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A man might rave against war; but war, from among  its myriad faces, could always turn towards him one,  which was his own.


F. E. Manning, The Middle Parts of Fortune (London: Peter Davies, 1977), p. 182.
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INTRODUCTION





This book seeks to describe Britain’s experience in the war of 1914–18. In one sense its scope is limited. It sees the conflict from the standpoint of only one participating nation. So it pays meagre attention to the achievements and travails of Britain’s allies. And it betrays little enthusiasm for the ambitions and doctrines of Germany’s ruling elite.


In extenuation it may be said that this war – anyway in its major aspect – was a struggle between separate nations with their sometimes distinct systems of values. It is legitimate, therefore, to consider the war as an episode in one nation’s history, as long as it is recognized that this is not seeing the war as a whole. More wide-ranging historians, certainly, will wish to present the war as a European (if not a world) experience. Even so, their accounts will in good measure constitute a blending and transmuting of various national histories.


In another sense the present work may be judged too wide-ranging. For an attempt is made to touch upon all major (and some pretty minor) aspects of Britain’s involvement in the struggle. Is such an undertaking possible? Has not the discipline of history become so fractured into specialisms, employing distinct techniques of inquiry and exotic forms of language, that no place remains for the generalizer and the coordinator?


Often enough in preparing this work the writer has been tempted just to take the specialist historians at their word. Yet in the outcome he believes that he understands what he is saying, and has reached his judgements by considering the evidence and weighing the arguments. Hence this book rejects the notion that history is now the exclusive property of highly trained particularists. Rather, it reflects two convictions. One is that historians can still internalize the insights and evidence of colleagues well outside their own fields of specialization. The other is that historians are still able to transmit what they have learned to readers who are not trained historians; and to transmit it in the sense of informing, explaining, and convincing.


Whether in the present instance the endeavour has succeeded must be decided by others. If it has not, let it be hoped that this failure will be seen as springing from the shortcomings of the author, not from the hopelessness of the undertaking. For historians should not lightly abandon what have been two of the most beneficent aspects of their calling. One is that they practise a craft whose specialized discoveries are accessible to the whole profession. The other is that what they have to say is capable of being conveyed to responsive readers quite outside the ranks of qualified academics.


Is this book written from a particular standpoint? The answer may be more evident to the reader than the writer. For the latter has come to feel like a trench soldier under constant bombardment: not certain why he ever embarked on this matter, and persisting in it only because, having got so far, it would be humiliating to give up before the end.


Yet some of the writer’s attitudes remain discernible even to himself. One should be stated at the outset. In his view, Britain’s involvement in the Great War was not some deplorable accident. Nor was it a malevolent deed clandestinely accomplished by home-grown plutocrats and diplomats. (This is not to say that such plutocrats and diplomats did not exist.) By the same token, the devoted prosecution of the war by vast numbers of Britons does not reveal them as deluded, irrational, and manipulated.


The outbreak of the war, in the judgement of this book, raised issues central to the life of the nation. The conflict was about preserving Britain as a major, and even as an independent, power, and about vindicating its liberal parliamentary system against the challenge of military autocracy. ‘Certainly, British history in these years contains many manifestations of squalor, greed, and folly. Britain was fighting as a nation-state, and the unlovely face of nationalism often asserted itself among the populace. This provided rich openings for cheapjack politicians and sensation-loving press barons, who would have out-Kaisered the Kaiser if circumstances had given them half a chance. But other and worthier things, like national self-government and the viability of parliamentary democracy, were the central issues at stake in Britain’s contest with Germany; and the world would have been a poorer place had these failed to surmount the challenge. Whether its impoverishment would have been so great as to justify the terrible losses sustained in preventing their overthrow is, of course, another matter. But that verdict must be left to the judgement of the reader.


Another aspect of this work deserves mention. Although human beings occupy the centre of its stage, their position is decidedly ambiguous. Quite often they appear to be less prime movers than helpless victims.


The Great War was in a large sense a contest of resources. Human beings, of course, constituted one important resource, in such forms as combatants, administrators, managers, labourers, and technicians. But their role in the context sometimes seemed much less substantial than that of such other resources as technology, raw materials, the productive capacity of machines, and the killing power of weapons. The war of 1914–1918, particularly as it affected Britain and Germany, was the world’s first conflict between advanced industrial states. It provided a graphic demonstration of the terrible powers for mutual destruction that industrialism had bestowed upon European man. That was one reason why the war proved so bewildering. Men like Lord Kitchener felt that they should be able to determine events on the battlefield. They found that war would be made in the forms that technology required. Kitchener’s lament that this was not war, and that he did not know what to do about it, was but one expression of a general bafflement.


We become most aware of man as victim when we witness an event like the massacre of the British infantry on 1 July 1916. Nothing that human qualities such as valour or training or ‘national character’ might bring to bear could offset the terrible fury of high-explosive shells and machine-gun bullets. But if human helplessness appears particularly evident on such occasions, the argument offered here is that the situation was not all that different for those placed in positions of control. Shakespeare’s words apply almost equally to the nation’s leaders as to the ‘poor bloody infantry’:






As flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods;


They kill us for their sport.








Politicians and generals rarely recognized how limited were their powers of control. They denounced each other for trying to lose the war, or devised new courses by which it might be won. Yet the more the new men proposed different ways of proceeding, the more the war appeared determined to remain la même chose. Some historians, admittedly, reject this view. They believe the war could have been terminated swiftly and not too bloodily but for the stupidity of generals and the recklessness of politicians. But this is to miss the essential tragedy of the war. Incompetent commanders and inconstant politicians there certainly were. But the difference they made was limited by the paucity of choices available to them.


The war did not drag on so long and so bloodily just because neither side managed to produce a Napoleon – that is, a decisive figure capable of transforming the military and political situation. For all we know, a Napoleon may have been there all along. But if so, he was a Napoleon in the Tolstoyan view of the first of that tribe: he did not command events but pursued the course which history had determined for him. The wealth that industrialism had made available for war-making, together with the stage reached by military technology, laid down that no masterstroke of strategy or weaponry would swiftly terminate this struggle. Only the grinding down of armies and peoples would eventually accomplish a conclusion.


Nevertheless, if the Great War seems to reduce humanity to ciphers, this book does not doubt that its proper subject is man – or, rather, men and women, in high estate and low, in handfuls and large masses, in political and social and military groupings. It seeks to avoid lapsing into Tolstoy’s brand of determinism by discovering what contribution to shaping events could be made by exceptional individuals in high places, as well as by substantial groups drawn in to serve the common cause. It relates how vast military campaigns, whose course could scarcely be perceived by those commanding them, appeared to humble occupants of the firing line. It tries to see how the war impinged on particular classes and a particular sex and how it affected lives: extinguishing some, touching others scarcely at all, radically altering still others, and affecting most pretty nearly – at least for the duration and often for a good deal longer.
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Plate 1 Removing the emblems of Germany from the former German embassy in London.

























PART ONE




[image: ]





Going to War


August–December 1914
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Map 1 The European powers on 4 August 1914. Source: Martin Gilbert, First World War Atlas (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1970), p. 12.
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THE LIMITS OF ISOLATION







We are part of the community of Europe, and we must do our duty as such.


W. E. Gladstone, 10 April 1888


So long as no treaty obligation or true British interest is involved I am of your opinion that we should remain neutral. Balkan quarrels are no vital concern of ours …. But the march of events is sinister. The extension of the conflict by a German attack upon Franch or Belgium would raise other issues than those which now exist, and it would be wrong at this moment to pronounce finally one way or the other as to our duty or our interests.


Winston Churchill to Arthur Ponsonby, 31 July 1914


This war is life and death.


G. M. Trevelyan to Charles Trevelyan, c. August 1914





I


During the first six months of 1914 a group of high-minded Englishmen were making plans to celebrate, in the following year, an important centenary: 18 June 1915 would be the hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo. Yet what those people intended to honour was not that victory but the absence of a successor. By 1915 it would be 100 years since a British army had drawn blood in Western Europe. The object of celebration was the approaching century of peace.


British foreign policy in the years 1900 to 1914 has many interesting aspects: the treaty with Japan, relations with Turkey, intervention in Persia. But all are overshadowed by one great problem. Why did that celebration never take place? Why did a nation that for so long had managed to remain seemingly detached from the affairs of Europe now decide to participate in a great and terrible European war?


This question can be answered on many levels. Some of them overlap and illuminate each other; others are not only unrelated but mutually exclusive. One type of answer looks for a solution not in the conscious decisions of statesmen and diplomats but in what are seen as those vital forces within a society that carry politicians and administrators before them. In the view of Barbara Tuchman: ‘The diplomatic origins, so-called, of the Great War are only the fever chart of the patient; they do not tell us what caused the fever. To probe for underlying causes and deeper forces one must operate within the framework of a whole society and try to discover what moved the people in it.’1


One such account of ‘underlying causes and deeper forces’ is the Marxist-Leninist view that Britain was forced to war with Germany by the logic of capitalism. Industrial capitalism, of which Britain was the pioneer but no longer the unchallenged leader, contained internal contradictions that doomed it to destruction. In an attempt to escape these contradictions Britain was obliged to expand into, and exploit, the undeveloped parts of the world. These ‘colonial’ areas were not merely useful adjuncts to the system; they were the vital safety valves whereby the intolerable pressures within society were exported overseas. But such safety valves could not be available for ever. Other developing capitalist countries, such as Germany, equally required their outlets, and the number of these was limited. As the rivalry to acquire them grew more frenzied and deadly, an international explosion became inescapable. The nature of British capitalism, in short, was the reason why Britain went to war. The rulers of the country may have believed otherwise. They may have thought that they were acting to preserve the sanctity of treaties or the balance of power. The truth was that they were the instruments of profound and irresistible drives within the economic system.


Profound and irresistible drives are the basis of another sort of explanation for Britain’s plunge into war. This view sees the war as springing from a malaise of the human spirit, from a breakdown of established modes of thought about relations within and between communities. In Britain this breakdown manifested itself in violent conduct by a number of sections that hitherto had advocated their causes, and endured their setbacks, in an orderly fashion. The acceptance of class-war doctrines by part of the labour movement, the subversive utterances of prominent Conservatives over the application of Home Rule to Ulster, and – most startling (as coming from so unexpected a quarter) – the conduct of the suffragettes in both committing acts of violence and courting violent retaliation, all provide evidence of this malaise. In the fields of culture and the arts Britain was not able to match the Continent, where really alarming assaults were being made upon established forms of harmony, expression, and pictorial representation. But if Britain had no Schönberg, Picasso, or Diaghilev, it may be claimed that the same retreat from settled values and known ways was reflected in the disturbing opening section of Gustav Hoist’s Planets Suite, in the profound questioning of liberal values encountered in E. M. Forster’s Howards End, and even in the attack upon accepted modes of speech delivered in Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion. Is it fanciful to observe that within weeks of the expression ‘not bloody likely’ first being uttered as part of the script by a reputable playwright in a respectable London theatre, Englishmen up and down the country were leaping to arms?


For anyone who has become surfeited with studying the diplomatic origins of Britain’s involvement in the war, views such as the foregoing seem altogether more profound and satisfying. They take us beneath the surface minutiae into the broader context within which diplomats functioned. In the traditional terminology, they replace short-term by long-term explanations.


But there is a problem with long-term or ‘depth’ explanations: that of deciding what is their precise relationship with the events they are supposedly accounting for. What confidence have we that they are not mythical constructs emanating from the mind of the historian? For example, in the case of the Marxist-Leninist version of events there seem few compelling reasons for regarding Britain’s overseas contests with Germany as the key that unlocks the door to the puzzle. It is plain that these contests harmed Anglo-German relations. But it would seem that imperial rivalry did much more damage to Britain’s relations with Russia (hardly a country in the most advanced state of capitalism) and also with France, until it was decided that mutual concession was more profitable than confrontation. If appearances are anything to go by, Britain in 1914 was capable of ironing out its colonial differences with Germany as long as these were the only cause of contention between them. The Marxist case cannot depend on weighing the importance of the imperialist issue against other factors imperilling Anglo-German relations. It can only express the conviction that the British economy represented capitalism at its highest stage and that therefore its imperialist drives must be out of hand. Such an analysis is capable of no certain demonstration by reference either to what people believed at the time or to what has happened since.


There is a further difficulty. What is the supposed relation, in this case, between what Barbara Tuchman describes as the fever chart (diplomacy) and the fever (underlying causes)? How did the hypothetical crisis state of British capitalism transmit itself to the actions of statesmen like Sir Edward Grey and diplomats like Sir Eyre Crowe, who appeared to be ignorant of what was causing their actions? Are we to regard Grey, if not as a puppet on a string, then as the mercury in the thermometer, rising and falling in accord with the condition of the patient and finally bursting forth through the top of the glass? Or should we see him as a family physician who had contracted his patient’s malady, so that though still capable of delivering a coherent – albeit erroneous – diagnosis, he was actually demented? These are not frivolous questions. At some point the connection must be established between the underlying causes that are being hypothesized and the actual conduct of diplomats and politicians. In the case of the Marxist hypothesis, this has yet to be accomplished.


Similar difficulties are encountered with the other explanation that has been put forward: that foreign policy is vitally connected with such phenomena as protest movements in politics and society and the rejection of accepted norms in the fields of art and music. The historian has no grounds for assuming that discord in musical harmony, improper language in the theatre, the fracturing of the image by painters, and the querying of liberal values by novelists are evidence of a society in dissolution. They may be evidence of a creative response to new challenges and opportunities. The historian is not sure, for that matter, whether these events have much at all to do with the mainstream of community life – let alone its attitudes to foreign powers. Certainly, we must take note that these interesting events were occurring. But we must also admit that if the creative or destructive (even if we knew which) agonies of artists have a connection with the conduct of governments in international crises, they have not been established.


Much the same must be said regarding the possible connection between disturbances within British society in the years 1910 to 1914 and the fact that Britain went to war in the latter year. If we did not know that such a war broke out, it would not be outrageous to argue that British society was equipped to withstand the shocks of female agitators, intransigent trade unionists, and even Curragh mutineers, without seeking salvation in international conflict. There were even perceptive observers who thought that a war, which was expected to produce economic dislocation and mass unemployment, would exacerbate rather than solve the country’s internal difficulties. And again we must insist on knowing the direct relation between the fever and the fever chart. What is such an hypothesis telling us about the actual conduct and motivation of Britain’s leaders? Asquith, Grey, and some other members of the Liberal Government have been strongly criticized for their conduct of foreign affairs. Yet no one has managed to picture them as surveying the disturbed state of Ireland and the reckless actions of the Conservative leaders and deciding that a war with Germany was the only solution. The furthest any historian has gone is to hint that, subconsciously, Asquith may have been guided by Britain’s internal troubles towards welcoming an international conflict. Such hints (apart from their total want of supporting evidence) leave a great deal unexplained: for example, the apparent lack of any connection between Asquith’s supposed unconscious inclination towards war and the train of events on the Continent, whereby armies were being mobilized and frontiers violated.


Anyway, before trying to assess such insubstantial notions it is worth noting one point. All the forms of upheaval that were reputedly racking British society in 1914 had developed in the previous five or six years. Yet Grey’s approach to foreign affairs changed not one whit during the years 1905 to 1914 – except that he seemed more prepared to sit down with Germany at the conference table after the Moroccan crisis of 1911 than before it. His response to the crisis of 1914 was no more bellicose that his reaction to the crisis of 1905. The considerations that moved him in the one case moved him equally in the other. Given so even and so regular a reading of the temperature chart, what need have we to postulate that in 1914, unlike 1905, there was a fever raging beneath?2


II


This is not to say that the types of explanation looked at so far may be wholly set aside, on the grounds that they do not offer watertight accounts of why Britain entered the war. With all their shortcomings, they do remind us that in trying to provide such an account we must keep in mind the wider context. The diplomatic documents will give an incomplete picture, not only of what was in the mind of the public at large but even of what was in the minds of the diplomats. For they will omit what James Joll calls ‘the unspoken assumptions’.3 These were convictions and attitudes that, though they may have passed from our frame of reference, were so much part of the thinking of an earlier time that they ‘went without saying’.


It is here that the actions of suffragettes and Ulstermen are illuminating. For they reveal the readiness of some protagonists of the women’s vote and some enemies of Home Rule to disregard legality and instead resort to force. In these circumstances it is necessary to ask how British statesmen, and the British people, felt about the use of force generally. Today war, particularly against a major power, is widely regarded as a thoroughly undesirable proceeding, to be employed only as a last resort when mere survival is at stake. Was this the attitude of Englishmen before 1914? Or did they see war as something of a mixed blessing, involving some social distress and individual unhappiness but providing distinct benefits also: such as enhanced national security, territorial aggrandizement, a strengthening of the social fabric, a renewed pride in the nation and its institutions, an entrenching of the traditional order?


Clearly, the attitude of Englishmen to war before 1914 could not be the same as that after it. Some prior to the conflict may have speculated on the horrors of war between industrialized communities. But that is not the same thing as experiencing the carnage of the Somme, undergoing a foretaste of aerial bombardment on civilians, and learning how disappointing may be the fruits of a dearly bought victory. All this knowledge has not prevented individuals and even Governments in modern Britain from seeing war as an acceptable proceeding – witness the Suez crisis of 1956 and the Falklands campaign of 1982. Without such knowledge war was bound to be considered more widely then than now a tolerable means of safeguarding, and even of advancing, a country’s international concerns.


Sometimes war was spoken of as if it constituted a positive good. ‘I adore War’, wrote the young Julian Grenfell in October 1914. ‘It is like a big picnic without the objectlessness of a picnic.’4 And a poet-member of his generation, welcoming the conflict, thanked God, who had ‘matched us with His hour, And caught our youth, and wakened us from sleeping’ and had rescued the poet from ‘a world grown old and cold and weary’.5 This enthusiasm for war immediately after its outbreak had its counterparts in the pre-war mind. A statement in 1908 by the Conservative leader in the Upper House (and former Foreign Secretary), Lord Lansdowne, has a particular interest because of the effect that two years of actual war were soon to have on him. Lansdowne was speaking in the debate on the first old-age pensions legislation, a measure providing pensions of 5 shillings a week to persons aged 70 years and over, as long as their total income did not exceed £21 per year. He deplored the measure on the grounds that it would cost as much as a great war and would be without a war’s advantages, since ‘a war has at any rate the effect of raising the moral fibre of the nation, whereas this measure, I am much afraid, will weaken the moral fibre of the nation and diminish the self-respect of the people.’6 That this remark, with its wild miscalculations regarding the financial and personal consequences of a war, could be offered in all seriousness shows that grave misapprehensions were current about the nature of modern wars.


For Lansdowne was not alone in his delusions. His audience in the House of Lords would respond readily to the view that conflict enhanced ‘moral fibre’. It was part of the Darwinian ethos of the age, expressed by the imperialist Lord Milner when he stated that ‘competition between nations’ was ‘the law of human progress’, ‘the Divine Order of the World’.7 Even more, it was part of the inherent dogma of the great public schools that Lansdowne’s audience would have attended in their youth. In those repositories of Spartan living, unquestioned hierarchy, competitive games, and organized bullying, what was understood by moral fibre was a combination of qualities that reached their apotheosis on the field of battle. These were not the qualities of sensitivity and piety, or a readiness to challenge established authority and accepted standards, or an aspiration to uplift the downtrodden and to bring together separated nations. Rather, they were such attitudes as obedience to authority, devotion to king and country, certitude in the superiority of one’s class and nation, fortitude in the face of hardship, responsibility to those under one’s direction, and concern for ‘manliness’:






The sand of the desert is sodden red –


   Red with the wreck of a square that broke; –


The Gatling’s jammed and the Colonel dead,


   And the regiment blind with dust and smoke,


The river of death has brimmed his banks,


   And England’s far, and Honour a name,


But the voice of the schoolboy rallies the ranks:


   ‘Play up! play up! and play the game!’8








Such attitudes were not the monopoly of those who had been educated at the great public schools. In a less concentrated form they constituted much of the nation’s feeling about personal and international conduct. The more educated could express them in the rolling periods of Lord Rosebery, the Liberal imperialist who for a time had actually headed the Liberal Party and who said in 1893, regarding the acquisition of further territories: ‘We have to consider not what we want now but what we shall want in the future…. we have to remember that it is part of our responsibility and heritage to take care that the world, so far as it can be moulded by us, shall receive an English-speaking complexion, and not that of other nations.’ Englishmen, he went on, must consider ‘the future of the race, of which we are at present the trustees’.9


For the less educated, the same views could more easily be expressed in popular novels, such as Erskine Childers’s Riddle of the Sands; or in stirring songs like ‘Rule Britannia’ and ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, the latter with its rousing finale:






Wider still and wider shall thy bounds be set;


God who made thee mighty, make thee mightier yet.








Among popular writers and speakers and songsters of the time all these convictions – about national superiority, about competition between nations as the divine order of the world, about war as die breeder of moral fibre and the weeder-out of the morally inferior – existed in a jumbled mish-mash whose emotional power was not lessened by its frequent lack of coherence.


Yet after all this has been said, two large questions remain unanswered. Granted that national egoism, popularized Darwinism, and the cult of ‘moral fibre’ were noteworthy forces in English thinking before 1914, were they so powerful as to drive Englishmen into war when the survival of themselves and their values was not in jeopardy? And had the contrary forces within the country, those convictions that regarded war as undesirable and even disreputable, been so overcome that a British Government would rush to arms in the absence of any compelling external challenge?


The first of these questions focuses attention on a consideration that historians forget at their peril. The answer they arrive at to any historical problem will be determined in part by the question they ask. So far we have been considering proposed solutions to the problem: Why did Britain go to war in 1914? It is a standard question, and yet in a sense it is quite unwarranted. For it has never been shown that Britain in 1914 was like a hunter in quest of a prey, seeking war without much regard to the identity of the antagonist. The only question that can properly be asked is: Why did Britain go to war with Germany in 1914? And once the problem has been so restricted, it becomes difficult to concentrate attention on suffragette outrage and Ulster intransigence, or even on national egoism and social Darwinism, as forces in English life. As dynamos for driving Britain into war against France or the USA, against Italy or even Austria-Hungary, they seem too feeble to merit consideration. And it is difficult to believe that they would not have remained so in the case of every power, had not one power presented a most tangible menace – in the forms of a hostile fleet and a potentially vanquished Western Europe.


This brings us to the second question: Had those forces within Britain working against war become so enfeebled that the nation would leap to arms even when its survival was subject to no external challenge? This is a question rarely asked, and for an obvious reason. It is difficult, in seeking to explain why a country went to war, to do justice to those forces guiding it in the opposite direction. Yet an historian who did not know what happened after 31 July 1914 could adduce powerful reasons for concluding that Britain was unlikely to have entered a Russo-German war. For one thing, the voice of national egoism and imperial grandeur did not sound an unfaltering note. Even the prime poet of empire, Rudyard Kipling, was moved on the occasion of the Diamond Jubilee celebrations in 1897 to recall that he also owed some allegiance to the gospel of the Prince of Peace:






The tumult and the shouting dies;


   The Captains and the Kings depart:


Still stands Thine ancient sacrifice,















   An humble and a contrite heart….


