Captain Basil Hodgson-Smith, Theosophy and the Battles of Salamis (480BC)
and Cambrai (1917AD)
When a very young 2nd Lieutenant Alan Thomas first arrived at the transport lines of
the 6th Battalion Royal West Kent Regiment that were situated among the ruins of
Montauban on 7 October 1916, he was directed to his new company commander,
Captain Basil Hodgson-Smith. He found him in a shell hole. ‘At my approach’,
Thomas later wrote, ‘a swarthy, saturnine face peered up at me out of the shell-hole.
The body to which the head was attached wore no clothes and was being sluiced by
its owner with water out of a green canvas bucket. It was the thinnest, most skeletonlike body I had ever seen. “Captain Hodgson-Smith?” I said, saluting this lean and
hairy form. Captain Hodgson-Smith grinned at me—as a skeleton should. “Good
morning”, he said. “This is the first bath I’ve had for a month. I’ll be out in a
minute”’. 1
Thomas was to get to know Hodgson-Smith very well in the following months. He
found him to be very caring of the men in his company and genuinely anxious to be
‘in the centre of serious activity’. He had, however, some strange traits. He slept with
his eyes open and he had a positive mania for keeping records, normally in triplicate.
This compelling need to make lists obviously had roots deep in Hodgson-Smith’s
psyche and it did not make him very popular with his platoon officers. Nor, despite
his care and attention to his men’s interests, was he much liked in the ranks. He
lacked, thought Thomas, ‘that quality of leadership which many less conscientious
officers possessed’. 2 But it was his company commander’s attitude towards death
that Thomas found most intriguing.
It was an attitude, so far as one could tell, of utter indifference—not
the indifference of a superman ready to sacrifice his life for a
cause; but rather the natural indifference of a man who isn’t
interested. Life to Hodge [Hodgson-Smith’s nickname in the
battalion] was a job and so long as it lasted you got on with it. The
thing to avoid was to outlast your usefulness and to live so long
that you became an encumbrance to others. A short life on the
whole was preferable. … I never knew a man who showed so little
interest in life apart from its routine, so little zest for living. 3
Thomas’ recollection of his company commander’s attitude to life and death was
perceptive, but any explanation for Hodge’s disposition foundered on the absence of
relevant information on his life before he joined the 6th Battalion. If Thomas had
known of Hodgson-Smith’s extraordinary life as a boy and young man he might have
better understood, for his company commander had been told, at the age of nine, that
not only had his father fought at the Battle of Marathon in 490BC, but that also he, as
a girl, had hidden in the bowels of a trireme during the Battle of Salamis a decade
later. Hodgson-Smith had been brought up a Theosophist and a believer in
reincarnation. He was not, however, likely to have disclosed in the mess of the 6th
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Battalion or in the trenches in France and Flanders his five previous lives stretching
back to Egypt more than 6,000 years before.
Pre-War
Walter Basil Hodgson-Smith was born in the spa town of Harrogate, Yorkshire, on 8
March 1887. 4 His father, Alfred, had at one time commanded a small ship but in the
1901 Census he described himself as a stationer and fancy goods dealer. 5 He and his
wife were also passionate Theosophists. Like Spiritualism and other esoteric
movements of that era, Theosophy flourished mainly amongst people who despised
Victorian materialism and who sought to discover and understand the essential
essence of nature, the world and themselves through the study of psychic phenomena.
It also appealed to the politically radical mind and, in England, Mrs Annie Besant,
freethinker, Fabian socialist and promoter of contraception dominated the Theosophy
Society in the years before and after the Great War.
