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For my darling Natasha.


INTRODUCTION

My earliest memory of my grandparents’ large but ramshackle country house in the Welsh Borders is of the broad staircase up to the first-floor landing where two imposing pictures always caught my attention. Both were of serious young men in uniform, wearing smart military caps, Sam Browne cross-belts and moustaches. Later I discovered they were my grandmother’s two elder brothers, and that both had fought in the First World War. 

Another prominent image in my grandparents’ house was of an elderly man sitting with a Springer spaniel at his feet. He was not in uniform, and was clearly too old to fight, yet I surmised from his faraway, slightly doleful expression that he had seen things he would prefer to forget. The photograph was of my paternal great-grandfather who survived four years of service on the Western Front.

The fortunes of my ancestors during the First World War were fairly typical: some paid the ultimate price; others had the good luck to return from the fighting, sound in body if not always in mind. But all played their part, as did the millions of Britons mobilized on the Home Front, in gaining for the Allies the consolation of eventual Victory. 

My family, like so many others, was both bystander and participant in the Great War, a war supposedly to end all wars. It now seems scarcely credible that more than five million British men were sent to fight (and 702,000 of them to die) in battlefields as far afield as Flanders, Greece, Mesopotamia, Palestine, Egypt, German East Africa (Tanzania), Italy, Turkey, Bulgaria and China. Even in Britain the effects of this first industrialized or total war were far-reaching. Civilian communities were bombed from the air and bombarded from sea. With so many men in uniform, women took on traditional male jobs as firemen, coalmen, bus conductors, munitions workers and so on. They joined the Women’s Land Army to help with agricultural production, and were recruited as nurses into the Voluntary Aid Detachments (VADs) or First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY), and as drivers, cooks and telephonists in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC), the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS) and the Women’s Royal Air Force (WRAF). This huge female contribution to the war effort was to have profound social, economic and political consequences in Britain, not least the introduction of female suffrage in February 1918. 

The government realized what as at stake in 1914 by appealing for enormous numbers of volunteer soldiers and, when that proved insufficient, introducing conscription for the first time in our history (a move that was opposed on religious and moral grounds by 16,000 conscientious objectors). It passed the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA), which gave it wide-ranging powers to censor and suppress sensitive information, try suspected spies by court martial and commandeer economic resources for the war effort. It worked with trade unions to prevent strikes and set up vast state-run munitions factories to feed the seemingly insatiable demand for shells and bullets. It introduced rationing and Daylight Summer Time (to give more working hours). And it made a vital, if heavy-handed, contribution to the propaganda war by censoring soldiers’ letters, closing down radical newspapers (including the socialist Tribune), spreading misinformation about enemy atrocities, and using posters and information films (notably The Somme) to boost morale and bolster public support for the war.

Today the overriding popular perception of the fighting – particularly on the Western Front where more than two million British soldiers were killed or wounded – is still one of futility and waste, a case of ‘Lions led by Donkeys’. In fact, as this book will show, the truth is much more nuanced: many mistakes were made by senior commanders but, far from all being ‘Donkeys’, some like Haig, Allenby, Plumer and Byng made a positive contribution in very difficult circumstances; battles like the Somme and Passchendaele may have exacted a terrible cost in lives lost, but they also played a vital role in wearing the Germans down in a long war of attrition; and the trench warfare on the Western Front was not simply a case of two sides banging their heads unimaginatively against a brick wall, but rather an extraordinarily fertile period of military innovation in terms of weapons, tactics, training, logistics and the treatment of casualties – innovations that in 1918 would help the Allies to pierce the German lines and win the war.

Moreover the vast majority of ordinary soldiers never stopped believing in the justice of the cause they were fighting for. The trenches were for many a brutal and inhuman experience. But even combat soldiers – a small proportion of the total number in uniform – spent only a third of their time in the front line, with the remainder spent training, resting and in reserve; and some were even invigorated by the comradeship and excitement of ever-present danger.

[image: 5_GtGrand.tif]

Captain Markham David, the author’s great-grandfather.

All of these themes are covered by my choice of the hundred key dates and events – some directly involving my family – that best illustrate the lasting and irrevocable impact the war had on civilians and soldiers across the globe. While all the entries concentrate on a single day, they necessarily include information from a broader time span to give the narrative its context. In this way, and by combining a variety of first-hand sources with the most recent scholarship, I have tried to produce a one-volume history of this highly complex and much misunderstood conflict that is modern, vivid and accessible.

*   *   *

No aspect of the war is more contested by historians than its origins. In the space of exactly a month – from the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914 to the Austro-Hungarian declaration of war on Serbia on 28 July (a step that, thanks to Europe’s alliance system, was almost bound to drag in the other great powers) – Europe went from peaceful prosperity to the brink of a war that would bring down four empires and cost more than fifteen million lives. It would also, thanks to the harshness of its peace settlement (signed at Versailles in 1919), sow the seeds for a second and even more destructive global conflict, which in turn gave rise to the Cold War.

The causes of the war in 1914 are therefore immensely significant. Was it inevitable after the Sarajevo assassinations, or did Europe’s monarchs and politicians have an element of choice in their decisions? Convinced of the former scenario was a near-destitute twenty-five-year-old Austrian artist who for the previous year had been eking out a meagre living as a watercolourist in the Bavarian capital of Munich. A fervent German nationalist, he later described the political atmosphere in Europe, prior to the assassinations, as ‘oppressive and foreboding; so much so that the sense of an impending catastrophe became transformed into a feeling of impatient expectance’. He added:

When the news came to Munich that the Archduke Franz Ferdinand had been murdered, I had been at home all day and did not get the particulars of how it happened. At first I feared that the shots may have been fired by some German-Austrian students who had been aroused to a state of furious indignation by the persistent pro-Slav activities of the Heir to the Hapsburg Throne and therefore wished to liberate the German population from this internal enemy … But soon afterwards I heard the names of the presumed assassins and also that they were known to be Serbs. I felt somewhat dumbfounded in the face of the inexorable vengeance which Destiny had wrought. The greatest friend of the Slavs had fallen victim to the bullets of Slav patriots.1

The young artist’s relief at learning the identity of the assassins was matched by a conviction that war was now both ‘absolutely inevitable’ and welcome. It would not be, in his view, merely a war of retribution against the independent state of Serbia – which was perceived (with some justification) to be behind the killings – but ‘rather a case of Germany fighting for her own existence’.2 The artist’s name was Adolf Hitler.

Contrary to Hitler’s assertion, however, the outbreak of a European war was not bound to follow the Sarajevo assassinations. Internal politics, the weight of public opinion, a complex system of alliances and a sense in some European capitals that it was better to fight sooner rather than later encouraged European monarchs and politicians to take their countries to the edge of the abyss. What prevented them from drawing back, and ultimately tipped them over, was the urgency of mobilization timetables.

Austria-Hungary’s tardy reaction to the assassinations was to present Serbia, which it accused of complicity in the plot, with a harsh ultimatum on 23 July. Its demands included the denunciation of all separatist activities, the banning of publications and organizations hostile to Austria-Hungary and co-operation with Habsburg officials in suppressing subversion and conducting a judicial inquiry.3 ‘A state accepting such terms,’ declared Sir Edward Grey, the British Foreign Secretary, ‘would cease to count among independent states.’4

Yet Serbia’s measured reply, delivered shortly before the expiry of the forty-eight-hour deadline, was to agree to almost all the demands. The only caveat was that the joint Austro-Serbian judicial inquiry would have to be subject to Serbia’s constitution and international law. This was enough for the Austrians to reject the ultimatum, break off relations and, on 28 July, mobilize their troops in the Balkans and declare war on Serbia.5 Emperor Franz Joseph signed the declaration with an ostrich-feather quill at the desk of his study in the imperial villa at Bad Ischl. It read: 

To my peoples! It was my fervent wish to consecrate the years which, by the Grace of God, still remain to me, to the works of peace and to protect my peoples from the heavy sacrifices and burdens of war. Providence, in its wisdom, has decreed otherwise. The intrigues of a malevolent opponent compel me, in the defence of the honour of my Monarchy, for the protection of its dignity and its position as a power, for the security of its possessions, to grasp the sword after long years of peace.6

Why did the Vienna government take such a hard line? Firstly because its suspicions of Serbian complicity were, at least in part, justified. Sarajevo was the capital of Bosnia-Herzogovina, part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. More than two-fifths of Bosnia’s population was ethnic Serb, many of whom yearned for independence from Austria and union with a Greater Serbia. Nor were the secret organizations dedicated to achieving that end – like the ‘Young Bosnia’ group to which the Sarajevo assassins belonged – to be found solely on Austrian territory. In Serbia itself, many army officers and government officials belonged to the Black Hand, a group determined to unite all Serbs by violence. The Austrians – swallowing the red herring told them by the assassins during interrogation – blamed a Serb propaganda body known as the Narodna Odbrana (‘People’s Defence’) for orchestrating the assassinations. In fact it was the Black Hand, led by Colonel Dragutin Dimitrijević (or ‘Apis’), the Serbian military intelligence chief, that provided Gavrilo Princip and the other assassins with weapons, trained them in their use and helped to smuggle them back into Bosnia. While there is no evidence that the Serb government of Nikola Pašić was part of the plot – he, after all, was a political opponent of Dimitrijević – the Austrians were right to accuse some Serb officials of working to destabilize their Slavic provinces. The irony is that Dimitrijević and other Serb hardliners sanctioned Franz Ferdinand’s killing because they regarded him as a hawk dedicated to Serbia’s destruction. In fact, as Hitler also recognized, he was ‘the foremost advocate of restraint’.7

Pasić’s moderate response to Austria’s ultimatum was based on a sober assessment of Serbia’s military capacity. The recent successful Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913fn1 may have doubled Serbia’s territory and increased its population from 2.9 to 4.4 million, but they also emptied its treasury and military arsenal. Rifles were in particularly scarce supply. Needing time to rearm, Pasić was determined to avoid a war.8

Many in the Austro-Hungarian government and military, on the other hand, felt the time was opportune. They were convinced that unless Serbia’s intrigues were stopped by force, their polyglot Empire – made up of no fewer than eleven ethnic groupsfn2 – was in danger of disintegration. They feared a Pan-Slav movement, spearheaded by Serbia (and backed by its great-power ally Russia), and were determined, in the words of Foreign Minister Leopold von Berchtold, to ‘tear away with a strong hand the net in which its enemy seeks to entangle it’.9 

Yet before Austria-Hungary could risk a war with Serbia, it needed Germany’s backing. Their defensive alliance dated back to 1879, and was directed primarily against Russia. The Russians, in turn, had concluded a similar treaty with France in 1894 to counteract the threat from Germany. One by one the other European powers had joined or become loosely associated with one alliance bloc or the other: Italy with the Central Powers – that is, Germany and Austria-Hungary – in 1882; and Britain with France and Russia in 1904 and 1907 respectively (a bloc known as the Triple Entente).