Far-called our navies melt away;


   On dune and headland sinks the fire:


Lo, all our pomp of yesterday


   Is one with Nineveh and Tyre!10








As R. B. McCallum aptly says of this poem: ‘Even if it be considered as the most grotesque and shallow essay in humility that literary records disclose, the fact remains that it was written; it is to be found in hymn-books even now.’ (He was writing in 1951.)11


Britain was not a military or, more important, a militaristic power. It saw its strength as resting in its navy. The population neither felt veneration for a military caste nor regarded its army leaders as entitled to a weighty voice in internal or international policy. This point was powerfully made in a First World War pamphlet called The Truth About England written by the educationist (and later Foreign Office official) J. W. Headlam. Its author, in common with most wartime pamphleteers, was more interested in some aspects of the truth about England than in others. Yet his portrait, if overdrawn, highlights facts of English life that ought not to be omitted from any discussion of war origins. Of the years immediately preceding 1914 he wrote:




To us in England militarism was a completely unknown thing. It is not so much that it was disliked or dreaded, but it was non-existent …. To this the education of the people, in religion and politics alike, had contributed; England is at heart still Puritan and their Puritanism has taken from its founders all except the army which Cromwell built up. Among the quiet, sober working classes living a life in many ways so aloof, so self-centred, this you would always have found in the past that parents, father and mother alike, would never willingly allow a son to enter the army. The religious communities which provide so much of their intellectual as well as their spiritual nurture … were sternly opposed to the practice of war and to the profession of arms. And on the political side their whole energies and ideas have been directed towards the struggle to win for themselves better conditions of life.





The army, in Headlam’s view,




has belonged, as it were, to certain social classes; the rich, the aristocratic, the professional and the very poor; the great middle class and the well-to-do among the working men (and under modern conditions it is between these that the centre of gravity of the community lies) have had little part in it; to them the army has been something unknown; they had no interest in its life and traditions.12





One may be tempted to ask what qualifications the author of these words (son of a canon of the Established Church, educated at Eton and Cambridge and Berlin, and a professor of Greek by the age of 30) possessed to describe the attitudes of ‘the quiet, sober working classes’ towards the army. Nevertheless, there is much evidence in support of his view. Thus when William Robertson – the distinguished ‘Wully’ Robertson who was to work his way up from private to Chief of the Imperial General Staff – at the age of 19 informed his parents, who were poor but respectable village tailors, that he intended to join the army, they were appalled. ‘I would rather bury you than see you in a red coat,’ was the response of his mother.


Much in Britain’s history had caused it to be firmly anti-militarist. Geography had decided that, as long as its navy controlled the English Channel, the country could not be subject to a lightning military assault. It lived under a political system which stemmed from the sixteenth-and seventeenth-century struggles against an authoritarian Church and an absolute monarchy, the latter an institution whose last resort had proved to be a standing army. It viewed with unconcealed pride the peculiar features of British society that had emerged from those venerated struggles: liberty of the individual; representative institutions; decentralization of authority; toleration of dissent; adherence to a religious faith founded not on ecclesiastical authority but on the translucent certainties of Holy Scripture; and, in more mundane but still uplifting fields, commercial enterprise, limited taxation, and unparalleled industrial innovation and expansion.


These features of English life helped to shape not only the country’s internal development but also its role in international affairs. For a good part of the nineteenth century Britain had pretensions to being the greatest power in the world. Its supremacy at sea, its burgeoning overseas empire, and its awesome industrial, commerical, and financial growth gave it the opportunity to become, like Louis XIV’s France or Kaiser Wilhelm’s Germany, an international menace, demanding the obeisance of other European powers and so driving them to unite against it. Nothing of the sort happened. If historians do not ask why, that is because they are functioning within the same frame of reference as the people they are writing about. They find it difficult to imagine what useful purpose could be served by requiring the humiliation of other powers and so courting their enmity. In terms of a people taking its satisfaction from the sanctity of liberal values and boundless economic development, the answer is none. But not all countries, or anyway their rulers, have found such qualities to be satisfaction enough – or, sometimes, to be satisfying at all.


The absence of a militarist tradition and the presence of a strong devotion to liberal, Protestant values had not saved Britain from periodic phases of international recklessness. ‘Send a gunboat’, ‘We don’t want to fight, but, by jingo if we do ….’, the Crimea, Afghanistan, Khartoum, and Mafeking are sufficient reminders of that. Yet – for a major power in the time of its greatest potential for provoking international confrontations – the record of conflicts avoided, of arbitration agreed to, and of crises that never came to a showdown remains impressive. The failure of nineteenth-century Britain to call into being against itself an effective coalition of hostile European powers is a major historical event.


Nor is it true that in the first decade and a half of the twentieth century the voices speaking against war had fallen silent or were going unheeded. In 1909 a newspaper manager and journalist (who had in his time been a rancher and prospector in the western part of the USA) published a book called Europe’s Optical Illusion. His name was Norman Angell. The book reappeared a year later under a title that speedily became famous: The Great Illusion. Angell’s work was a tract against war. Its novelty lay in the fact that it grounded the anti-war case not on morality but on profitability. Angell claimed that the opponents of war let the side down by conceding that war was sometimes lucrative, while condemning it as an affront against morality. War, he asserted, yielded and could yield no profit. In times past, when rulers possessed a certain amount of portable wealth, it may have been possible for a successful invader to annex it. The growth of an economy based on commerce and industry had changed all that. Wealth had become individual and international, not national. Consequently, one nation could not annex the property of another because it possessed none. The development of industrial capitalism, far from contributing to the necessity for war, had removed its prime objective: the acquisition of loot. Yet, Angell insisted, this blinding truth was passing unrecognized, and so the menace of war was not receding. Governments and peoples were still held in the thrall of the great illusion, which was that wars could be waged to material advantage.


The validity of Angell’s thesis need not detain us. What is important is its enormous popularity. Angell could proudly inform the readers of Who’s Who that his work had appeared throughout Europe, America, and Asia, and had been translated into (among other languages) Hindi, Bengali, Urdu, Marathi, and Tamil. His readership in Britain was extensive. J. W. Headlam, in the wartime pamphlet cited earlier, wrote:




Had you gone during the winter of 1913 to some quiet country town, some working-man’s club, you would have found them forming groups to consider and discuss [Norman Angell’s] teaching. They had always believed that war was wrong, and now they were told it was foolish; they drew the conclusion that it was impossible. It ceased to interest them, it was no longer important. A nation which deliberately went to war would be committing not only a crime but a blunder, and who could believe that in the twentieth century this was possible?





This passage would be more convincing if its author had admitted that these same working men probably provided part of the readership of the Daily Mail, with its constant raging against the menace of Germany, and of sensationalist novels retailing the invasion of Britain by an unnamed north European power. Yet it is important to recognize that the Daily Mail and the scare story were not for such people the only sources of information and opinion; that on war’s eve they were responding to a powerful force of argument and conviction which was directing the public mind not towards war but away from it.


III


The object of the discussion so far has been to inquire whether we can account for Britain’s involvement in war in 1914 simply by reference to internal factors; whether, that is, the pressure of economic or psychological or political forces within the country drove it to seek release by engaging in conflict overseas. No such case has been established. It may be true that delusions current in 1914 about the nature of war and its supposed ennobling qualities help to explain why the British Government, in considering the issue of involvement, did not have to ponder whether Englishmen would refuse to go to war whatever the circumstances. Ministers were confident (as, arguably, in the 1930s they could not be) that the people of Britain would accept and even embrace war when the grounds for it seemed sufficient. But – and this needs to be stressed – it does not follow that such delusions about the nature of war inspired either Government or people to embark on war when no sufficient grounds were offering. Rupert Brooke and Julian Grenfell wrote their words in response to the rape of Belgium, and Lansdowne’s pre-war utterance was primarily concerned not with battle but with old-age pensions.


The conclusion seems irresistible that, whatever part internal factors may have played in causing the British government to prove less averse to the prospect of war in 1914 than it would in 1938 – when, in the somewhat crude expression of the time, Britain’s Prime Minister turned all four cheeks to the enemy – we must look beyond Britain to understand why such a prospect existed.13


For this purpose, it is essential to comprehend the nature of Britain’s relationship with the continent of Europe before and during the century of peace. What those relations were in the nineteenth century has been somewhat concealed by the seeming devotion of British statesmen to the acquisition and retention of an empire, not a concern for events in Europe. This appearance is misleading. The empire bestowed great benefits, economic and emotional, on Englishmen. Yet Englishmen were pretty grudging in the efforts they were prepared to make on its behalf. They were imperialists on the cheap – vastly pleased to possess an empire as long as it did not prove an expense or an embarrassment, but little anxious to maintain it when it began to drain their resources or lower their international standing. The opinion of the imperialist W. S. Blunt in 1913 could be applied to almost any phase of Britain’s imperial greatness: ‘No country in Europe is less inclined than ours to the sacrifice demanded by the needs of an overgrown Empire…. The English nation is already overburdened with its dependencies and though everyone talks the language of Imperialism, the will to defend the Empire is altogether lacking.’14 From this point of view, as Max Beloff suggests, the most prophetic of Kipling’s poems of empire was not ‘Recessional’ but one that had appeared three years earlier in The Jungle Book:






Here we sit in a branchy row,


Thinking of beautiful things we know;


Dreaming of deeds that we mean to do,


All complete in a minute or two –


Something noble and grand and good,


Won by merely wishing we could.15








Britain’s response to challenges from Western Europe was made of sterner stuff than this. For the simple fact was that its concerns in Europe were altogether more permanent and profound. Even had Britain possessed no material interests in the Continent (and as a market for British goods European nations – Germany not least among them – provided a considerable interest), Englishmen could not ignore what happened there. For although events outside Europe might affect Englishmen’s pride or pockets, only from Western Europe could come a threat to Britain’s very survival. As Kenneth Bourne points out, Britain’s island position sheltered her from the Continent, but it did no more than that; it did not isolate her.




The consolidation of Europe under one potentially hostile régime was rightly considered fatal to Britain’s political, economic, and strategic security. In that event she would risk being shut out of one of her richest markets, faced with an antagonistic political system, and menaced simultaneously from an overwhelming number of offensive bases. To counter this awful possibility it was essential for Britain to have an auxiliary on the mainland to complement the offshore strength of the Royal Navy.16





English statesmen in the age of splendid isolation were not unaware of their country’s vulnerability. What was lacking was any actual threat. In the mid-nineteenth century there simply was no power capable of bringing Western Europe under its sway, thereby depriving Britain of its markets on the Continent, facing it with a hostile political system, and menacing it with an overwhelming number of offensive bases. After 1815 France was in decline, Germany divided and economically underdeveloped, Russia remote and incompetently governed. Continental Europe had developed an internal balance of power that did not require Britain’s weight in either scale to keep the balance even and hold a potentially dominant nation in check. It was in this unusual situation that Britain could indulge in the luxury of appearing to stand aloof from the affairs of the Continent.


After 1870 this situation ceased to obtain. The emergence of a united Germany, directed by the ruler of Prussia, welded together by the terrifying efficiency of the Prussian army, and accomplished by the peremptory defeats of two supposedly considerable military powers (Austria and France), critically upset the balance within Europe. The fact was recognized in Britain as early as 1875. In that year the French Government became convinced that Germany was planning a punitive attack that would permanently remove France from the ranks of the major powers. Both the British and the Russian Government indicated firmly to Germany that such a course would be unacceptable to them. Thus within five years of German unification the essential power alignment of 1914 had begun to manifest itself.


Yet there was no unbroken line from 1875 to 1914. At the former date Britain still stood aside from any recognized power grouping, and in the next two or three decades it was more often aligned against Russia and even France, on account of imperial matters, than with them. By 1914 this was no longer true. Britain was clearly associated with those countries that regarded Germany with fear or envy. Yet the difference may be explained by developments which confirmed and exaggerated the Continental imbalance that the German triumphs of 1866 to 1871 had demonstrated: the great expansion of German population and heavy industry that so markedly widened the gap between its own military capacity and that of its neighbours; the waywardness and unpredictability of the directors of German foreign policy following the removal of Bismarck; and, as a very weighty bundle of straw thrust upon the isolationist camel’s back, the decision of Germany’s rulers to make their country a considerable naval power. The navy was Britain’s only bastion of defence (and, to repeat Kenneth Bourne’s point, in most circumstances an inadequate one). Should it cease to function as a bastion, then overnight Britain would pass from the ranks of the major, or even independent, powers. If Britain lost command of the sea for any length of time, its economy would collapse and it would suffer starvation.


This last point needs to be stressed. For a great power Britain was, quite simply, absurdly vulnerable. This had not been true in the past. In Napoleon’s day defeat at sea would not have constituted instant ruin, for Britain could still feed itself. But the vast expansion in its population since then had not been matched by a corresponding rise in home-produced foodstuffs. It was imported food, and the ability to pay for it by international trade, that enabled Britain not only to survive but to flourish. When Germany chose to challenge Britain’s command of the North Sea, it threatened its most basic capacity to stay alive.


No country could remain unmoved by such a development. Certainly, it was possible to opt for doing nothing, but this would be a very positive response. Britain would be electing to abandon its great-power status. Henceforth it would be a client state either of the nation that menaced it or of other nations prepared (if able) to protect it.


If the rulers of Britain would not accept so dramatic a decline in status, then they must return to the direct involvement in European affairs which a similar Continental imbalance had called forth in the reigns of Philip II, Louis XIV, and Napoleon. Such involvement could be total: the creation of binding alliances with other countries hostile to Germany; the expansion of Britain’s navy, regardless of cost or social consequences, on a scale that would outrun any German challenge; and the calling forth of the country’s military energies by the diversion of manufacturing resources to military purposes and by the introduction of compulsory military service.17 Yet much within the British tradition worked against so Draconian a response. Even had a Liberal Government not been in power from 1905, it is difficult to envisage the country’s rulers going so far. The implications in terms of taxation, apart from anything else, would probably have stopped short a Conservative Government.


Anyway, with the Liberals in office it was virtually certain that the British response would be a series of half-measures. That is, there would be associations with friendly powers but not alliances; arrangements with them for joint military action in hypothetical circumstances but no binding commitments to go to war; extension of Britain’s naval power to a point providing adequate, but not lavish, security; and little, if any, expansion of military resources (apart from increased efficiency for an army whose size rendered it appropriate for the pre-Bismarckian, if not pre-Napoleonic, era). Moreover, there would at the same time be periodic attempts to persuade the menacing power to seek a modus vivendi so as to render such counter-measures unnecessary. This would appear to be as far as a liberal Britain could bring itself to go in acknowledging the passing of an age during which no threat had emanated from the continent of Europe.


The early years of the twentieth century spelled out the reality of the changed international situation. Until 1905 Britain’s main concern overseas apparently remained imperial. The alliance with Japan in 1902 was directed against Russia, which threatened Britain not in Europe but in the Far East, India, and the Persian Gulf. But from 1905 the focus of attention shifted to the maintenance of the balance of power in Europe and to the threat that Germany posed to it. The change of emphasis coincided with a change of Government in Britain. Sir Edward Grey, the Liberal Foreign Secretary, was more convinced than his Conservative predecessor that the main objective of policy must be containment of Germany. And he was upheld in this view by changes of personnel among the officials of the Foreign Office that strengthened the anti-German element therein. Yet it is questionable whether these were crucial events in stimulating the redirection of British policy. More important was the fact that by 1905 the main elements in the German problem – naval building, diplomatic unpredictability, establishment of an imposing industrial-military complex – were becoming too evident to ignore. And with the Franco-German crisis over Morocco in 1905–6 British statesmen were obliged, for the first time since 1875, to ask themselves the fundamental question: Was a conflict in Western Europe from which Germany might well emerge the conqueror of France compatible with the survival of Britain?


IV


Something of the inwardness of relations between Britain and Germany in these years is revealed in an exchange of articles that took place in 1912 between A. J. Balfour and Prince Karl Max Lichnowsky. The second Moroccan crisis of the previous year had witnessed a serious deterioration in Anglo-German relations, and the German liberal newspaper Nord und Sud had sought the opinion of prominent individuals in both countries about what was at the base of these misunderstandings. Balfour and Lichnowsky were among the contributors.18


Balfour was a former Conservative Prime Minister, and it was during his Government (1902–5) that the entente with France had been formed. But the object of the entente had been primarily to settle outstanding colonial problems between France and Britain, and Balfour himself was no committed Germanophobe – indeed, in 1901 he had favoured an alliance with Germany.19 In his Nord und Sud article, he stated as his aim the presentation to German readers of ‘the English point of view’ – for ‘I believe that in this matter there is only one English point of view.’ He did not mean this in the sense that all his statements would be accepted equally by all Englishmen, but ‘in a very real sense the deep uneasiness with which the people of this country contemplate possible developments of German policy, throws its shadow across the whole country, irrespective of party or of creed.’


The cause of this uneasiness, wrote Balfour, was not to be found in history. For Englishmen were conscious that they and the German nation had made common cause in past wars, and were not unmindful of ‘their share in the great debt which all the world owes to German genius and German learning’. The explanation lay in the interpretation which Englishmen felt obliged to place upon ‘a series of facts or supposed facts … which taken together can neither be lightly treated nor calmly ignored.’


The first of Balfour’s ‘facts’ (‘the first, at least, to be realized’) was the German Navy Bill and its results. He felt that German readers might not fully understand British opinion on this point. If Englishmen could be sure that a German fleet was going to be used only for defence, they would not care how large it was. To them aggression by Britain against Germany was unthinkable. ‘There are, I am told, many Germans who would strongly dissent from this statement.’ He asked German readers to consider the following. Putting aside the moral factor, Britain was a commercial nation, and war, whatever its outcome, would be ruinous to commerce. (The influence of Norman Angell, or rather of the powerful current of thought to which Angell had given expression, is plain here.) Secondly, Britain was a political nation, and an unprovoked war would shatter the most powerful Government and the most united party. And, thirdly, Britain was an insular nation, dependent on sea-borne supplies, lacking any great army, and therefore playing for quite unequal stakes ‘should Germany be our opponent in the hazardous game of war’. Balfour placed great emphasis on this last point. If Germany should gain mastery of the sea, Britain could forthwith be conquered or starved into submission. British mastery at sea, on the other hand, gave it no power to conquer or starve Germany. ‘Without a superior fleet, Britain would no longer count as a Power. Without any fleet at all, Germany would remain the greatest Power in Europe.’


Balfour then went on to ask: Could Englishmen believe that Germany required her navy only for purposes of defence? He answered:




The external facts of the situation appear to be as follows: the greatest military Power and the second greatest naval Power in the world is adding both to her army and to her navy. She is increasing the strategic railways which lead to frontier States – not merely to frontier States which themselves possess powerful armies, but to small States which can have no desire but to remain neutral …. She is in like manner modifying her naval arrangements so as to make her naval strength instantly effective.





Perhaps it was the case that Germany was doing all this only for defence.




Unfortunately, no mere analysis of the German preparations for war will show for what purposes they are designed.





Balfour then proceeded to the ‘most difficult and delicate part’ of his task. He insisted that ordinary Englishmen, and certainly he himself, did not believe that the great body of Germans, or their government, wished to attack their neighbours. ‘The danger lies elsewhere’: namely in the coexistence of ‘that marvellous instrument of warfare’, the German army and navy, ‘with the assiduous, I had almost said the organized, advocacy of a policy which it seems impossible to reconcile with the peace of the world or the rights of nations.’ This policy involved redrawing the map of Europe in harmony with what its advocates conceived as the present distribution of the German race, making Germany the heir of the Holy Roman Empire and acquiring (‘at the cost of other nations’) an overseas empire proportionate to Germany’s greatness in Europe. ‘All countries which hinder, though it be only in self-defence, the realization of this ideal, are regarded as hostile; and war, or the threat of war, is deemed the natural and fitting method by which the ideal itself is to be accomplished.’ Of such aims Britain could not approve. ‘We have had too bitter an experience of the ills which flow from the endeavour of any single State to dominate Europe; we are too surely convinced of the perils which such a policy, were it successful, would bring upon ourselves as well as upon others, to treat them as negligible.’


Balfour claimed himself unwilling to believe that war between Britain and Germany was inevitable, widely held though this view was. ‘Germany has taught Europe much; she can teach it yet more’: namely, ‘that organized military power may be used in the interests of peace as effectually as in those of war; that the appetite for domination belongs to an outworn phase of patriotism; that the furtherance of civilization, for which she has so greatly laboured, must be the joint work of many peoples, and that the task for none of them is lightened by the tremendous burden of modern armaments, or the perpetual pre-occupation of national self-defence.’


But Balfour could not bring himself to end on this half-conciliatory note. If Germany was prepared to give a lead on the foregoing lines, he wrote, she would find a world already prepared to follow. ‘But if there be signs that her desires point to other objects, and that her policy will be determined by national ambitions of a different type, can it be a matter of surprise that other countries watch the steady growth of her powers of aggression with undisguised alarm, and anxiously consider schemes for meeting what they are driven to regard as a common danger?’


Balfour received a firm reply from Prince Karl Max Lichnowsky, an hereditary member of the Prussian Upper House who had spent his career in the German diplomatic service. (The article under discussion gains a particular interest from the fact that, soon after its appearance, Lichnowsky was appointed the Kaiser’s last Ambassador to London. In 1914 he was to be moved to despair by the blundering conduct of the German Government, and in 1916 wrote an apologia called My London Mission which fiercely criticized his country’s part in bringing about the war. Its illicit publication early in 1918, by an ‘idealist’ member of the German General Staff, caused acute embarrassment to the German Government –not to mention Lichnowsky himself.)


Unlike Balfour’s article, Lichnowsky’s contribution to the Nord und Sud debate suffered from severe convolution in expression – or unusually tortured translation. Hence to paraphrase it is hazardous. Yet his main points emerge, if only with a struggle.


The essence of Lichnowsky’s position was that a measure of hostility between Britain and Germany was part of the nature of things. Opposition between them, he wrote, was founded ‘on development and division of power, on the whole array of political factors, which evade the influence of each’ and could not be avoided without the sacrifice of vital interests. But he insisted that this opposition need not lead to war. A modus vivendi that ‘shuts out war as an encroachment on essential aims and purposes’ could be found.


Lichnowsky was not impressed by the tributes being paid by English writers to Germany’s contributions to philosophy and the arts and to the bonds that these created between the two countries: ‘Such considerations are effective enough in an after-dinner speech.’ He insisted: ‘friendship and alliance between nations rests rather on community of interests, and especially [community] of antagonisms.’ A glance at the map of Europe, and at the existing balance of power, would make it clear why Britain was directing its attention, and possibly its warlike preparations, against Germany. As for the British navy, it was the instrument (‘quite within the rights of the English’) whereby Britain backed its diplomacy ‘on every suitable opportunity’ and, on occasion, threatened. ‘Our duty is not to remain defenceless against this.’


Lichnowsky argued that international rivalry (which ‘will always exist, unless the Utopian brotherhood of nations and confederation of States is established’) was for Britain centred in German nationality. He did not seem to resent this rivalry, for he proceeded to offer a piece of outright Darwinism:




‘The general good of the whole human race’ is furthered by the ‘survival of the fittest,’ by the elevation of the most capable human beings, and, in my opinion, the roots of political ethics are to be found in that consideration. Men can only be ‘freed from and lifted above nationality, faith, and colour’ in the spiritual results of this struggle, of this international contest.