Charles Webster Leadbeater (1854-1934) was Besant’s main collaborator in the
promotion of theosophy within the British Empire. A former Anglican clergyman,
Leadbeater developed an esoteric philosophy based mainly on his clairvoyant
capabilities, that is, on his ability ‘to see things that are hidden from ordinary eyes,
but which are fundamental to the real significance of what appears on the surface of
life’. 6 Among his ideas, which included reincarnation, was the eschatological belief
that the time was right for the arrival of the Messiah, or World Leader who,
Leadbeater thought, would first materialize as a young boy. This is one reason why he
sought the company of young males. 7 Basil Hodgson-Smith first came into contact
with Leadbeater in 1896 when he was nine years old. According to Curuppumullage
Jinarajadasa, one of Leadbeater’s protégés and subsequently President of the
Theosophy Society, Hodgson-Smith ‘had high possibilities of Discipleship’ owing to
his connection in a previous life with the Master, Koot Hoomi. 8
In order to test Basil’s capabilities (‘the boy’s finer vehicles’), in May 1896
Leadbeater organised an overnight session to allow the Master to have ‘a thorough
examination’ of his ‘etheric double’. This involved the boy spending a night in
Leadbeater’s bedroom and the arrival of Mahatma Koot Hoomi’s astral body from
Tibet. The examination was apparently successful and when Basil awoke he said ‘I
have seen the Master, what a beautiful face, but only a few minutes afterwards the
memory began to fade and he seemed a little shaky and uncertain’. He thus began his
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life as an ‘Invisible Helper’, living at the Theosophical Society’s headquarters in
London. 9
After this psychic event Leadbeater, using his clairvoyant powers, examined Basil’s
previous lives, with Alfred Hodgson-Smith taking notes. In this process Basil was
given the “star name” Vega. Leadbeater focused on only five of the many previous
lives of Vega. Two were in Egypt, between 4017 and 3960 BC and 2695 and 2645
BC, one on the Dardanelles coast (1520-1483 BC), one in Athens (490-420 BC) and
one in Spain (1504-1527 AD). On three occasions Vega was female, including the
life described in Athens. Here Vega’s name was Euphrosyne, whose father and
uncle—the latter being Leadbeater in another manifestation—fought at the Battle of
Marathon. At the age of ten, under the plan of Themistocles to abandon Athens in a
last-ditch attempt to thwart the Persian invasion under Xerxes, her family were forced
to leave their home and seek protection on a ship. 10 This was part of the Athenian
fleet that at the Battle of Salamis destroyed Xerxes’ hopes of conquering Greece.
Thus, although he/she did not actually fight in the battle, Basil’s alter ego was present
at one of the great turning points in history.
In Vega’s latest incarnation, as Basil Hodgson-Smith of Harrogate, life was less
tumultuous, at least before 1914. Basil never attended school, preparatory or public,
but was tutored by Leadbeater. In 1900, with Basil as his thirteen-year old secretary,
competent in shorthand and typing and described by one Theosophist as Leadbeater’s
‘boy-companion of the time’, Leadbeater toured the United States. 11 In the following
year they again travelled to the United States and then visited Canada, New Zealand,
Australia, Java and India. They returned to England in May 1906, to find a damaging
scandal brewing. Leadbeater had been accused of the sexual abuse of young boys in
the United States. Annie Besant had in her possession letters from parents who
accused Leadbeater of interfering inappropriately with their sons. The Theosophy
Society undertook an internal investigation and, once Leadbeater admitted that he had
taught masturbation to a small number of boys for therapeutic and occult reasons, he
resigned from the society and went abroad. 12 Hodgson-Smith’s role in the
investigation is unknown, but one historian has suggested that he wrote a letter in
June 1906 in defence of Leadbeater in which he said that ‘I can quite understand how
numbers of trifling things can be regarded as evidence of conduct of this sort where
people are suspicious of it’. 13 This can, perhaps, be placed in the context of
Leadbeater’s opposition to alcohol, eating meat and even wearing a hat.