Only too aware of these alliances, the German government knew it had to tread carefully in the days following the assassinations if it wanted to avoid a continental (which of course, given the extent of the European powers’ imperial possessions, meant a global) conflict. Instead, at least at first, it encouraged Austria to take firm action. On 5 July, responding to Emperor Franz Joseph’s assertion that Serbia needed to be eliminated ‘as a political factor’,10 the German Kaiser Wilhelm II assured the Austrian envoy Count von Hoyos that his country had Germany’s backing to ‘march into Serbia’, even if war with Russia resulted. A day later, the German Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg repeated this secret assurance, known to historians as the ‘blank cheque’.11 

In many ways, Germany had the most to lose from a general war. ‘In the previous round of wars,’ noted a leading historian of the period, ‘it had humbled Austria and France and expanded its territory: its economy was one of the fastest growing in Europe. Otto von Bismarck, the first Chancellor of united Germany, recognized that it stood to gain nothing from a new war, unless it be to forestall French recovery after 1870; but the French rebuilt their defences and the moment for pre-emption passed.’12

The key moment was Bismarck’s forced retirement in 1890. Thereafter (and particularly during the years 1897–1908) the Kaiser became the dominant force in German politics, exerting ‘considerable influence over diplomacy and in military and naval matters’.13 It was his vainglory that authorized the disastrous Weltpolitik (‘world policy’) in the late 1890s, ushering in a naval arms race against Britain, the dominant maritime and imperial power, which Germany could not win. The policy, moreover, had serious financial, political and diplomatic consequences for Germany’s ruling elite: it pushed the imperial budget into deficit, triggering political infighting over the inevitable tax increases, and ensuring that the left-wing Social Democratic Party (SPD) was by 1912 the largest in the Reichstag; and it drove a resentful Britain into the arms of its former enemies France and Russia, thus completing the ‘encirclement’ of the Central Powers.

With Austria its only ‘dependable’ great-power ally, and fearful that a huge increase in Russian military expenditure (announced in 1910) would jeopardize its secret war strategy of avoiding a war on two fronts by first defeating the French Army before turning to deal with the less sophisticated Russians,fn3 Germany’s political and military leaders became convinced that the sooner a European war began the better. Helmuth von Moltke the Younger, Chief of the German General Staff, said as much during the infamous ‘War Council’ of December 1912, to which no civilians were invited. His naval counterpart Alfred von Tirpitz was more circumspect, saying the navy needed another twelve to eighteen months to prepare. That time had now elapsed and even Bethmann saw the need to back Austria in its showdown with Serbia.14 The ideal outcome for him and Gottlieb von Jagow, the German Foreign Secretary, was a localized Balkan war that neutered Serbia, bolstered Austria and split the Triple Entente. But they also knew that if Russia intervened a continental war was inevitable. 

The question on everyone’s lips following Austria’s declaration of war on Serbia on 28 July was how would St Petersburg react? There was no alliance treaty that impelled Russia to come to Serbia’s assistance; nor did it have much of an economic stake in the Balkan country. On the other hand, Russia did have a vital strategic interest in the region, notably the passage of its trade through the Straits of Constantinople (which its military leaders had been planning to seize from the Ottomans since the 1890s), and it needed a strong and independent Serbia to counterbalance Austro-Hungarian forces in the event of war. Yet perhaps the most telling issue for Tsar Nicholas II and his ministers, in the immediate aftermath of Austria’s declaration, was the strength of Russian public opinion. Responding to Kaiser Wilhelm II’s belated attempt to mediate, the Tsar replied on 29 July: ‘An ignoble war has been declared on a weak country. The indignation in Russia, fully shared by me, is enormous. I foresee that very soon I shall be overwhelmed by the pressure brought upon me and be forced to take extreme measures which will lead to war.’15

The Tsar was referring, of course, to troop mobilization: the calling up of reservists – a measure that, typically, would increase the size of a European standing army by three to four times – and providing them with horse and motor transport.fn4 Already, on 24 and 25 July, he and his council of ministers had ordered four military districts – Kiev, Odessa, Moscow and Kazan – to take preliminary steps such as cancelling leave and clearing the frontier railway lines. A day later the Russian army recalled its reservists; and towards midnight on 29 July, in response to Austria-Hungary’s mobilization against Serbia, the four districts already alerted were told to mobilize.16 This partial mobilization was seen by Russian ministers, according to historian Hew Strachan, as a ‘buttress’ to diplomacy, rather than an ‘inevitable progression to war itself’.17 A similar tactic had been used during a previous Balkan crisis in November 1912 and did not lead to war. It was deemed necessary because the Russian Army was notoriously slow to mobilize, with a minimum delay of fifteen days from the mobilization order to the point at which the army could actually start fighting (and almost a month needed to complete full mobilization). During this time, reckoned Russian ministers, there would be plenty of opportunity for further negotiation.18

Yet even partial mobilization – while questionable from a military point of view because it did not involve the key area of Warsaw that bordered both Germany and Austria-Hungary – produced a momentum of its own. It gave Serbia an assurance that it would not fight alone; and, more importantly, it put pressure on Germany to mobilize. Germany’s plan to defeat first France before turning on Russia depended upon ‘that very delay in Russian mobilization which the decisions of 24 and 25 July were calculated to eliminate’. If they allowed the Russians to get too much of a head start, ‘they would risk defeat in the east before they had won in the west’.19

It was for this reason that Count Pourtalès, the German ambassador to St Petersburg, warned the Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Sazonov on 29 July that if Russia continued its military preparations, Germany would be forced to do likewise. Viewing the threat as an ultimatum, the Foreign Minister replied: ‘Now I am in no doubt as to the true cause of Austrian intransigence.’20 This was the moment, according to the historian Christopher Clark, that Sazonov became convinced of the need for full mobilization against both Austria-Hungary and Germany. If Austria’s aggression towards Serbia ‘was in fact German policy’, he reasoned, partial mobilization was pointless. The Foreign Minister was also influenced by the claim by the Russian high command (or Stavka) that it was technically impossible to combine ‘partial mobilization (for which no proper plan existed) with the option of a general mobilization thereafter’; and he was emboldened by the assurance given on 28 July by the French ambassador, Maurice Paléogue, that the Russians could count ‘in case of necessity’ on ‘the complete readiness of France to fulfil her obligations as an ally’.21

By the evening of the 29th, Sazonov had convinced the Tsar of the need for general mobilization and the necessary telegrams were minutes from being despatched when, incredibly, Nicholas II changed his mind. He had been swayed by the timely arrival of a telegram from Kaiser Wilhelm II, his third cousin, which suggested that ‘a direct understanding between your Government and Vienna is possible and desirable’, and that Germany was ‘continuing its exertions to promote it’.22 This brought the Tsar to his senses. ‘I will not be responsible for a monstrous slaughter,’ he exclaimed, before ordering the mobilization to be scaled down from general to partial.23

The following day, in an attempt to explain his mobilization of troops against Austria-Hungary, Nicholas II wrote to the Kaiser: ‘The military measures which have now come into force were decided five days ago for reasons of defence on account of Austria’s preparations. I hope from all my heart that these measures won’t in any way interfere with your part as a mediator.’24

The Kaiser’s response, also sent on the 30th, was to repeat the threat his ambassador had made the day before:

Count Portales [sic] was instructed to draw the attention of your Government to the danger and grave consequences involved by a mobilization … Austria has only mobilized against Serbia and only a part of her army. If, as is now the case, according to the communication by you and your Government, Russia mobilizes against Austria, my role as mediator, which you kindly entrusted me with, and which I accepted at your express prayer, will be endangered if not ruined. The whole weight of the decision lies solely on your shoulders now, who have to bear the responsibility for Peace or War.25

It was this telegram that persuaded the Tsar that Sazonov was right. ‘They [the Germans] don’t want to acknowledge that Austria mobilized before we did,’ he told his Foreign Minister at an afternoon meeting in the Peterhof Palace. ‘Now they demand that our mobilization be stopped, without mentioning that of the Austrians … At present if I accepted Germany’s demands, we would be disarmed against Austria.’26

This was a miscalculation. At this stage, Austria had confined its military preparations to defeating Serbia. But the Tsar was not alone in assuming that the Austrians were mobilizing against Russia by stealth: most of his ministers and generals thought likewise. Having listened to Sazonov’s arguments, the Tsar concluded: ‘You are right, there is nothing else left than to prepare ourselves for an attack. Transmit to the chief of the general staff my orders of [general] mobilization.’27 The relevant telegrams were despatched from St Petersburg at 6 p.m. on 30 July. 

The German government’s reaction on 31 July was predictable: having ordered an intensification of its own military preparations, it sent the Russian government an ultimatum to cancel its mobilization within twelve hours or face the consequences. Russia refused and on 1 August, the same day it and Austria-Hungary began their own general mobilizations, Germany declared war. ‘If Germany threw down the gauntlet,’ wrote the historian David Stevenson, ‘Russia picked it up.’28

What, though, of Russia’s ally France? Was there a possibility of it staying neutral in a Russo-German war, as the Germans demanded on 31 July? Not if it wanted to remain a great power, its leaders reasoned, convinced as they were that the preservation of the Triple Entente ‘was a more important objective in French foreign policy than the avoidance of war’ (not least because they feared that the loss of Russia as any ally would have made France extremely vulnerable to German aggression).29 They had made no attempt to restrain their ally Russia in the crucial days after the delivery of Austria’s ultimatum to Serbia, and were not about to abandon it now. They duly rejected Germany’s ultimatum and began their own mobilization, though the army was ordered to keep ten kilometres back from the Franco-Belgian border (the anticipated direction of a German attack) so as not to threaten Belgian neutrality. With the die cast, and using the pretext that French troops had violated its territory, Germany declared war on France on 3 August. The date of no return, however, and the day a European (if not yet a world) war became inevitable, was when the Tsar authorized full Russian mobilization on 30 July 1914. 

Who, then, was chiefly responsible? Since the publication of Fritz Fischer’s groundbreaking Germany’s Aims in the First World War in 1961, historians have tended to blame the Kaiser and his chief military advisers.30 More recently the spotlight has shifted towards the Austro-Hungarians, the Russians and, to a lesser extent, the Serbians.31 A recent book on what is known as the July Crisis, by Christopher Clark, has claimed that the governments of all the main powers preferred war to diplomatic defeat that month, and it is hard to point the finger at any single participant. ‘There is no smoking gun in this story,’ wrote Clark, ‘or, rather, there is one in the hands of every major character. Viewed in this light, the outbreak of war was a tragedy, not a crime.’ He added: ‘The protagonists of 1914 were sleepwalkers, watchful but unseeing, haunted by dreams, yet blind to the reality of the horror they were about to bring into the world.’32

This is going too far. None of the major powers worked as hard as they could have done to prevent war; but the decision taken by Austria-Hungary, crucially backed by Germany, to emasculate Serbia by either diplomatic or military means in the wake of the Sarajevo assassinations was the moment at which a general conflict became very likely if not inevitable. It was taken in the firm belief that if the Entente powers chose to fight they would be defeated; and if they did not the Entente would collapse. Either way, the Central Powers could not lose – or so they thought.

The reaction to the war across Europe was mixed. A young Heinrich Himmler, living in Landshut in Lower Bavaria, complained in his diary about the number of locals openly weeping.33 Yet in many large cities – from St Petersburg to Berlin, Paris to Vienna – the news of the war was greeted by cheering crowds of all social classes. In a photograph of one, taken in Munich on 2 August, can be seen the distinctive face of the young Adolf Hitler. ‘I was carried away by the enthusiasm of the moment,’ he wrote in Mein Kampf, ‘and … sank down upon my knees and thanked Heaven out of the fullness of my heart for the favour of having been permitted to live in such a time.’34 Three days later, though of Austrian nationality, he volunteered for service in the Bavarian Army. When word of his acceptance came through on the 16th, he was ecstatic. ‘No words of mine’, he wrote, ‘could now describe the satisfaction I felt on reading that I was instructed to report to a Bavarian [infantry] regiment. Within a few days I was wearing that uniform which I was not to put off for nearly six years.’35


PROLOGUE

‘Sophie, Sophie, don’t die, stay alive for our children!’