But Lichnowsky did not doubt that, in seeking a contestant in this ‘peaceful match’, Britain would pit itself against Germany. France, which in this effort ‘must find protection or assistance against us’, had already found full support in Britain.




From the standpoint of British policy it may appear justifiable to protect the weak against the strong, to oppose every new continental or colonial development of power, in whatever form it presents itself in the course of history; but it gives us food for thought when we find England always on the side of our enemies.





A war arising from the crises in Bosnia or Morocco, Lichnowsky claimed, would have found Britain fighting Germany ‘on questions that only slightly affected British interests, and we know that it will be so in the future’. The British Government ‘regards us as its most important and dangerous rival in international politics and economies’; he quoted the right-wing Morning Post as saying during the second Moroccan crisis that if Germany had attacked France, Britain would have had to use all her resources alongside the French.


At no point did Lichnowsky come to grips with the question of whether a German assault on France, whatever its origin, was really a question ‘that only slightly affected British interests’. Nor did he concede Balfour’s argument that the British navy constituted no major threat to Germany. On the contrary, he asserted that a strong German army (which – rather oddly – he observed had driven France into the arms of Britain and had forced Russia to divert its attention from Asia to the west) was no more of a threat to Britain than was the British navy to Germany. For the British navy, in the event of war and in the absence of a German fleet, would be ‘more quickly in a position to cut off commerce on the sea and to force its will upon us in a Continental war’. Germany’s navy existed, he continued, in order that ‘we may not be defenceless on the water, and so as not to fall into dependence’. Balfour might reply, ‘Give up the expansion of your sea-power and we will undertake nothing that can cause you uneasiness.’ Lichnowsky’s answer was: ‘Eunuchs are admitted to the harem, the means is simple but not painless; we neither desire to enter a harem nor to lose our manhood.’


The conclusion he reached was much like his beginning: ‘misunderstanding that rests on division of power and on the direction of progress’ cannot wholly be removed. But as long as it did not leave the path of peaceful endeavour and moderate armaments, ‘competition between Briton and German may be for the good of world civilization.’ He ended on a heavily flippant note:




now that British customs, fashions, sport, and play have conquered the world, and are imitated by us as by others, there is no ground why the English example should not hold with regard to the fleet. Why should we only learn about lawn-tennis and polo, racing and regattas from our English friends, and not also the love of a fleet? I see no reason for any such limitation of our far-reaching Anglomania!





When the laughter from this parting jest had died away, the uncomfortable reality remained. Between the positions of these two respected and influential individuals no meeting place existed. After they had presented their views with as much moderation as they could muster, the gulf between them proved unbridgeable. In the name of progress and wholesome competition, Lichnowsky claimed for Germany the right to assume a role in European affairs that, however tastefully exercised, would reduce Britain to a subservient position. Balfour, notwithstanding his great debt to German philosophy, was prepared to utter to Germany’s rulers a firm thus-far-and-no-further; and, should the need arise, to act on it.20


V


Controversy over Britain’s role in the coming of war began even before 1914, as the diplomatic alignments became apparent. It has continued ever since. From 1905 Grey, as Foreign Secretary, was single-minded in associating his country’s policy with that of France – and ultimately with that of Russia as well – in order to maintain a power bloc capable of deterring or withstanding Germany. As Grey wrote in June 1906, ‘The Germans do not realize that England has always drifted or deliberately gone into opposition to any Power which establishes a hegemony in Europe.’21


In order to hold at bay the danger of such an hegemony, Grey put the maintenance of the entente at the forefront of his policy. For example, during the first Moroccan crisis he adopted a less accommodating position towards Germany than he personally favoured because it might place him at variance with the French. At the same time he was persuading a reluctant Prime Minister to authorize staff talks between the military authorities of Britain and France. Recognizing that these talks would be ill-received by a section of the Liberal Cabinet, he withheld from his colleagues the information that they were taking place. Thereafter he was usually uneasy about efforts to secure a rapprochement with Germany lest they should impair France’s trust in British friendship. In 1911, as in 1905, Grey was quick to interpret German actions in Morocco as an attempt to shatter the entente – ignoring the measure of French provocation in both instances – and to close ranks with France in requiring a German climb-down. He then allowed naval staff talks to start with Russia, so that the military arrangements of the three entente countries, two of whom were formal allies, were becoming closely intertwined. When the crisis came in 1914, though he sought to bring the powers to the conference table, he exercised no restraining hand on France or, particularly, on Russia.


If it be thought that nothing was at stake in 1914, that no country willed war but all stumbled into it, and that it did not really matter who won and who lost, then it is legitimate strongly to deplore Grey’s direction of foreign policy. The role of Britain should not have been one of increasing participation in the European power balance, but rather that of an independent peacemaker seeking to break the vicious circle of suspicion and misunderstanding, of preparation and counter-preparation, that was driving all powers equally over the abyss.


Yet how warranted are the assumptions that underlie this argument? Was Grey entitled simply to ignore the powerful evidence suggesting that Germany was seeking a European hegemony incompatible with Britain’s independence, and to construct no safeguards against it? Admittedly, as Balfour said in the article quoted above, Grey could not be certain of the purpose to which the Germans intended to put their military might, expanding navy, and strategic railways; possibly these were intended only for defence (possibly the German Government had no idea either). But no British Foreign Minister could afford to ignore Germany’s great offensive capability. Historians have not dealt kindly with the statesmen of twenty or so years later who, in like circumstances, decided to gamble on German good will. That Grey should be condemned for not indulging in such a gamble may suggest that, at least as far as posterity is concerned, he occupied a situation in which he could not win.


In considering this matter, it is not necessary to become immersed in the argument as to whether the outbreak of war was the product of Germany’s ‘will to power’ or of a series of diplomatic blunders that began in Berlin but did not end there. The situation with which Grey had to deal in August 1914 was this: Germany’s rulers had initiated, and refused to withdraw from, a course of action that they recognized was likely to produce a war in Eastern Europe. The immediate consequence of this war, if all went according to German plans, would be the irreversible conquest of Belgium and France by Germany. Whether such a victory, and the September-type programme of German annexations emanating from it, would be the product of the German ‘will to power’ or of bungling by the rulers in Berlin could scarcely be Grey’s concern. The consequences would not be different.22


Certainly, there are very serious criticisms to be made of Grey’s conduct of foreign affairs. His attitude was often too simplistic. He was reluctant to recognize that it might be possible both to maintain the entente and to explore avenues of reconciliation with Germany. In the last days of peace he seemed to feel that he had a duty to try to restrain the recklessness of Germany and Austria-Hungary, but not to discourage the precipitate counter-measures of Russia and France. And it is difficult to excuse his action in concealing from the British Cabinet, as he did from 1905 to 1911, the existence of staff talks between French and British military authorities.


But it does not follow that these aspects of Grey’s conduct really mattered. It is necessary to ask whether the course of European affairs, and Britain’s involvement therein, would much have differed if some other Liberal Minister had occupied Grey’s place. Any reply must rest on speculation, yet there are good grounds for suggesting that the answer is no. There were in the Liberal Government very important figures, like Haldane and (sometimes) Lloyd George, who genuinely wanted to direct British policy towards a via media between France and Germany. The unilateral slowing down of naval building by the Liberals immediately upon coming into office, their rigid refusal to introduce conscription or to convert industry to military purposes, the overtures made by Haldane to Germany after the first Morocco crisis and his active mission to Germany after the second, all showed that this element in the Government was not powerless. Yet their efforts came to nothing. The reason was the intransigence not of Grey but of the Kaiser.


What these efforts towards rapprochement revealed was that the role of independent arbiter, acting to break the vicious circle that was spiralling Europe to disaster, did not exist. There was no via media. The German Government had no use for an uncommitted Britain. What it required as the price of any scaling-down of naval building was a pledge of British neutrality in the event of any future European conflict. This, far from leaving Britain uncommitted, would have constituted a far-reaching and most formidable commitment (to Germany) – and one that would hardly have helped to break the vicious circle of fear and mistrust. That Britain remained within the French orbit may be accounted for, quite apart from the prejudices and shortsightedness of its Foreign Ministry, by the logic of Germany’s actions and demands.


Given these circumstances, the decision to concert Britain’s military preparations with those of France for the eventuality of a war in which they might be jointly involved hardly seems remarkable. Grey’s secrecy in accomplishing it must certainly be criticized. But as long as Britain’s rulers were determined (for the best of liberal reasons) to keep its army negligible in size, then some association with the only country that might make good its military deficiencies seemed inescapable. The problem was that Britain could not assure itself of French aid without appearing to give some reciprocal undertakings. Yet these ‘moral obligations’ had little or no substance. The suggestion that, thanks to the military ‘conversations’, Britain was bound to stand by France against Germany in any circumstances is specious (and no French Government thought otherwise). There was never any question that Britain would support a French aggression against Germany. And there was scant likelihood that a Liberal Cabinet would back up the French should they declare war upon Germany as a result of a conflict breaking out in Eastern Europe that caused Russia to invoke the terms of the Dual Alliance.


Thus the only circumstance in which the question of Britain’s ‘moral obligations’ was likely to arise was that in which Germany, from motives of aggression or supposed strategic necessity, launched an attack on France. And the members of the Government who then argued that Britain had ‘moral obligations’ to France were precisely those who, obligations or no, believed passionately that, in the interest of Britain’s survival, it must take France’s side. Those Ministers (like Lord Morley and John Burns) who deplored Britain’s supposed secret commitments to France also believed that on moral grounds Britain ought not to participate.


The conflict that racked the Liberal Cabinet in the first days of August 1914 had little to do with supposed British obligations to France arising out of prior military arrangements. From one point of view, firmly held by Grey among others, Britain’s survival was at stake in any German assault upon France. Grey’s attitude has been misunderstood because of his alleged confidence that the war would be over by Christmas, with Germany crushed betwen the élan of the French cavalry and the irresistible force of the Russian steamroller. No doubt Grey hoped that this would be the course of events. But his actions were based on the recognition that it might not. Had he been convinced of a swift and happy outcome to the opening compaigns, he could have halted British involvement at the point where it was made clear to Germany that its fleet would not be allowed to enter the Channel.


But there were powerful reasons for doubting whether France and Russia would prove a match for Germany and Austria-Hungary. The overwhelming defeat of Napoleon III in 1870, when Germany’s strength vis-à-vis France was considerably less than it had since become, and the lamentable military record of Russia since 1815, culminating in the débâcle against Japan only ten years before, provided ample cause for doubt. The Foreign Secretary who warned the House of Commons on 3 August of ‘what may happen to France from our failure to support France’ and of the possibility of ‘the whole of the West of Europe opposite to us … falling under the domination of a single Power’, and who gloomily observed in private that the lamps were going out all over Europe and would not be relit in his time, was not being swept along by a flood of misplaced optimism. It was the menace, not the hope, of the situation that moved him.


What, then, of the members of the Government who doubted the merits of intervention? They too perceived the danger of a German triumph in the West; that is why their position throughout the crisis was so unstable. Yet much about the situation gave them pause. If fears of a German victory should prove unfounded, then British intervention might assist in the establishment of a tsarist, not a Hohenzollern, hegemony in Europe. Even if Germany did triumph, was it likely that a nation of such civilized attainments would ruthlessly exploit a military victory? Again, whatever the unpleasant consequences of a war from which Britain stood aside, could they be more horrible than war itself? And, after all, ought Britain to become involved in a quarrel between great powers over a Balkan matter of no intrinsic importance and in which neither side possessed the moral advantage?


The importance of the Belgian issue was that, except for a few intransigents, it swept aside the doubts of interventionists and abstainers alike. There might be grounds for questioning whether the survival of an independent France was a vital British interest. There was no doubt concerning an independent Belgium. Britain had not guaranteed that country’s untrammelled status in 1839, and reaffirmed its guarantee at subsequent moments of crisis, because of excessive benevolence towards little nations. It had done so from compelling motives of self-interest. Every British concern about the balance of power on the Continent and trading relations with Western Europe and naval security in the North Sea and the English Channel was involved there. The Kaiser’s assault upon so crucial and so oft-asserted an area of British anxiety defined, with even more fearful clarity than did his Navy Laws, the attitude of Germany’s rulers to Britain’s position in the world.


But there was another respect in which the German onslaught on Belgium affected Britain nearly. Particularly it affected those considerable sections – both within the ruling Liberal Party, and in the Labour and Irish parties that helped to keep Asquith in office – loath to enter a war. The Belgian issue – or what a Liberal journalist, H. W. Massingham (who until that moment had opposed intervention), called the ‘stupefying panorama of German arrogance’ – defined the nature of the struggle. Up to this point it had been possible to regard the developing conflict on the Continent as a squabble between great powers in which no worthy issue was involved. Now that appearance had vanished. The conflict had taken on the appearance of German militarism run mad. An autocratic, anti-liberal power was bent on trampling down the liberties and independence of the democratic countries of Western Europe, large and small. Such action, it was swiftly concluded among Liberals, Labour, and the Irish Nationalists, must be stopped at all costs – even at the cost of involvement in a terrible war.


VI


If it be thought that the object of the foregoing discussion has been to provide justification for the actions of the British Government and people in going to war, then it should be said that this has not been the intention. Rather, the purpose has been to lay bare the range of choices that actually confronted the makers of British foreign policy in the years 1905–14. Having done so, it is still possible to subject the decisions of Grey and his associates to profound criticism.


Had Britain stood aside from all international engagements in these years, there seems little doubt about what would have happened. Liberal democracy would have been crushed in Western Europe, and Britain would by stages have become dependent on the sufferance of the rulers of Germany. These would have been lamentable events. It does not follow that they would have been worse than the alternative: the bloodletting of the Somme and Passchendaele, the ‘passing bells for those who die as cattle’, the destruction of stable orders in Russia and Germany, the subsequent establishment under Stalin and Hitler of regimes whose capacity for atrocity outran the imaginings of civilized men in 1914, and the reduction of Western Europe to a minor force in world affairs. The slogan much used by proponents of nuclear disarmament in the 1950s, ‘Better red than dead’ – by which they meant better an unresisting acceptance of subjection to Russia than nuclear resistance to it – is Realpolitik of a high order. It embraces the one meaningful charge to be delivered against British intervention in the war of 1914. Supporters of that course did view as unthinkable a line of action that many people since their day have had reason to think about very seriously – namely, the refusal to engage in war whatever the provocation and however dire the likely consequences of abstention. Against such a charge no defence can be made for the directors of Britain’s foreign policy in 1914. Sir Edward Grey did assume that, in the event of what appeared a German assault on fundamental British interests, the only appropriate response was armed resistance.


Yet the same charge must be levelled against not only those who endorsed Grey’s policy but all but a tiny minority of those who opposed it. Doubtless there was a handful of pacifists who, while refusing to resist aggression, recognized that thereby they were choosing to fall under the heel of a ruthless conqueror. The majority of Grey’s critics stopped far short of such realism. They evaded, rather than confronted, the implications of Germany’s impending conquest of Western Europe. They argued that no vital British interest was being attacked, or that the war was the product of international capitalism, or that the real danger of the situation was not a German hegemony in Europe but a Russian hegemony, or that what people ought to be looking at was not the German hordes sweeping across Belgium but the ‘diplomatic errors’ which had got them there.


In such statements there was no hard-headed critique of the attitudes that were taking Britain into war. Realpolitik of the ‘Better red than dead’ variety was absent from the thinking of men like Bertrand Russell and Ramsay MacDonald and John Morley when they opposed entry into the war. Certainly, they deserve honour for possessing the personal courage and independence of mind to withstand the tide of feeling that was sweeping conformists and time-servers into the interventionist camp. But we should not fall into the error of overestimating their independence of mind. It was not of the calibre that enabled them to reject the values and ideals of their community. Nor should we ignore the fact that, for a great many other individuals of like courage and equal independence, these values and ideals made involvement in the war seem the only appropriate course of action.


VII


As the war went on, with its fearful casualties and unending stalemate, and with squalid episodes like the bribery of Italy and the violation of Greek neutrality (even if the latter, like the servant girl’s excuse for her illegitimate baby, was ‘only a little one’), doubts about the issue of involvement reasserted themselves in some quarters. But then the menace of August 1914 returned to the battlefield, and doubts vanished once more.


Between March and July 1918 the Germans made their last great bid for victory in the West. Employing large reinforcements from the now defunct Eastern Front, they threw themselves against the Allied line in France and drove the defenders back in confusion. For the first time in three and a half years, the war of movement had returned to the Western Front and the military power of Germany was on the march again.


In these circumstances, so reminiscent of the first weeks of the war, Massingham’s radical periodical, the Nation, paused to take stock. In the years since the outbreak of war when, on account of the issue of Belgium, it had swung from opposing to supporting British intervention, this journal had not lost the habit of independence. It had resisted many of the ‘total war’ measures, such as conscription, that had been implemented by both Liberal and Coalition Governments. It had welcomed suggestions for seeking an end to the war by negotiation – suggestions that the country’s rulers had rejected with derision. And during 1917 it had got so far out of line that the Government had for some months actually banned its overseas circulation. The judgement on the war of a journal so capable of preserving its balance in the heat of conflict is deserving of attention.


On 30 March 1918, confronting the military crisis in the West, the Nation wrote:




In the full brunt of the German assault on France, the true character of the war stands revealed. Vain projects of Imperialism obscured it, and vainer diversions of strategy. Both have disappeared …. The war emerges from these mists, not as a war of adventure but morally and physically as a war of defence …. The war was not for colonies, Imperial ambitions, or a balance of power. It was to teach militarism a lesson of restraint ….





Perhaps this is not how posterity chooses to view Britain’s involvement in the Great War. But it is the duty of posterity to take note that in the eyes of some men of good conscience and independent judgement this was how it appeared at the time.
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THE DILEMMA OF 2 AUGUST







There is a strong party [in the Cabinet] … against any kind of intervention in any event.


Asquith to Venetia Stanley, 2 August 1914


Oh Agadir, Agadir, and your courage then!


J. L. Garvin to Lloyd George, 2 August 1914





I


The second of August 1914 found the Asquith Cabinet facing the gravest crisis in its already much disturbed existence. Anyone wishing to believe that Asquith deliberately – or even unconsciously – chose war as a way out of his Government’s domestic trials would do well to observe the troubles he was facing on that day. The fact of war was producing a chasm within his Cabinet that it lay beyond his powers to close.


The problems of the Liberal Cabinet on 2 August 1914 existed in the context of its parliamentary following – Labour and Irish Nationalists as well as Liberals. On this day, a Sunday, Labour was holding a mass anti-war rally in Trafalgar Square, and it was evident that many Liberal and Irish back-benchers were of the same persuasion. ‘I suppose,’ Asquith wrote to his confidante Venetia Stanley that day, ‘a good ¾ of our own party in the H. of Commons are for absolute non-interference at any price. It will be a shocking thing if at such a moment we break up – with no one to take our place’ (by which he presumably meant no one tolerable to himself as an alternative Government).1


If Asquith was using the expression ‘absolute non-interference at any price’ in its literal sense, then he was plainly misrepresenting the attitudes of his parliamentary followers. With negligible exceptions, they all believed in war for certain vital interests. For example, they would rather fight than tolerate a German war plan that, however benevolently, involved a military occupation of British territory or a naval occupation of the Channel. The problem – and, despite his hyperbole, Asquith doubtless recognized this – was the magnitude of the price that non-interference in war would exact. If it were sufficiently low, involving expansion of German influence in the Balkans but not elsewhere, then Asquith could hold his party and Government together in refusing to be drawn in. Churchill, for example, was happy to offer assurances that Balkan quarrels were no business of Britain’s. Alternatively, if the price were sufficiently high, such as the Channel’s being turned into a German lake, then again Asquith’s task would be easy. Only a negligible group among his followers would resist going to war in such circumstances. The problem was what would happen if the issue were not so clear-cut: if the war were not confined to Eastern and South-Eastern Europe but spread to Western Europe as well, and yet still did not involve vital British concerns with blinding clarity. That was the situation confronting Asquith on 2 August.
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Map 2 The Western Front, 1914. Source: Martin Gilbert, Recent History Atlas (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1966), p. 25.











Two incompatible views promptly manifested themselves. One was that of the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey. As a number of testimonies bear out, Grey during these days was in a profound state of shock. He had been aware since the Sarajevo murders that Europe had entered a dangerous phase. He had also imagined that he knew how it would be resolved: by Germany’s and Britain’s imposition of a negotiated settlement on the Balkan disputants. The discovery that the German Government had no intention of maintaining the peace in the Balkans, and was actively encouraging Austria-Hungary into war at whatever risk, shook him to the core. A Cabinet colleague, Herbert Samuel, reported of Grey: ‘He is outraged by the way in which Germany and Austria have played with the most vital interests of civilisation, have put aside all attempts at accommodation made by himself and others, and, while continuing to negotiate, have marched steadily to war.’2 For Grey the corollary was plain. If Germany was prepared to impose war on all Europe, Britain must resist German expansion in the West.


This attitude proved ‘unacceptable’ to a majority of the Cabinet, including Samuel. In his view, ‘we were not entitled to carry England into the war for the sake of our goodwill for France, or for the sake of maintaining the strength of France and Russia against that of Germany and Austria. This opinion is shared by the majority of the Cabinet with various degrees of emphasis on the several parts of it.’ Samuel would intervene only for certain specific reasons: first, to preserve the Channel and the Channel ports from attack and occupation by the German fleet and army; and, secondly, to maintain the independence of Belgium, ‘which we were bound by treaty to protect and which again we could not afford to see subordinated to Germany’. That is, Samuel was not prepared to go to war to maintain the balance of power, only to resist so glaring a manifestation of its destruction as the termination of Belgian independence or a German domination of the Channel. In expressing this view he was not speaking as one of the Cabinet’s more extreme anti-war members. Asquith placed Samuel among ‘a moderating intermediate body’, as distinct from the group whose intransigence was most likely to disrupt the Cabinet – the group that included, if it was not led by, Lloyd George. Yet between Samuel’s views and those of this latter group there was no essential difference.


Shortly before the Cabinet met on the morning of 2 August, a number of Ministers gathered at Lloyd George’s official residence. Their conclusion was: ‘all agreed we were not prepared to go into war now, but that in certain events we might reconsider [the] position, such as the invasion wholesale of Belgium.’3 After the Cabinet meeting this group reassembled for lunch, with a few additional individuals, including Samuel. The latter found ‘general agreement’ with his views. During the rest of the day, which included another Cabinet meeting, ‘we remained solid.’ His conclusion last thing at night was that if the question of war and peace had come to an issue during the day, all but a handful of the Cabinet would have been against war.


It is usual to portray Asquith as handling his colleagues with consummate mastery at this juncture. To prevent a rupture, he allowed decisions to be made only on those aspects of the situation concerning which there was general agreement. For example, there was near-unanimity that the German navy should not be allowed to use the Channel to wage war against the French. On the crucial issue of Britain’s involvement in a Franco-German war on land he forestalled discussion until he was ready to carry an undivided Cabinet into the struggle.


