrapbook put together by the family of Archibald Dickson in his
memory (now held in the collections of the National Library of Scotland).
This memorial was set up at the Dickson family home in Edinburgh. It includes a photograph
of Archie Dickson, a model ship, and two medals that were awarded to Archie posthumously
– the British War Medal and the Victory Medal. The medals were sent to the family in 1923.
Source 12: Cover of a memorial service programme, June 1916
A memorial service was held at the Royal Naval College Dartmouth on 9 June 1916 to
remember all those who had died fighting at the Battle of Jutland on 31 May that year. Archie
Dickson attended Dartmouth before being commissioned as a Midshipman on HMS Queen
Mary in January 1916.
An extract from the programme reads ‘We are met here to-night to thank God for a glorious
victory. We are met here to honour gallant men for their noble sacrifice and dauntless
courage. That victory and that sacrifice will never be forgotten so long as Great Britain and
her Empire stand’.

Further activities








Class discussion and debate
Do you think that someone as young as 16 should be engaged in active combat?
Consider why so many young – and sometimes underage – men were so keen to
sign up to fight at the beginning of the First World War?
Further study and research
Find out more about the Battle of Jutland – why was it fought? What type of ships
were involved? You might like to find out about Jack Cornwell, another 16 year old
boy who died at the Battle of Jutland http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25371689
War memorials and remembrance
Consider the different ways in which Archie Dickson was remembered by his family,
his peers, and by society in general. For example, his family created a private
memorial at home, but there was also a public memorial service. He was awarded
war medals after his death, and his family were sent a scroll marking his
achievements. You might like to find out more about the Scottish National War
Memorial http://www.snwm.org/content/about-history/ or to discover war memorials in
your local area http://www.warmemorials.org/links-scotland/
The poppy Scotland website has learning resources related to the theme of
remembrance http://www.poppyscotland.org.uk/education/public//
Creative writing / literacy
Compare the different styles of writing featured in this case study – newspaper
articles, telegrams, family letters, and an eye-witness account of the Battle of Jutland.
Consider the purpose of each piece of writing, the intended audience, and the
language used.
Write a poem or piece of short fiction inspired by the story of Archibald William
Dickson, or by the following aspects of the case study:
Consider the possible responses of Archibald’s mother, father, and brother on
receiving the telegram announcing his death (source 7)
Imagine how Robert Kirk Dickson might have responded to his brother’s
death, considering he also served in the Royal Navy and survived the Battle
of Jutland.
Find out more about the Battle of Jutland, and write a newspaper report of
what happened. Do you consider it a British victory?
Write a continuation of Kathleen Dickson’s letter to her son Robert Kirk
Dickson (source 8) – only the first page of the letter is featured in this case
study.
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Transcript of letter from Kathleen Dickson to her son Robert Kirk Dickson:

6 Gloucester Place, Edinburgh
June 3 1916
My dearest and only boy
We can't tell each other in writing what we are feeling today – my world was divided
into three parts, and a third has crumbled away. You will, I hope, be some boy's
father some day, but you can never be his mother, so you can never know what I am
feeling now.
I am telling the simple truth when I say, that all mothers and sons are not what we
are to each other.
He had needed me so much always, and I was perhaps too proud of the big
handsome man my delicate kiddie was growing into.
Thank God you missed being in the 'Queen Mary'. I know you will always try to fill a
double place, and the memory of our time together is a great comfort to me now.
You seem so near and real to me now!
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