At 9.20 a.m. on 28 June 1914, shortly before leaving the Hotel Bosna in Ilidze for the train that would take him and his wife to Sarajevo, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir apparent to the Austro-Hungarian throne, dictated a telegram to his eldest daughter Sophie (named after her mother): 

Mama and I are very well. Weather warm and fine. We gave a large dinner party yesterday and this morning there is the big reception in Sarajevo. Another large dinner party after that and then we are leaving on the Viribus Unitis. Dearest love to you all. Papa.1 

At 9.50 a.m., exactly on schedule, the royal couple arrived at Sarajevo railway station and were welcomed by General Oskar Potiorek, military governor of Bosnia-Herzogovina, and a guard of honour. The fifty-year-old archduke was wearing the elaborate uniform of a general of hussars: black shiny boots with spurs, black trousers with a red stripe down the outer seam, a blue serge tunic with three stars on its raised collar, white gloves and a black peaked helmet topped with light-green peacock feathers. His wife Sophie was in a full-length white dress, gathered at the waist by a red sash, and a fur of ermine tails, her face partly obscured by a wide-brimmed hat and veil.2 

At 10 a.m., having inspected the guard of honour, the couple joined General Potiorek in an open-top Gräf and Stift sports coupé for the short drive down the Appel Quay, a broad boulevard that runs through the centre of Sarajevo, to the town hall where a welcome reception was planned. Their car – with the archduke and his wife in the back seat, and facing Potiorek who was on a pull-down bench – was the third of seven; the remainder contained aides, gendarmes and sundry local officials. 

The sun was shining, after two days of cold drizzle, and the bulk of the watching crowd was gathered to the left of the procession, sheltering in the shade of the houses and trees on the city side of the quay. Only a handful of people were standing on an unshaded narrow pavement to the right of the quay where a low embankment separated the road from the River Miljacka, fifteen to twenty feet below. Despite the warnings of the local police chief, who feared an assassination attempt, there had been no repeat of the elaborate security precautions for the Emperor’s visit four years earlier when a cordon of soldiers had lined the streets. Instead, 120 policemen and a handful of gendarmes were dotted along the route, facing the crowd in case of trouble.

With the cars spaced fifty yards apart, the procession moved past cheering Sarajevans and houses and shops flying the Habsburg black and yellow and Bosnian red and yellow banners. The archducal car was about halfway down the quay when the driver heard a bang and noticed a dark object flying towards him from the right. Suspecting a bomb had been detonated, he accelerated, causing the missile to hit the folded roof of the car, bounce off and fall to the ground. Seconds later it exploded in front of the next car’s left rear wheel, injuring two of its occupants and seven spectators, and leaving a small crater in the road.

Even before the bulk of the motorcade had come to a halt – the first two cars, unaware of the drama, continued on to the town hall – the would-be assassin, a nineteen-year-old Bosnian Serb ultra-nationalist called Nedeljko Čabrinović, had taken a double-dose of cyanide and jumped into the neighbouring Miljacka River. But the poison failed to kill him, the water was shallow, and he was quickly arrested. Did he have any accomplices? he was asked in a nearby police station. He refused to answer.

Meanwhile the archduke, the target of the attack, had bravely decided not to cancel the rest of the day’s engagements, including a reception in the town hall, the opening of a new museum on Franz Josef Street, and lunch in the governor’s palace, the Konak. ‘I thought something like this might happen,’ he told Potiorek. ‘The fellow must be insane, let us proceed with our programme.’3 

Franz Ferdinand can only be admired for his sangfroid. But was it wise for him to have travelled to Bosnia-Herzogovina in the first place? He had been warned as early as 1911 – just three years after they became Austrian possessions – that the twin Balkan provinces were ‘politically unconsolidated, culturally and economically underdeveloped, rent by political dissension and wide open to foreign subversive influences’.4 Moreover the date chosen for the royal couple’s visit to Sarajevo, 28 June, was not an auspicious one. It was St Vitus’ Day, the anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo Field in 1389 when a Serb-led army had been defeated by the Ottoman Turks (marking the end of the Serb Empire in the Balkans and the start of five centuries of Muslim domination), and a date heavy with symbolism for the many Bosnian Serbs who yearned for inclusion in a Greater Serbia. They remembered not only the defeat, but also the aftermath when a single Serb penetrated the enemy camp and assassinated the Turkish Sultan.

Yet the archduke was determined to fulfil his role as inspector-general of the Austro-Hungarian Army by attending the annual manoeuvres in Bosnia, and felt that his liberal reforming politics and pro-Slav leanings – he supported, for example, the creation of a south Slav kingdom under Austrian suzerainty – made him an unlikely target for Serb terrorists. The trip had another attraction for Franz Ferdinand in that its military nature would allow his Czech-born wife Sophie, styled the Duchess of Hohenburg but not accorded royal status by the now octogenarian Emperor Franz Joseph (nor were their children allowed to succeed him to the Austrian throne), to accompany him as an equal.

The first two days of the visit passed without incident as the archduke watched the army go through its paces in the hills west of Ilidze, while his wife made two visits to Sarajevo. During the evening of the 27th, following a sumptuous dinner in the Hotel Bosna, some of the archduke’s staff advised him to cancel his own trip to Sarajevo the following day. They were worried about hostile crowds at a time of heightened national emotion for the Serbs, they told him, and felt a third visit to the Bosnian capital would be tempting fate. The archduke seemed convinced by the argument until a local official, Colonel Merizzi, pointed out that an early departure would offend the Bosnian Croat loyalists and be seen as a sign of weakness. This persuaded the archduke to stick to the original schedule.

Now, in the wake of the bomb attack, he must have regretted that decision. Yet so determined was he to appear unruffled that, after a somewhat muted reception at the town hall, he rejected Potiorek’s advice to cut short the visit by proceeding straight to the Konak, or even back to his hotel at Ilidze. Instead Franz Ferdinand – described by one historian as ‘an unattractive man, authoritarian, choleric, and xenophobic’5 – insisted on visiting the most seriously wounded officer in the hospital. Only his wife would be taken to the safety of the Konak. But when told of this she demurred: ‘I will go with you to the hospital.’6

To avoid driving through the narrow streets of the city centre, the archduke’s staff decided to take the long way round to the hospital by retracing their steps down the Appel Quay. Only this time Count von Harrach, the archduke’s bodyguard, would move from his place next to the driver to the left running board from where he could shield the heir to the throne. He could do nothing, however, if an attack came from the right side.

It was 10.45 a.m. as the procession – now just six cars with the Archduke’s second in line – left the town hall and proceeded down the Appel Quay. But as it drew level with the Latin Bridge to its left, the lead vehicle turned right into Franz Josef Street, as originally planned, instead of continuing straight ahead. Confused, the archduke’s driver began to follow until Potiorek shouted at him to stop. ‘This is the wrong way! We are supposed to take the Appel Quay!’ 

The driver braked and put the car into neutral (it had no reverse gear) so that it could be pushed back on to the main thoroughfare. As fate would have it, the car had come to a temporary halt opposite Schiller’s general store, in front of which stood one of Čabrinović’s accomplices, the nineteen-year-old Gavrilo Princip. Described by an eyewitness as short and hollow-eyed, Princip was barely six feet from the unprotected right side of the royal car when he drew a Browning semi-automatic pistol from his pocket and fired twice. He later insisted that the presence of the duchess had caused him to hesitate. ‘Where I aimed I do not know. But I know that I aimed at the Heir Apparent,’ he told investigators. ‘Whether I hit the victim or not, I cannot tell, because instantly people turned around to hit me.’ He claimed he had then raised the gun to his head, intending to commit suicide, but it was knocked away by a spectator who, with others, tried to lynch him. Eventually rescued by gendarmes, he was beaten ‘again, in order not to be unavenged’.7

Princip’s shots, however, had found their mark. The first had passed through the car door and into the duchess’s abdomen, severing the stomach artery; the second had hit the archduke in the neck, tearing the jugular vein and lodging in his spine. As the car swept over the Latin Bridge towards the Konak, Sophie collapsed on to the archduke’s lap. Fearful that he himself was mortally wounded, Franz Ferdinand implored his wife: ‘Sophie, Sophie, don’t die, stay alive for our children!’ But she was silent and, after assuring Harrach who was still on the running board that he was not in pain, the archduke also lost consciousness.8

Sophie had stopped breathing by the time they reached the Konak. Her husband survived her by a matter of minutes, his blood staining the clothes of his valet as the latter cut open his uniform to ease his breathing. They were both pronounced dead at a few minutes past eleven.9 As the bells of Sarajevo tolled in honour of the slain, and the news of the assassinations spread by telegraph across Europe, few could have anticipated that within five weeks of this act of terrorism the world would be at war.
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4 August 1914: ‘Just for a scrap of paper’


– Britain declares war 


It was seven in the evening when Sir Edward Goschen, British ambassador in Berlin, arrived at the German Foreign Ministry at Wilhelmstrasse 76 for an audience with the Secretary of State, Gottlieb von Jagow. Was the Imperial Government prepared to refrain from violating Belgian neutrality? asked Goschen, conscious that Britain’s twenty-four-hour deadline for Germany to do so had now elapsed. Jagow’s reply was regretfully no, ‘as in consequence of the German troops having crossed the frontier that morning, Belgian neutrality had already been violated’.1 

Jagow then tried to explain why this decision had been taken. ‘Namely,’ reported Goschen, ‘that they had to advance into France by the quickest and easiest way, so as to be able to get well ahead with their operations and endeavour to strike some decisive blow as early as possible. It was a matter of life and death for them, as if they had gone by the more southern route they could not have hoped, in view of the paucity of roads and the strength of the fortresses, to have got through without formidable opposition entailing great loss of time.’ This in turn, said Jagow, would have allowed the Russians to bring more troops up to the German frontier, thus negating Germany’s strategy of rapidly defeating France before turning on Russia.2

Was there ‘not still time to draw back and avoid possible consequences’? asked Goschen. That was no longer possible, replied Jagow, and for the reasons already given.3

Goschen next went to speak to the German Chancellor, Theodor von Bethmann Hollweg, and found him ‘very agitated’:

He said that the step taken by his Majesty’s Government was terrible to a degree; just for a word – ‘neutrality’, a word which in war time had so often been disregarded – just for a scrap of paperfn1 Great Britain was going to make war on a kindred nation who desired nothing better than to be friends with her … What we had done was unthinkable; it was like striking a man from behind while he was fighting for his life against two assailants … I protested strongly against that statement, and said … it was, so to speak, a matter of ‘life and death’ for the honour of Great Britain that she should keep her solemn engagement to do her utmost to defend Belgium’s neutrality if attacked.4

But was Belgian neutrality the real reason that Britain went to war, as Goschen told Bethmann? Or did it provide a convenient cloak for other less noble considerations? And, more significantly, did Britain’s ineffectual diplomacy actually muddy the waters for the other powers and make a peaceful solution to the July Crisis even less likely?