This is a glamorized view. Certainly, Asquith avoided a decision and played for time. But this was all he could do if he was to escape a situation in which his Cabinet would fall apart at a time when his own position was hopelessly self-contradictory. For Asquith occupied no coherent place at this point. By common consent, he meant to stand by Grey if the intransigence of the Cabinet caused the Foreign Secretary to resign. Yet in the several accounts Asquith gave of how he viewed the actual issues he came down not with Grey but with Samuel – and so, essentially, with Lloyd George. When he claimed that he was prepared to leave office along with Grey, it was in opposition to those, among whom he included Lloyd George, who opposed intervention ‘in any event’. This was an obtuse statement. Lloyd George was not against intervention ‘in any event’. And Grey was prepared to resign for reasons with which Asquith apparently did not concur.


Writing privately on 2 August, Asquith said that he was quite clear in his mind about the right and wrong of the situation. Britain had a long-standing friendship with France and an interest to prevent it from losing its great-power status. But Britain was under no obligation to aid France or Russia militarily or navally. In so far as he chose between these positions, it was by concluding that there was no question at that moment of Britain’s dispatching a military force to France. There was only one obligation requiring British military action. This was with regard to Belgium, which must not be ‘utilized and absorbed by Germany’. In so saying Asquith was adopting virtually Samuel’s position.


What course, then, lay open to the Prime Minister on 2 August? He could not lead his party into the war that was threatening on that day because there seemed no likelihood that it would consent. Nor, in terms of his reiterated position, did he have any grounds for resigning along with Grey and forming a war Government that had shed most Liberal Ministers. Well might he play for time, avoid decision, and hope that events would somehow clarify the issue one way or the other.


II


It must be said that the argument of the last few pages is not universally accepted. For some historians the dilemma of this day had no substance. In their view all the heart searching, the foregathering, and the firm stands taken for various positions were only play-acting or, at best, exercises in self-deception. The whole Cabinet recognized on 2 August that the solution of its dilemma was at hand. Hence when members consulted their consciences or talked of resigning for reasons of principle, they knew full well that they would never have to pay the price of principle or see the Government dissolve.


The basis of this view is as follows. It was general knowledge that the first consequence of war’s breaking out in Western Europe would be a German invasion of Belgium. Hence as long as the Ministers who claimed to oppose British intervention kept the Belgian issue in reserve as a possible ground for changing their minds, they were not really espousing non-intervention. Their anguished conclaves before and after Cabinet meetings, like the impassioned notes flung across the table while those meetings proceeded, were all parts of a façade. So already by 2 August the Liberal Cabinet was in reality a war Cabinet, and Lloyd George – to take the most eminent example among many – was already a war Minister. When he suggested otherwise he was ‘shamming’ (to quote one historian), ‘concealing his intentions without actually lying’, and ‘reaping the benefit of neutralist noisemaking’ while not really intending to remain neutral.4 For Lloyd George and others like him, the Belgian issue was ‘a pretext for an otherwise humiliating volte-face’ and an excuse for staying in a Government they had never intended to leave.


What is to be said about this? It may be admitted that there existed some ambivalence in the position of the non-interventionists. In the first place, any of them might succumb to a gust of jingoism at a crucial moment. Lloyd George’s Mansion House speech during the Agadir crisis of 1911 bore witness to that. (Equally, any super-patriot might of a sudden perceive that the war would be an horrific event, which the nation should go to great lengths to avoid.) Secondly, opponents of intervention could rarely be unaware that a struggle between Germany and France was a matter of great moment to British Liberals. The values upheld by the progressive forces in Britain, both Liberal and Labour, would suffer a stunning blow if France were crushed by Germany as in 1870–1. For Conservatives the preservation of the balance of power against German expansionism did not necessarily have ideological overtones. But for those on the left of politics the maintenance of that balance seemed intimately involved with the survival of their political ideals.5


The situation of Labour on this matter was identical with that of the Liberals. Hence it overlooks a vital element in the situation to assert that, when the crisis came, ‘Labour’s war resisters soon melted into the precincts of Westminster, preferring patriotic anonymity to the notoriety of untimely pacifism’ and so abandoning ‘the principles of international socialism’.6 The cause of ‘international socialism’ could hardly be reconciled with ‘pacifism’ in the circumstances of August 1914. If the Kaiser’s forces overran Western Europe and showed no inclination to depart, then international socialism – along with parliamentary liberalism – was unlikely ever to recover.


Lloyd George, for one, was not unconscious of such ideological considerations. As long ago as 1898 he had, with rare insight, given expression to them. At that point it seemed that Britain and France would make war against each other following the clash of their imperialisms at Fashoda. Lloyd George deplored such a conflict, not on pacifist or anti-imperialist grounds but because of the harm it would do to democracy in Europe. In any war against France, he said, he did not doubt that Britain would be victorious. But what would be the result?




If we defeat France, we shall be defeating the only power on the Continent with a democratic Constitution. Emperors, Kings and aristocratic rulers will mock at the whole thing – two great democratic Powers at each other’s throats, the only countries where you have perfect civil and religious liberty in Europe quarrelling with each other to make sport for the titled and throned Philistines of Europe.7





In 1914 there was no question of the ‘two great democratic Powers’ being at each other’s throats. And as long as France could withstand Germany, then there might be excellent reasons why British Liberals should preserve their peace-keeping role. But what if Germany were about to smash France with the relative ease of 1870–1? Where did the principles enunciated by Lloyd George in 1898 place him then? It might appear that the same liberal and democratic grounds that had demanded peace with France in 1898 required British intervention on France’s side in 1914.


So if, in truth, there was some ambiguity in the position of war resisters, both Liberal and Labour, on 2 August, that ambiguity was the necessary product of the terrifying alternatives confronting them. They simply could not know what would happen to liberal principles, or democratic practices, or socialist ideals, if Britain stood aside from a war initiated by Germany against France. And their problem was made no easier by the dual manner in which they so often perceived Germany itself. In one sense Liberals could find much in Germany to admire. It was a major contributor to European civilization: the land of Luther and Beethoven and Goethe and town planning and scientific innovation. In another and ever more pressing sense it was a major impediment to the advance of civilization as they understood it: the land of blood and iron, of the Zabern incident, of the most powerful and loud-mouthed and dangerous of ‘tided and throned Philistines’. Their problem was knowing how to act until they were certain which Germany they were really observing.


In the circumstances it is remarkable how steadfast the majority of the Cabinet were on 2 August in refusing to take France’s side against Germany. Nor is the point met by saying that they were play-acting, knowing all along that the Belgian issue would resolve their difficulties. There are many occasions when a body of men can know something on the level of the intellect and yet, because of its grossly unpalatable nature, refuse to entertain it as part of their calculations. (At the present time there is obviously a vast gulf between what we ‘know’ concerning the preparations of the major powers for nuclear war, with all the frightful consequences it can produce, and what we actually consider to be the limits of conduct open to those countries within the international sphere.) Thus it was possible for the Liberal Cabinet to ‘know’ that Germany’s military necessity, and military planning, pointed to action against Belgium, and still to balk at the belief that any civilized European country would annihilate Belgian independence as and when its military convenience required. To embrace such knowledge meant accepting something atrocious about the world in which they lived which Liberal statesmen proved reluctant to do.


Anyway, it is an over-simplification to claim that the Liberal Cabinet knew in advance how Germany proposed to treat Belgium. The most devoted anti-German in British military circles did not know that. In 1911 General Sir Henry Wilson, then Director of Military Operations and an architect of Anglo-French pre-war military arrangements, wrote a discourse on military prospects. He concluded that if Germany were to make an effective attack upon France, it must send its forces through Belgium. But he feared that Germany’s action would not constitute so severe a violation of Belgian neutrality as to provoke that country either to resist or to appeal for outside aid. By an accident of geography, Wilson wrote, Belgium was a country divided into two unequal parts, of which the larger (some two-thirds of the whole) lay north of the river Meuse and the smaller lay south of it. There seemed good reason for the Germans to confine their passage through Belgium to the southern sector. Wilson deeply feared that the Belgian Government would accept this degree of intrusion and not regard it as cause for war. (The conclusion he drew is of passing interest. The British Government, he insisted, must forthwith tell the Belgian authorities that it would not tolerate such a cowardly response, would regard Britain’s own military guarantee to Belgium as operative, and would require of the Belgians full resistance to German forces on their territory. The Liberal Government in 1911 failed to endorse Wilson’s proposal.)


Thus even to British observers who expected the worst of Germany, it was not plain in 1914 that German military planning proposed the destruction of Belgian independence. It might involve only a limited territorial transgression that would not arouse Belgian resistance.


Clearly the difference between these two courses mattered to Liberal Ministers, even if they were unacquainted with Henry Wilson’s paper. In virtually every observation they made on 2 August about Belgium as a possible cause for reconsidering their position, they introduced a significant qualification. The reference to Belgium is extended to mean more than a limited intrusion. Ministers speak of an invasion ‘wholesale’, of a ‘substantial’ violation, of Belgium being ‘absorbed’ and ‘subordinated’ by Germany. There is no warrant for assuming that Cabinet members resisting intervention in the fast-approaching war between Germany and France had already decided to change their minds the moment Germany intruded into Belgium, should such intrusion not threaten the Channel ports or produce a cry for help from the Belgian people.8


In keeping the issue of Belgium in reserve on 2 August, while not spelling out how they comprehended it, Ministers like Lloyd George were not necessarily ‘shamming’. Rather, they were acknowledging that at this moment, as at every point since Germany had emerged as a mighty military-industrial power and had then embarked on a programme of naval building, the ultimate course of British foreign policy lay beyond British control – even the control of a British Government made up broadly of Liberal war resisters. Any German Government henceforth possessed the wherewithal to commit atrocious deeds. And even the most benevolent Liberal Minister could have no certainty, only hope, that such deeds would not be committed. The problem of 2 August was that hope was being largely, but not entirely, dashed. If, while attacking France, the Germans kept their navy out of the Channel (as they were proving ready to do), and if they moderated any incursion into Belgium, it was a nice point whether hope should yet be abandoned. And while this remained unsettled, the survival of the Liberal Cabinet was in grave peril. The dilemma was real enough.




1 H. H. Asquith: Letters to Venetia Stanley, selected and edited by Michael and Eleanor Brock (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 146.


2 Samuel to his wife, 2 August 1914, quoted in Cameron Hazlehurst, Politicians at War July 1914 to May 1915 (London: Jonathon Cape, 1971), pp. 93 et seq.


3 Diary of J. A. Pease, 2 August 1914, quoted in Hazlehurst, Politicians at War, p. 66.


4 Hazlehurst, Politicians at War, pp. 14, 68, 69, 108.


5 The point is sometimes made that no question of ideology was at stake in 1914 because the liberal states of Western Europe, although aligned against the autocracies of the Central Powers, were themselves associated with the reactionary Government of Russia. This point is not conclusive. The threat posed to Western democracy by Germany lay not simply in its system of government but rather in its combination of autocracy with geographical proximity and extreme military efficiency. Russia, although autocratic, was neither efficient militarily nor geographically proximate, and so it constituted no threat to Western liberalism. It was, on the other hand (because of its geographical position and its rivalry with both Austria-Hungary and Germany), a counter-balancing force to the Central Powers. Democratic countries, when facing a major danger, are not usually in a position to be choosy in accepting assistance. Churchill’s act in welcoming Russia as an ally against Germany in 1941 is a case in point. He had not overcome his repugnance for the Communist regime but was happy to embrace any assistance against the prime menace of Nazi Germany. (‘If Hitler invaded Hell, I would make at least a favourable reference to the Devil in the House of Commons.’) The change in Britain’s attitude to Russia after 1900, following the emergence of Germany as a major land and sea threat, is of a similar order.


6 Hazlehurst, Politicians at War, p. 40.


7 Quoted in John Grigg, The Young Lloyd George (London: Eyre Methuen, 1973), p. 223.


8 The importance of the distinction between a partial and a total German invasion of Belgium was apparent to more man Cabinet Ministers and military planners. As late as the evening of 3 August the anti-war Liberal MP Philip Morrell, striving to the last to keep Britain out of the conflict, stated in Parliament that he was ‘not prepared to support a Government which goes to war … because there may be a few German regiments in a corner of Belgian territory’.
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THE DISPOSITION OF ARMIES







Personally, I trembled at the reckless way Sir J. French spoke about ‘the advantages’ of the B.E.F. operating from Antwerp against the powerful and still intact German Army! So when it came to my turn to speak I formulated a number of questions to bring out the risk we would run of ‘defeat in detail’ if we separated from the French at the outset of the Campaign.


Diary of Sir Douglas Haig relating meeting of the War Council, 5 August 1914





I


In Britain, during August 1914, the troop trains ran on time. For once in the nation’s history the decision to go to war produced prompt and efficient action. Late in 1912, in the aftermath of the second Moroccan crisis, the Government had established the Railways Executive Committee (REC) to plan the management of the railways in the event of war. One of its tasks was to arrange for the collection and dispatch of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) – not only men but also horses, vehicles, guns, bicycles, stores. The members of the REC were supplied with a codeword to indicate the inception of a precautionary period. One member, receiving it by telephone on 31 July 1914, began asking his caller, ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Then he realized.


II


The actions of Germany on 3 and 4 August had brought the Liberal Cabinet’s indecision abruptly to an end. Confronted with the cynical brutality of the German ultimatum to Belgium, the precipitate movement of massed German troops towards the Liège forts holding the Meuse, and the deeply felt plea for aid from the Belgian monarch, the British Cabinet ceased to have doubts about the nature of this war. On the evening of 3 August the Cabinet agreed, with negligible dissent, to demand an assurance that Germany would respect Belgian neutrality. This message, dispatched the next morning, did not contain the time limit that Grey argued for. To Ministers as important as Asquith and Lloyd George it could be viewed as a last bid for British neutrality. Nor should it be dismissed as such. It is not pointless to speculate what would have happened if the German Government, preferring military reality to ‘military necessity’, had conformed to the British demand.


At noon on 4 August the Cabinet was informed of the massive German invasion of Belgium. It was then decided to send a second message to Germany, this time an ultimatum with a time limit to expire by midnight (11 p.m. British time). That afternoon Asquith informed the House of Commons of what was happening. When he read the terms of the German demands on Belgium, which justified invasion on the grounds that French troops had already entered Belgian territory, ‘there was an outburst of incredulous laughter.’1 The mood of Parliament, according to The Times’s correspondent, had moved since Grey addressed it the day before from ‘a slightly hesitant uncertainty … to a grim and all but unanimous determination’. And it is certainly the case that, whereas on 3 August back-bench Liberal and Labour voices had been raised against intervention, now they were silent. Asquith’s announcement of the British ultimatum (although he did not use that word) brought forth ‘an answering roll of cheers from every quarter of the Chamber’.
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Plate 2 A  British  troopship  arriving  at  a  French  harbour.








On 5 August, with war now a fact, Government leaders and their principal military advisers – acting as an ad hoc War Council – considered the use to be made of the BEF. Only one strategy had been prepared in the pre-war years: that which the British and French military staffs had developed with loving care ever since 1905. In accordance with it, the seven divisions of the BEF would move immediately to France and take up position on the left wing of the French army – which numbered some 70 divisions. On 5 August the newly created War Council pondered whether to adhere to this scheme. A voice as authoritative as that of Grey argued for delay, while the recently appointed commander of the Expeditionary Force, Sir John French, proposed that his troops be sent to Antwerp in northern Belgium. But the majority agreed that the BEF should go to France. Doubtless they were influenced by the fact that well-laid plans existed for this course and that no plans existed for any other. But it is questionable whether (as is so often claimed) this was a major force behind their decision. The logic of the situation pointed irresistibly in this direction. After all, the immediate purpose for which the nation was going to war was to defend Belgium. Yet how could Britain accomplish this? Its first great act of war, and the only one of which it was capable in 1914, was the dispatch of the fleet to the north of Scotland. This may have been of immense long-term significance, but it seemed to have little direct bearing on Belgium and its needs. For Britain’s ultimatum to Germany to be anything more than an empty gesture, its immediate implementation would have to rest on the French. They alone possessed the necessary army. The least Britain could do was to send them the BEF as a token contribution.


This proposal went to the full Cabinet for confirmation the next day, 6 August. Thereupon the newly appointed Secretary of State for War intervened. In the long term he saw the war as a protracted affair in which Britain would have to be a major military as well as naval participant. But as regards the immediate situation, he could not deem the country to be secure from invasion. In addition to the BEF, Britain had a Territorial Army raised for home defence, but the new War Minister chose to ignore it. At his instance it was decided that, for the moment, two of the BEF’s seven divisions would be left behind.


Perhaps only a Secretary of State for War who was also a Field Marshal and Britain’s most acclaimed soldier could have thus amended the military staff’s carefully devised plans.


III


The decision having been taken, the trains proceeded to run. In the course of five days, 1,800 special trains were employed in various parts of the country. The docks and sidings of Southampton, in particular, were stretched to capacity as trains brought the troops in from the depots and the ships carried them off to secret destinations. The whole operation proceeded with admirable smoothness.


The men who went to France were all regular soldiers; that is, they were all in the army because they chose to be there. Of course, choice in such a matter was often a relative term. For officers and men alike, social position and economic opportunities and personal capabilities (or the lack of these) had usually set severe limits to the type of occupation that they might enter. Many officers chose to join the army because only there could they enjoy the lifestyle which they felt appropriate to their background and breeding. Many common soldiers entered the ranks because this was their only means of escape from slum life, sweated labour, tyrannical employers, or total want of employment. (It might also provide escape from importunate females or the approaching arm of the law.) Appropriately, the first infantry brigade to withstand the German onslaught at Mons, the Royal Fusiliers, was composed almost entirely of Cockneys. Since the transportation of criminals had ended in the mid-nineteen century, the British Government had offered few other opportunities for overseas travel to men from this social stratum.


To say that the BEF consisted of men who chose to be in the army is not to say that they chose to be there at this particular moment. When an individual joined the regular army, he signed up for a minimum of seven years in the service, followed by five years in the reserve – that is, five years during which, although returned to civilian life, he could be required to rejoin the ranks. As many regulars in August 1914 were serving in the outposts of Empire, or were not sufficiently trained to be fit for service anywhere, the need to call out the reservists was pressing. A good half of the men who crossed the Channel in August 1914 belonged in this category. Some had established themselves in domestic life after their army service, and were rudely shaken by the letter or telegram ordering them back to the colours. Others had been convinced by renewed experience as civilians that the army was still the best of available evils. But for both sorts of reservist, as indeed for many regulars who had not served outside the army depots of Britain, the events of the ensuing days proved a taxing experience. Clad in rough khaki uniforms that felt like sandpaper, and shod in newly issued boots which had to be broken in on the cobbled roads of France, they were soon obliged to march prodigious distances in what, by North European standards, was a most creditable version of summer.


IV


As the BEF disembarked in France, its tiny numbers were sucked inexorably into the military planning of the great Continental powers.


In 1870–1 Germany had won a decisive victory over France and had deprived her of two of her provinces. Thereafter it was always possible that the struggle would be renewed, as France sought for revenge or as Germany chose to remove the menace of France for good. Given Germany’s growing alignment with Austria-Hungary, as well as its own expanding influence in Turkey and the Near East, it became increasingly likely that in any future conflict Germany would have to contend against Russia as well as against France. For Moltke the elder, who had masterminded the victory in 1870, this threat of a war on two fronts admitted of no easy solution. Nevertheless, he did perceive a hopeful course of action. He was under no delusion that either France or Russia could be eliminated speedily. As far as France was concerned, that had not happened in the fortunate circumstances of 1870. But he believed that Germany was in a position to defeat the armies of its potential opponents piecemeal. The obvious action that a French army would take against Germany would be to cast itself into the lost provinces of Alsace and Lorraine. Moltke planned to make the French forces pay dearly both as they crossed the frontier and as they penetrated into the disputed territory. Then they would be smashed beyond recall by a German army held ready behind the rivers Rhine and Main. Only after that would the Germans take the offensive into French territory.


Moltke’s prescription for the Russians was similar. The vast superiority of German road and rail communications behind the lines meant that, at whatever points the Russian armies chose to attack, German forces could move to await them and crush them one by one. If this did not produce a total Russian collapse, it would in time drive the Tsar to seek a settlement.


Moltke’s post-1870 strategy deserves to be recalled with honour. For one thing, his plans were largely vindicated by the events of August 1914. In that month the French launched an assault into Lorraine, and the Russians invaded East Prussia. Both suffered crushing defeats, even though the German forces were making their main effort elsewhere. Secondly, Moltke’s plans eliminated any military need for Germany to adopt an offensive posture in advance of a European war and, in particular, at the moment when a European crisis flared up. Finally, he did not commit Germany to a war against both France and Russia should the opportunity for a war against only one of them happen to offer itself.


It must be left to other historians to ponder why Moltke’s plans disappeared with him. Was it simply folly on the part of his successors, or some deep expansionist craving within the psyche of Germany (or of the German ruling class)? Whatever the cause, Germany after 1900 became committed to a strategy opposed in every vital respect to Moltke’s. This change is associated with Count von Schlieffen, who was Chief of the German General Staff from 1891 to 1906 and whose plans dominated German military thinking even after his retirement and death. Schlieffen accepted not just the likelihood but the inevitability of a two-front war. But he affected to believe that one of the two great powers that lay alongside Germany could be eliminated before its partner became effective – as long as Germany seized the initiative from the outset. As against the flexible strategy of the elder Moltke, which consisted of a response to the military initiatives of France or Russia or both, Schlieffen developed a strategy of terrifying inflexibility. He proposed to move on to the offensive instantaneously, in such a way that France would be crushed before Russia (against whom Germany would initially conduct a holding operation) could make itself felt.


The speedy elimination of France might seem a tall order. France had resisted for a long time even after all had seemed lost in 1870–1. And since that date its defensive capacity had much increased. It had constructed a string of fortifications along the Franco-German frontier, and a complex railway system that would enable it to move forces behind the lines to any threatened area. Schlieffen proposed to counter these difficulties by outflanking the French defences and the French army as a whole. He would place the great weight of his forces on his right wing in the north, drive through Belgium, and enter France across the largely undefended Franco-Belgian frontier. While the French would be pressing ahead into Alsace-Lorraine in the south, the Germans would descend from the north on both sides of Paris, isolate the capital, cut the French army’s communications, and drive it into the Rhine or over the Swiss frontier. In six weeks the war in the West would all be over.


Schlieffen’s scheme, into the application of which there went a vast amount of staff planning, was implemented in its essentials in July–August 1914. However, his successor, Moltke the younger, did introduce certain modifications. This was fortunate for Schlieffen’s posthumous reputation, for since then attention has been concentrated on the modifications made to Schlieffen’s plan rather than on the scheme’s inherent defects. Yet it is the latter that deserve comment. Schlieffen’s answer to the problem of France’s speedy elimination was at best only partial. Yet in this situation an incomplete answer was no answer at all. First, his plan depended on the co-operation of his enemies – that is, on the French making no response to the threat of encirclement. His plan in no way removed the capacity of the French to halt their own advance and move laterally from south to north to meet the invader before they could be outflanked. Secondly, Schlieffen’s plan presented an enormous problem of practicability. Was it possible for a German army, without motorized transport or (after it had left German territory) certain rail communications, to advance across Belgium, continue into France, swing south beyond Paris, and still be in a fit condition and with adequate supplies to sever the French lines of communication? As long as the French retained an army in the centre – and, according to their known plans, they would at least have one in Paris, the strongest fortress in Europe – which lines of communication were more likely to be cut, the French or the German? Schlieffen, not his fainthearted disciples, had failed to answer these questions.


