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‘I suppose history never lies, does it?’ said Mr Dick, with a gleam of hope.


‘Oh dear, no, sir!’ I replied, most decisively. I was ingenuous and young, and I thought so.


Charles Dickens, David Copperfield
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Movement of the Front, 21 March–5 April 1918





Prologue


FIVE DAYS IN MARCH 1918 – TOO GRIM TO BE REMEMBERED


21 March


The German army launched a massive attack on the British part of the Western Front. Aware that they might win the war now – before the Americans were present in force – and also aware that, if they did not do so, they would assuredly lose, the onslaught had all the berserk drive of what the Romans called Furor Teutonicus when they tried to describe the whirlwind attacks of the Germanic tribes in all their wrath. The assault was long prepared but had been well concealed. Ludendorff, the German commander, deployed tactics he had developed in Russia, essentially the storm-troop tactics that Hitler would use in 1940. His aim, like Hitler’s, was to break the Allies by forcing Britain back to the Channel ports.


A devastating German artillery barrage opened at 04.40. By the time the infantry moved off, just five hours later, 3.2 million shells had landed on pre-registered positions. By the end of the day, Britain had suffered 38,512 casualties and lost 500 guns. The Cabinet secretary said that the day was one of the most decisive moments in the world’s history.


22 March


Heavy fog continued to assist the advancing Germans. Fifth Army, defending the southern part of the British line, was penetrated as far as its reserve line. French troops moved in to bolster the dazed British. The fighting was fierce but the Germans, looking at the extent of their gains, said that the British must have run like rabbits.


23 March


By now the Germans had advanced 22 kilometres in an 80-kilometre breach in the British line. The British Commander-in-Chief, Sir Douglas Haig, requested very substantial aid from his French allies. British Fifth Army, falling back in confusion through inadequate defences, was disintegrating. It was put under French control. France complained that Haig was breaking contact, doing nothing for France except fleeing from her.


Haig feared that, if contact was lost, the British armies would be rounded up and driven into the sea. He began to talk of falling back to cover the Channel ports. There were fears in London that the government might fall. The Cabinet began to panic and contemplate evacuation. The Cabinet Secretary feared not only defeat in France but invasion of Britain.


24 March


Now Third Army, to the north of Fifth Army, was in retreat too. Fifth Army had fallen back a further eight kilometres and battlefield command had broken down. The Great Retreat of 1918, pretty much a rout, had begun. The Cabinet Secretary said that things were about as bad as they could be. In Paris, the president was adamant that contact must be maintained. Haig and his opposite number, Pétain, met late at night at Haig’s forward HQ to try to coordinate plans. Little emerged from the meeting. Pétain was afraid that Haig was going to break away and head for the coast. Later, Haig was to allege that Pétain had ordered his troops to pull away to defend Paris.


25 March


By the fourth day of the offensive, the situation was pivotal. Third Army followed Fifth Army into a general retirement and the crucial defensive line of the Somme was lost. A German general said that the sun of Germany’s victory was at its zenith.


Pétain estimated the likelihood of German victory at 96 per cent. The Cabinet Secretary described the day as ‘the crisis of the nation’s fate’.


The Chief of the Imperial General Staff and Lord Milner, soon to be Secretary of State for War, were sent out to France to address the crisis. They conferred with the French president and Pétain and it was agreed that the direction of the Allied military effort could no longer be divided between two independent and often antagonistic generals – there had to be a single commander. The war was being fought in France for French soil and preponderantly with French troops. To the French, it was obvious that a French general should have a united command. Indeed, the British Official History was to say of 25 March, the fourth day of a British battle, ‘Everything now depended on the French.’


26 March


By now, Germany had taken 90,000 prisoners and advanced some 60 kilometres. The Allies had suffered 250,000 casualties, 178,000 of them British. Against this background French and British political and military leaders met in the town hall at Doullens, just a few kilometres from Haig’s HQ, to try to avert defeat. Well within the sound of battle and with retreating British soldiers streaming through the town, the decision discussed on the previous day was formally adopted.


The French General Foch was appointed to the unified command of the Allied armies. In practice, the French prime minister, Clemenceau, now became equally involved in the direction of the war. Thus the unified command, political as well as military, was effectively French. The decision taken at Doullens arrested the German advance and Allied victory followed eight months later.


For the French, that decision was logical and necessary. They had felt let down by an uncommitted ally. The French president said of Doullens, ‘It’s good work – it was high time.’ A French general said, ‘It was time to put [the British] under our orders, for their own sake as much as ours.’


Britain saw things differently. Her generals had never had much time for the French and putting the British Empire under the orders of a Frenchman was far from palatable. How close defeat had been and the unconscionable step that had been taken to avoid it was never publicly acknowledged and has never truly registered in the national memory.