Sir Edward Grey, the British Foreign Secretary, has traditionally been portrayed as a peacemaker. On 29 July, for example, he had told the German ambassador Prince Lichnowsky that ‘mediation was an urgent necessity if those concerned did not wish to have things become a European catastrophe’.5 Yet the message was mixed: on the one hand he warned Lichnowsky that Britain might be forced to take precipitate action if Germany and France were drawn into the war; while on the other he said Britain had no legal obligations to its Entente partners.6 

Thus encouraged by Grey’s non-committal stance, Bethmann made a clumsy attempt to ensure Britain’s neutrality by offering to guarantee in return both France and Belgium’s territorial integrity in Europe – but not the former’s colonies nor the latter’s neutrality. This Herbert Asquith’s Liberal government would not countenance. ‘Such a proposal is unacceptable,’ Grey informed the German ambassador on 1 August, ‘for France, without further territory in Europe being taken from her, could be so crushed as to lose her position as a Great Power, and become subordinate to Germany policy. Altogether apart from that, it would be a disgrace for us to make this bargain with Germany at the expense of France, a disgrace from which the good name of this country would never recover.’ Nor was, Grey added, the government prepared to ‘bargain’ away Belgium’s neutrality. Clutching at straws, the ambassador asked for a ‘definite declaration that Great Britain would remain neutral’ if Germany did not invade Belgium. Grey, rightly, refused to give it.7

What Grey had been prepared to offer at an earlier meeting that day, and without any authorization from his fellow Cabinet members, was not just for Britain to stay neutral if Germany refrained from attacking France, but to vouch for French neutrality as well. Would Germany, he asked Lichnowsky, ‘in the event of France remaining neutral in a war between Russia and Germany’, agree not to attack the French? Surprised and delighted by this extraordinary proposal, Lichnowsky said yes, he ‘could take the responsibility for such a guarantee’.8

When word of the offer reached Berlin, the Kaiser called for champagne and ordered Moltke, his army chief of staff, to halt mobilization against France (a move that Moltke, knowing the importance of railway timetables, tried desperately to resist). But Lichnowsky soon put a dampener on these celebrations, and triggered a reversal of the order to stop mobilization, when he reported that evening that Grey’s offer had been withdrawn. ‘There is,’ he wrote, ‘no British proposal at all.’9 

In truth, the French would never have agreed to stand aside while Germany and Austria attacked its ally Russia, a position made very clear to Grey that day by the British ambassador in Paris, Sir Francis Bertie. ‘If France undertook to remain so,’ cabled Bertie, ‘the Germans would first attack the Russians and, if they defeated them, then turn round on the French.’10

By now Grey had come to his senses and, from this point on, Germany’s leaders must have known that Britain would not stand aloof from a European war. Any final doubts were dispelled by Grey’s confession to the House of Commons on 3 August that, a day earlier, he had assured the French ambassador ‘that if the German fleet comes into the Channel or through the North Sea to undertake hostile operations against the French coasts or shipping, the British fleet will give all the protection in its power’.11 In the same speech he informed the House that the Belgian government had just been given an ultimatum by Germany to ‘facilitate the passage of German troops’ through its territory or face the consequences. For Grey, and for the government, the only course available was to resist German aggression. The alternative – to ‘stand aside’ and ignore ‘the Belgian treaty obligations, the possible [naval] position in the Mediterranean, with damage to British interests, and what may happen to France from our failure to support France’ – would, in Grey’s opinion, ‘sacrifice our respect and good name and reputation before the world, and should not escape the most serious and grave economic consequences’.12 

In the event it was Britain that declared war on Germany, at 11 p.m. on 4 August, and not the other way around. The ostensible reason was Germany’s invasion of Belgium earlier that day, an act made necessary by the requirements of the Schlieffen plan. In fact, Belgian neutrality was a pretext – and a particularly useful one for a Cabinet that, until 2 August, had been divided over the need to get involved.fn2 ‘The vital point’, wrote David Stevenson, ‘was not the invasion, but that Germany was the invader, and the British government and much of the public saw German domination of Western Europe as dangerous.’13 The Cabinet feared the Germans dominating the continent and winning control of the Channel ports; it also feared for the security of Britain’s Empire and trade if, having failed to support France and Russia, ‘its links with them would have been forfeit, and the reopening and deepening of those old and more traditional rivalries would have driven Britain into the only alternative, an Anglo-German alliance’.14 And yet the issue of Belgian neutrality is what united the Cabinet,fn3 Parliament and the country behind intervention: it became, in Hew Strachan’s words, ‘the bridge which allowed Realpolitik and liberalism to join forces’.


6 August 1914: ‘Have they all gone to the war?’ 


– The Cabinet agrees to send the BEF to France 

Two days after Britain’s declaration of war my great-uncle Hugh Neely, a personable twenty-six-year-old Roman Catholic dentist and county footballer, closed his thriving practice in Southampton and travelled up to London to rejoin his former unit of Territorials, the 1/28th County of London Regiment, better known as the Artists’ Rifles.

The son of the founder of William Neely & Co., a successful London stationery business, Hugh had enjoyed a privileged upbringing with his three brothers and single sister in a large house in Bromley, Kent. The second son, he followed in the footsteps of his elder brother Clive by winning an exhibition to Lancing College where he gained the rank of sergeant in the Officer Training Corps (OTC). On leaving Lancing, he joined Clive in the professions, training first as an architect and then switching in 1908 to Guy’s Hospital to learn dentistry; Clive would qualify as a certified accountant a year later. But Hugh was the star of the family: he could play the piano, sing and was a superb amateur footballer. During his four years as a dental student at Guy’s he won his colours for the United Hospitals’ team and represented Surrey on five occasions.1 A 1912 report in the Daily Express described him as ‘General Utility Neely’, a man who could ‘play in any position’, a ‘long hard kicker’ and a ‘keen tackler’.2 

Hugh’s next brother Guy, a twenty-four-year-old trainee doctor, also volunteered for service in August 1914, gaining a commission in the Royal Army Medical Corps; and Clive would certainly have joined up if he had had the opportunity. He had been working for a firm of accountants in Kuala Lumpur since 1910. When war broke out, Clive at once applied for leave; but it was refused, much to his chagrin. ‘I wish I was there to make a third,’ he wrote to his mother. ‘You would be in a hot bed of militarism then me old mum!’ Instead he had to make do with serving as a private in the local Malay militia, doing his best to keep his ‘gun (sorry rifle) clean’, and scolding his young Javanese servant ‘if it hasn’t been attended to!’3
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Second Lieutenants Clive and Hugh Neely, the author’s great-uncles.

That left just one Neely brother not in uniform: thirteen-year-old Jack who was at boarding school in Lancashire. His pretty flame-haired sister Phyllisfn4 (or ‘Phyl’ as the family called her), three years his senior, had recently been expelled from her convent school in Haywards Heath and was living at home that August. A high-spirited teenager who enjoyed tennis and parties, she was particularly close to her sporty brother Hugh and understandably worried when he volunteered for the infantry. Only a few months earlier she had sent Hugh a jaunty picture postcard of her and her friends in the garden of their school, asking him to pray for her as she embarked upon her leaving exams, and sending ‘much love to you both’. She does not name the other recipient of her love but, as will become clear, it was probably Hugh’s sweetheart (and soon to be fiancée) Dorothy.

As for Phyl’s exams, she obviously did well because a few months later, with the war barely four weeks old, she received a letter of congratulation for winning so many prizes from a Dutch former schoolfriend. ‘I am sure you are first of the juniors, are not you?’ asked the friend, before turning to more sobering matters: ‘Oh, Phyl, I suddenly think of your brothers. Have they all gone to the war? I do hope they haven’t. It would be dreadful for you and your dear mother. I am so glad that Holland is still in peace, but for how long?’4

Despite its declaration of war, Asquith’s government did not make a final decision to despatch a British army to France until 6 August. Why the delay? After all, as the diary of Lieutenant-General Sir Douglas Haig makes clear, ‘Precautionary Measures’ for mobilization – such as the writing up of the relevant telegrams – had been ordered by the War Office as early as 29 July. So six days later, when full mobilization was ordered – the single-word telegram reaching Haig’s Aldershot headquarters at 5.05 p.m. on 4 August – it was simply a matter of dating and despatching the telegrams. ‘These orders were put in force and methodically acted upon without friction and without flurry,’ Haig noted in his diary. ‘Everything had been so well thought out and foreseen that I, as “C-in-C [Commander-in-Chief] Aldershot”, was never called upon for a decision. I had thus all my time free to make arrangements for my own departure for the front.’5

The question was: which front? Because, unbeknown to Haig – a fifty-three-year-old veteran of the Sudan and Boer Wars, and the scion of the Scottish whisky family – the British Cabinet’s acceptance of belligerence on 4 August had been on the assumption that it would not be necessary to send an expeditionary force to France. Instead ministers envisaged a war fought in the traditional fashion – naval, colonial and financial – with perhaps only a small professional force sent to the continent.6

Most of the politicians, in turn, were unaware that Franco-British staff talks had been ongoing since 1912, and that the War Office’s Directorate of Operations, headed by Major-General Henry Wilson, had with the French drawn up a plan for sending a British Expeditionary Force (BEF) to the continent in the event of war with Germany. Wilson was convinced that the BEF could tip the balance, and that it needed to be sent as quickly as possible. But nothing had been agreed with the politicians – though Grey and one or two others were aware of the plan – and it was to discuss the options that a War Council was held at 10 Downing Street at 4 p.m. on 5 August. 

Among those present were Asquith (in the chair), Grey and most of the Cabinet, notably the newly appointed War Secretary, Field Marshal Earl Kitchener of Khartoum. The soldiers included the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), Sir Charles Douglas; the commander-designate of the BEF, Field Marshal Sir John French; his chief of staff, Sir Archibald Murray; the two BEF corps commanders, Haig and Jimmy Grierson; and Henry Wilson. 

