
 

Combat Stress 100: 
The centenary of Britain’s oldest military mental health charity 



 

First World War combatants struggling with the effects of shell shock ( now known as PTSD. ) 

In the immediate aftermath of war shell-shocked servicemen received little to no sympathy from the public. 

Struggling with what we now call post-traumatic stress disorder, veterans were either locked away in  

mental war hospitals or had to suffer in silence at home. Keen to make a difference, a group of doctors,  

humanitarians and sympathetic individuals founded the Combat Stress charity on 12 May 1919, confident 

that with the right support, veterans could be helped to lead fulfilling lives despite their mental health  

problems. The charity stood against the contempt and misunderstanding with which mental health issues 

were then regarded. Its founders began fundraising to introduce recuperative homes for veterans, where 

they could take part in occupational activities to help them rebuild their lives. 



 

Veterans being cared for at Eden Manor during the interwar years. 

The constant sound of heavy artillery, lack of sleep and exposure to injury and death, led many First World 

War soldiers to develop what was then known as shell shock or neurasthenia – today we call this 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The founders of Combat Stress believed that veterans could be 

helped to cope with their mental health problems through rehabilitation. They began fundraising to introduce 

residential homes where veterans could live and work, helping them to start rebuilding their lives. The first 

such home was opened at Putney Hill in 1920. 



 

Basket-weaving - part of a programme of occupational therapy organised by Combat Stress, 1920s. 

This was one of a number of activities found to provide therapeutic benefits for traumatised veterans,  

helping to focus attention, calm the mind and instil a sense of pride in achievement. Learning new skills 

could also have economic benefits, enabling ex-servicemen to find work and support themselves and their 

families. Occupational therapy including painting, craft activities, gardening and cooking are still routinely  

offered at Combat Stress treatment centres and in community teams across the UK. 



 

Occupational therapy at Tyrwhitt House during the 1950s. 

Tyrwhitt House near Leatherhead  is one of three key Combat Stress treatment centres across the UK.  

The others are Hollybush House in Ayr, Scotland and Audley Court near Newport in Shropshire.  

These facilities offer residential services for between 20 and 30 veterans affected by clinical depression,  

anxiety, substance abuse or post-traumatic stress. The centres offer a range of treatments including  

cognitive and behavioural therapy, exercise, recreational and art therapy, social skills and anger management. 



 

Fundraising for Combat Stress during the 1950s. 

For over a century the charity has helped former servicemen and women to deal with trauma-related  

mental health problems. Although attitudes have changed dramatically during that period, the problems 

faced by service personnel and veterans remain the same.  Invisible illnesses such as anxiety and PTSD 

can be just as hard to cope with as physical injuries. Public support and donations are still vital if the charity 

is to help former servicemen and women today, tomorrow and in the years to come.  