Introduction


THE FIRST WORLD War ended on 11 November 1918. A great, British-led advance in the last hundred days pushed the German army back close to the frontiers of France – the frontiers it had crossed in August 1914. There, broken and defeated in war and starved and demoralised at home, Germany, through the military dictatorship that now ruled the country, was compelled to seek terms for an armistice which, in the following year, crystallised into the most humiliating of peace treaties.


After four years in which France and Britain had poured out blood and resources to fight a war which they had not sought, it was inevitable that the Allies celebrated their victory. For Britain, in particular, only the triumph of what was so often described as ‘right over might’ could validate the sacrifices she had made in a war from which she had nearly stood apart. This unbroken series of victories leading to the one-sided armistice negotiations in a railway train at Compiègne on 10 November 1918 was thus elevated into a heroic climax to follow four years of suffering.


All that is hardly surprising. What is surprising is that, just eight months earlier, in March of that same year, all the indications were that the war would end no less dramatically but in a German and not an Allied victory. On 21 March 1918, Germany unleashed an attack of unprecedented vigour on the Allies, particularly on the British. They set their sights high. This was ‘the Kaiser’s War’, no less – ‘the Kaiserschlacht’ – its phases given grandiloquent titles drawn from Christianity and the Norse Myths. The assault very nearly succeeded. Despite everything, the Germans failed. If they had not, Ludendorff’s statue and not Haig’s would stand in Whitehall and outside Edinburgh Castle.


Five days after the assault began, an Allied conference took place in the anteroom to the Council Chamber in the mairie of the little town of Doullens in northern France. The decisions that were taken there were confused and rushed but they represented a change in the way the war was directed. They arrested the German advance and created conditions in which the Allies and not the Germans would shortly celebrate victory.


The perilous state of Britain’s affairs in these five days was known only to senior politicians and military men. These privileged observers wobbled or even panicked. They talked of withdrawing the British armies from mainland Europe. But their fears were not communicated to the public at large at the time and subsequent history took pains to conceal just how precarious the situation had been. This book tells the story of what happened in these five days when the Allies – and particularly Britain – nearly gave way. In the process, the extent to which the historical record was manipulated will be seen and how much, in that process, that which did not redound to Britain’s credit was concealed.


The important thing about wars, of course, is who wins them; but that does not mean that it isn’t important to investigate how close the Allies came to losing the war in March 1918. These pivotal events occurred not when, as in the early fluid months, France effectively stood alone between the Germans and victory, but after Britain was wholly engaged in the war and playing as large a part as she ever would – when, indeed, American troops were reaching the Western Front. The events of 21–26 March represent a hinge in world history.


Because the victors had to celebrate their victory, because what happened in November 1918 was historically more important than what nearly happened in March, historians have tended to treat the German advance as doomed. It is true that, by then, Germany did not have substantial resources in terms of men or matériel. Her civilian population was demoralised and starving as a result of the Allied blockade and she could not have sustained her drive for a protracted period. But she did not need to do so. If the attack had succeeded, as it so nearly did, Britain would have been driven back to the Channel ports. A Dunkirk miracle would have been unlikely in 1918. France would have been compelled to make peace and the terms that Germany had just imposed on Russia showed how humiliating a peace it would have been for both Britain and France.


The British Commander-in-Chief was Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig. I have elsewhere written a study of his life and military career* and, taking that career as a whole, I believe still, as I did when I wrote that book, that he was a good general – in some respects, a great one and, almost certainly, the best British commander available. But he was not at his best in these critical days.* He certainly wobbled. He was inclined to let go the hand of his French allies and fall back. But that is not what history records. Largely because he was able to influence how the history of the war was written, his actions have been sanitised, his failings minimised and the extent to which he controlled events exaggerated. Haig put himself at the centre of events as the directing influence, the man who steered the Allies away from disaster and on to the path of victory, who steadied the French, threatening under the French Commander-in-Chief, Pétain, to break the Allied line and fall back on Paris. It was he, in his narrative, who convened the conference at Doullens and he who there magnanimously proposed that the British armies, for the common good, should serve under Foch, a French generalissimo.


In fact, Pétain was not in the funk which Haig described. Pétain was, as Haig had earlier acknowledged, a steady commander if not an inspirational one. He did not order his troops to fall back on Paris. It was Haig who, left to himself, would have withdrawn to the Channel ports and perhaps ultimately to Britain, if that were possible. Haig did not convene the conference. Haig was not responsible for Foch’s appointment.


I have not thrown the Field Marshal out with the bathwater. I remain of the view that Haig was a very able commander – not the greatest that Britain has produced, but great all the same: great in his management of a huge military empire of a size that no British officer has commanded before or since, usually great in his ability to stand firm in the face of reverses and talented in his direction of the later stages of the war. His wobbles in March were excusable. The primary duty imposed on him by his government was to preserve the troops under his command and he would have been negligent if he had not considered all his options. If, as I argue, he was not impressive in the early stages of the Kaiserschlacht, that does not negate his achievements, and history is better served if he is not invariably regarded with either unalloyed contempt or uncritical admiration and nothing between the two.