After a brief assessment of the political situation by Asquith, French presented the prearranged plan that had been ‘worked out between the British and French General Staffs’. Haig recorded:

Briefly stated, it was hoped that the Expeditionary Force would mobilize simultaneously with the French, and would be concentrated behind the French left at Mauberge by the fifteenth day of mobilization. The intention was then to move eastwards towards the Meuse, and act on the left of the French against the German right flank. We were now, however, late in mobilizing, and so this plan was no longer possible.7

French’s solution was for the BEF to concentrate at Amiens, fifty miles south-west of Mauberge, where it would be in less danger. In any event, said French, it was vital that the BEF was sent to France intact, and as rapidly as possible.8 He then contradicted himself, and infuriated Wilson and Haig, by suggesting an alternative to the prearranged plan: that of operating from Antwerp, in collusion with ‘the Belgian and possibly Dutch Armies’.9

The absurdity of French’s Antwerp option was quickly revealed. Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty,fn5 said that the Royal Navy could not protect the many troop transports needed to send the whole of the BEF across the longer North Sea passage to the Scheldt; Douglas pointed out that all the planning had been for embarkations across the Channel, that the French had ‘arranged for rolling stock and prepared railway timetables for the movement of our units’, and that any change of destination at the last moment ‘would have serious consequences’; and Haig spoke of the risk of ‘defeat in detail’ if the BEF was ‘separated from the French’.10

Haig went further, arguing that the war was ‘bound’ to be a long one and that it was necessary for Britain to organize its resources ‘for a war of several years’. First and foremost it needed to create a mass army of at least a million men, and to this end it might be prudent to hold back a ‘considerable portion of officers and NCOs’ from the BEF to form an experienced nucleus. Yet he supported the sending of a BEF to join French forces, the sooner the better.11

Most of the Council of War was now convinced that it was best to stick to the original plan, though a definite decision to send the BEF was not taken by the Cabinet until the morning of 6 August. It remained only for a second Council of War, held that afternoon, to discuss the size of the BEF.12 French foresaw a short war and wanted at least five infantry divisions; but Kitchener, agreeing with Haig’s sentiments if not his conclusions, said the war would last several years and urged caution. French was overruled and it was agreed to send four infantry divisions and one cavalry division, giving a total BEF (with supporting troops) of 100,000 men. ‘The suspicion’, wrote Richard Holmes, ‘that Kitchener was trying to starve him of troops was implanted in [French’s] receptive brain then, long before the first shot was fired.’13


8 August 1914: ‘Your Country Needs You!’ 


– Kitchener appeals for volunteers 

On Lord Kitchener’s first day in the War Office, he declared: ‘There is no army!’ By that he meant a force capable of fighting a major conflict on the continent and, given that that was the course to which the BEF was now committed, he was right to be worried. The regular British Army at the time, not including reservists, numbered only 247,000 officers and men, a third of whom were in India. Even when Kitchener took into account the part-time Special Reserve and Territorial Force (formerly the Militia and Volunteers respectively), the total was only 733,000, a fraction of the size of the conscript armies that France, Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia were mobilizing for war. 

Kitchener, like Haig, was also convinced that the war would be long and that, as he told The Times military correspondent Colonel Charles à Court Repington, Germany would ‘fight to the last breath and the last horse’. France could shoulder the burden only for so long, he added, and it was up to its allies Russia and Britain to assist it in defeating the Central Powers.1 To this end Kitchener was determined to raise up to seventy new infantry divisions by the third year of the war.fn6 His preference was to introduce conscription for the first time in Britain’s history; but his Cabinet colleagues argued, persuasively, that such an option would create social unrest and threaten national unity. So instead, on 8 August, he made his famous appeal for the first 100,000 volunteers.

The plan was to create a series of New Armies, complete in all their branches, with each one replicating the six infantry divisions of the original BEF (though, initially, only four were sent to France). This was to be done through the normal regular recruiting channels, rather than through the Territorial Force, and the scheme for the first New Army, or New Expeditionary Force as it was originally called, was announced on 12 August. Six of the eight regional commands – the exceptions were Aldershot and the London District – would each provide an infantry division by recruiting at least one service battalion for every line regiment in their area.

At first the response to Kitchener’s iconic ‘Your Country Needs You’ recruiting poster was sluggish. But it soon picked up with the daily total rising from 7,000 on 11 August to almost 10,000 a week later, and peaking at 33,000 on 3 September, the highest number of recruits achieved on a single day during the whole war. In the first eight weeks, more than 750,000 men between the ages of nineteen and forty had volunteered to serve for three years or the duration of the war.2
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Departure of the Liverpool Scottish for the front in 1914.

The volunteers came from every walk of life – from City workers to manual labourers – and their motivations, according to one historian, ‘were many and varied’. He added: ‘A simple patriotism and a genuine desire to stand up against the foe for “King and Country” was undoubtedly present for many. For others it was a simple zest for adventure: a change from the tedium of the office, the hard graft of the shop floor, the loneliness of the farmyard, the filth and ever-present dangers of the pit.’3

Others joined up because their friends had done so, with whole units known as ‘Pals’ battalions raised in a single locality and often from men of the same occupation. London’s regiment, the Royal Fusiliers, recruited ‘Stockbrokers’, ‘Public Schools’ and ‘Jewish’ battalions. Further north the newly formed 10th Lincolns and 11th East Lancs were known, respectively, as the ‘Grimsby Chums’ and the ‘Accrington Pals’. The latter battalion, 1,100 strong, was embodied within ten days of the Accrington Observer and Times announcing on 8 August a ‘Great Rally to the Flag’.4 There were, in addition, units known as the ‘Post Office Rifles’, the ‘Hull Commercials’ and even two ‘Sportsmen’s’ battalions. 

Private Arthur Dalby, who joined the ‘Leeds Pals’ (otherwise known as the 15th Battalion, West Yorkshire Regiment), recalled:

I saw this lot in the paper and it said it was all Leeds people, and I joined up. I didn’t even know that infantry walked, to be quite truthful with you, I didn’t know anything about soldiers. I ought to have joined the cavalry lot, being brought up with horses, but it appealed to me and I went and I’ve never regretted a moment of it really, because I never met a finer lot of fellows in my life.5

A young man who at first had rather less success when he tried to answer Kitchener’s call was the nineteen-year-old Roland Leighton, a brilliant scholar and poet who had carried off almost all the academic prizes in his last year at Uppingham School, and who was due to take up a place at Oxford to read Classics. Brought up in East Anglia, the son of two successful authors, Leighton applied for a commission in the Norfolk Regiment but was rejected ‘on account of imperfect eyesight’. He next tried the Royal Artillery and even the distinctly unglamorous Army Service Corps, and was still refused. So he went back to the infantry and, finally, was told he might be accepted in the Norfolks after all. He explained the reasons behind his determination to join up in a letter to twenty-year-old Vera Brittain, the pretty bluestocking sister of his best friend, who had won an exhibition to study English at Somerville College, Oxford: 

I don’t think in the circumstances I could easily bring myself to endure a secluded life of scholastic vegetation. It would seem a somewhat cowardly shirking of my obvious duty … I feel that I am meant to take an active part in this War. It is to me a very fascinating thing – something, if often horrible, yet very ennobling and very beautiful, something whose elemental reality raises it above the reach of all cold theorising. You will call me a militarist. You may be right.6

Though in love with Leighton, Brittain was nettled by his jibe about ‘scholastic vegetation’. ‘It seemed’, she wrote later, ‘so definitely to put me outside everything that now counted in life, as well as outside his own interests, and his own career. I felt it altogether contrary to his professed feminism – but then so was the War.’ She replied to Leighton:

Women get all the dreariness of war, and none of its exhilaration. This, which you say is the only thing that counts at present, is the one field in which women have made no progress – perhaps never will … I sometimes feel that work at Oxford, which will only bear fruit in the future and lacks the stimulus of direct connection with the War, will require a restraint I am scarcely capable of. It is strange how what we both so worked for should now seem so little.7

Brittain’s brother Edward had also decided to join the army rather than take up his place at Oxford, as had Victor Richardson, the third of the tight-knit and talented group of friends from Uppingham School that Roland’s mother had dubbed ‘The Three Musketeers’. Yet, like Roland, both failed their initial medicals, and when Vera Brittain duly went up to Somerville in October 1914 she thought the possibility of the war affecting her ‘personally’ had ‘become quite remote’.8

Even those volunteers who had been accepted in August were not thrown straight into battle. First they had to be trained by professionals and given the right equipment – and both were in short supply, as the diary of Neil Weir, a young Oxford undergraduate who joined the 10th (Service) Battalion, the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, makes clear:

Most of our senior officers were regular soldiers who had been held back when their Battalions had been sent to the front to train our hastily raised mobs. What a prospect for them who had been used to smartness, cleanliness and obedience. The Officers and men now working under them had to be taught all these things and with the extra disadvantages of no uniform, no rifles, no training grounds, no band and no recreations.9

Despite these difficulties, the volunteers were united in their willingness to risk their lives for a cause they saw as patriotic, selfless and just. This almost mystical fervour was best expressed in the poetry of Rupert Brooke, aged twenty-seven, the Rugby- and Cambridge-educated former socialist who had accepted a commission in Winston Churchill’s newly created Royal Naval Division. In mid-October, after experiencing combat for the first time at Antwerp, Brooke wrote the sonnet that would make him famous, and that so perfectly captured the country’s mood of stern resolution:fn7


Now, God be thanked Who has matched us with His hour,

And caught our youth, and wakened us from sleeping,

With hand made sure, clear eye, and sharpened power,

To turn, as swimmers into cleanness leaping,

Glad from a world grown old and cold and weary,

Leave the sick hearts that honour could not move,

And half-men, and their dirty songs and dreary,

And all the little emptiness of love!10




23 August 1914: ‘Every shot was meant’ 

– The Battle of Mons 


At 6 a.m., having reached the banks of the Mons–Condé Canal in Belgium the night before, the sentries of the forward battalions of the BEF’s II Corps were peering across the water into the morning mist when they caught the first sight of movement. It was a German cavalry patrol, moving cautiously down the Nimy Road towards the canal. An officer cried out, ‘At five hundred yards – five rounds rapid – Fire!’

The well-trained infantrymen of the 4th Royal Fusiliers, capable like all British professionals of firing fifteen rounds a minutes with their excellent Short Magazine Lee Enfield (SMLE) .303 rifles, did as they were instructed and it was not long before the German cavalry were retiring in disorder. A couple of hours later, after a preliminary bombardment, the German infantry attacked in a dense grey mass, pressing hard against the 4th Royal Fusiliers and the 4th Middlesex Regiment at the apex of the salient the BEF was holding round the mining town of Mons. A corporal of the 4th Royal Fusiliers recalled:

Bloody Hell! You couldn’t see the earth for them, there were that many. Time after time they gave the order ‘Rapid Fire’. Well, you didn’t wait for the order, really! You’d see a lot of them coming in a mass on the other side of the canal and you just let them have it. They kept retreating, and then coming forward, and then retreating again. Of course we were losing men and a lot of the officers, especially when the Germans started this shrapnel shelling and, of course, they had machine-guns – masses of them! … I don’t know how many times we saw them off.1

But the Germans kept coming in waves, and by mid-afternoon an order had reached the forward battalions to fall back to a position behind Mons, near the mining villages of Framières and Paturages. Private Sidney Godley of the 4th Royal Fusiliers ignored the order. For two hours, manning one of his battalion’s two Maxim machine-guns, he had single-handedly kept the Germans from crossing the bridge over the canal at Nimy. Now, though twice wounded, he covered the retreat of his comrades and only ceased firing as the Germans stormed the bridge. His last act ‘was to destroy the gun and throw the pieces into the canal’.fn8 2

Sir John French’s men fought splendidly at Mons, inflicting more than 5,000 casualties to 1,850 of their own.3 So rapid was the firing from the British rifles that the Germans mistook them for machine-guns. This was the result of huge improvements in training since the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902). As well as spending more time on the rifle range – achieving rates of fire that were far superior to the great conscript armies of Europe – British soldiers laboriously practised the principles of fire and movement in attack, and of regulated fire from defensive positions. They also had the advantage of a rifle with a ten-shot magazine, compared to the five-shot German Mauser, and one whose crooked bolt enabled them to keep their eye on the target as they reloaded, whereas the straight bolt on the Mauser caused the firer to avert his gaze, so slowing his rate of fire. The benefits to the British were reaped at Mons. ‘We killed a tremendous number of them,’ wrote a Private P. Case of the 1st King’s (Liverpool) Regiment, holding the canal to the west of Mons, ‘and owing to their massed formation they were practically standing up dead before us.’4 

The BEF fought off a German attacking force of at least three times its size at Mons on 23 August. That it had been placed in such jeopardy in the first place, however, was entirely the fault of its commander Sir John French. Following a cordial meeting on the 16th with General Joseph Joffre, the French Commander-in-Chief, Sir John had agreed not only to forget his initial misgivings and concentrate his troops at Mauberge (as per the original intention), but also to conform to Joffre’s general plan to attack the German forces advancing through Belgium. The intention was for the BEF to protect the open left flank of the French Fifth Army. What French and Joffre were not expecting, however, was that the German right wing in Belgium would be composed of no fewer than sixteen corps, six Landwehr (or militia) brigades and five cavalry divisions ‘poised to fall, like the headsman’s axe, on the BEF and the 5th Army’ on the 23rd.5

That evening, with his bloodied but undefeated troops occupying their new defensive position to the south of Mons, French was determined to hold his ground. But he changed his mind when, at midnight, he received word that the French Fifth Army had fallen back without telling him, thus exposing his right flank while his left was barely covered by a weak French cavalry force. Orders were at once despatched for the BEF to make a general retreat of eight miles. This difficult night manoeuvre caused confusion but no loss of life; far more serious was the damage done to Anglo-French relations. The incident convinced the British field marshal, wrote his biographer, ‘that the French were basically untrustworthy as Allies, and sowed the seeds of distrust which, from time to time, bore bitter fruit’.6
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A company of the 4th Royal Fusiliers resting in the Grand Place, Mons, on 22 August 1914.

