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Maudsley Hospital nightmares

In his book, War Neurosis and Shell Shock (1919) Frederick Mott remarked on the importance of recurrent dreams whose content recalled
combat experiences in the symptomatology of the psychological casualties of the Great War treated at the Maudsley. Here are two night-
mares recalled by an infantry sergeant who had been a teacher in peacetime. The words in parentheses were added by Mott.

‘I appeared to be resting on the roadside when a woman (unknown) called to me to see her husband’s (a comrade) body which was about
to be buried. I went to a field in which was a pit, and near the edge four or five dead bodies. In a hand cart near by was a legless body, the
head of which was hidden by a slab of stone. (He had seen a legless body, which was covered with a Mackintosh sheet, which he removed).
On moving the stone I found the body alive, and the head spoke to me, imploring me to see that it was not buried. Burial party arrived, and I
was about to be buried with legless body when I awoke.

‘After spending an evening with a brother (dead 11 years ago) I was making my way home when a violent storm compelled me to take
shelter in a kind of culvert, which later turned into a quarry, situated between two houses. Men were doing blasting operations in the quarry,
and whilst watching them I saw great upheavals of rock and eventually the building all around collapsed (explosion of a mine). Amongst the
debris were several mutilated bodies, the most prominent of which was legless. I tried to proceed to get to the body, but found that I was
myself pinned down by masonry which had fallen on top of me. As I struggled to get free the whole scene appeared to change to a huge
fire, everything being enveloped in flames and through the flames I could still see the legless body which now bore the head of my wife,
who was calling for me. I was struggling to get free when my mother seemed to be coming to my assistance, and I awoke to find the nurses
and orderlies standing over me.’

Selected by Robert Howard, Professor of Old Age Psychiatry and Psychopathology, Institute of Psychiatry, King’s College London
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