In other respects too, a study of the history of the period overturns a number of assumptions that are taken as givens, certainly by anglophone students of the war. In particular, the respective contributions of the British and French armies, the notion that France had militarily and in terms of morale shot her bolt by 1918, and the question of which country was more robust and capable of standing firm in a crisis all require to be reviewed. What emerges is just how unreliable was the story that Haig created and was able to insert into the accepted history, both in France and in Britain, of these five days when the outcome of the war was in the balance.


That story involved the narrative that Britain was ill supported by the French as she faced the German onslaught. On the contrary, Pétain was generous and quick to supply Britain with reserves. British Fifth Army pretty well ceased to exist and its place was taken by the French at very short notice.


Recent histories have also played down the French contribution to the remainder of the war and suggested that a weakened France played little part in this phase, while Britain, on the other hand, delivered ultimate victory. The battles in the great advance to victory in the last hundred days of the war were very different from the Somme or Third Ypres. In 1916 in particular, lessons were being learned and the fighting that won the war was informed by these lessons. Infantry tactics no longer depended overwhelmingly on the rifle. Soldiers carried not only rifles but also Lewis Guns, grenades or rifle grenades. All-arms tactics in which the use of aircraft and sophisticated artillery techniques were closely implicated were complemented by trucks and tanks, armoured cars, camouflage and deceptive ruses, smoke and machine guns.Pre-calibrated artillery made use of sound ranging and flash spotting.This was the kind of war that would be waged until the 1970s. The achievement of Britain in these last three months of the war was certainly huge and this unbroken series of victories deserves to be better known than it is. All the same, France was far from inactive in this period and her achievements also deserve celebration.


In the great advance, the Allies fought well together, Foch coordinating, approving, encouraging, Haig directing Army Commanders who were by now experienced and competent. All this is in contrast to the reverses of March 1918. These reverses were, to a large extent, the product of dysfunctional squabbling on the Western Front on the one hand and, on the other, differences between the military commanders, French and British, and the political command in London and Paris.


The change in mood and organisation between March and the hundred days was due to the events that culminated at Doullens. These events disturb much of what British readers have been taught.





 


_______________


* Walter Reid, Douglas Haig, Architect of Victory (Birlinn, Edinburgh, 2008).


* In the context of the space available for this vastly important but very short period of history in an account of his larger life, I gave the benefit of the doubt to Haig and concluded that, though he had been greatly stressed and concerned at this time, his nerve had held. Having now focused my research on this period, I have changed my opinion, unconstrained by consistency, that hobgoblin of little minds. When Keynes was accused of altering his position, he said, ‘When the facts change, I change my opinion. What do you do?’





Part One



1914–17






1


A Council of War


BEFORE LOOKING AT the approach to the Kaiserschlacht and the events of five days in March 1918, it will be helpful to look briefly in this chapter at the nature of the war which Britain decided to fight in 1914 and of how the decision to fight in that way was reached, and in the succeeding chapter to look at the course of the war from its outbreak to the end of 1917. We shall see how the pieces were moved around the board to be ready for the game that opened in March 1918.


It is important to understand the different sacrifices and achievements of the French and the British, to look at one through the eyes of the other, to study the tensions between them. We shall also observe the way in which British politicians in particular, but French too, fought their own generals.


In the tense negotiations which preceded the war, Britain was almost an irrelevance. Germany hoped that Britain would stand aside. France was afraid that she would do so. And Britain came very close to doing just that. The decision to fight was only made at the cost of resignations from the Cabinet and after an important speech in the House of Commons on 3 August 1914 by the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey. Grey’s contribution altered the political weather. It rallied his party’s waverers on the back benches. Even then, it was far from clear that Britain would play a major, practical part in the war. Traditionally, Britain had fought her wars at sea, leaving land battles to her allies and mercenaries. This was what came to be called ‘the British way of war’. Grey himself didn’t know what Britain would do, even if technically belligerent. He bumped into the French ambassador, Paul Cambon, as he left the House after making that critical speech, and told him that Britain’s role might well be limited to a maritime one.


On the following day, 4 August 1914, Britain declared war on Germany at 23:00 GMT (midnight German time). On 5 August, a quite remarkable Council of War took place at 10 Downing Street, an assembly of both key Cabinet members and a large number of eminent if slightly peripheral personages. Some of them – such as Sir John French, the Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force, Sir Charles Douglas, Chief of the Imperial General Staff until his death in October 1914, Sir Archibald Murray, the Chief of Staff, Henry Wilson, the Sub-Chief of staff, Sir Douglas Haig, commanding I Corps, and Sir James Grierson, commanding II Corps – were certain to be involved in the conduct of the war. But a huge number of slightly less obviously military men were also present, including Sir Henry Sclater, the Adjutant General, and Sir Stanley von Donop, the Master General of the Ordnance. Even more extraneous were two more field marshals, Kitchener, not yet secretary of state, and 82-year-old Lord Roberts. The need for this extraordinary meeting arose from the fact that, amazingly, at this very late stage, no one knew what the British army was going to do.