The Battle of Mons was one of the few setbacks experienced by the German Army in its attempt to win a quick and decisive victory over France in August 1914. In line with the Schlieffen–Moltke plan, it had committed the vast bulk of its forces – a total of seventy-eight infantry divisions and ten cavalry divisions, grouped in seven armies – to the western theatre; and of those, no fewer than fifty-two divisions were earmarked to advance through Belgium and Luxembourg while the balance held their ground to the south.7 

At first the Germans troops made good progress as the main Belgian field army, unsupported by the French and British, withdrew into the fortified national redoubt at Antwerp. Liège (after a brave but ultimately futile eleven-day resistance), Namur and Brussels had all fallen by 20 August, enabling the Germans to concentrate their forces for the advance into France. Richard Harding Davis, the celebrated American novelist and war correspondent, described the German Army’s entry into Brussels as ‘not men marching, but a force of nature like a tidal wave, an avalanche or a river flooding its banks’. He added:

For seven hours the army passed in such solid column that not once might a taxicab or trolley car pass through the city. Like a river of steel it flowed, gray and ghostlike. Then, as dusk came and thousands of horses’ hoofs and thousands of iron boots continued to tramp forward, they struck tiny sparks from the stones, but the horses and men who beat out the sparks were invisible.8

The seemingly inexorable German advance had been assisted by the preoccupation of the GQG (Grand Quartier Général, or French high command) with its own offensives further south: the first was into the lost provinces of Alsace-Lorraine where on 20 August, after initial gains, it was stopped in its tracks at the Battle of Morhange-Sarrebourg and eventually driven back across the border with the loss of 20,000 prisoners and 150 guns; an even more serious defeat was inflicted on French troops advancing against the German centre in the Ardennes on 22 August, the day Lanzerac’s Fifth Army was bested further north at Charleroi. A day later the BEF felt the full force of the German right wing at Mons before it, too, began the long retreat to the Marne river.


29 August 1914: ‘The booty is immense’ 

– The Germans triumph at Tannenberg 

As night fell General Alexander Samsonov, commander of the Russian Second Army, and five members of his personal staff were making their way on horseback through the thick forests of East Prussia towards the Russian frontier when they were fired on by German machine-guns. ‘Amidst a hail of bullets,’ wrote a Russian officer, ‘the party dismounted and continued their way on foot, into another belt of forest.’ He added:

Utter darkness surrounded them. The sounds of fighting died away, and all that could be heard was the trampling of the undergrowth and an occasional voice as members of the little party called out to each other in order to keep together. From time to time a halt was called and all drew closer to make sure that nobody was missing. General Samsonov, who suffered from heart trouble, and found his breathing more and more difficult, lagged behind. There came a time when everybody had been called and all had answered but Samsonov. General Postovski, the Chief of his Staff, immediately called a halt and in the thick darkness led a search for the missing general. It was fruitless.1

Samsonov’s corpse was discovered by the enemy two days later. He had shot himself, preferring death to the disgrace of capture and the shame of having lost the first great battle of the war against an enemy that was supposed to be outnumbered and acting on the defensive. How had it happened? 

At the start of the war the Germans had assigned only a single army, the Eighth under General Max von Prittwitz, to defend East Prussia against the Prussians. It comprised thirteen infantry divisions and one cavalry division, all of them second rate, with 774 guns – about a tenth of the German Army’s total strength.2 The Russians had mobilized, on the other hand, a total of ninety-eight infantry divisions and thirty-seven cavalry divisions on their western frontier, but the bulk of those forces were directed against Austria-Hungary.3 This was a mistake. ‘Strategically,’ wrote David Stevenson, ‘the Russians would have been prudent to stay on the defensive against Austria-Hungary and focus on Germany, in order to threaten Berlin and co-ordinate pressure with the French. But politically they felt compelled to assist Serbia.’4

So while the Russians’ major offensive in August 1914 was directed against Austria-Hungary, a secondary attack was ordered into East Prussia by the Russian First and Second Armies under, respectively, Generals Paul von Rennenkampf and Alexander Samsonov. It did not help that these two men loathed each other (having once come to blows), nor that East Prussia’s difficult terrain – chiefly the presence of a fifty-mile-wide chain of lakes in the centre of the province – dictated two separate lines of advance which would give the Germans the opportunity to defeat them one after the other.

Not that the forty-four-year-old Samsonov was concerned. Alone his army of fourteen and a half infantry divisions, four cavalry divisions and 1,160 guns was bigger than Prittwitz’s. Rennenkampf had a smaller force – six and a half infantry divisions, five and a half cavalry divisions and 492 guns – but it was assumed he could hold his own until Samsonov came to his assistance. Neither was particularly worried by his army’s poor logistics and communications – notably a reliance on wireless messages that were often sent en clair – and each began the campaign with his confidence high.5

At first that optimism seemed justified. On 20 August, at the encounter battle of Gumbinnen near the East Prussian frontier, Rennenkampf’s advance guard repulsed an attack by two of Prittwitz’s corps, inflicting 8,000 casualties on a force of just 30,000. Shaken by this setback (caused primarily by the impatience of his I Corps commander, General Hermann von François), and mindful of signal and aerial reconnaissance that Samsonov’s advance further south was threatening his lines of communication, Prittwitz ordered a withdrawal to the Vistula. But it was too late. Samsonov was nearing the rearmost corps of the Eighth Army and was bound to win the race to the Vistula. If Prittwitz was to secure his line of retreat he would first have to overcome the Russian Second Army.6

The original plan – suggested by Prittwitz’s chief of staff, Max Hoffmann – was to switch part of his army by rail to face Samsonov’s left wing; the rest of the army would then disengage from Rennenkampf and march into a position to attack Samsonov’s right. But it was a highly risky manoeuvre: if Rennenkampf got wind of what was happening he would be able to attack the withdrawing Germans in the flank and rear. They would be caught between the two Russian armies. Everything depended upon secrecy and Russian inertia.

At first all went well and by 23 August the whole of the German Eighth Army, bar its cavalry division, had broken contact with Rennenkampf who did not appear to notice. Yet by now Helmuth von Moltke and the OHL (Oberste Heeresleitung, or Supreme Army Command) had grown tired of Prittwitz’s gloomy reports and replaced him with Paul von Hindenburg, a veteran of the Austro-Prussian war, and General Erich Ludendorff, the hero of Liège, as chief of staff. The pair reached East Prussia on 24 August and immediately authorized Hoffmann’s plan: ‘they were not its originators’, wrote Hew Strachan, but rather ‘its executors and each made a vital personal contribution’. On 24 August, when it was clear that Rennenkampf was not in pursuit, Ludendorff ordered the two marching corps to close with Samsonov’s right. The imperturbable Hindenburg, meanwhile, calmed his brilliant but nervy subordinate’s fears that Rennenkampf could still intervene and rob them of victory.7

Fortunately communications between the two Russian armies were virtually non-existent, and Samsonov’s, having marched non-stop for more than a week, was disorganized and close to collapse. On 24 August his lead corps came into contact with the Eighth Army’s XX Corps and a fierce battle developed. A day later, under pressure from a second Russian corps, XX Corps withdrew closer to its supports. Samsonov assumed this was part of a general retreat and, in an attempt to outflank it, detached another corps and sent it further to the west. He realized his mistake too late.

On 26 August the two marching German corps struck Samsonov’s right corps in the flank and forced it to retreat in disorder. The following day, the German I Corps, transported by rail, infiltrated the gap between the right of Samsonov’s army and its centre. ‘Moreover,’ wrote Hindenburg, ‘we learned that it was only in the imagination of an airman that Rennenkampf was marching in our rear. The cold truth was that he was slowly pressing on to Königsberg. Did he, or would he, not see that Samsonov’s right flank was increasingly threatened with utter ruin and that the danger to his left wing also was increasing from hour to hour?’8

By 28 August both Russian flanking corps had been defeated and the two corps that made up the centre of Samsonov’s army were in danger of being enveloped. The net closed on the 29th as, according to a Russian officer, the remaining two corps ‘fell back into the shades of Tannenberg Wood, absolutely helpless and unable to use their artillery’. He added: ‘The result of this disaster was that the Germans captured, almost in full strength, two army corps with all their officers, and recovered possession of their own troops who had been captured earlier during the battle.’9 

It was during the night of 29/30 August that Samsonov and thousands of other Russians tried to escape the encirclement. More desperate break-outs were attempted the following day, but few of them succeeded. By the 31st, the Germans could claim the capture of 92,000 prisoners and nearly 400 guns. A further 50,000 Russians had been killed. Hindenburg boasted to the Kaiser: ‘The guns are still in the forests and are now being brought in. The booty is immense.’10

At a thanksgiving service in the church at Allenstein, the German commander noticed young soldiers and elderly reservists sink to their knees, overcome with emotion. It was, he thought, ‘a worthy curtain to their heroic achievements’.11 

Hindenburg was right. His troops had won an astonishing victory, arguably the most decisive of the conflict, and all the more noteworthy given the low priority that Germany had given to its Eastern Front. But the Central Powers were not having it all their own way. Only days later, having defeated the Austrians at the Battle of Gnila Lipa, the Russian Eighth Army took the vital fortress of Lemburg in Austrian Galicia. In Serbia, too, the Austrians’ overconfidence had proved costly as their invading Fifth Army was surprised by a night attack at Çer Mountain, a battle that raged for three days before the Austrians withdrew. By 24 August they had evacuated Serbian territory.
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General Hermann von François, commanding the German I Corps, inspects a destroyed Russian column at Tannenberg in late August 1914.

Yet Hindenburg’s victory at Tannenberg – confirmed by the encirclement of Samsonov’s army on 29 August – had given the German armies in the west a vital breathing space in which to complete the conquest of France. 