V


If German military planning had moved, between the 1870s and 1914, from a cold appraisal of defensive capabilities into an offensive Cloud-Cuckoo-Land, the same had happened in France. As mentioned above, a line of fortresses had been constructed along the Franco-German border in order to prevent a repetition of the devastating attack that the Germans had launched in 1870. The French had also provided, in the centre, a gap between these fortresses. Into it, they had hoped, the German army might plunge to its destruction. But by 1914 this essentially defensive strategy had been abandoned. French military planners were sharing the belief of their German opposite numbers that a speedy decision could be achieved by a lightning offensive.


If anything, me French Commander-in-Chief, Joseph Joffre, and his associates accepted the logic of offensive doctrine more completely than did the Germans – and so suffered its unhappy consequences earlier and more thoroughly. As soon as their political masters allowed them, French headquarters responded to the German declaration of war by launching their armies, in mid-August 1914, first into the lost province of Lorraine in the south, then into the Ardennes in the centre. Obsessed by the belief that offensive élan on the part of the individual soldier was the determinant of victory, Joffre’s advisers had neither acquainted their forces with the terrain over which they were to advance nor equipped them with ample heavy artillery. (Reliance was placed on light artillery, which could keep pace with a swiftly moving attack.) Further, they lacked accurate knowledge of the size of the German forces to be assailed – which proved to be much larger than expected. These omissions in French military planning produced offensives quite unlike those intended. Instead of headlong dashes, the French operations into Lorraine and the Ardennes in August 1914 took the form of cautious gropings forward into unfamiliar territory against uncalculated adversaries. They were repulsed with heavy loss.


Neither of Joffre’s offensives seemed particularly related to the onrush of German forces through Belgium that was occurring at the same time. In truth, neither was related to it Joffre was convinced that the German mass was concentrated opposite the French centre, and that he would catch the enemy in a deadly embrace. At the same time as this embrace was being rudely shrugged off, Joffre was finding himself obliged to take notice of the alarming events in the north. He had believed that the German attack on Belgium was limited in scope and could be held up by the rivers, fortresses, and armed forces of that country, with a minimum of Allied military aid. By the third week in August it was becoming plain that he was wrong. The impressive Belgian defences were being swept aside. A mighty German force, comprising at least two Armies, was about to descend on his Fifth Army on the far left of the French line. Should it not be checked, a substantial sector of the French fighting force would be in danger of envelopment.


On 25 August Joffre issued his second general order of battle. With it his great thrust into the lost provinces, and thence to the Rhine, and thence to Berlin, was over. His main concern now was to deploy troops from south to centre, so as to create behind his endangered left wing – and in front of Paris – a force capable in time of stemming the German advance.




1 The Times, 5 August 1914.
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WAR OF MOVEMENT







And those Nobodies of Mons, the Marne, and the Aisne, what were they? The ‘hungry squad,’ the men shut outside the factory gates, the useless surplus of the labour market…. Yet the Nobodies stood to it at Mons.


H. M. Tomlinson, Waiting for Daylight (London: Cassell & Coy, 1929)‚ pp. 136–7.


The losses in the Guards are terrible.


Lord Stamfordham to Lord Crewe, 8 November 1914





I


If by late August 1914 the left wing of the French army was in danger, then so was the British Expeditionary Force. The BEF had taken up position alongside the French at Maubeuge, an industrial town bearing an uncomfortable resemblance to Stoke-on-Trent. Between Maubeuge and the sea, a distance of some 50 miles, there was almost no military force. In technical language, the British left flank hung in the air. So although the BEF was but a small component of the Allied forces, it was now involved in events of considerable magnitude.


The German sweep westwards through Belgium, on which depended the success of the Schlieffen plan, was being executed by its crack First and Second Armies. On 20 August the commander of this force made a momentous decision. He concluded that the furthest extension of his enemy’s line lay directly to his south. If he brought his two Armies down upon it in parallel lines, he would fully engage the French with part of his force and outflank them with the rest. His plan involved a crucial miscalculation. He believed the BEF to be still disembarking on the coast. In fact, having taken up position alongside the French, it was now advancing into Belgium. The German First Army, instead of finding its way clear, crashed into the BEF at Mons. In rough figures the Germans at this point numbered 200,000, the British 75,000.


The battle of Mons on 23 August 1914, like so many aspects of the First World War, was a paradoxical event. There was the obvious paradox. The British were driven into retirement; their attempts to liberate Belgium ended before they had begun. Yet by thwarting the Germans’ outflanking movement they achieved a considerable success.


But the contradiction goes deeper. The encounter at Mons, in terms of its setting and many of its features, seemed an entirely fitting way of introducing the British to twentieth-century warfare. This was the first battle in history fought in an urbanized industrial area. The district around Mons was an unlovely collection of pitheads, factories, slagheaps, and shabby workers’ dwellings. Again, this was the first occasion in which aircraft participated directly in a clash of arms: the Germans used them to spot the fall of shell. Further, the number of shells descending upon the British positions, if small enough by the standards of later battles, seemed so vast as to herald a new form of war – one in which heavy industry was threatening to render obsolete the skills and valour and endurance of individual fighting men. 
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Plate 3 The battle of Mons: a photograph taken immediately before the commencement of fighting.








Yet this was not how the battle of Mons appeared to contemporaries in Britain. Their vision of it found expression in the widespread belief – at however superficial a level of believing – that during the struggle, at a moment when all seemed lost, angelic hosts appeared on the battlefield to hold back the German hordes. No doubt the legend of the Angels of Mons was only an early manifestation of wartime credulity. Even so, superstition on this occasion expressed itself in seemingly inappropriate form. For it is not usual to associate supernatural warriors with a struggle conducted among slagheaps and factories. That is, to contemporaries the essence of the battle of Mons did not lie in its geographical setting or in the technological innovations that found expression there.


Even to those who discounted the angels, Mons seemed not a curtain-raiser to a new kind of war but a battle in the best traditional manner. David withstood, even if he did not quell, Goliath. The established virtues of individual courage and discipline and self-sacrifice and team spirit held firm against the worst that unbridled aggression and new-style efficiency could cast against them.


The real paradox of Mons lay in the BEF itself. The German armies, numbering well over a million men on the Western Front alone, embodied the concept of the nation in arms. Britain had rejected this concept. The 75,000 troops who held the line at Mons constituted a substantial part of the entire army which, at that moment, Britain could put in the field. No country had done more than Britain to create a mass industrial society; yet none had done less – if we are prepared to except the navy, which is a pretty big exception – to transmit the features of industrial massness to the sphere of war. Now war was imposing its own inexorable demands.


While Britain was discovering this fact, its regular army was obliged to hold the ring against superior forces by a series of painful delaying actions in the old manner, wherein speed and accuracy of rifle fire played a considerable part. In this sense Mons is not a curtain-raiser to later First World War battles like Loos, the Somme, and Amiens. It belongs in a nineteenth-century volume relating deeds of heroism and adventure: the heir of Khartoum and Mafeking.






The river of death has brimmed his banks,


   And England’s far, and Honour a name,


But the voice of the schoolboy rallies the ranks….








II


By the end of the day’s fighting at Mons the commander of the BEF was making the painful discovery that his French allies were not – as he saw it – playing the game. Under pressure of the German onslaught the French Fifth Army on the British right was withdrawing. No attempt had been made to concert this action with the BEF. Thus the British forces, already with one flank vacant, were in danger of finding themselves alone on the other flank as well. Clearly, it was time to be going.


So began the long struggle back to safety known as the Great Retreat. For several days the BEF remained in the crucial position on the Allied left, which the German pursuit had to overwhelm so as to roll up the Allied line. On 26 August the British II Corps, which had borne most of the fighting at Mons, found itself so hard-pressed that it was obliged to stand and fight. This encounter at Le Cateau was a costly matter, owing to German superiority in numbers and artillery. But after it the BEF managed to disengage from the enemy, and was not again in serious danger of being caught.


On 29 August the French Fifth Army also stood and repelled the pursuers with great effect. Sir Douglas Haig, commander of I Corps of the BEF, wanted to participate in this action. His force had seen little fighting so far and, at this point, was nearer to the French on his right than to the British II Corps on his left. But the BEF’s Commander-in-Chief, Sir John French, interposed a firm veto. The terms in which he did so indicated considerable pique against his French ally. Given the treatment he had received from the Fifth Army commander at Mons, he was entitled to feel some resentment. Whether he was entitled to let it influence his conduct in battle is another matter.


Sir John French’s command, not least in these early weeks of the war, was full of issues of moment. He was in charge of almost the only army that Britain could put in the field. By accident, that army was straightway involved in events crucial to the safety of the Allied line. But it was not only Sir John’s military skill that was early put to the test. He was the military leader of one party to an alliance in which the other partner possessed much the superior force. In this alliance Britain had a real but uncertain role to play. At the same time he was the principal link between the civil and military authorities of Great Britain, a particularly taxing post in a country where the civil arm had always guarded jealously its authority over the military. This last aspect of French’s task was made no easier by the fact that since 6 August the Secretary of State for War, the occupant of the chief civilian post concerned with war direction, had been Lord Kitchener. Fifteen years before Kitchener had been French’s own commanding officer in South Africa. He was a man with little cause to appreciate either the duties of a civil office or the legitimate point at which government authority ceased and military direction took over.


French had little experience to aid him in his multiplicity of tasks. He had won popular acclaim, and the admiration of his peers, as a cavalry commander in the Boer War. Britain had not seen his equal, it was said, since Oliver Cromwell. But this was inadequate training for the roles which awaited him after 1900: first that of staff officer in peacetime, then commander in a European war which was to offer few openings for cavalry action. In the interval between the war in South Africa and the war in Europe, French had held a variety of staff positions, culminating in that of Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS). According to Lord Esher, who had done much to further his career, French during that time had developed a grasp of tactical problems and a strategic insight not previously suspected of him. Others, including the King, took more note of his volatile disposition and marked proneness to irascibility, and wondered in 1914 if he was really cut out for a task that was partly one of command and partly one of intermediary. Already in Britain’s pre-war fracas between the Government and the military – the Curragh incident of March 1914 – French, among others, had so mishandled the situation that he had been obliged to resign as CIGS.


His appointment to head the BEF upon the outbreak of war provided him with the opportunity to redeem a jeopardized career. But in the ensuing weeks he hardly surmounted the multiple challenges of the post. He managed to lose touch with events on the battlefield at crucial stages: the actions at Mons and Le Cateau took place almost without his being aware of them. And his conduct during the Great Retreat shook the confidence of both Joffre and the British Government. For French went further than refusing to allow Haig’s corps to aid his ally in the holding action of 29 August: he then proposed to withdraw from the Allied line altogether and remove the BEF to the far side of Paris. The effect that this might have on the Allied position as a whole seems not to have occurred to him.


This proposal startled not only the French Commander-in-Chief but also the British Cabinet. Certainly, when it sent Sir John to France it had stressed that he was in charge of an independent army, for whose survival he was responsible. But the Cabinet had said this in a particular context: namely, that he was not to engage in offensives unsupported by the main Allied force. In general he had been told that the special motive of his army was to assist the French in repelling the German invasion of Belgium and France. Confronted with his proposal to abandon his ally in the midst of a retreat, the Cabinet found it necessary to spell out its intentions. He was directed to remain in the fighting line ‘conforming to the movements of the French Army’: ‘please consider [this] an instruction.’ That the person delegated to deliver this directive was Kitchener, who arrived in Paris in the full panoply of a Field Marshal, made the experience doubly galling for French. But Kitchener spoke for the Cabinet as a whole.


These events did not as yet place Sir John’s command in serious danger. And to offset them he enjoyed considerable respect among the rank and file of his army. He was not, admittedly, held in high regard by either of his corps commanders, Haig and Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien, or by his deputy Chief of Staff, Sir Henry Wilson. (‘Sir John as usual not understanding the situation in the least’ was Wilson’s view on 3 September, during the last stages of the Great Retreat; ‘a nice old man but absolutely no brains’.)1 But French did, as far as can be judged, stand high in the regard of the general soldier. His bluff manner, martial bearing, and ability to convey to his troops a sense of concern for their well-being made him look and seem the right man to command the BEF. Whether such sentiments would survive the continuing wastage in numbers among the regular soldiers, and would offset incipient doubts in high places about his capacity, must depend on whether in the ensuing months he could avoid repeating the misjudgements of August.


III


For thirteen days the retreat continued. On average, foot soldiers managed four hours’ sleep every 24 hours, cavalrymen three hours’. The distance covered was some 200 miles. The summer heat was intense.


A corporal in the 1st Royal Berkshire Regiment, B. J. Denore, tells how he spent the last three days of the retreat.2 On the tenth day, 3 September 1914:




I was rounding up stragglers most of the night until 1 a.m., and at 3 a.m. we moved off again.


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 R.E.’s [Royal Engineers] blew it up. It was the most terrible march I have ever done. Men were falling down like nine-pins. 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. What happened to them, God only knows. An aeroplane was following us most of the time dropping iron darts; we fired at it a couple of times, but soon lost the strength required for that. About 9 a.m. we halted by a river, and immediately two fellows threw themselves into it. Nobody, from sheer fatigue, was able to save them, although one sergeant made an attempt, and was nearly drowned himself. I, like a fool, took my boots off, and found my feet were covered with blood….


As I couldn’t get my boots on again I cut the sides away, and when we started marching again, my feet hurt like hell.





They marched until 3 p.m. – ‘nothing else, just march, march, march’. At last at 8 p.m.:
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Plate 4 British troops in retreat on 28 August 1914, five days after the battle of Mons.













we bivouacked in a field and slept till dawn. Ye gods! what a relief.





The next morning Denore was sent with six men on outpost duty:




I had not posted the sentries more than half an hour, before an officer found two of them asleep. The poor fellows were afterwards tried by courts martial and shot.





The long retreat resumed about 3 p.m.:




All through the night we marched, rocking about on our feet from the want of sleep, and falling fast asleep even if the halt lasted only a minute. Towards dawn we turned into a farm, and for about two hours I slept in a pigsty.





The next day, 5 September, they were joined by reinforcements from England, whose ‘plump, clean, tidy, and very wide-awake’ appearance contrasted markedly with the ‘filthy, thin, and haggard’ countenances of those who had marched from Mons. At a place called Chaumes, ‘crowded with staff officers’, they learned that they were about to change direction:




an order [was] read to us that the men who had kept their overcoats were to dump them, as we were to advance at any moment. Strangely, a considerable amount of cheering took place then.





His company, Denore discovered, had covered 251 miles since Mons.


IV


By now the British were across the river Marne south-east of Paris. They had found a new security, for they were no longer in the precarious position on the far left of the Anglo-French line. To their left there now stood the new army that Joffre had set about forming on the outskirts of Paris. Nor was its importance confined to the aid it rendered the BEF. Its existence was fraught with profound strategic consequences.


In terms of arrows on maps, all was going for the Germans according to Schlieffen’s plan. But the crucial factor in that plan, the envelopment of the French left, was missing. Despite the withdrawal from Belgium, the French and British still held a continuous line opposite the Germans. In the light of this situation the German Commander-in-Chief amended Schlieffen’s plan so that his extreme right wing, instead of carrying on east beyond Paris, turned south before reaching it and so increased the weight that could be brought to bear against the French Fifth Army. Much speculation has been offered as to what would have happened if Schlieffen’s original course around Paris had been preserved. The most likely consequence is clear enough. The communications of the German right wing were now dangerously stretched, and a new French force had been created capable of striking north and severing them. So it is probable that the German First Army would have suffered just such a calamity as had overtaken the Russians at Tannenberg.


As it was, the German right wing’s revised line of advance to the south laid it open to a flank attack by the French from the direction of Paris. On 5 September this attack was launched. Simultaneously the Great Retreat ended, and the Allied forces rounded on their pursuers. In the resulting battle of the Marne the Germans found themselves seriously outmanoeuvred. Their First Army was forced to deploy to the west to meet the attack from Paris. Their Second Army was fully engaged by the French attacking from the south. A gap opened between the German forces, directly ahead of the BEF. Into it stumbled the British. Their advance revealed less drive and direction than the great opportunity called for. ‘Sir John babbling about strategy instead of commanding his little force and pushing like the devil in pursuit,’ fumed Henry Wilson. Nevertheless, the strategic consequences were enormous. The German First Army was in danger. of being caught in a pincer: to escape it there was no alternative to retreat. On 9 September the German right, on which hinged all plans of a quick decision, began to fall back. The thrust to early victory was over.


It was still the general notion that one side or the other must be winning. As the Germans were doing so no longer, the belief momentarily gripped British and French headquarters that they were now marching towards triumph. Disillusionment was swift. The Germans fell back across the river Aisne and dug in on the commanding heights above it. With great difficulty British and French forces pushed across the river, but there they were checked. Attacks and counter-attacks against entrenched positions availed nothing. Wilson’s diary reveals the import of these events. On 13 September, as the British were struggling across the Aisne, he was still in the grip of optimism and speculating that the Allies would be in Germany within four weeks. On the 17 September the tone changed: ‘We were fairly quiet but we are in a stalemate’. Two days later the situation was not quiet and he was making preparations lest the BEF should be driven back across the river. The worst did not happen – ‘A lot of shelling going on and I Corps [were] attacked several times but they repulsed all attacks’ – but his conclusion for the day was ominous: ‘Our men are behaving very well, but are not doing much more than holding their own.’


In expressions like ‘stalemate’ and ‘not doing much more than holding their own’ the grim pattern of the First World War in the West was beginning to assert itself.


V


Between the Aisne and the sea stretched an open line of 170 miles. The French moved to the left to outflank the Germans, but the Germans moved right to meet them. A similar attempt, still further north, produced the same result. Next the Germans sought to outflank the French, with equal lack of success. These movements, known as the Race to the Sea, were more truly a race for the flank, with neither side winning. But as the race proceeded throughout September, the gap between the contestants and the sea gradually closed. At this point Falkenhayn, the newly appointed German Commander-in-Chief, made a major decision. No immediate prospect of a complete victory in the West remained, but he could still hope for a strategic success there. By employing the new forces becoming available to him, he could mount a substantial attack through Belgium and northern France and seize the Channel ports as far down the coast as Calais.


Sir John French was also making an important decision. He was not happy about his position, stuck dead in the middle of France. He urged on Joffre that the BEF should be moved from there and should take up its old place on the Allied left, in that part of Belgium which remained out of German hands. Joffre was agreeable to the move, although not to the speed with which it was executed. Nevertheless, it was a minor triumph of staff work that, over a series of nights, the BEF was spirited away from under the Germans’ noses and replaced by French forces. From the Aisne the BEF was entrained to Boulogne, on the coast of France, and thence to the district of Belgium around Ypres.


There were sound reasons for this redeployment. The move from the Aisne to Belgium shortened the lines of communication between the BEF and its home base, from which it drew its reinforcements, ammunition, medical supplies, and much of its food, and to which it sent its wounded. But Sir John French, ex-cavalry officer and hero of the dash to Kimberley, had another reason for the move. He wanted to escape the static, heavily defended positions on the Aisne. On the thinly held plains of Flanders he hoped to manoeuvre his mounted forces. As he told Joffre on 29 September: ‘I feel sure the freedom of action which we shall thus gain will increase the value of our troops and enable the cavalry to assert their superiority by wide flanking movements on the flank.’


This was to prove just one of the Great War’s many examples of the gulf between expectations and reality, between what men planned and what actually occurred. It is often asked why military commanders ‘chose’ trench warfare when this proved to be such as unimaginative way of conducting a war. The First Battle of Ypres in October and November 1914 seems a particularly frightful example of a trench contest. Yet neither commander chose it. Falkenhayn was seeking a swift move to Calais, Sir John a wide flanking movement and the assertion of cavalry superiority. Events were to dictate that the Germans never saw Calais and that the British discovered no ‘freedom of action’ and no ‘wide flanking movements’ – indeed, no flank at all.


For the best part of a month the BEF around Ypres, aided by the Belgians on their left and growing numbers of French on their right, withstood this latest German onslaught aimed at securing a strategic victory. Initially the Germans attacked on a wide front, employing a large proportion of inexperienced troops who had escaped military service in peacetime but had rushed to join up on the outbreak of war. As the assault continued, it became concentrated more and more on the British-held sector of the line, employing experienced German forces drawn from quiescent parts of the front and utilizing all available supplies of high-explosive shell. The British were outnumbered by a margin of between four to one and seven to one, and by vastly superior artillery. Their trenches were sketchy and usually waterlogged. German attacks followed the same pattern: mass waves of infantry in the wake of a furious artillery bombardment. On 24 October: ‘The I Corps really took tea with the Germans …. These Germans attacked 5 times in close formations singing ‘Die Wacht am Rhein’ and the place became a shambles. They must have had 6000 or 7000 casualties.’ (Henry Wilson). Gradually the British-held sector around Ypres contracted. One ridge after another was lost, usually after changing hands several times. But the BEF and its allies never conceded more than a local advance. The price paid by the attackers was always too great to allow of exploitation. By mid-November the Germans could support this cost no longer. The attempted break-through to Calais was abandoned.


It has earlier been suggested that, for the British, the battle of Mons belongs in one of those old-style books relating tales of heroism and adventure. If so, then the first battle of Ypres constitutes that volume’s positively last chapter. The British regular army no longer had the capacity to fight a major battle. Of the force that had set off at the beginning of August, about one-third were dead and many more would never fight again. Battalions that had numbered about 1,000 men at the outset retained of their original force some 30 men and a single officer. Nor was it only the divisions that had trudged from Belgium to the Marne and back again that had lost so heavily. The British 7th division arrived on the Continent only on 7 October. It consisted entirely of regular soldiers, brought back from stations overseas. With no reservists among them, it was the most professional body employed by Britain during the entire campaign. This was reflected in its skill with the rifle. So fast and accurate was its fire that German troops advancing against it believed it to be equipped almost exclusively with machine-guns. But three weeks of continuous battle at Ypres practically destroyed the 7th division as a fighting force. When it was withdrawn from the line on 7 November, a month after arriving in France, its 12,000 men and 400 officers had been reduced to fewer than 2,500 men and 50 officers. Sir Henry Newbolt’s river of death had not merely brimmed but had broken its banks.


VI


Britain’s military involvement in the first five months of the war gains drama from the fact that the BEF seemed repeatedly to be engaged in the crucial area of fighting. Yet too much should not be made of this. The whole front in France and Belgium was crucial. German military leaders were not so wedded to their strategic preconceptions that, once war began, they would have passed up the opportunity of seizing victory at some unanticipated point if one had offered itself.


It was the exertions of the major Allied armies – the French and the Russians, not the British – that prevented the Germans from substituting some new strategy for their vain efforts against the Anglo-French left. The large-scale movements that the Russians mounted into Upper Silesia and the Carpathians between September and November 1914, notwithstanding their earlier disaster at Tannenberg, denied the German High Command a solution to the riddle posed by the Eastern Front. Russia remained for Germany a threat to the security and even survival of Germany’s main ally, Austria-Hungary; and an opportunity for Germany to accomplish the major – yet perhaps not really decisive – victory that was eluding it in France.