The views expressed by Haig and French are interesting, and the discrepancy between these views has to be noted because of its bearing on the reliability of Haig’s account of the events of March 1918 with which this book is principally concerned.


Haig’s narrative of the Council of War is one of the parts of his records put together after the war, in this case to cast the role of Sir John French, his predecessor as Commander-in-Chief, in an unfavourable light and his own role as an heroic one. According to Haig, French suggested that the Expeditionary Force would best be sent off to Antwerp, a destination that had never been discussed, to liaise with the Belgian army and possibly the Dutch army. The Germans had not violated the neutrality of the Netherlands – indeed, Holland remained neutral throughout the war – but it was widely expected that the German advance would be through the Netherlands. Haig’s own contribution to the discussion cannot be ascertained with certainty. Haig did not maintain his diary in these days. His account of the meeting is contained in a subsequent memorandum headed ‘Mobilisation’:




Sir John French gave in outline a prearranged plan which had been worked out between the British and French General Staffs. Briefly stated it was hoped that the Expeditionary Force would move simultaneously with the French, and would be concentrated behind the French left at Maubeuge by the fifteenth day of mobilisation. Then the intention was that we move eastwards towards the Meuse, and act on the left of the French against the German right flank. We were now however late in mobilising and so this plan was no longer possible. He spoke about his hopes of now going to Antwerp and operating with the Belgian, possibly Dutch armies.





Haig said, ‘Personally, I trembled at the reckless way Sir J French spoke about “the advantages” of the BEF operating from Antwerp against the powerful and still intact German Army!’


One of those present at the meeting and, indeed, the individual who had most influence on its outcome was Sir Henry Wilson. His role in determining what Britain did in August 1914 is explored later. His diary sums up the conference as ‘an historic meeting of men mostly ignorant of their subject’. As well as referring to ‘the desultory talk and strategy’, he records the ignorance of some of the speakers who believed ‘that Liège was in Holland’.1


Wilson’s diaries are entertaining but not always reliable. Haig’s diaries do not require to be read with so much caution but they are certainly not always accurate. They are never entertaining. They will be mentioned quite a lot and it is worth saying a little about them. Haig wrote up his diary daily, in manuscript. He wrote in a notebook, seven and a half inches by five and a half, made up of top pages followed by two carbon copies. Every top copy page was detachable. Haig kept the carbon copies and sent the top pages to Lady Haig by King’s Messenger (who sometimes carried soup from France to London when Lady Haig needed nourishment). The carbon copies which Haig retained sometimes had corrections and notes added. Other relevant information was occasionally pasted on the reverse.


After the war, Haig revised the manuscript diary and Lady Haig typed up a typescript version. The process was sometimes more complicated and John Hussey has analysed the procedures adopted by the Haigs.2


The royal household encouraged Haig to keep them in the picture and on occasions Haig instructed his wife to send extracts to the Palace. The first time this happened, the aim was to promote Haig’s appointment as Commander-in-Chief in place of Sir John French. He did the same thing at other stages when he felt that he was being criticised by politicians. Copies of the diary were also sometimes discreetly made available to people with a key role in forming opinion. According to Denis Winter, the complete 1914 diary, for instance, was handed by Lady Haig to Conan Doyle.3 Given then that the diaries were intended to influence events and not simply to record them, they must be read in a critical spirit.


At the time, it was not unusual for political and military personalities to edit diaries before making them available to the public and most of the changes which Haig made were simply to clarify obscurities. On one or two occasions, however, there were more significant changes, clearly intended to alter the historical record to ensure that he was seen as acting as he would have wished to act, rather than as he necessarily had acted.


I return to the Council of War and Haig’s differences with French. After the war, by which time he and Haig were bitter enemies, French wrote – or, more precisely, collaborated in – a ghosted book, his controversial and bitter memoir 1914. There, he said that Haig, at the council, ‘suggested postponing any landing until the campaign had actively opened and we should be able to judge in which direction our cooperation would be most effective’.4 The strength of Haig’s reaction reveals how important to him the historical record was. He resented and denied French’s story. After the publication of 1914, Haig wrote to the War Office saying that French had misrepresented him: he had not asked that the BEF should be kept in Britain, watching and waiting, simply that some of its officers and non-commissioned officers should be kept back to train new troops.


French’s claim was possibly exaggerated but was not without foundation. On 5 August, Haig wrote to his old boss, Lord Haldane, formerly Secretary of State for War and now Lord Chancellor. He asked:




Would it not be better to begin at once to enlarge our Expedy. force by amalgamating less regular forces with it? In three months’ time we shd. have quite a considerable army so that when we do take the field we can act decisively and dictate terms which will ensure lasting peace.