30 August 1914: ‘I have seen the broken bits of many regiments’ 

– The Amiens Despatch 


Vera Brittain was having supper at her family home in the spa town of Buxton, Derbyshire, when her father and brother Edward – who was still waiting for his commission – began discussing ‘a very dismal article in the Sunday Times, speaking of the tremendous losses in the British Army & the apparent invincibleness of the Germans all round’. The ‘situation’, noted Brittain in her diary, ‘seems very grave indeed’.1

The article had been filed in Amiens the day before by Arthur Moore of The Times. Headlined ‘BROKEN BRITISH REGIMENTS. BATTLING AGAINST THE ODDS. MORE MEN NEEDED’, it read in part:

Since Monday last the German advance has been one of almost incredible rapidity. As I have already written you, the British Force fought a terrible fight – which may be called the action of Mons, though it covered a big front – on Sunday …

Regiments were grievously injured, and the broken army fought its way backwards by the sheer unconquerable mass of numbers of an enemy prepared to throw away three or four men for the life of every British soldier … To sum up, the first great German effort has succeeded. We have to face the fact that the British Expeditionary Force, which bore the great weight of the blow, has suffered terrible losses and requires immediate and immense reinforcement. The [BEF] has won indeed imperishable glory, but it needs men, men, and yet more men.2 

Moore was one of a number of unofficial war correspondents who were reporting from behind the front lines in France. When war broke out, the War Office had created a register for approved correspondents who were to accompany the BEF. But Lord Kitchener, remembering his own run-in with journalists during the Boer War, chose to ban them from the military zone; moreover, he ruled, any despatches from France were to be censored by a new Press Bureau, set up under F. E. Smith (later Lord Birkenhead). The Bureau’s bland communiqués – with their minimal facts and complete lack of human interest – did little to assuage the public’s insatiable appetite for news of the fighting. Which is why enterprising men like Moore, Philip Gibbs of the Daily Chronicle and William Beach Thomas of the Daily Mail were prepared to risk arrest to find out the truth.3

Assuming that Moore’s Amiens Despatch would be rejected by F. E. Smith, the senior staff at The Times had chosen to tone it down and delete certain passages before sending it to the Press Bureau on 29 August. Yet it came back with the deleted paragraphs reinstated and its conclusion rewritten to emphasize the need for reinforcements. Smith’s remit to withhold and censor bad news from the front had been overridden by the War Office’s wish to boost recruitment. Yet by allowing the Amiens Despatch to be published in its unexpurgated form, Smith revealed the contrast between the official version of events and that which, belatedly, had found its way into the daily newspapers.4 

The subsequent storm in Parliament – with Asquith acknowledging the public’s right to hear ‘prompt and authentic information’ from the front – resulted in Smith’s resignation and the appointment of Colonel Ernest Swinton, a talented staff officer (and later the ‘father’ of armoured warfare), as the army’s first official journalist. Attached to French’s GHQ, his task was to write ‘Eyewitness’ accounts of military operations that would be censored first in France and then by Kitchener himself before being released to the press. ‘This was the start’, wrote one historian of war reporting, ‘of a period of conspiracy, of deliberate lies and the suppression of truth; the foundations of a propaganda process with which we are still familiar today.’5

Swinton knew exactly what he was doing. ‘The principle which guided me in my work’, he wrote later, ‘was above all to prevent helping the enemy. This appeared to me even more important than the purveyance of news to our own people.’6

Only in May 1915, after complaints from the United States, did the government allow selected civilian journalists to report from the front. They had to agree to submit their copy to an army censor and, in a clever move by the War Office, to accept temporary commissions and wear uniforms. Official war reporting, as a result, was far from objective. 


5 September 1914: ‘All that men can do our fellows will do’ 

– Sir John French commits the BEF to the offensive 

At 2 p.m., General Joffre arrived at the BEF’s headquarters in the Château de Vaux-le-Pénil, south of the River Marne, and was ushered into a small room to meet Sir John French and his senior staff. Joffre put his cap on the table, faced the British commander and thanked him for taking a decision that would settle the fate of Europe. He then proceeded to outline his plan of attack – known as Instruction Générale No. 6 – for the following day. The Sixth Army would cross the Ourcq in the direction of Château-Thierry; the BEF was to advance east towards Montmirail; the Fifth Army was to turn north, though not until it had linked up with the BEF; and the Ninth Army was to protect the Fifth’s flank.1 Joffre was ready to throw his last company into the battle to save France, he told Sir John, but he needed the full support of the BEF. Clasping Sir John’s hands powerfully in his, he concluded: ‘Monsieur le Maréchal, c’est la France qui vous supplie.’2

Overcome with emotion, Sir John seemed lost for words as tears stained his flushed cheeks. At last, turning to a liaison officer, he exclaimed: ‘Damn it, I can’t explain. Tell him that all that men can do our fellows will do.’

When Sir John’s chief of staff then intervened to say that the BEF could not start its advance as early as the French commander wished, Joffre was unperturbed. ‘It cannot be helped,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders. ‘Let them start as soon as they can. I have the Marshal’s word, that is enough for me.’3

For the previous two weeks – ever since the Battle of Mons – the Allied armies in Belgium and north-eastern France had been in retreat. So little did Sir John French trust the French after the events of the 23rd, and so serious did he regard his losses at Mons and a second major action at Le Cateau on 26 August (where British casualties were 8,000), that at one point he refused to take part in an Allied counter-attack; worse still, on the 30th he informed General Joffre that the battered BEF needed to retire behind the Seine to refit, and would not return to the battle ‘for at least 10 days’. Only Lord Kitchener’s personal intervention on 1 September had kept the BEF in the front line, much to Sir John French’s fury and Joffre’s relief.4

Meanwhile, on 31 August, Joffre had learned from intercepted signals and aerial reconnaissance that General von Kluck’s First Army, on the German right, was now marching to the east and not the west of Paris. Thus developed in Joffre’s mind the possibility of taking Kluck’s army in the flank.fn9 He knew the German troops were exhausted after five weeks of constant marching and fighting, and were at the end of their supply lines. His soldiers, on the other hand, were drawing closer to their supply depots, and he had been able to use France’s excellent transverse railways to move troops from the right of his line to form a new Sixth Army of nine infantry and two cavalry divisions, under General Michel-Joseph Maunoury, on the outskirts of Paris.5

The only fly in the ointment was Sir John French. Would he, or would he not, let the BEF take part in the coming offensive? Joffre received his answer at their historic meeting on the 5th. 
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French reinforcements arrive in taxicabs from Paris to prevent a German breakthrough on the Marne on 7 September 1914.

Though there was some fighting that evening near the River Ourcq, the main Allied offensive did not begin until the following day. It was the start of a four-day swirling battle that became known as ‘the Miracle of the Marne’. At first an Allied victory seemed unlikely as a series of assaults against the centre and flanks of the German position were repulsed. On 7 August it was Kluck’s turn to attack Maunoury’s Sixth Army with two corps that had been force-marched from his left wing. But for desperate measures by General Gallieni, the commander of the Paris garrison, who used taxicabs to send more than 2,000 reinforcements to Maunoury’s assistance, the Germans might have broken through on the 7th. Elsewhere the situation was more favourable for the Allies as the transfer of two corps from Kluck’s left wing had opened up a dangerous gap between the German First and Second Armies (the latter commanded by General von Bülow) into which the BEF marched.6

Even so the Germans might still have stabilized the situation had not their Chief of the General Staff, Moltke, lost his nerve. Stationed in Luxembourg, and out of contact with his army commanders, Moltke sent a staff officer, Colonel Hentsch, to assess the situation. Hentsch had the authority to order a withdrawal if he felt the forward armies were losing contact with each other, and that was the conclusion he came to when he reached Bülow’s headquarters and learned of the British advance. He agreed with Bülow that the Second Army would retreat if the BEF crossed the Marne; it did so on 9 September, triggering not only the Second Army’s withdrawal but also that of the First. Two days later, Moltke ordered the Third, Fourth and Fifth armies to retreat as well.7 (The failure of the Schlieffen–Moltke plan caused its co-author to suffer a nervous breakdown. He was replaced on 14 September by the War Minister, Erich von Falkenhayn, who acted in both capacities until the following January when he relinquished the political post to his deputy.)

The Germans fell back to the 400-feet-high Chemin des Damesfn10 ridge beyond the River Aisne, a defensive position that Moltke had earlier identified as naturally strong. To make it more so, the German infantry and field engineers were ordered to dig trenches and protect them with parapets (a skill they had regularly practised while on peacetime manoeuvres). On 14 September, Joffre ordered a general attack on the ridge; but only in the British sector did it almost succeed. ‘The 1st Division on the right gained ground,’ noted General Haig in his diary,

but could not maintain itself in the face of the opposition encountered. Only in the centre the 5 Brigade, moving along the eastern slopes of the Beaulne ridges, was able to get forward and continue its advance until it reached the ridge about Tilleul de Courtacon. In the dark General Hakingfn11 failed to get in touch with the 1st Division, but his patrols found German outposts on both flanks. He consequently drew back his troops under cover of darkness to the neighbourhood of Verneuil.8

‘I think it is very likely’, wrote Sir John French on the 14th, ‘that the enemy is making a determined stand on the Aisne.’9 That evening he ordered his men to dig in. 

The BEF did not remain long on the Aisne. In October it was sent north into Flanders as part of a series of operations known as the ‘Race to the Sea’, with both the Allies and the Germans trying (and failing) to outflank each other before the trench lines connected up from Switzerland to the Channel coast. Thereafter the BEF held various sectors (originally in Flanders and Artois, but later extending as far south as the Somme) of the Allied front line that ran for 475 miles, in the shape of a reversed S, from Nieuport in Belgium to the Swiss border. It was a trench line that, despite countless offensives and the loss of millions of soldiers, would barely alter for much of the next three and half years.

That was all in the future. In early September 1914, the fate of France hung in the balance. The German strategy of risking all on a rapid victory in the west, before turning to deal with the Russians, seemed close to paying off. It all hinged on Joffre’s counter-attack, planned for 6 September, and that in turn depended on Sir John French’s response to his emotional appeal for British assistance on the 5th. Fortunately for the Allies, that appeal succeeded and within days the ‘Miracle of the Marne’ had turned the tide.

President Raymond Poincaré of France justly acknowledged the part that both French and British troops had played in this victory in a letter of congratulation to the French Minister of War on 11 September. ‘Far from being fatigued by long weeks of marching and unceasing battle,’ he wrote, ‘our troops have shown more endurance and keenness than ever. With the vigorous assistance of our English allies they have forced back the enemy to the east of Paris, and the brilliant successes they have gained and the magnificent qualities they have shown are sure guarantees of decisive victories.’10


8 September 1914: ‘All I have … I leave to Miss Mary MacNulty’ 

– Shot at dawn 

At 6.22 a.m., a young British private was dozing in his cell in the Château Combreaux at Tournan-en-Brie, twenty-five miles south-east of Paris, when the door was unlocked and two men entered: Captain J. Monteath, the 5th Division’s Assistant Provost Marshal; and an unidentified army padre. Reading from a sheet of paper, Monteath announced: ‘Private Thomas Highgate, regimental number 10061, of the 1st Battalion, The Royal West Kent Regiment, you have been found guilty of desertion by a Field General Court Martial and sentenced to suffer death by being shot.’1

As a stunned Highgate tried to take in the awful news, Monteath explained that the sentence would be carried out by firing squad in exactly forty-five minutes, and that the prisoner was advised to use that time to make peace with his Maker. He then left the room.