Even more, German strategy in the West continued to be directed against the Allied left because nowhere else on that front did a real opportunity present itself. Along the Franco-German border the French line held firm. The French armies had paid dearly for their ill-judged offensives there during August; yet when the Germans sought to capitalize on this by themselves driving into France, they were held and thrown back. The battle of the Marne in early September, which is seen as a turning-point in military history, would have counted for little if meanwhile the French armies in the south and centre had not been withstanding relentless German assaults. Like the elder Moltke, the French strategists who after 1871 had developed a defensive policy and had made preparations accordingly were now being amply vindicated.


This is not to detract from the BEF’s achievements. Doubtless if they had not checked the Germans at Mons or held the line at Ypres, the French would have managed to construct other defensive positions – but not without substantial losses of manpower and strategic territory. The German casualties at Ypres were such as to evoke an expression of dismay from the German Chancellor, Bethmann-Hollweg; and to the Kaiser’s Adjutant-General the action was ‘a first-class moral defeat’. And even greater than the BEF’s accomplishments was what they portended for the war as a whole. Falkenhayn justified his decision to make a bid for Calais, rather than follow up successes against Russia, on two grounds. The first was that a victory over the Russian forces would not be final. The other was that ‘our most dangerous enemy is not the one in the East, but rather England, with whom the conspiracy against Germany stands or falls.’




1 These quotations are from Sir Henry Wilson’s diaries. A microfilm copy of the original diary is to be found in the Imperial War Museum.


2 Denore’s account is in C. B. Purdom (ed.), Everyman at War (London: J. M. Dent, 1930), pp. 7–9.
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AN IRISH REGULAR I: TO THE AISNE





I


Among the regular soldiers who saw action at Mons, on the Aisne, and at Ypres was a southern Roman Catholic Irishman named John F. Lucy. He was 20 years of age.1


If the pre-war soldier was asked why he had enlisted, Lucy records, he would answer in one of two ways. When in inventive mood he would explain that he had spilled sugar on the grand piano while his mother was entertaining some members of the peerage, ‘and of course one could not expect [one’s] mother to put up with that kind of conduct’. If he was not feeling inventive, the soldier would answer more truthfully: ‘I listed for me pound.’ The pound was weight, not money. It referred to the soldier’s daily ration of bread. Unemployment and the need for food were what usually drove men to join the colours. ‘So it was with most of us who marched to Mons.’


There were some exceptions, among them ‘a taciturn sergeant from Waterford who was conversant with the intricacies of higher mathematics, and who was very smart and dignified and shunned company’, ‘an ex-divinity student with literary tastes, who drank much beer and affected an obvious pretence to gentle birth’, ‘a national school teacher’, ‘a man who had absconded from a colonial bank’, ‘a few decent sons of farmers’, and a remnant consisting of ‘scallawags’ and ‘very minor adventurers’.


John Lucy belonged among the very minor adventurers. At the beginning of 1912 he and Denis, his younger, more daredevil brother, were just out of school, unsettled by the death of their mother, at odds with their father, a bit wild, unimpressed by a brief acquaintanceship with a newspaper office, and out of favour with their landlady (whose residence they had accidentally set on fire).




We were tired of landladies and mocked the meaning of the word. We were tired of fathers, of advice from relations, of bottled coffee essence, of school, and of newspaper offices. The soft accents and slow movements of the small farmers who swarmed in the streets of our dull southern Irish town, the cattle, fowl, eggs, butter, bacon, and the talk of politics filled us with loathing. Blow the lot.


As a matter of fact we were full of life and the spirit of adventure, and wanted to spread our wings.


We got adventure. We enlisted.





When the Lucy brothers joined up they were too young to shave, still wore school caps (which earned them much mockery on their first appearance in barracks, particularly as they doffed them to the corporal), and spoke with rural Cork accents, which were despised by Dubliner and Belfast-man alike. Given the state of Anglo-Irish politics, they found swearing the oath of allegiance to the crown a cause of some natural qualms of conscience. To allay their uneasiness they chose to join an Irish regiment. However, prudence suggested that it should be one stationed as far from home as possible, which meant Ulster. This did not run them into great sectarian difficulties. In the army the enmities which divided Catholic from Protestant in Ireland were submerged by the shared misfortunes and expectations that had brought men to this occupation.


John Lucy’s chief expectation, adventure, was soon dashed. The military authorities did not regard the human material at their disposal as capable of exercising initiative, nor did they view independence of mind as a desirable quality in a new recruit. What they looked for was a high degree of physical fitness, great skill in the performance of certain basic tasks, a well turned-out appearance on the parade ground (a requirement that they carried to the point of mania), and the utmost obedience to orders and regulations. Gruelling punishments were invariably on hand for those who fell short of these requirements.


Lucy recounts his early months of military life:




We drilled, and drilled, and drilled; the bugle bullying us on to parade after parade. Our weak muscles were wrenched at physical exercises at which everything for a solid hour was executed on the tips of our toes. This was our worst experience. We sprinted from one kind of torture to another while our mouths went dry, our bodies clammy and stale, and our limbs trembled.


… It was a rotten life, and we were very, very sorry for having enlisted.





Many men broke under the strain. Some sought escape by going bad deliberately: in broad daylight they stole or smashed windows or attacked the police, ‘and so got imprisonment and freedom’.




Some developed an insolent obstinacy, became dirty and disobedient, and experienced the whole gamut of military punishment from simple confinement to barracks to imprisonment with hard labour, passing, still incorrigible, through the hands of hard-hearted and bitter provost sergeants and prison warders…. Others failed physically, their underfed bodies and weak muscles being unsuitable to produce the swiftness of limb and coordination of action required in the British infantry, and they were released labelled ‘medically unfit’, or ‘not likely to become an efficient soldier’.





The unending round of punishment awaiting the persistent delinquents – those chronically untidy or late on parade – could be utterly demoralizing.




I have seen a case-hardened defaulter – a reckless fellow of cheerful temperament – sob like a tormented child at the treatment meted out to him by the provost sergeant.





For the ordinary recruit, it was the NCOs – lance-corporals, corporals, and above all sergeants – who ruled their lives. The officers proper were aloof folk who had little to do with them.


In addition to training its recruits, the army sought to educate them. One hour in every day (except Saturday) was spent on schooling. For John Lucy, who was already well educated by army standards, this was unrelieved tedium. He had to spend 18 months in acquiring a first-class certificate for which he was qualified at the outset. And when he got it, it made him seem a freak to his less well qualified comrades and earned him the resentment of some NCOs.


During the opening spell of his army career (‘the worst six months of my life’) Lucy’s existence was an unending round of




military vocabulary, minor tactics, knowledge of parts of the rifle, route marches, fatigues, semaphore, judging distance, shooting, lectures on ‘esprit de corps’, and on the history of our regiment, spit and polish, saluting, drill, physical training, and other, forgotten subjects…. We became insensitive, bored, and revolted, and talked seriously of deserting after three months of the life. We spent our meagre pay on food.





But in due course, as the older recruits were drafted to the battalion’s home station in England, the Lucy brothers found themselves starting to match up to the army’s requirements. They became members of the depot’s crack squad.




In time we effaced ourselves. Our bodies developed and our backs straightened according to plan. We marched instead of walking, and we forced on ourselves that rigidity of limb and poker face that marks the professional soldier. Pride of arms possessed us, and we discovered that our regiment was a regiment, and then some.


Romance revived, despite our queer way of attaining manhood, and [despite] the fact that we had become mere mechanical numbers of an infantry unit.





By the end of six months they were trained recruits. Their bodies, ‘thanks to the hated physical training’, were superbly fit and their spirits high.




Our movements on parade synchronized to perfection, we drilled as one man, and at attention were as immobile as a row of iron railings.





Soon they too were drafted to the home-service battalion in England, on their way securing their first sight of London and finding, to their disappointment, that Londoners ‘looked grim and walked about with set faces’, not sparing a glance for the soldiers who were their protectors. Arrival at their battalion station provided a further let-down. Once more John and Denis Lucy found themselves regarded as newcomers, not greeted with open arms but subjected to further drudgery in the gymnasium and on the barrack square by yet more ferocious instructors. But, once they had settled in, life in a battalion proved acceptable. Consisting of 700 to 800 men and some 30 officers, the battalion seemed to Lucy like a little town, with many of the same attractions. Further, they were not wholly engaged in preparing for war. Working hours were not long, and holidays were numerous. And, once their training was completed, there were specialized jobs that could be learned, like machine-gunnery and signalling, and sundry occupations that could be mastered: those of cook, waiter, valet, clerk, butcher, armourer, storekeeper.


By the spring of 1914 John Lucy and his brother were beginning to take the business of soldiering quite seriously. (‘On long country walks we found ourselves again, and planned to make the best of the army.’) They decided to work for promotion, even though it would mean losing caste with their friends and earning the scorn of the ordinary, professional, long-service privates. So they set about devouring regulations, textbooks, and standing orders, and soon qualified as lance-corporals. Then came the uncomfortable discovery that, at least initially, the lance-corporal was the unhappiest man in the army: isolated from his old companions, watched by his seniors for the slightest shortcoming, and paralysed by the responsibility that his single stripe conferred. It was a situation that only time and experience could render tolerable, and many did not last it out. They threw up their stripes, disgusted with a system that demanded of them more than could possibly be accomplished in the time available and yet admitted no excuses. The Lucy brothers sweated it out, and John soon advanced to the rank of corporal.


The summer of 1914 passed peacefully.




We two brothers, both now N.C.O.s, had quite settled down, and were satisfactorily taking our minor parts in the organization and running of our regiment.








International affairs were not the concern of professional soldiers. When war clouds gathered, they were delighted at the prospect of combat and glory, and willing to fight any foreigner.






Our state of mind was peculiar to our task. We despised all foreigners, and only wanted them at the end, the business end, of our snappy little Lee-Enfields.2 We had great élan and great hopes.





They neither knew nor cared which Continental country they were to fight.




A dose of that rapid fire of ours, followed by an Irish bayonet charge[,] would soon fix things.





Then they learned that the enemy was Germany and received books with coloured illustrations of German uniforms and weapons.




The field-grey, rather baggy uniforms, comic boots, and helmets amused us. Anything strange or foreign was inferior, to the mind of the common soldier.





Preparations for war began. They disposed of review uniforms and mufti clothing and boots. In their stead came ammunition, iron rations, jack-knives, identity discs – and reinforcements.




Our reservists came streaming in to make up our war strength; cheerful, careless fellows of all types, some in bowler hats and smart suitings, others in descending scale down to the garb of tramps. Soon, like us, they were uniformed and equipped with field kits, and the change was remarkable. Smart sergeants and corporals and beribboned veterans of the South African war hatched out of that crowd of nondescript civilians, and took their place and duties as if they had never left the army.





The mobilization scheme of the British army ran like a well oiled machine, and by 13 August Lucy had said farewell to peace and to Britain.




Going to war seemed a light-hearted business….


My brother and I left England as section commanders. We each had eight men. I was twenty years old and a full corporal. He was only nineteen. I was the small, dark, nervous Gaelic type, very proud and anxious to work well. He was bigger, golden-haired, careless, and easy, and a very good mixer with the men.





The battalion enjoyed an ecstatic reception from the French populace, both when they disembarked at Rouen next day, and during the train journey north-east to the Belgian frontier. They spent a night in a small village in Picardy, amidst attractive countryside, a warm kindly people, and nature at its most beautiful. Remembering the event after two decades, Lucy wrote:




the small number of us of the old Regiment who still live may recall that blissful period with tenderness and gratitude, unclouded by the vexed memories of the great events that followed.





II


On 22 August 1914, billeted in a small village south of Mons, the Irish battalion was informed that it would soon be encountering the enemy.




Keen as mustard, we overhauled our fighting gear, cleaning and recleaning our rifles and recently sharpened bayonets, easing up our cartridge clips, and looking forward eagerly to action.





That evening one company was sent ahead to act as outpost (‘the first warlike act of the battalion’), and during the night Lucy and his squad of eight men were told to take forward the battalions’ four ammunition carts. Next morning, Sunday 23 August, the tempo of events increased. First Lucy’s squad encountered a group of wounded British cavalrymen, leading riderless horses that had belonged to fallen comrades. Then the rest of the Irish battalion came up, having first dug trenches as a defensive measure and then been ordered forward towards Mons, ‘now visible through the slag heaps of many mines’.




This dirty-looking factory town had no particular interest just then for us, until suddenly above the sound of the tread of our marching feet we heard the booming of field-guns.





They decided this must be the French artillery knocking hell out of the enemy, and pressed forward lest they miss the grand assault that would drive the Germans off the field.


Their progress was halted by a perspiring staff officer who rode up from behind with an order that the battalion should return to the trenches it had left that morning. This was not well received – the motto of the battalion was ‘Attack, or counter-attack’ – but the troops were not untrained for employing trenches when temporarily forced on to the defensive. Those that they had dug were of the ‘kneeling’ variety, some three feet deep, ‘this being considered good enough for temporary occupation’. Lucy recounts:




With many jokes the men settled into their defences and cheerfully waited for the enemy, presenting in his direction a line of first-class riflemen, each trained to fire fifteen well-applied shots a minute. Our two machine-guns poked their squat muzzles in support from their emplacements.





Close at hand was a young subaltern acting as observation officer for a battery of field guns situated on a back slope 300 yards to the rear.




All then was ready, as far as we were concerned, for the battle of Mons.





At 3.30 p.m. the German artillery gave Lucy and his companions their ‘first moment under shell-fire’. Initially the shells passed overhead and were greeted with hilarity.




Then the enemy gunners shortened, and the shells exploded above our trenches, and the men, already taken in hand for exposing themselves, crouched low





– all except the commanding officer and his adjutant, who remained in the open throughout the bombardment, sending messages to the entrenched companies. Lucy experienced his first near-miss:




One shrapnel bullet hit my pack, and I instinctively moved a little farther along the ditch to a burly sergeant, who laughed at me when I handed him the still hot ball for his inspection. I was too young to discern nervousness in the laugh.





Then the shelling stopped, and the defenders heard




conch-like sounds – strange bugle calls. The German infantry, which had approached during the shelling, was in sight, and about to attack us.





Up to this point the only fire from the British side had come from the 18-pounder field guns. Now the officers’ whistles sounded, and the riflemen opened fire.




A great roar of musketry rent the air…. The satisfactory sharp blasts of the directing whistles showed that our machinery of defence was working like the drill book, and that the recent shelling had caused no disorganization. The clatter of our machine-guns added to the din.





The battle took the form of ‘well-ordered, rapid rifle-fire at close range, as the field-grey human targets appeared, or were struck down, – to be replaced by further waves of German infantry who shared the same fate.




Our rapid fire was appalling even to us…. Such tactics [of massed assault] amazed us, and after the first shock of seeing men slowly and helplessly falling down as they were hit, gave us a great sense of power and pleasure. It was all so easy.





At last the surviving Germans began to retreat, their attack ‘an utter failure’.




Soon all that remained was the long line of the dead heaped before us, motionless except for the limb movements of some of the wounded.





Casualties on the British side had been few – ‘the least we had in any battle in the war’. One machine-gunner had been killed by a shell burst, and a lance-corporal who took his place was immediately wounded in the arm. The lance-corporal insisted on continuing to fire ‘but he rather puzzled those near him by weeping at intervals, either with pain or fright’. The commanding officer and his adjutant, although exposed throughout, had escaped injury.


With night beginning to close in, Lucy’s squad was sent to secure fresh stocks of ammunition. It was midnight before he rediscovered his company, and by that time they were engaged in evacuating their positions. The movement proceeded with a minimum of display:




All was very still and peaceful. Quiet words of command were passed along…. And off we went stealthily, in columns of fours from the battlefield of Mons.


In the morning the entire British Army was marching south in retreat.





III


Next morning, as they retreated, the battalion was ordered to cast off its packs and greatcoats. They resented doing this, as they also resented retreating. They believed that they had beaten off their assailants and should be in hot pursuit. The company commander assembled the NCOs to explain that, well though they had fought, they were in danger of being outflanked on the left by a much stronger enemy force: ‘That sounded all right, but we wondered where the French army was.’


Two mornings later the battalion participated in II Corps’s stand at Le Cateau. This time the enemy did not fling its infantry against the British riflemen.




The Germans had already learned their lesson from Mons, and had become cautious. Instead of men they sent shells in a steady and intense bombardment of the town [Caudry] behind us…. The streets nearer us began to melt away …. blinding flashes of concentrated explosions licked all about our single gallant field battery, which had been quickly marked down by the enemy, and which gradually slackened fire until it was ultimately smashed to silence.3





A hail of bullets and shells revealed that the infantry also had been discovered. Lying flat, Lucy’s section took out their entrenching tools and dug as best they could until they were under cover at least from rifle and machine-gun bullets:




Lord, how we appreciated those entrenching tools, which we had hated so much during peace-time training.





Forced back again, Lucy lost two of his eight men to shelling, one killed and one wounded. But the Irishmen fought an orderly retreat, which was more than could be said for a battalion of English soldiers on their right. These had panicked and were streaming down the road behind them.




A staff officer, his face hot with the shame of it, diverted the fleeing men into a side street in the first village we came to, shouting frantically at them: ‘For God’s sake men, be British soldiers.’





For Lucy, this was ‘an unforgettable and disgraceful scene’.




I thought with pride of our Irishmen, extended and controlled, falling back steadily at the trail across country behind us, protecting that lousy mob, some of whom had even chucked away their weapons.





On 28 August the battalion entered the first billets to give them a complete night’s rest for a week. The commander of II Corps, General Smith-Dorrien, inspected them.




He did not wear the hard and sometimes haughty look of other generals, and we liked him for it. Calm and kindly-eyed, he gazed from horseback on soldiers weary of marching and fighting…. General Smith-Dorrien knew that he viewed a body of men aching in every limb, to whom the smallest action, even that of moving rifles to attention, was an added minor torture, and he excused us [from marching to attention] – the good old stick. He was our man.





This was not the end of the marching, however. Rather, it proved their last good sleep in many days. The retreat resumed next morning and continuued without proper rest for day upon day, so that the men ‘marched on in a trance, or rather in some idiot nightmare wherein images jostled material things, while the enemy relentlessly pursued us’.




Our minds and bodies shrieked for sleep. In a short time our singing army was stricken dumb. Every cell in our bodies craved rest, and that one thought was the most persistent in the vague minds of the marching men…. Men slept while they marched, and they dreamed as they walked. They talked of their homes, of their wives and mothers, of their simple ambitions, of beer in cosy pubs, and they talked of fantasies. Commonplace sensible remarks turned to inane jibberings. The brains of the soldiers became clouded, while their feet moved automatically.





Among the talkers was a sergeant who ‘kept up a long dirge for hours on end about his lost pack,’ although he was the only member of his platoon still wearing it; and a man who ‘talked confidently and in a fresh voice of being a policeman in Paris, a city whose signboards became more ominously numerous as we went ever south’. The men’s faces and hair grew steadily dirtier, and lice began to breed rapidly in their underclothing. A few men – but very few, and usually those of big stature – dropped out, and gazed with ‘pained look in [their] troubled eyes’ as their companions went past. John Lucy became anxious for his younger brother, and sought him out.




His usually bright face was bony with fatigue and begrimed with perspiration and dirt, but he was cheerful and contented….


I did not like seeing him look so tired, and I made a habit of paying him short visits like this during the march.


One day he alarmed me, after a long period of silence, by remarking casually: ‘One more turn to the left now, at the top of Tawney’s Hill, and we’re home, my lad.’ As he spoke a halt was called, and he bumped helplessly into the man in front and woke up. He stoutly denied having spoken, and then I knew that he had been asleep on the march, and had been enthralled by the prospect of rest and refreshment in a farmhouse of our childhood days, where as little boys we had built forts in summer meadows and practised mimic war in the role of Irish chieftains dealing death and destruction to the Sassenach. My heart became sore with longing for the warmth and shelter of the large farm kitchen in Ireland.





In time even the officers begain to feel the strain. One captain turned his company about and marched towards the enemy. The commanding officer (who was on horseback, it being the task of the senior officers to ride up and down the line encouraging the men) galloped after him. The captain announced that he was tired of retreating; it was bad for morale, and he preferred to fight and, if need be, perish. He was relieved of his command, and his ‘gallantly docile company’ was brought back to the column under a junior officer.


The marching men crossed the river Oise, and then the Aisne, and then the Marne – being the last to get across before the sappers blew up the bridge. Finally, on 5 September, they passed over the Grand Morin. Here the retreat ended, and the men went into bivouac: ‘We washed and changed our clothes, and slept, and fed, and slept again.’ They ‘noticed with satisfaction’ that the soles of their feet were calloused with a ‘thick, hard, healthy skin’. The battalion received reinforcements that more than made good its casualties (about 100 out of a total of 800 men). They took pleasure in telling the newcomers ‘in an affected casual manner’ about the realities of war – although they found themselves restrained by the realization that ‘the killing of men cannot be loosely talked about’. They learned that the French on their right had already turned on their pursuers and were driving them back, and that on the following day ‘we too would turn back facing north again, and start chasing Germans for a change. Now that was to our liking, and we felt braced about it.’


IV


Lucy’s battalion was in reserve through most of the battle of the Marne and so saw little action. As it advanced, it encountered for the first time large numbers of German prisoners and ‘many encouraging sights of an army in rapid retreat’: ‘The British army was certainly getting its own back.’ The matter uppermost in their minds was: When would they see action again?




The thought of another battle did not discourage us. We wanted a dig at the enemy, and smarted at the recollection of his having chased us. Our tails were up now, and we were different men – veterans in a way.





This thirst for renewed battle was soon to be satisfied. But its outcome was not what the Irish riflemen were expecting.




On the evening of 13th September, a British aeroplane, one of the few the British Army possessed, approached us from the German side, and, wheeling around, alighted in a field to the right of our marching columns. The flying-officer climbed slowly out of his machine, and, coming stumbling towards us in his heavy kit, did not wait to find an officer, but shouted to us all: ‘There they are, waiting for you up there, thousands of them.’ And he waved his right arm towards the wooded heights, across the river Aisne, some three miles away.





Next morning the Irishmen were directed to cross the Aisne.




The tone of the orders given us, the close inspection of our ammunition, and our rapid fall-in showed that there was immediate work ahead.





As they moved forward, British guns were bombarding the dominating heights on the far bank. Lucy experienced a succession of contrasting emotions. To begin with:




It was a fine fresh morning, and we moved on exhilarated by a feeling of the unexpected….





Then:




We gripped our rifles hard. We felt on the edge of a fresh battlefield, with the curtain about to go up, and looked all about our front for the direction of the first threat of danger.





A burst of shrapnel that ‘whipped and cracked above us’ produced a third sensation:




A curse or two expressed the nausea which every man with a stomach experiences when he feels helpless under a rain of slivers of steel and bullets hurled at him by an enemy two miles or so out of rifle shot.