I presume of course that France can hold on (even though her forces have to fall back from the frontier) for the necessary time for us to create an army of say 300,000.5





Immediately ahead of the war, Haig had indeed come to think that the Expeditionary Force, the BEF, should be used as the nucleus of a much greater army rather than being despatched to France on its own. He had therefore a doctrinal background that supports the French contention. He wrote as late as 4 August 1914:




I agree that we ought not to despatch our Expeditionary Force in a hurry to France. Possibly had there been a chance of supporting her from the very beginning, our help might have been decisive. That moment seems to have been allowed to pass. Now we must make an army large enough to intervene decisively – say 300,000.6





Between 5 and 6 August Haig changed his mind. At the resumed War Council meeting on 6 August, he was for going to France at once. Later, he airbrushed out his wavering on the first day. In his ‘Memorandum of Opinions expressed by me at the War Council meetings held at 10, Downing Street, on 5 and 6 August 1914’, which dates from after the war, Haig declared:




I certainly never ‘suggested’, as Field Marshal Lord French states on page 6 of his book ‘postponing any landing until the campaign had actively opened etc . . .’ On the contrary, I definitely stated that ‘our best policy’ at the time ‘was to be ready to do as the French wished us [sic]’.7





Haig says that his contemporaneous notes were given at the time to Maurice Hankey, the Cabinet Secretary. Hankey did not preserve them but, on 25 July 1919, sent his own notes to Haig, saying that he could not see anything to support French. His own summary used exactly the same words as those used by Haig quoted above.


Maurice, later Sir Maurice and later still Lord, Hankey is such an important actor and observer in the events of the First World War – including those of March 1918 – that he deserves a digression by way of introduction rather than a mere footnote, even if the crucial role he played in British public affairs was generally in the wings rather than at the front of the stage. From a naval background, at the age of just 31 he became, in 1908, naval assistant secretary to the Committee of Imperial Defence. He was set to steam ahead on an unbroken course of military and administrative service for the rest of his working life. He became Secretary to the Committee in 1912 and continued as such until 1938. He was Secretary of the War Council and then of the War Cabinet and of the Imperial War Council. He was Cabinet Secretary from 1919 until 1938, the first holder of an office that he moulded to his own design and which, in its turn, moulded the character of modern government to a shape that was again his own design. His influence on the nature and culture of twentieth-century Cabinet government was enormous.


In the Second World War, he was a member of Chamberlain’s War Cabinet but not of Churchill’s, though he was a member of the latter’s government. His diaries and writings are an essential source for First World War history, though his closeness to and admiration for Lloyd George flaws some of his judgements. He was tactful and restrained in public, entertaining and critically acute in private. He was a family man and a happy man, despite an austere regime of cold baths every morning, outdoor eating in all weathers and a diet of whole-wheat bread, raw vegetables, fresh fruit, eggs and nuts.*


In his diary, Sir Henry Wilson, like French, says that Haig wanted to wait for up to three months before deploying in France or Belgium, to allow a build-up of forces from the Empire.8 However Haig’s account is supported not only by Hankey but also by John Charteris, Haig’s intelligence officer for most of the war and always his loyal supporter, who says that all his chief wanted to do was to weigh the arguments for delay against immediate embarkation before making his decision. It may be significant that Haig was confident enough to appeal to third-party witnesses for support. As well as Hankey, he wrote to General Sir Ian Hamilton. Hamilton chose not to become involved but did not contradict him.


Whatever view one takes on this issue, it is important, in the light of the debate over the history of March 1918, to see the lengths to which Haig would go to ensure that the account of his war which history would preserve would be that of a heroic, decisive commander.


Though Haig and French did not know it, the outcome of the council had been predetermined and their proposals were irrelevant. The Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Charles Douglas, told the meeting that plans had already been made for embarkation at Newhaven, Southampton and Bristol, with landings at Le Havre, Boulogne and other French Channel ports. The French had arranged rolling stock and railway timetables to coordinate these plans, which could not now be changed. This outcome was the achievement of one man, Sir Henry Wilson, and his entirely personal initiative consisting of close cooperation with the French General staff over several years before the war. So personal was his role that the French referred to the British army as ‘l’ArméeDouble-Vay’, ‘W Army’. The First World War was indeed pretty much Wilson’s War. If, without Henry Wilson, Britain had fought in the traditional way, had fought a naval war with a small military element, there would have been fewer names on our war memorials but Germany would have won the war.