Leadbeater was reinstated in 1908, causing a schism in the Theosophy Society, but he
never returned to Britain, spending the years up to the war in India. Whether
Hodgson-Smith saw Leadbeater again after 1906 is unknown. He remained, however,
within the influence of Annie Besant in London. He prepared himself for university
(a difficult task considering his lack of formal education) and in 1909 went up to
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Worcester College, Oxford, graduating with a Pass Degree in 1913. 14 While at
university he served with the Officer Training Corps. His links with the Theosophy
Society remained strong during his university years, for between November 1912 and
April 1913 he acted as a bodyguard in a lodge in Ashdown Forest, Sussex, to Jiddu
Krishnamurti and his brother. These were young men whom Leadbeater and Besant
had chosen in India for a special education, with the expectation that Jiddu might be
the World Leader. Their father, after giving permission for his sons to be taken to
England for a university education, had changed his mind after hearing of
Leadbeater’s unsavoury reputation and Besant, in desperation, had effectively
kidnapped them and hid them in England while the courts sorted out the problem. 15
Wartime
Hodgson-Smith, now aged twenty-seven, was working in the library of the English
National Society when war broke out. He was about to have published an article on
‘Environment’ in The American Theosophist. 16 He swiftly sought a commission in
the army, with the blessing of his Theosophical brethren. One, Jinarajadasa, wrote
(very perceptively) to him on 25 September 1914:
I am glad you are in things. I expect it will be endurance and
doggedness that will win. You have both and should be able to lead
well your men. England has an uphill task, and grim determination,
with no cackling and gloating over little victories, is what is
needed. Do your job “unto the Lord”, like Arjuna, thoroughly, but
in a thorough business-like way as best you know how, and you
will have done the only thing there was to do. 17
Hodgson-Smith was gazetted 2nd Lieutenant on 22 August and, after a brief period of
training, was posted to D Company in the 6th Battalion Royal West Kent Regiment.
He arrived at their training camp at Purfleet on 28 September. 18 The 6th Battalion was
part of K1, Lord Kitchener’s first volunteer Service Army of 100,000 men. It was one
of twelve infantry battalions in the 37th Brigade, 12th (Eastern) Division. He was to
remain with the battalion for the whole of his military career.
The 6th Battalion went to France on 1 June 1915. It was introduced to trench warfare
in the Ploegsteert sector, a relatively quiet part of the line south of Ypres. Casualties
were comparatively slight in the first months, but on 13 August 1915 HodgsonSmith’s luck ran out. 19 The day began in the trenches at Despierre Farm with an
inspection by Brigadier-General Fowler, GOC 37th Brigade. Shortly afterwards the
enemy fired 30 to 40 “whizz-bangs” into the area and, at about 6.30pm, another three.
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The Battalion laconically records two casualties, both wounded. Hodgson-Smith was
one of them. 20 It appears from his obituary, however, that Hodgson-Smith was
wounded before the inspection.
Wiring in front at night, even though certain balloon-like balls of
barbed wire were prepared beforehand and had merely to be
pegged in position, was slow work. [Hodgson-Smith] volunteered
to peg these at dawn in a half light, when the enemy were as a rule
comparatively inactive before starting the daily dose of intensive
rifle and machine-gun fire. In three mornings he pegged down as
much wire as it would have taken a large fatigue party many nights
to fix blundering in the dark. On the fourth morning, when the
rapid task was nearly complete, a German bullet pierced his left leg
and broke the shin. The wound was serious … 21
Hodgson-Smith was repatriated to England and was treated in the Bathurst House
Hospital in Belgrave Square, London. 22 This was a small facility for officers, with
twenty-nine beds. It was there a year later that the life of the future Prime Minister
Harold Macmillan was saved. 23 Hodgson-Smith was released as a convalescent in the
middle of September 1915 and was given two months’ leave, which he spent in
London. In January 1916, while still unfit for General Service overseas, he was
appointed as an Assistant with the Junior Officers’ Company of 1st Reserve Brigade in
Ripon, Yorkshire, close to the family home. 24
Hodgson-Smith was to remain in England for more than a year, returning to the
battalion on 26 August 1916, only six weeks before Thomas found him washing in a
shell-hole. In the intervening period the battalion had fought two major battles, at
Loos and on the Somme, and he would have found the composition of the officer
cadre very different from when he had left. Seven of the originals had been killed and
a further six wounded and still absent. This partly explains why he had risen to the
rank of Captain and company commander by October 1916. 25
During the following twelve months the 6th Battalion was involved in several bouts of
severe fighting, some successful, some not. During the Battle of Arras on 9 April
1917 they advanced four miles towards the village of Monchy-le-Preux on
Observation Ridge, but came under extreme pressure during German counter-attacks
and barely managed to hold their ground. Losses were slight in April, but in another
attack on 3 May the battalion was decimated and a number of officers in a small party
which managed to reach their objective were cut off and made prisoners of war. 26
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The shattered 12th Division avoided the main battles of the Passchendaele campaign
later in the year, but was involved in the Battle of Cambrai. As at Arras, a very
successful period was followed by disaster and, for the second time in the year, the 6th
Battalion was almost completely destroyed. On 30 November the Germans made a
powerful attack on the sorely depleted battalion that was defending too long a part of
the line at Lateau Wood. Hodgson-Smith was at the time Acting 2IC (Brevet Major)
and was at the battalion’s Headquarters when the front line began to be pushed back.