The company found itself making for a railway bridge that had been blown up by the enemy. All that existed to facilitate their crossing of the Aisne was a ‘line of single planks’. This sagged in the middle and had been ‘hastily and precariously rigged against what was left of the iron supports of the railway bridge’. Under heavy fire they ‘blondined’ across it (the expression pays homage to the famous tightrope walker). They sustained few casualties themselves, but were aware that those following were proving less fortunate. However, ‘We did not turn to see.’ The commanding officer, ‘with his usual bravery’, remained exposed during the whole period of the crossing.


Once over the Aisne, the British troops had to press on up the hill in the face of heavy resistance. A shrapnel bullet penetrated Lucy’s haversack and ‘tore into the middle of a folded towel inside it. I felt startled and angry at the tug it gave, and at my narrow escape, and pushed on with the others.’


As they approached the crest the shelling gave way to rifle fire at close quarters.




We cursed them, and relying on the luck of soldiers, we bowed our heads a little, shut our jaws, and went stubbornly on. Quicker we went, on to our toes, and crouching lower. In for a penny, in for a pound, quicker and quicker to get it over. Their rifles cracked sharply now, and the whistle and whine of bullets passing wide changed to the startling bangs of bullets just missing one.





Aided by British artillery fire, the Irish riflemen reached the edge of the plateau, where they dug in. Only then did they become aware of numerous gaps in their ranks, which they attributed to shelling – ‘On the whole the enemy riflemen had been rotten shots.’ For the first time British infantry were beginning to encounter what would become for them the war’s dominating feature: its human cost. Resting in reserve while German counter-attacks tried vainly to drive the British back down the hill, Lucy was plagued by a soldier who ‘morbidly occupied himself by passing in the names of the latest dead and wounded. I did not want to hear them…. Each fresh name bludgeoned my brain.’


He sought solace from his brother, who was in a neighbouring platoon. Denis Lucy’s ‘absolutely calm’ bearing restored his ease, and the casualties, on reflection, seemed less terrible than he had supposed.


The day introduced him to one of war’s necessary adaptations, a meal being served to men in the battle line: ‘hot tea, tepid meat, and broken loaves of bread’.




This food was carried daily for miles, often through heavy fire, by our company colour-sergeants and their devoted ration parties. Its arrival broke the strain of fighting, and cheered us all up. In a short time we developed the habit of eating under any conditions, even the most appalling.





Lucy’s section spent the night in one of a number of ‘conveniently situated large caves’. Although they remained in war gear, they proved not to be needed to beat back an abortive night attack. In the morning the cry went out that the enemy was falling back, and they readied themselves to resume the pursuit. For a brief moment longer, they were able to remain confident that this was how the war would proceed. Yet they were also becoming aware of a growing admiration for the Germans as a fighting force.


As Lucy’s company was returning to the edge of the plateau where it had established a position the day before, the commanding officer of a company on their left came striding towards them, ‘a tall gaunt captain with the light of battle in his eye’, a ‘very religious man he was too, always talking about duty, and a great Bible reader’. This officer was ‘looking for blood’. He announced ‘jubilantly and with certainty’ that all the Germans had gone, except for one platoon which he had located in a wood on the left front. He was going to attack it with his company through the wood, and he needed volunteers from the troops on his right to ‘move across the open’ in support.




I suppose he knew very well that the native pride of Irish troops could be depended on. Anyway the whole of ‘A’ Company immediately volunteered to assist. The officer selected the two nearest platoons, which happened to be mine and my brother’s.





As his brother’s platoon went first into the attack, John Lucy saw that Denis was almost abreast of the officer leading it, with his rifle held threateningly at high port. He made ‘a good picture of the young leader going into battle’, but was too conspicuous for his own safety. Dismayed, John Lucy raised himself high over the parapet of the cliff and shouted out ‘Take care of yourself.’ Denis looked back over his shoulder and gave a reassuring wink. (‘The beggar would wink.’)


Then the lieutenant of John Lucy’s platoon drew his sword to signal the charge.




We rose from cover and doubled forward over the grass to the right of my brother’s platoon. There was an uncanny silence…. With a sinking heart I realized that our extended line made an excellent target, as we topped a slight rise, and went on fully exposed across flat country without the slightest cover.





The anticipation proved warranted. As they cleared the crest




a murderous hail of missiles raked us from an invisible enemy. The line staggered under this ferocious smash of machine-gun, rifle- and shell-fire….





A good half of the platoon fell.




Some turned over on to their backs, and others churned about convulsively.





The survivors pressed on, but more fell as small-arms fire hit their legs.




A bullet ripped through the sole of my right boot…. This low fire was a bloody business, and most efficient – the kind of stuff we were taught ourselves. I believe I was now beginning to get really afraid of these Germans.





With no officer left, a sergeant shouted to the platoon to lie prone. Thereupon




a machine-gun raked the whole line, a weak and feeble line now, and shot accurately home into it. Some of the lying men flapped about, others, shot through the head, jerked their faces forward rapidly and lay still. I trembled with fear and horror.


This was a holocaust…. The Catholic soldiers blessed themselves in a final act of resignation.





But the curve of the machine-gun’s fire came short in Lucy’s section. Dirt kicked in their faces and bullets ricocheted about their heads, ‘but it was better than being hit direct’. Then, by luck or instinct, he spotted the machine-gun, and for a moment all the skill and training of the British regular soldier found an opportunity to assert itself.




There it was, mounted daringly on the roof of a cottage, close to the left side of a chimney, about six hundred yards away, and directly to my front. With all my strength I shrieked the range, described the target, and ordered five rounds rapid fire. There was a heartening response as we opened fire at the first and only target we had seen in this terrible attack.


In about four seconds some thirty bullets were whistling about that dark spot near the chimney as we slammed in our rapid fire, glad to have work to do, and gloriously, insanely, and incredibly the German gun stopped firing, and then it disappeared as it was quickly withdrawn behind the roof.





Lucy shouted an order to fire three feet below the ridge of the roof: ‘I ordered exultantly, and I could have whooped for joy. I was now commanding effectively.’ Without the machine-gun the enemy fire lost a good deal of its venom.


Now thoroughly exercising his authority, Lucy looked about to see that all his section were firing. The man immediately on his right, a newcomer, was not, and when Lucy shouted at him he turned his head ‘to show a grinning face’ and then began to laugh.




He laughed and laughed and dug his face back in the grass…. The man was hysterical with fear. I did not know hysteria, and could not understand him.





Lucy moved to his right, swearing at the ‘scrim-shanker’, and struck him in the ribs with his rifle butt.




That steadied him, though his grin turned to a look of terror. I threatened him with a court-martial, and told him to pull his socks up. This sounded damn silly in the circumstances, even to myself, so I crept back to my central position to supervise the actions of more useful men.





The stress of battle produced other peculiarities of conduct. One man, wounded in the top of the head, came seeking the platoon sergeant to obtain permission to retire. Lucy told him to depart without delay, but the man insisted on proceeding down ‘that awful line, under heavy fire, spurred by a most soldierly but ridiculous conscience to ask permission to fall out’. Somehow this stickler for duty accomplished his object and retired without further injury. (The head wound did not prove fatal.)


Lucy realized that his section was lying by chance against a tiny ridge, too insignificant to notice when they were standing but just enough to provide the cover that saved their lives.




On the left my brother’s platoon was suffering badly. Nearly all the men had been hit, and only a few were returning fire. The shell-fire too was much heavier over them.





By this time all the officers of the two companies had been knocked out – two killed and seven wounded. The flashes from the swords that they had been waving as they led the attack had attracted the fire of the enemy gunners.




From this date swords went out of fashion…. Without officers, and sorely stricken, we still held on, until a sergeant waved us back, so we rose and returned to where we had started, exhausted and disappointed.





The attack had been a fiasco. And the roll-call after the action was a grim matter, reminding Lucy of ‘Butler’s picture of the Crimean roll-call’. The orderly-room clerk, to whom he went seeking news of his brother, would not divulge the total casualties – ‘He had been forbidden to speak about them.’ (They proved to be some 150, ‘more than half the strength of the two unfortunate companies.’) But the clerk did say, what Lucy had been told already by another soldier, that Denis Lucy had survived with only an arm wound.


It was not only the Irishmen who had suffered. The company on the left whose commander had initiated the attack had also lost heavily: ‘Their wood was now a shambles of wrecked trees and human bodies.’ Their only success had been to enter an enemy trench and bring back some prisoners. The sight of the Germans’ field-grey uniforms aroused bitter feelings;




but as we continued to look at them, cold reason told us that they were only troops like ourselves, and not so straight-backed either. They looked pale and scared. The warlike commander of the left company, bleeding from several wounds in various parts of his body, and looking more fanatical than ever, would not have any of his hurts dressed until he had interrogated his prisoners. He questioned them in German, and was removed from them [only] with difficulty, and made to lie on a stretcher.





It was some days later that John Lucy learned that the news about his brother had been false.




Actually my brother was lying dead out in front, about three hundred yards away, all this time…. Only one man of his section had come back alive.







1 All the quotations that follow are taken from Lucy’s account of his experiences as a regular soldier before and during the First World War: John F. Lucy, There’s a Devil in the Drum (London: Faber & Faber, 1938).


2 The highly efficient standard army rifle.


3 At Le Cateau the British artillery did not act on one of the major lessons learned from the Boer War: that to survive the artillery needed to be placed well to the rear of the infantry. (However the subsequent disappearance of the artillery from the view of the infantry men did greatly increase the sense among rank-and-file soldiers that their fate was being determined by impersonal monsters, not by creatures of flesh and blood.)
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AN IRISH REGULAR II: FLANDERS FIELDS





I


The abortive attack on the Aisne on 15 September and the week of ferocious German assaults that followed were a melancholy time for Lucy and his companions. They were baffled by their failure on the 15th, which had dashed their expectation that from now on the enemy would retreat continuously. ‘We had all thought we were pretty well invincible in attack, but we did not know what to think now.’ They still mocked the Germans for their baggy trousers and poor marksmanship with the rifle. But they recognized that the enemy possessed real fighting qualities and that, when equipped with large quantities of artillery and machine-guns, the Germans could stop any British advance.


Further, the Irish riflemen had lost heavily in officers, including Lucy’s gallant commander and adjutant (both wounded, the former seriously). The rank and file were coming to conclude that, although it was considered the acme of good leadership for officers to expose themselves, such an example was not needed, was indeed rather insulting, and that its effect was to deprive them of experienced leaders they could not afford to lose. (Not only those killed were permanently lost to them. Wounded officers were placed on the staff, or sent to England to train recruits.) Yet these infantrymen did not at all see themselves as a broken force. Certainly, they were delighted when, on 22 September, they were finally withdrawn from the Aisne fighting. But ‘in spite of all, and though we had suffered heavy losses and felt a bit battered, our old spirit lived.’


John Lucy was bearing an added burden: the loss of his brother. His grief led him to take strange actions. On one occasion in October he encountered the sole survivor of Denis Lucy’s section and – as he later recalled to his shame – berated the man. He told him that if he had done his duty and stuck with his commander, he also would be dead.




That sounds nonsense now, but then I was beside myself with grief at the loss of my brave young brother. I dreamed of him at night, and once he appeared to visit me, laying a hand on each of my shoulders and telling me he was all right. I felt relieved after this curious dream.





But he still had to face the problem of going home on leave, aware that his father held him, as the older brother, responsible for Denis’s action in joining up in the first place.


Leave, however, was no imminent problem. By mid-October, only three weeks after quitting the Aisne, the Irishmen were back in Flanders, advancing towards the sound of gunfire. They did so with less eagerness than they had felt when approaching Mons less than two months before: ‘Did they feel,’ Lucy wondered, ‘as I did in my bones, that we were heading for the last round-up?’ Yet to begin with, against a sketchy force of enemy, they made good progress, and by 17 October were advancing up Aubers Ridge. But five days later they were ordered back to Neuve Chapelle, allegedly to straighten the line. Large events were plainly imminent.


For some days sappers had been digging trenches to the east of this town, and these the three companies of Lucy’s battalion occupied.




Our trenches, engineer-planned, were good, and clean cut in straight bays and traverses, some of which had been revetted with sandbags. We mentally thanked the sappers for their work.





The job had not quite been completed, however. There was a gap of 20 yards on the left where the trenches did not join up. And there were only the beginnings of a communication trench to the rear. According to Lucy, the construction of communication trenches always got left to last. Yet these facilitated such vital matters as the passage forward of rations and ammunition, the evacuation of wounded, and the movement of runners – as well as providing front-line troops with the reassuring knowledge that, if the worst happened, they had a way of escape.


The Irish battalion engaged in a host of activities in anticipation of the coming battle. Patrols were sent forward to provide advance warning, sentries posted, digging parties set to work, ration and ammunition parties dispatched to the rear, and runners sent off to learn the locations of the various headquarters. NCOs like Lucy, whose responsibilities were increasing as officers became fewer and less experienced, busied themselves seeing that latrines were made, fire bays improved, cubby holes dug to store ammunition, and duty rosters drawn up. With good cover and a splendid field of fire, they viewed their coming ordeal with confidence.




All we wanted now was a little time for final improvements to finish off the good work of the sappers, and we would smash anything that came at us. We would give them ‘gyp’, as the troops said. But we got no time. The following morning the Germans came at us.


It was the beginning of the end for us, for we had now arrived at the place of our destruction, and our fine battalion, still about seven hundred strong, perished here, almost completely, in the following five days.





II


The next morning, 23 October 1914, the Irish riflemen stood to, ready for a dawn attack. Patrols informed them that none was coming, and they settled down to routine activities. But the respite proved short.




A tearing sound, increasing in force, caused us to raise our eyebrows, and petrified us all into watchful stillness…. It was the loudest shell we had heard in transit to date…. Would it never come down? It took an unbelievably long time. Then every man in the front line ducked as the thing shrieked raspingly louder and louder down on us. There was a terrific thump which shook the ground, and quite a pause, then a rending crash, so shatteringly loud that each of us believed it to be in his own section of trench. A perceptible wall of air set up by a giant explosion struck our faces. The monster shell had burst well behind us in amongst the houses of the village.





To blast their way through the British line, the Germans were employing the mighty howitzers that had demolished the Belgian forts. Lucy learned this only later, but he and his company had no doubt that they were to bear the brunt of a ferocious assault.


All that day the heavy shells kept coming, ‘making the earth rock as in an earthquake’, with field guns and smaller howitzers joining in, as well as ‘the nasty stinging crash of five-nines’. As the German artillery established the range, the rate of fire speeded up:




we crouched wretchedly, shaken by the blastings, under a lasting hail of metal and displaced earth and sods, half-blinded and half-choked by poisonous vapours, waiting for the enemy infantry, while our overworked stretcher-bearers busied themselves with new dead and wounded.





Time seemed to stand still. The infantrymen smoked nervously, passing cigarettes with trembling fingers. They felt hunger but had no desire to eat. Their mouths were parched, yet they were obliged to drink sparingly, not knowing when their bottles would be refilled. They lacked the consolation of a vigorous counter-bombardment, for ammunition was rationed for the British guns. In any lull Lucy ordered the stand-to. And to satsify himself, without unnecessary risk, that no attack was coming, he removed his cap and tilted his head back as he looked over the parapet, thus providing the smallest possible target for snippers. The Germans began interspersing their salvos of high explosive with bursts of shrapnel. The former were supposed to drive the British out of their trenches, the latter to kill them in the open. Their efforts were in vain; ‘the troops held.’


Towards evening the sentries warned that the enemy were coming.




At the same moment the earth hushed. The guns stopped. Thank Christ. Thank Christ. The relief was unspeakable. We stood up, stretching wide and loose, men once more and no longer cannon fodder.





The German infantry came marching, diagonally, across the British front in small squads, their attack aslant and badly directed, ‘their men not yet extended in lines’.




What tactics! A complete give-away. Marching about like that in ‘columns of lumps’ within two hundred yards of us….


We let them have it. We blasted and blew them to death. They fell in scores, in hundreds, the marching column wilting under our rapid fire. The groups melted away, and no man was able to stand in our sight within five minutes. The few survivors panicked, and tried to keep their feet in retreat. We shot them down through the back. A red five minutes….


We had cancelled out our shell-tortured day with a vengeance.





The German artillery, as if infuriated, resumed shelling until the dark. At some time in the night a patrol rushed in to say that an attack was coming, and the Irishmen fired round upon round at an unseen enemy, hearing groans and labouring sounds as the attack was stopped in its tracks.


The Germans, it became plain, were all out to capture Neuve Chapelle, ‘and our unfortunate batallion, now rapidly diminishing in strength, was their main obstacle’. During the next three days, 24–6 October, the shelling continued with even greater intensity. Movement to the rear in daylight became impossible, so that the wounded had to wait for the dark before they could be evacuated. German shelling of the rear positions threw out the rations supply, and one night nothing came through. The numbers of the unwounded dwindled: Lucy’s section, seven strong when they went into the line (among whom were six of the eight who had set out with him for France), contracted to three. Their condition grew more miserable.




We were by now all very tired, cold, dirty, and ill-nourished. We were living on our nerves. Men detailed to rest gasped and groaned in broken sleep and jumped awake nervously when touched on the shoulder to be detailed for look-out.





The sequence of events – of day attacks and night attacks – became jumbled in their minds as dreams mingled with reality, but the proof of their endeavours was plain to see.




The field [in front] was now simply covered with German bodies, the nearest only a few yards from the parapet and inside our single strand of wire.





Twice German troops penetrated the trenches to their left, and on the second occasion some of them managed to get behind the British front line.


On 26 October the two forward companies received a short respite. They were taken out of the front line to rest behind Neuve Chapelle, and in the evening were reinforced by 100 men fresh from Ireland, led by an inexperienced and easily flustered captain. But they were given no time to recuperate. That same day, in their absence, their trenches were overrun and Neuve Chapelle captured. The château which the commanding officer had been occupying was blown up, and the command of the battalion now devolved upon a captain. (Lucy discovered that he was now one of only four surviving corporals out of the 32 with which the battalion had gone to war.) The British counter-attacked before the Germans could consolidate, and by the morning of the 27th Neuve Chapelle was recaptured and Lucy was back in his front-line position. But this recovery proved short-lived. The trenches were barely recognizable, and soon the dreaded bombardment was upon them once more.




Dumbly we suffered it. We seemed born for nothing else. And dumbly we saw again our comrades being maimed and massacred.


Once more lines of German infantry, apparently inexhaustible, came over the field of dead, and again those of us still sound stood up to stave them off, but our strong ranks of riflemen were gone, and our weak fire caused alarmingly few casualties…. We shot and shot, and we stopped them once more on our company front, but they got in again on the left, and to some purpose.





Soon the left flank (which the new arrivals had been sent in to strengthen) was gone, and Lucy’s sector was surrounded. Then came the added misery of being shelled by their own artillery. Somehow battalion headquarters got a message through telling them to retire, but this was no easy matter. The communication trench to the rear still ran for only a few yards. Its exit was covered by a German machine-gun. Singly the Irishmen crept down the trench, then dashed into the open, hoping to gain the next piece of cover before the machine-gun got them. Lucy noticed that the gun was following men as they dashed from shell hole to shell hole. So he waited until he heard the gun start to fire and then made a break for it, tumbling into cover with the gunburst just behind him. By a series of dashes he reached the ruined village, where he and a small company of survivors assembled. He now had one man under his command; another joined later. During a halt by a roadside the roll of the battalion was called. Only 46 men answered their names. Two officers survived. ‘We had lost Neuve Chapelle for the second time.’


III


To all intents and purposes, Lucy’s battalion had been wiped out. But its four dozen survivors had not seem the end of this year’s fighting. The leavening that their experience could provide among untested soldiers was too precious. And, close at hand, the German thrust towards the township of Ypres itself was approaching its finale.


For Lucy and his fellow survivors, recovery from the blood-letting before Neuve Chapelle came quickly but was not complete. They regained their appetites and ate like hogs. They revelled in good sleeping. And although for a few days they over-reacted to the sounds of approaching shells, it was not long before one of the two survivors from his platoon announced that life was grand. But John Lucy could not wholly share this feeling. He was lonely for missing friends – ‘Cheerful faces now gone, and the memory of deeds of rough kindness haunted me’ – and dogged by a ‘certain loss of interest’. His morale was further lowered by a military reorganization that merged the band of survivors with some 200 new arrivals.




We did not know most of them, and we were not greatly interested. They were a mixture of Special Reserve and Militia men, with one or two of our own old wounded sent back cured.





Lucy was separated from the two remaining members of his original section, and had to build again with four new men.




These had not the smartness of the Regulars, and I could not take them rapidly to my heart. Their habits were unsoldierly, and repellent to me.





In a ‘brief fit of renunciation and despair’ he burned his diary (the keeping of which nevertheless was greatly to aid him in later years in recalling the events of these weeks).


The fighting quality of the 250 men of the new unit (‘it could hardly be called a battalion’) was soon put to the test. On 1 November, only five days after the fall of Neuve Chapelle, they were marched to the north-east of Ypres and thence up the Menin road to Hooge. Their task was to relieve a battalion that had lost half its numbers to German fire (‘The old story…. And we, with new, inexperienced, and untried men’). For three days the new unit occupied trenches that contained a lot of water and were poorly dug. Then they went into local reserve, and under constant shelling stood ready to retake any sections of trench overrun by the Germans.




We were all in the fight, and the country behind was empty of troops, as far as we could see. The dwindling Regular battalions faced assault after assault…. Practically every unit had lost three-quarters of its fighting strength….





The German attacks continued without ceasing; ‘and more and more enemy batteries thickened the circle of guns threatening Ypres’.




The health of those in the field since August began to fail. Many of us could not now digest bully beef and hard biscuits. Snow fell, and our lower limbs half froze while we slept out in the severest winter for many years.





On 10 November Lucy returned to the front line and next morning, in wet shell holes and crumbling trenches, his unit endured the thunder and blasting of his worst bombardment so far. He felt keenly the responsibilities of a junior NCO: pinned to the one section of trench, ‘always under the close scrutiny of the men he was supposed to lead and encourage’ and now dealing with raw soldiers some of whom ‘could not even fire a rifle properly’. Under the bombardment a ‘few of our fellows broke’.




one poor chap entirely lost his head and ran back out of his trench. He had not a chance in the open. The earth was vomiting all round us and he tumbled over in a few yards.





No trained soldier would have done that.


But the security that the trench provided was entirely relative. The shelling took its grim toll.




A corporal, a burly fellow, fell near me, with a shrapnel bullet in his head. He lay unconscious all the day, nodding his holed head as if suffering only from some slight irritation, and did not become still until evening….


Another soldier had his belly ripped open, and sat supporting his back against the trench, while he gazed with fascinated eyes at large coils of his own guts, which he held in both hands….1


Maimed men passed crouching and crawling behind me, leaving trails of blood on the ground, on their way to a ditch which led back into the woods behind.





Some of the newcomers, Lucy noted, made too much noise when wounded, ‘unlike our old men’. One young militia man in particular came along roaring on account of a broken arm, until told to put a sock in it by a lance-corporal who said that if he had really been badly wounded he would not have breath with which to howl. ‘That stopped his hysterics.’


Heavy shrapnel burst immediately above the trench, blotting out the sky, and flinging Lucy to the ground.