Henry Wilson, who will play an important part in the five days of March 1918, was sometimes called the ugliest man in the British army as a result of a wound he received from Burmese bandits. He was intelligent, witty, tall and quizzical. He was characteristically to be found bent over his interlocutors, engaging them with irresistible geniality. He had failed twice for Woolwich and three times for Sandhurst and only obtained a commission by the back-door route of two years in the militia. But he was far from brainless, and passed for entrance to Staff College with no difficulty: by 1895 he was the youngest Staff Officer in the army. He was profoundly sociable and enjoyed the company of politicians, a trait that caused him problems during his military career. Haig and others were suspicious of him and considered him as unreliable. Haig regarded him as a politician and not a soldier and, for Haig, a politician was synonymous with crooked dealing and a wrong sense of values.9 Haig was too suspicious of Wilson to realise it but the latter was generously supportive of Haig and never plotted against him. The affable, extroverted Irishman was very different from the withdrawn and silent Scotsman. Wilson could not understand why Haig did not engage with those outside the narrow confines of his staff and trusted confidants.


Haig was not alone in regarding Wilson with suspicion. His mischievous sense of humour, his intellectual reach and his love of the company of politicians – he was said to get an erection whenever he came within half a mile of one – were bad enough. To that was added the opprobrium of first appearing to foment the Curragh Incident and then failing to support the mutineers.* Sir Sam Fay, a civilian railwayman of independent mind who took over the post of Director of Movements at the War Office in 1917 and refused to wear a military uniform or remove his beard although his post carried the rank of General, complained that Wilson could argue with total conviction that a horse chestnut was the same thing as a chestnut horse. Major-General Sir Edward Spears, at the heart of liaison between the British and French Armies, loathed him and compared him to Quint, ‘the semi-spooky entirely evil valet in Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw’.10 Wilson’s command of big and broad ideas, as in his masterly lectures as Commandant at Camberley, drew enthusiastic audiences but separated him all the more from his more pedestrian colleagues.


After the war, Churchill recalled the skills that made Wilson popular with politicians and his ability at making complicated military issues clear to the layman:




He wantonly pronounced grotesquely the names of French towns and Generals. In discussing the gravest matters he used the modes of levity. ‘Prime Minister,’ he began one day to the War Cabinet, at a meeting which I attended, ‘Today I am Boche.’ Then followed a penetrating description of the situation from the standpoint of the German Headquarters. On another day he would be France or Bulgaria, and always out of this adaption there emerged, to my mind, the root of the matter in hand. But some Ministers were irritated. He did not go so far as Marshal Foch, who sometimes gave a military description in pantomime; but their methods of displaying a war proposition had much in common.


I can see him so clearly as I write, standing before the map in the Cabinet Room giving one of his terse telegraphese appreciations. ‘This morning, Sir, a new battle . . . This time it is we who have attacked. We have attacked with two armies – one British, one French. Sir Haig (his flippant name for the Commander-in-Chief) is in his train, Prime Minister, very uncomfortable, near the good city of Amiens. And Rawly is in his left hand and Debeney is in his right. Rawly is using 500 tanks. It is a big battle, and we thought you would not like us to tell you about it beforehand.’





Churchill then permits himself to stray from his narrative:




We should be thankful that the future is veiled. I was to be present at another scene in this room. There was no Henry Wilson. The Prime Minister and I faced each other, and on the table between us lay the pistols which an hour before had drunk this loyal man’s blood.11





After the war Wilson did what he should perhaps have done earlier and went into politics, saying that he wanted to make mischief. He became Irish Secretary. He left that office hated by the Fenians and, on 21 July 1922, having performed the official unveiling of a war memorial at Liverpool Street Station, returned to his flat, wearing full military uniform and carrying a sword. As he reached his doorstep two Fenians closed with him. A pistol was fired at short range but missed its target. Wilson did not take advantage of the missed shot to take refuge in his flat. He turned and advanced on his assailants with a drawn sword, was hit by six bullets and was killed. A Roman death.


There is a touching little note in the manuscript papers of Brigadier-General Launcelot Kiggell* that tells us something about Wilson’s charm – how, unlike Haig, he was loved by the French even when he was laughing at them – and something too about Kiggell’s own lack of confidence:




A spell-binding lecturer – always joking and amusing and informal – the only General who could meet politicians (‘the frocks’) on equal terms – he fascinated the French and could say outrageous things to them (eg ‘we can’t trust you French an inch’ caused much laughter coming from him. What would have been the effect from Haig?!) I think the only VIP I ever felt completely at ease with. 12





Staff talks had begun between Britain and France in 1906 under Grierson but gathered impetus in 1910 when Wilson became Director of Military Operations. Wilson became intimately involved in the talks in a very personal way. In a vacuum of planning, he and his colleagues enjoyed considerable freedom. The War Office and the Admiralty and many in the army were unaware of what was going on. His philosophy was that of two armies operating in the same theatre and in very close proximity – the British Expeditionary Force on the left flank of the French army. He spent much of his leaves in the years running up to war visiting France and cycling over the Franco-German frontier. He came to know France and the French countryside and the French people as a result of these visits, studying in great detail the topography of the land where fighting might be expected.