He led a hastily organised HQ company in support, but was badly wounded twice,
once in the hand and once by a bullet through a lung. The British line eventually
stabilised, but Hodgson-Smith was taken prisoner. 27 He was officially reported
wounded and missing. 28 We are fortunate to have Hodgson-Smith’s own account of
his capture, written following his return to England in 1918.
About 8am on the morning of 30th November 1917 I was in the
dugout of Battalion Headquarters, 6th Royal West Kent Regiment
situated on the outskirts of Latteau (sic) Wood near Cambrai. At
the time I was acting as 2nd in command having held both the rank
and position for four months earlier in the year. A heavy barrage
descended on us and Lt-Col W.R.A. Dawson, DSO, and Captain
W.G. Dove, MC, and myself went upstairs to see what was
happening. Hostile aeroplanes were flying very low and firing on
us with their machine guns. Runners were despatched over the top
(there were no communication trenches whatsoever) to get
communication with the companies and we spent our time
ineffectively sniping at the aeroplanes. About 300 yards to the left
we perceived troops of the division on our left giving way and
pouring back, and the Colonel told me to take all available men of
Battalion Headquarters – signallers, runners, servants etc., and
occupy a small piece of sunken road or ditch about 70 yards in
advance of the dugout. My orders were to hold on there and if any
men should retire to impound them on my defensive line. None of
our men, however, did give way and on that day the Battalion was
practically wiped out. My small party held on and we had good
targets for rifle fire, for in hot pursuit of the division on our left
came on swarms of Germans. There was a good deal of shelling
and all the time the enemy aircraft were flying very low indeed and
firing into us with their machine guns. I had seized a rifle and was
taking aim when I got a bullet in my right hand. Groups of
Germans appeared in front and also on the right as well, having
worked around the wood. The position was pretty desperate but I
walked up and down encouraging the men to keep on firing till I
got a bullet through my left lung, which knocked me out. Later I
was roused by two of my men who had been made prisoners and
they bound me up. The Germans were all around us and shouting
and threatening us to move backwards. Being too weak to resist
further my men supported me and took me to the German dressing
station. 29
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He survived this ordeal and in January 1918 he sent a letter to Mrs Forrester of Maida
Vale informing her that he was a prisoner at Limburg. He was transferred to
Karlsruhe in February and in April to Heidelberg. 30 At the end of the month he was
interned in Holland and on 16 August, under the prisoner exchange scheme, he sailed
to England and was taken to hospital. In December a Medical Board declared him
permanently unfit to serve in any military capacity and he was given leave. 31 In
March 1919 Hodgson-Smith relinquished his commission on account of ill-health
‘caused by war wounds’ (he had two fingers missing from one hand). 32
Post-War
The lady with whom Hodgson-Smith corresponded while a prisoner of war was Ethel
Dorothy Forrester, the widow of an official in the Indian Civil Service and the
daughter of Sir John Stevens, Judge of the High Court of Calcutta. They had been
courting since 1915. 33 On his return from Holland he stayed with Dorothy as she
nursed him back to health. They married on 3 January 1919 in St Mark’s Parish
Church in St. John’s Wood. She was eight years his senior. 34
Hodgson-Smith returned to his former occupation, becoming Librarian and Secretary
to the New University Club in St James’ St, London. This was an exclusive club,
founded in 1863, limited to 1100 members who paid 30 guineas to join. 35 It is likely
that he obtained this position through the influence of another 6th Battalion officer,
Captain RPP Rowe, who had been Secretary of the club before the war. 36
Hodgson-Smith appears not to have cut his connections with the Theosophy Society,
for he compiled and annotated the work that Annie Besant had produced between
1891 and 1911. Entitled Twenty Years’ Work, it was serialized in The Theosophist in
1928 and 1929. His old friend Jinarajadasa also kept in contact. He later commented
on his post-war state of mind and noted that ‘a strange subtle change’ had come over
Hodgson-Smith after the war.