Highgate was just nineteen years old. Born in Shoreham in Kent, the only son of a farm labourer, he had followed the same occupation before joining his local regiment at the age of seventeen years and nine months in February 1913. When war broke out, Highgate’s battalion was quartered in Richmond Barracks, Dublin. It arrived in France on 15 August as part of the BEF’s 5th Division that, along with the 3rd, made up II Corps under Lieutenant-General Sir James Grierson. Tragically Grierson died of a heart attack two days later, on a train heading for the BEF’s concentration area, and was replaced by Lieutenant-General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien.

Highgate had been in France for less than three weeks when he went missing from his battalion in the early hours of 6 September. The nightmare retreat from Mons had finally come to an end the day before, near the banks of the Marne, and the 1st Royal West Kents had spent the night in a stubble field a mile south of Tournan-en-Brie. Next morning, in accordance with Sir John French’s promise to Joffre that the BEF would support his general offensive, the 1st Royal West Kents began its march north. As it did so, Highgate went missing.

He was found an hour or two later, wearing civilian clothes, by Thomas Fermor, an English gamekeeper to Baron Edward de Rothschild (whose estate bordered Tournan), and handed over to the French gendarmerie. They, in turn, informed the British military. Within hours he had been tried and sentenced to death for desertion. But various questions remain: were there extenuating reasons for Highgate’s absence from his battalion? And did he receive a fair trial?

The answer to the first question is almost certainly yes. Highgate was a young and inexperienced soldier and the Battle of Mons, where his battalion suffered more than a hundred casualties holding a section of canal near the railway bridge, was a shocking introduction to war. At first the men of the Royal West Kents held their own, using disciplined rifle fire to tear to pieces the attacking troops of the 12th Brandenburg Grenadiers. ‘Wherever I looked,’ wrote the novelist Walter Bloem, a captain in the 12th, ‘right or left, were dead and wounded, quivering in convulsions, groaning terribly, blood oozing from fresh wounds.’ He added: ‘They apparently knew something about war, these cursed English, a fact soon confirmed on all sides.’2

But retaliation came in the form of a heavy artillery bombardment by 5.9-inch German shells that shattered the shallow trenches of the Royal West Kents and forced them to withdraw, taking their wounded with them. Three days later, Highgate and his battalion were again in action at Le Cateau, an even more desperate struggle. Thereafter, they were part of the ‘fighting retreat’ to the Marne – covering more than 250 miles in under two weeks – an exhausting and dispiriting experience that, coming so soon after his brutal initiation to war at Mons and Le Cateau, must have broken Highgate’s spirit. 

A corporal in the 1st Royal Berkshires wrote of the withdrawal: 

September 3rd: The first four or five hours we did without a single halt or rest, as we had to cross a bridge over the Aisne before the Royal Engineers blew it up. It was the most terrible march I have ever done. Men were falling down like ninepins. They would fall flat on their faces on the road, while the rest of us staggered round them, as we couldn’t lift our feet high enough to step over them, and, as for picking them up, that was impossible, as to bend meant to fall.3

Many British soldiers lost contact with their units during the retreat to the Marne. In one infamous instance, at Saint-Quentin on 27 August, two commanding officersfn12 tried to surrender their disgruntled battalions en masse to the Germans, but a cavalry major intervened and led the men to safety.4

George Roupell, a lieutenant in the East Surrey Regiment who would win a Victoria Cross in 1915, recorded in his diary that instances of indiscipline were inevitable after the rigours of the retreat:

Since our fight at Mons on August 23rd we had not a single day’s rest. When we were not fighting, we were marching as hard as we could. Men were physically weak from the long marches and mentally weak from the continual strain of never being out of reach of the enemy’s guns … It is scarcely surprising that under these conditions traces of panic and loss of self-control occurred.5 

The military authorities, on the other hand, were fearful that this panic and indiscipline might spread. By 5 September, the BEF had lost nearly 20,000 men: killed, wounded, missing in action or just plain disappeared. Of these, almost 3,000 were listed as stragglers, including 291 from a single battalion, the 1st Royal Warwicks, and 246 from the 2nd Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. Highgate’s battalion, on the other hand, had reported only ten absent.6 

On 4 September, to try and stop the rot, Sir John French had stated in Army Orders that he ‘viewed with grave displeasure the straggling which still continues … and has reason to think that in certain cases sufficient effort is not being made to rejoin units’. All ranks, he continued, will face ‘severe punishment if there is reason to suppose that every effort has not been made to rejoin’.7

The first inkling that the British military had of Highgate’s defection was a signal received in II Corps headquarters at 8.50 a.m. on the 6 September. It read: ‘Civilian reports an English deserter in plain clothes at the farm of M Poirier, rue de Martry, Tournan, and can you deal?’8

Within a very short time, General Smith-Dorrien had convened an immediate field general court martial (requiring a panel of just three officers, rather than the usual five) and signed an army form (No. 49) that stated that ‘military exigencies’ such as, in this case, the ‘proximity of the enemy’ made it ‘inexpedient’ to observe the provisions of various rules, notably giving the defendant the ‘proper opportunity of preparing his defence, and a copy of the summary of evidence against him’.9 Conscious that II Corps was heading back into battle, Smith-Dorrien was determined to bring Highgate to justice as quickly as possible. 

Highgate’s crime, in the eyes of his superiors, was not simply that he had fallen out of the line of march – something he admitted at his trial – but that he had no intention of rejoining his battalion. The absolute proof of this, they felt, was that he was found wearing civilian clothes. From this point on his fate was as good as sealed.

With almost indecent haste, Highgate was passed mentally and physically fit for trial by a Captain Moss of the Royal Army Medical Corps and then brought before the court martial in the Château Cambreaux, a mile south of Tournan, during the afternoon of the 6th. The court was comprised of a president, Colonel A. B. Dunsterville (commanding II Corps’ attached troops), and a captain and lieutenant of the 1st Cameron Highlanders. The prosecutor was the Assistant Provost Marshal of II Corps. Highgate, with no officer to defend him, pleaded not guilty to the charge of ‘deserting His Majesty’s Service’ when on active service.

The first witness was Thomas Fermor who said that at 8.15 a.m. that day he had been searching for a bicycle and ‘from information received’ had gone towards the ‘Madeleine’ where he found the accused there ‘dressed in civilian clothes’. When he asked him what he was doing, Highgate had replied: ‘I have lost my Army, and I mean to get out of it,’ or, as Fermor put it, ‘words to that effect’. Fermor added: ‘I searched him and found on him the [pay] book which I produce … We found his clothes [uniform] in a woodshed, the rifle & cartridges were missing. I took him to the Mairie and gave him up to the French police.’10

Aware that he had to challenge Fermor’s incriminating evidence, Highgate asked him in cross-examination: ‘Did I say I wanted to get out of it, or that I wanted to find my way out of it?’

Fermor replied: ‘You said “I have had enough of it. I want to get out of it, and this is how I am doing it.”’

The second prosecution witness, a staff officer called Captain Milward, testified that when he went to collect the accused from the Mairie he was ‘dressed in plain clothes, just as he is now’. When he asked him why he had run away, the accused replied ‘that he left his bivouac that morning and remembered nothing more’.

Declining to cross-examine Milward, and with no witnesses of his own, Highgate gave a statement to the court under oath. He had left his regiment during a stop on the march north to ‘ease’ himself, and by the time he had finished the regiment had gone on. He explained:

I went out but could not find them, got strolling about, went down into a farm, lay down in an empty house, and have a slight remembrance of putting some civilian clothes on, but do not remember exactly what happened until the man came down to arrest me. I was coming back then to see if I could find my clothes, and my Regiment, but I was taken to the police station before I could get back. When I was asked by the man who arrested me who I was, I answered him at once and told him who I was.

In cross-examination, the prosecutor asked: ‘Why did you say to Mr Fermor you “wanted to get out of it and that was how you were doing it”, or words to that effect?’

Highgate replied: ‘I told him that I was trying to get out of it, meaning that I had lost my way and wanted to get out of the place in which I was, and wanted to rejoin my Regiment. I cannot say why I was in civilian clothes.’11

This was the nub and, without a credible reason for abandoning his uniform, Highgate had little chance of an acquittal. The court duly found him guilty as charged and sentenced him ‘to suffer death by being shot’ with no recommendation to mercy. The sentence was confirmed by Smith-Dorrien on the 6th, and by Sir John French a day later, with the former insisting that the execution be carried out ‘as publicly as convenient’.12 

Shortly after 7 a.m. on 8 September, Highgate was blindfolded, tied to a post and shot by firing squad in the grounds of the Château Cambreaux. Forced to watch this grim spectacle, in accordance with Smith-Dorrien’s orders, were 400 men of the Dorset and Cheshire Regiments, fellow members of the 5th Division. Highgate was then cut down and buried in an unmarked grave. On page 14 of his pay book, he had scrawled his makeshift will: ‘lf I get killed all I have to come from the Government for my services to Miss Mary MacNulty, No. 3 Leinster St, Phibsborough, Dublin.’13 The sweetheart he had met while stationed in Ireland would never know the truth.

By modern standards, Highgate was the victim of rough justice: he had no time to prepare a defence and no defending officer; there were, moreover, mitigating circumstances to his crime in terms of his age, inexperience and the trauma of his fight at and retreat from Mons. On the other hand the evidence – notably his shedding of his uniform and his comment that he had ‘had enough’ and wanted ‘to get out of it’ – did support the charge of desertion.

At the time of Highgate’s execution the Battle of the Marne was still in the balance and the BEF, his battalion included, was fighting for its life. Under the circumstances, French and Smith-Dorrien were keen to make an example of Highgate to encourage the others. That is why his execution was witnessed by two companies of soldiers, and announced in Army Routine Orders on 10 September. Four days later, French warned: ‘Failure to maintain the highest standard of discipline will result in the infliction of the most severe punishment.’14

Highgate was the first of 309 British and Empire soldiers to be executed for military offences committed while on active service during the conflict (a further thirty-seven were shot for murder). Like Highgate, the vast majority were found guilty of desertion (266), with cowardice (18), quitting a post (7), striking a superior officer (6) and disobedience of a lawful order (5) the next most prevalent categories. The figures sound shocking but they need to be put into context. More than 5,250,000 men served in the British Army in the First World War, of whom 702,000 were killed and 1.66 million wounded. During the period 4 August 1914 to October 1918, there were 238,000 courts martial, yet only 3,080 resulted in death sentences. Of those, only 346 (11 per cent, including for murder) were carried out. In the case of desertion, only a tiny fraction (3.6 per cent) of the soldiers tried for that crime were actually executed. ‘These statistics show with lucid clarity’, wrote the co-authors of a recent book on the subject, ‘just how sparingly the final sanction of military law was employed by a massive army fighting for its life.’15

Nevertheless in 2006, after a long campaign by relatives and citizens’ groups, Des Browne, then Secretary of State for Defence, acknowledged that the evidence no longer existed to assess each of the cases individually, and that the best way to acknowledge that an injustice had been done in some instances was to grant a posthumous pardon to all 309 men executed for military offences. In Highgate’s file, like all the others, was placed a note from Browne confirming that the pardon stood ‘as recognition that he was one of the victims of the First World War and that execution was not a fate he deserved’.16
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