Before the war, military thinkers had tended to divide into ‘with Belgium’ and ‘with France’ schools of thought. The first of these reflected the traditional view and was favoured by Sir John French. It essentially involved strategy based on the northern flank of a joint line. The ‘with France’ school was a more modern development. It was less limited than the ‘with Belgium’ approach and was favoured by the general staff and especially Henry Wilson. His approach was a careful development of this philosophy. If it had not been for his work, it is difficult to see how mobilisation would have succeeded – no one else gave the matter of the geographical deployment of the Expeditionary Force any great thought.


Thus, at a meeting of the defence committee in 1911, in response to the Agadir crisis,* there was a great deal of squabbling between the Admiralty and the War Office. Wilson then set out the General Staff Plan for the deployment of the Expeditionary Force. This was the first the defence committee had heard of it. Maurice Hankey, in his capacity as Secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence, recorded that Wilson had carried the day13 and John Terraine, Haig’s most devoted biographer, acknowledged the significance:




The result was the acceptance of the (Henry) Wilson plan, and without any full discussion or realisation of its implications [Terraine’s emphasis]. That this is what occurred is shown by the facts that, when war broke out, and those implications came closer into view, it transpired that neither the recent CIGS (French), nor the C in C of I Corps (Haig) were fully aware of what had been decided; two cabinet ministers (Morley and Burns) resigned as soon as they understood; and a number of other ministers (chief among them Churchill and Lloyd George) were never able to bring themselves to accept those implications, with which they should have been familiar for years.14





The facts that Morley and Burns resigned at the outbreak of war and that Churchill and Lloyd George did not embrace the implications of what Wilson had been arranging were due to the pre-war staff talks with the French having been – quite amazingly – kept secret from the rest of the Cabinet by Asquith, the prime minister, and Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary. The plans that the two staffs evolved were not binding and there was no formal treaty; but they were the only plans in existence and it was thus that Sir Henry Wilson dictated the nature of the war which Britain was to fight.





 


_______________


* Haig also favoured an unappealing diet, including an early version of yoghurt, in a search for the secret of prolonged youth.


* The Curragh Incident or Mutiny is the description given to events in March 1914, when some Army Officers resigned, or threatened to do so, rather than assist in implementing the government’s Home Rule policy in Ireland or suppress resistance by the Ulster Volunteers.


* Haig’s Chief of Staff for much of the war – we shall meet him again.


* When a confrontation between France and Germany in Morocco threatened a general war.
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The War to the End of 1917


1914


Thus l’Armée W went to France, as Henry Wilson had envisaged, to fight where he intended it to fight. The British Expeditionary Force, the BEF, was possibly the best-trained army that Britain ever sent to war, but it was a very small army – four infantry divisions and one cavalry division with two more infantry divisions following fairly swiftly. Wilson knew how insignificant his little force was. When he was Commandant of the Staff College, he made his point with typical punch: ‘There is no problem in European politics to which the answer is six British infantry divisions and a cavalry division.’ At the end of the war, Haig would command not six but sixty divisions. In the long run, the size of the early BEF, the army that the Kaiser was alleged to have described as ‘a contemptible little army’, was not important. Before the war, Foch was once asked, ‘What is the smallest number of British soldiers that you would require?’ He replied, ‘One – and we shall make sure that he is killed.’ The presence of even a very small British army on European soil represented a commitment to a land war, an abandonment of the ‘British way of war’.


The BEF may have been a small army but it was Britain’s only army. The nation was proud of it, and what it did in 1914 dominated British coverage of the war news. But, in 1914, the fight on the Western Front was largely a conflict between Germany and France. France had 62 infantry and 20 cavalry divisions and Germany 87 and 11. By the time the first British shot was fired, near the Mons-Condé Canal, the French and Germans were already locked in what is known as the Battle of the Frontiers, in Alsace and Verdun. In the course of these awful engagements, France lost almost 250,000 men, 70,000 of them dead. Daily losses exceeded those of Britain on the first day of the Somme in 1916. In open, Napoleonic warfare – not yet the war of the trenches – in the five months from August to December 1914, France suffered well over one million casualties. Germany suffered 800,000. It is extraordinary that France, with a smaller population and a lower birth rate than Germany, was able to accept punishment on this scale and go on to sustain the conflict throughout the years that followed.


When the BEF finally linked up with French Fifth Army in late August, the French Chief of Staff greeted them: ‘At last you are here . . . If we are beaten we will owe it all to you’.1 Sir John French, commanding the BEF, was no more generous to his allies – he blamed the French for the retreat which followed, saying that the Commander of Fifth Army had started to retreat without telling him.


That retreat followed Britain’s first engagement, at Mons. At the time, Mons was hailed as a great victory. It was neither that nor really a set-piece battle at all. It resulted from an encounter with von Kluck, who commanded Germany’s formidable First Army. The encounter was followed, as far as Britain was concerned, by a series of uncoordinated actions which delayed the German advance by no more than a day, for British losses of 1,600 men, many of them taken prisoner. Elsewhere that day, the French were engaged in far greater battles with far larger casualty counts, at Charleroi and in the Ardennes.