The sufferings which he had undergone as a prisoner seemed to
have drained the vitality out of him. When I saw him after the war,
he was as affectionate as ever, the same old Basil with intuitive
sensing of a service to be rendered. But he was tired, less
physically (though his mutilated hand still bothered him) and more
“inside”. It was as if the Ego cared no longer to grapple with the
struggles which Karma entailed. A sadness enveloped him, and he
merely “carried on” with life. 37
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This analysis is remarkably similar to Thomas’, which suggests that it was the effects
of the war itself, rather than just his incarceration that altered Hodgson-Smith’s
character. His courtship and his love of London’s stage and West End, as noted by
Thomas, suggests that Hodgson-Smith had an active social life before the war took its
toll. 38 On the other hand, the war’s impact was working on a mind that had been
greatly influenced at a young age by Leadbeater’s philosophy. One commentator in
The International Theosophical Yearbook, following Leadbeater’s death in 1934 in
Perth, Western Australia, claimed that he was ‘the Great Seer whose books have
robbed death of its terrors’. 39 It is no exaggeration to say that the war caused many
soldiers from all walks of life to use fatalism as a coping mechanism, but it is possible
that Leadbeater’s residual influence was a foundational cause of Hodgson-Smith’s
‘natural indifference’ to death that Thomas had noticed in 1916. 40 Leadbeater
certainly influenced another of Hodgson-Smith’s unusual character traits, his
pedantry, for, like his young secretary whom he trained, he had a strong predilection
‘for profuse details and complex classificatory schemes’. 41 This was especially the
case when Leadbeater was in a clairvoyant state, for the lives he uncovered were full
of small details and relationships were always complex and multi-layered. HodgsonSmith himself kept ‘the large mass of his travel letters and diaries … Every letter is in
its place, all carefully arranged and each group labelled by month and year to save
trouble for the biographer’. He even kept a war diary ‘of his tasks and operations’. 42
Hodgson-Smith’s personal war diary would have come in handy in the 1920s when he
helped to keep the old camaraderie of the 6th Battalion alive. He organised an annual
dinner at the New University Club for surviving officers of the battalion and was
involved in writing parts of the history of the regiment during the war that related to
the 6th Battalion. 43 He also helped the parents of James Saumarez Mann—who
survived the Western Front but was killed working as a Political Officer in
Mesopotamia in 1920—with details of the 6th Battalion’s activities in France when
they were preparing a memoir of their son for publication. 44 Hodgson-Smith is not
counted as a war casualty, but his multiple wounds certainly affected his health in the
1920s. A decade after the Armistice he developed serious problems with his sinuses
and although he had three operations he died in March 1929 at the age of forty-two. 45
Theosophists would have seen this event as just another stage in a continuing
evolution.
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Conclusion
The British officer class of the Great War have often been the victims of stereotyping:
the bungling, butchering General Staff; the brainless, field sport-loving, arrogant prewar officer corps; and the over-enthusiastic volunteer Sir Lancelots from the public
schools and universities of 1914-1915. Once the British officers are studied as
individual personalities, however, the reality starts to become rather different and
more interesting. Most, especially those who were in their mid-twenties or older when
the war began, had unique hinterlands that are obscured by the biased generalisations
of later social and literary commentators. Basil Hodgson-Smith is a case in point. We
have the benefit of Alan Thomas’ thoughts on his company commander, but even his
sharp literary eye did not come close to what really made Hodgson-Smith tick. On the
surface Hodgson-Smith was conscientious, hardworking and taciturn, if slightly
idiosyncratic. Beneath that closed conventional exterior, however, a very different
world pulsated.
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