Mons was a comparative sideshow but its consequences were serious. Sir John French lost such confidence as he may have had in his allies and, in particular, in General Lanrezac, on his right, ‘a Staff College pedant’ who was withdrawing his Fifth Army, forcing the BEF to retreat or risk exposing a flank. Withdrawal was pretty well inevitable in the face of von Kluck’s well-supplied juggernaut.


French’s reaction was to plan to take his men back from the front to rest and recuperate – going, indeed, as far as Le Havre from where they could, if needed, be taken safely back to Britain. This default reaction should be remembered – we shall have to consider whether Haig, French’s successor, also planned for a similar retreat in 1918. I shall argue that he did, informed by the same instincts and indeed constrained by essentially the same government instructions, to preserve the army he commanded, as French had in 1914.


Johnnie French, as he was still known even after he became Field Marshal Lord French of Ypres, was loved by his men as Haig never was. He was, indeed, an attractive character. He was not of obviously military appearance. He would have been a sailor had he not been defeated by seasickness. In formal dress, he was always said to resemble a walrus, still essentially a marine creature – he was short and chose to wear an unusually long tunic that emphasised his lack of stature. He was nonetheless a ladies’ man.


He contracted an unwise early marriage. Had he been divorced, that would have been the end of his military career but his wife – possibly for a financial inducement – agreed to appear to be the guilty party. He subsequently got married again – this time to Eleanora Selby-Lowndes, one of eight sisters known as the Belles of Bletchley. Affairs preceded and followed his marriage, none of which appears to have bothered his wife. He did, however, break the rules by having affairs with the wives of brother officers. When he was Commander of the 19th Hussars in India, he took what wits called ‘French Leave’ and went off to the hills with one of the wives. He was cited for adultery and, for the second time, was lucky that his career did not end. During the First World War he had a final affair with Mrs Winifred Bennett, as tall and elegant as he was portly and absurd. Unperturbed by their ill-matched appearance, they found strength in an ardent, romantic love affair – ‘two shipwrecked souls’, as French said, ‘who have found one another’.2 On the eve of the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, he wrote to her: ‘Tomorrow I shall go forward with my war-cry of “Winifred”.’3


The next threat to French’s career was financial mismanagement. He was imprudent, invested unwisely when he had money and borrowed when he had not. In 1893, he was on half-pay, possibly as a result of the Indian divorce scandal. Had he continued on half-pay for two more years, he would have been compulsorily retired and his military career would have been over. He filled his time with long walks and, as he could not afford a horse, took up cycling. ‘He was too self-conscious to be seen practising on a road, so he would march his sons to a secluded spot and then enlist their aid. He never mastered the process of mounting, and would disappear into the distance, hopping wildly alongside his machine, but failing to get astride it.’4


At one stage the young Douglas Haig, who saw French as a wagon to which his star could be hitched, made a substantial loan to him, instructing his trustees not to press for repayment. It was a wise investment. It came to French when he was within about twenty-four hours from bankruptcy. It was not repaid until about 1909. In the meantime, Haig and French had gone to the South African War, where Haig was French’s protégé. Haig had very real abilities and would have risen high in the army even without French, but French’s friendship during the war certainly accelerated his rise and thus helped to create the circumstances that would result in Haig’s superseding his mentor in 1915. Haig and French fell out dramatically and irrevocably during the First World War but, in 1902, the older man gave his young colleague a gold flask inscribed: ‘A very small memento, my dear Douglas, of our long and tried friendship proved “in sunshine and in shadow”. JF’.


The South African War made French. He came to popular attention largely as the result of a successful but small engagement in the course of the war at Elandslaagte. Successes in the war were few and far between and French, like Roberts and Kitchener, but not like Haig, was idolised by the public at large at a time when the photographs of successful generals were circulated like those of footballers in a later age. After his success in Kohlsberg in South Africa, an appalling verse was published:




’E’s so tough and terse,


’E don’t want no bloomin’ nurse:


And ’e ain’t ’ad one reverse,


’Ave yer French?





As the war approached, French was appointed Chief of the Imperial General Staff (despite his lack of staff experience) and was promoted Field Marshal on the king’s insistence. He was designated as the commander of British troops in France in a war which was expected pretty much on an annual basis. At the last stage, there was another setback. He was implicated in the Curragh Incident. His future became precarious. Ramsay MacDonald, the future Labour prime minister, reported that on the night of 2 August 1914, two days before war was declared, he was at the house of Sir George Riddell, the newspaper proprietor. ‘After supper they want upstairs to Riddell’s smoking room. The telephone bell rang, and Riddell picked up the receiver. All they heard was: “That you Johnnie? How are you? . . . Oh yes it is going to be war . . . Oh yes, fancy you not having heard. You are to command it all right.” It was Sir John French at the other end, who was learning of his command from the Proprietor of the News of the World.’5
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