My whole body sang and trembled. One ear was perforated by the concussion, and I could hardly hear.





The order went out to stand to, as the enemy were about to attack. The man on Lucy’s left did not respond.




I grasped his arm and shook him savagely: ‘For Christ’s sake, get up, you bloody fool. The Germans are coming.’





The man fell sideways, exposing a pack covered with blood.




He was dead, and my eyes came off him to my shoulder, which was spattered with his brains and tiny slivers of iridescent bone.





Yet the bombardment had not accomplished its object. The British line held.




Six German army corps were marshalled in the open, advancing like a parade on the weak British Army.


The magnificent Prussian Guards made a review of it. They executed their famous goose-step in the sight of their foe, and the field-grey waves came on….


The left of the Prussian Guard attack caught us. Farther to our left the line broke, mended, broke and mended again. A counter-attacking English regiment went through a temporarily victorious enemy like a knife through butter, and recaptured a lost village with great dash.


We stopped the Germans on our front, and they were the finest troops of Germany, led by the flower of her noblest houses.





During the next two days they beat off weaker attacks without difficulty. Then they went into reserve. Lucy’s experience of fighting in 1914 was almost over.


While in reserve Lucy underwent an experience that, although to him a sign of frailty, serves as evidence of the extraordinary toughness and resilience of these regular soldiers. He was suffering, in addition to a perforated ear and sundry cuts and bruises, from haemorrhoids that were bleeding rather badly. So ‘in a weak moment’ he thought of going sick. He and a sergeant of like intent set off for a field ambulance, hoping not to return. But the ‘weak moment’ passed. While sheltering behind a house during a bombardment, ‘we answered some call we could not resist, and returned feeling ashamed to our reserve trench.’ (They took with them a frightened young lance-corporal who also was in the process of absenting himself. He later became the most distinguished soldier in the regiment, four times decorated for valour.)


On 19 November Lucy’s unit returned to the line, relieving a battalion in a condition even more parlous than their own; but that night their place was taken by a London Territorial regiment, ‘fresh and strong’. (Regular soldiers, says Lucy, ‘got just a bit bored’ by the way the newspapers played up the deeds of the Territorials. Still, he was quick to praise the achievements of these ‘supposed Saturday-night soldiers’.) So at last the Irish riflemen departed for good from the battles of 1914. They were a sadly depleted body.




This time only forty men of my regiment were able to march away. The rest were killed or wounded.


Forty – forty left out of two hundred and fifty, and only about three weeks ago there were only forty-six left out of an entire battalion. I searched my mind for total figures and roughly reckoned that in three months ninety-six men out of every hundred had been killed or wounded. I was too weary to appreciate my own luck.





While his companions were moving out, John Lucy lingered in the front line, talking to one of the Territorials (‘a cultured man in the uniform of a private soldier’, eager to hear praise for his regiment from a corporal in the regulars). Lucy looked out upon the battlefield at men he would not see again.




My eyes weakened, wandered, and rested on the half-hidden corpses of men and youths. Near and far they looked calm, and even handsome, in death. Their strong young bodies thickly garlanded the edge of a wood in rear, a wood called Sanctuary. A dead sentry, at his post, leaned back in a standing position, against a blasted tree, keeping watch over them.





He reflected on the unity that comradeship in arms imposed on his divided fellow countrymen.




Proudly and sorrowfully I looked at them, the Macs and the O’s, and the hardy Ulster boys joined together in death on a foreign field. My dead chums.





Then he moved off south with the handful of survivors:




in a dazed way we inspected each other’s faces, because every survivor was a phenomenon in himself. We exchanged half-smiles of appreciation and silent congratulation.





South of Hooge they found the Menin road stiff with French cavalry, ready to check the Germans if the British line broke: ‘They were not wanted.’




1 Astonishingly, this man’s entrails had not been penetrated, and he survived.
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OVER FOR CHRISTMAS










I have heard from a relative at the front of the courteous behaviour of a Saxon officer in command at Xmas.


A. Hopkinson to Lord Bryce, 2 February 1915





I


On 25 December 1914 the guns fell silent along much of the British front, and soldiers of both sides ambled freely around No-Man’s-Land. The event was a mocking reminder of the belief, so often expressed a short time before, that the war would be over by the year’s end.


By now the heat of August lay far behind. Even as the Allies began their advance from the Marne, the rain had started to fall. On the Aisne: ‘All our men are tired and wet. Torrents of rain fell tonight’ (Henry Wilson). During the transit from the Aisne to Ypres the weather seemed to improve, but then the rain began to descend once more. In the low-lying plain of Flanders the precarious security provided by trenches was offset by the miseries of water and cold. In November, as the German attacks slackened, the downpour did not. Major Charles Bonham-Carter, a company commander in the Ypres district, wrote in his diary just before Christmas:1




Under the best conditions the trenches are muddy and unless actually standing on a board or straw, one sinks up to one’s ankles, and when their condition is bad, it is easy to become badly bogged. Many instances have occurred of men having to be dragged out by their comrades, after losing all power of helping themselves. The continual standing on wet ground, the wearing of wet boots for several days without a change, and of wet clothes has a very bad effect on the men, who in some case[s] can scarcely move when they leave the trenches.





The consequence, for large numbers, was ‘swollen feet, frost bite, and rheumatism’. The only answer, according to Bonham-Carter, was to keep the men working and not to allow them to ‘sit or stand in the trenches and do nothing’. A few days later he wrote:




Especially now that the men are employed in the trenches only, it is of supreme importance to prevent men from remaining dirty, and losing power of rousing themselves and lessening their self-respect. In the trenches I found that if not forced to work some men stood or sat in the mud, and got more and more miserable, until they lost all power of movement as all circulation in their legs and feet came to an end.





But on Christmas eve the weather briefly improved. ‘A lovely day with bright sunshine and no rain,’ Bonham-Carter noted. ‘This is the first day without rain for a long time.’


The change in the weather set the scene for one of the best-remembered episodes of the war on the British sector of the Western Front. Late in the evening of the 24th (it was approaching midnight, German time) lighted Christmas trees began appearing in German trenches. Soldiers on both sides started to sing carols to tunes that crossed national barriers even if the language used did not. Christmas day dawned clear and frosty. Neither side began firing. Then troops moved into No-Man’s-Land, sometimes preceded by couriers bearing white flags to ensure that there would be no misunderstanding. A sort of fraternization commenced, as the soldiers of the two nations gazed at each other, swapped gifts, joined in burying their dead, spoke such pleasantries as the barriers of language would permit, and allowed themselves to be photographed alongside one another. At some places the truce continued for several days. Often it was only after visits from indignant superior officers that the shooting began again, and then after unofficial warnings – and apologies – had been transmitted across the lines.





[image: ]

Plate 5 A section of a British trench, complete with firing recesses to prevent the men from being enfiladed in case of assault. The caps and legs of the trench occupants are just visible in the three nearest recesses.








What did this event signify? In that the high command deplored it, the Christmas truce may be seen as an assertion of a community of interest by the sufferers in the trenches on both sides as against remote army commanders and even remoter bellicose civilians. Yet the importance of the event must not be exaggerated. When they participated in the Christmas truce, the rank-and-file soldiers and junior officers were not issuing a directive to their superiors that the killing had to stop. At most they were deciding that, at a time of year when it was customary for animosities to be suppressed – often on the understanding that they would be revived in due course – it seemed appropriate to apply this custom to war. But this constituted no determined dereliction of duty, especially as for the moment campaigning had come to a halt anyway, so that killing served no tangible purpose. (On various parts of the French front, where major operations were being conducted by Joffre even though it was mid-winter, there was certainly no truce this Christmas Day.) But the attitudes and convictions that had brought British soldiers to the fighting line remained. The unspoken assumption accompanying the Christmas Day pleasantries in No-Man’s-Land was that, in due season, the struggle – and the slaughter – would be resumed.


II


Nowhere among Englishmen, in the army or out of it, did the birthday of the Prince of Peace produce widespread heartsearching about the continuation of Britain’s involvement in the war. This may seem surprising, in view of the evident gulf between what had been said in August about the likely duration of the war and the actual situation in December. In part, this want of reappraisal suggests that anticipations of a short war had not been totally quelled. At the end of November Major Bonham-Carter wrote: ‘Everyone here is extraordinarily optimistic about the end of the war coming quite soon, and even General Smith-Dorrien said he thought March would see the end of it.’ Yet only a month before Smith-Dorrien, whose II Corps had been involved in every major action since Mons, had been warning the commander of the BEF that his soldiers were cracking under the German onslaught at Ypres. If he could so speedily recover his conviction that the war would soon be over, it is not surprising that other military leaders felt no need to call in question Britain’s decision to participate.


But the matter must be taken further. From the start not everyone had believed that the war would be a short one. Kitchener is the best-known exception, but he was not alone. ‘Make no mistake, gentlemen, we are in for a long and bitter war’, the commander of the Second Cavalry Brigade had warned his officers early on. Indeed, it seems plain that although most people believed that the conflict would be brief, their belief fell short of total conviction.


It is true that the only aspects of war ever arousing great interest were those that were supposedly decisive – battles such as Blenheim and Waterloo. That is a principal reason why Napoleon’s career exercised so great a fascination: he fought many seemingly decisive battles. It was easy to conclude that the armies of the powers would meet in a bloody, cataclysmic encounter, from which one would emerge victorious and the other vanquished. All recent major wars had apparently been swift, conclusive affairs: the Austro-Prussian, Franco-Prussian, and Russo-Japanese wars. And if there was a notable exception, that between the Northern and Southern States of the USA, it could be set aside as civil war.


Yet, despite these precedents, people in Britain – in high places and in low- were not acting as if they expected this war to end quickly. At the first wartime meeting of the Cabinet it was decided to ask the House of Commons for an army of 500,000 men and credits of £100 millions. Parliament, and the public, agreed with alacrity. The call for recruits was swiftly answered. Yet it was evident that not one of the men now enlisting would appear on the field of battle until well into 1915. It requires more than Kitchener’s commanding authority to explain why leaders and led consented, with such unanimity, to raise and train a great military force that could not possibly participate in the war unless it continued well beyond Christmas 1914.


Hope, delusion, and a misreading of the ‘lessons of history’ might all point to a short war. But once having decided to enter it, the nation started behaving as if it were involved in a different sort of conflict. Underlying this seeming inconsistency rested a dominant fact: that the decision to go to war in no way depended on calculations about its probable duration. As 1914 came to a close, this fact continued to dominate. For all but the wilfully deluded, the war was plainly far from over, and something of its horrific nature was already becoming apparent. Yet this was not seen as cause for reconsidering the decision of 4 August. Whatever the meaning of the Christmas truce, it constituted no first stage in a reappraisal of Britain’s involvement in the war.




1 The papers of Major Charles Bonham-Carter are in Churchill College, Cambridge.






















PART TWO
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Ruling the Waves 1914–1915
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Plate 6 A British warship patrolling the North Sea.
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WAR OF JUDGEMENT: THE EXERCISE OF COMMAND OF THE SEA







The maritime domination of the North Sea, upon which our whole policy must be based….


British Naval War Plan, July 1914


German Ocean [the name assigned to the North Sea].


Karl Baedeker, London and Its Environs:


Handbook for Travellers (English language edition), Leipzig, 1911





I


The silence (over Christmas) of the guns on the Western Front was noteworthy because it was unusual. But in another area of the war – and that, for Britain, the most crucial – such absence of gunfire did not excite comment. For the most striking thing about the war in the North Sea was the want of large actions and heavy death tolls.


Something of the apparent quiescence of the naval war may be gauged from the experience of Edward Hilton Young.1 He joined the Grand Fleet in August 1914 as a lieutenant in the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve. After serving briefly in HMS Cyclops he transferred to the Iron Duke, the flagship of the Grand Fleet and the nerve centre of Britain’s most important arm of defence. ‘I am at sea on Jellicoe’s flagship,’ he wrote proudly to his brother on 29 September 1914, ‘which is really rather wonderful.’ But in the ensuing weeks the wonder departed. In late October he wrote:




The battle is further off, I believe, than ever. We have had a quiet time of late, I mean quiet for us. So much so that we have had time for diversions, an entertainment last night for the Admiral’s benefit, with a very captivating can-can executed by gun-room stars: today, cutter races along the sunlit waters: with jokes.





Such frivolity did not satisfy Young for long. ‘I like the life here’, he wrote to his brother in mid-February 1915, ‘but chafe much agst the innocupation of the work…. Here we go round & round.’ ‘Idleness in solitude’, he admitted a fortnight after, ‘[has] got on my nerves.’


Young secured release from idleness in September 1915, when he joined a naval mission in Serbia intended to assist in thwarting an Austrian crossing of the Danube. In the course of it, he related in October:







I went for a night journey up the river… to prospect a channel; an Austrian sentry shot his rifle off at us across the water, and after a year of war that was the first shot I had heard fired in anger.





He had needed to go a long way from the flagship of the British Grand Fleet to hear that shot fired.


II


In mid-July 1914 the principal part of the British fleet was holding a review off the south coast of England. According to Churchill, then First Lord of the Admiralty, it was the ‘greatest assemblage of naval power ever witnessed in the history of the world’. Yet it had not been brought together in the hope of overawing Germany in the threatening international crisis, which was proceeding almost unnoticed in Britain. Rather, it was a matter of economy. A test mobilization happened to be cheaper than the usual summer manoeuvres. Yet the timing of the event proved felicitous. Britain’s naval squadrons were gathered in home waters on a near-war footing just as the international situation began to deteriorate. Whatever their deficiencies, the nation’s forces at sea, as on land, were by that country’s standards surprisingly well prepared for war at its outset. The difference was that the issue of preparedness at sea mattered so much more.


Why was the naval issue so important to Britain? Even at the risk of some repetition, the matter is of such moment that it requires to be spelled out. The navy was Britain’s pre-eminent means of survival in a world in which, in relation to other powers, it was not well equipped to survive. Such was the measure of its vulnerability that, without command of the North Sea, Britain was certain to lose not only its great-power status but also its fundamental independence – and this without necessarily becoming involved in a war at all.


Britain’s dependence on sea power was occasioned by two things. First, although the nation possessed the manpower and the industry to become of consequence militarily, it was anything but that in 1914. Its Territorial Army was sufficient to repel the sort of minor invading force that alone could slip past its naval defences. But without its navy the country could be subjected to a full-scale military attack, and its was not remotely equipped to withstand one.


Secondly, should Britain’s navy go to the bottom, its adversary would not need to invade it. Even if its whole male population and heavy industry were geared for war, Britain could still be crushed in a matter of months. Two-thirds of its food supply came from overseas, and its economy was centred upon the import of raw materials and the export of manufactured goods. The stocks of food and raw materials held in the country were usually sufficient for a month or six weeks. Britain under blockade would slide speedily into starvation and economic collapse.


This situation set the prime tasks of the British navy in 1914. Britannia did not, and could not, rule the waves of the world. It would have bankrupted itself if it had continued to try. The naval power of the USA in the Atlantic and the Pacific, of Japan in the Far East, and of Austria-Hungary and Italy (two-thirds of the Triple Alliance) in the Mediterranean could threaten Britain’s trade routes in distant parts. But there seemed no likelihood that the USA or Japan would adopt a hostile stance or that Italy would make common cause with Austria-Hungary.’ So the only actual naval challenge came from Germany, and the German navy was constructed to operate only in the North Sea and the trade routes immediately surrounding Britain: that is, it could serve no purpose but to threaten Britain’s survival.


Britain’s naval-building policy was a response to this fact, and had been so at least from the moment that the dynamic – and sometimes demonic – Sir John Fisher became First Sea Lord. (He held the post from 1904 until 1910.) Previously Britain had built to a two-power standard: that is, it had at least matched the combined forces of whichever two countries possessed the largest navies after its own. In 1901 this honour had been enjoyed by France and Russia, the partners to the Dual Alliance. Hence, according to the then First Lord of the Admiralty, a naval war with the French and the Russians was ‘less improbable than any other naval war which we can foresee’. By 1914 Britain had abandoned the two-power standard. It was concerning itself only with the naval construction of Germany, which it was seeking to outbuild to the tune of 60 per cent.


In support of this policy ‘Jackie’ Fisher and his successors instituted a number of operational changes. They scrapped many minor vessels that ‘showed the flag’ in distant waters but contributed nothing to the containment of Germany. As far as Fisher was concerned, these ships absorbed crews needed at home, and so they must go. He was determined that Britain should have on hand not only ships but also the sailors to man them. In 1911 it was decided to withdraw to the North Sea most of Britain’s naval force in the Mediterranean, leaving France as the principal Entente power there. This was an expression less of Anglo-French solidarity than of Britain’s resolution to concentrate all its efforts on the foremost problem, trusting that other regions would take care of themselves. In the following years preparations were made to move the main home stations of the British fleet from ports on the south coast of England, which had ceased to be appropriate now that France was no longer the principal danger, to bases further north. Here they would be ready to pounce on any sortie from Germany.


This, then, was the quintessential task of the British fleet in August 1914: to retain command of the North Sea and so withstand the menace of a totally destructive blockade. There was another task that the navy might perform, of great import but altogether secondary. This was the blockade of Germany. As a Continental power, Germany was not vulnerable to naval blockade to the same extent as an island nation like Britain. Nevertheless, Germany’s economy had prospered with the aid of its merchant fleet and its considerable overseas trade. And in a long war it would suffer if it were denied access to rare metals and supports for its agriculture from outside Europe. So the British navy could serve as one among many forces in grinding Germany to defeat. But such a blockade must never take precedence over the navy’s primary task of safeguarding Britain; that is, the blockade of Germany must not be conducted in a way which would place the British fleet at risk.


The most effective way in which to pursue both these tasks – to protect Britain, and to attack Germany by denying it access to the outside world – would be to destroy the German fleet. But in the existing state of naval technology the British had no way of forcing the Germans to give battle except by running unacceptable risks. Churchill, admittedly, did state in September 1914 that if the German navy would not come out and fight, then ‘it would be dug out like rats from a hole’. This constituted strategic lunacy. British battleships sailing into the narrow waters and closely protected harbours where the German navy sheltered would be exposing themselves to frightful losses before getting even within range of their opponents. It followed that the British navy could dispose of the German fleet only if the latter agreed to fight on the high seas. Otherwise Britannia might rule the North Sea, but she must accept as a distasteful fact of life the continued threat posed by an inactive but inaccessible German navy.


At the start of the war it was widely assumed in Britain that the German fleet would obligingly sail out to a naval Armageddon, notwithstanding its own numerical inferiority. This was the view, for example, of Lord Esher, who from a back-room position had played a considerable part in British defence preparations. No doubt this expectation was naive. It failed to recognize that, once the Germans found themselves at war with Britain, their mere possession of a navy would aid them to a limited degree. The very existence of German battleships, even though confined to harbour, prevented the British fleet from supporting an attack in some other important area (assuming there was one), or from mounting an amphibious operation against the German coast (if this should be practicable), or from sending supplies to Russia through the Baltic (should such supplies ever become available), or from severing Germany’s iron-ore trade with Sweden.


Even so, there was a certain logic to Esher’s expectations. The German navy would serve these relatively minor functions only if Britain and Germany were at war. Had the German authorities not constructed so menacing a fleet, there is no certainty that Britain would ever have aligned itself against them. Men such as Esher were assuming that a navy built at so high a cost would attempt, at whatever risk to itself, to accomplish a truly great objective – which could only be the destruction of the British fleet. The rulers of Germany – who were also the guardians of the German navy – would prove unimpressed by this logic.


III


How substantial was Britain’s naval position vis-à-vis that of Germany in 1914? Churchill subsequently described what would have been the ideal situation. The navy needed to be ‘ready; not to be taken unawares: to be concentrated; not to be caught divided: to have the strongest Fleet possible in the best stations under the best conditions, and in good time, and then if the battle came one could await its result with a steady heart’.2


In one important respect, clearly, this ideal state had not been attained in August 1914. If the Grand Fleet was immediately dispatched to ‘the best stations … in good time’, it was hardly under ‘the best conditions’. Britain’s naval planners had taken long to decide where to relocate the main fleet bases once it had become apparent that their established positions on the south coast had ceased to be appropriate. Eventually, but very late in the day, their decision had come to rest on a position so far north that it was not on the mainland of Britain at all. This was Scapa Flow, in the Orkney Islands. Despite the atrocious climate of this latitude for much of the year, Scapa Flow was ideally placed geographically to face Germany’s naval stations. It also possessed a superb natural harbour. But it was far removed from all the back-up facilities that a great navy requires; and at the outbreak of war it had still not been equipped with elementary defences against submarines and night raiders.


This omission kept the navy on tenterhooks during the early months of the war. Indeed, twice in 1914 suspected sightings of submarines caused the main British battle fleet to rush helter-skelter into the open sea. On the second occasion it did not come to rest until it had reached the coast of Ireland, where it was secure from attack but far from where it could have intercepted a German raid on cross-Channel communications. And the lack of naval facilities ashore meant that a host of support ships were needed at Scapa Flow to service the fleet. One sailor noted in November 1914 that, although the navy supposedly consisted of battleships, cruisers, destroyers, and submarines, by far the largest component of the fleet in Scapa Flow was the great body of auxiliaries:







Looking round Scapa Flow today one sees Hospital Ships, Colliers, Patrol Yachts, Motor Boats, Store Ships, Ammunition Ships, Supply Ships, Tugs, Water Tankers, Oil Tankers, Repair Ships, Drifters acting as Tenders, Minesweeping Trawlers, Patrol Trawlers etc. etc. There are simply hundreds of these things – all sorts and conditions of floating craft.





He concluded:




it is extraordinary what a fleet of Auxiliaries is to be found when a fleet like ours makes a base where there is no dockyard.3





If the navy passed through great anxiety while Churchill’s ‘best station under the best conditions’ was being converted from rhetoric to reality, in other respects his description was near enough to the facts. In the all-important combination of size of fleet and technological innovation, Britain had preserved a dominance over the Germans that enabled it to enter – as, indeed, it was to leave – the war without being effectively challenged.


Britain had started the century with a great numerical superiority. Had the nature of battleships not changed, there would have been scant chance of another country’s overtaking it. The problem was that advances in technology could rapidly render an established navy obsolete and so decisively shift the balance of power towards the innovator. For a country so dependent on this single arm, safety for Britain could lie only in setting the pace of change itself, even at the cost of wiping out its existing lead. This was precisely what happend. In 1906 Britain launched the battleship Dreadnought. It drew on developments like the turbine engine, designed to produce greatly increased speed, and on a host of advances in naval gunnery (including smokeless powder and range-finders) intended to increase gun range. Its combination of big guns and engine power meant that it could outrun and outshoot any ship afloat.


The apparent loser from this innovation was Britain itself, as the greatest possessor of earlier battleships. But it was also the case that Britain had no monopoly of the know-how and industrial capacity to produce Dreadnoughts. The result was paradoxical. Britain had wiped out its own existing lead, but it had begun to establish a new margin of superiority before other countries could get in ahead of it. A refusal to secure the benefits of the second part of the paradox, because of the burden of accepting the first part, could well have been calamitous.


From 1906 all calculations of the necessary rate of naval building were governed by the number and size and speed of Dreadnoughts. When war broke out Britain’s lead in this area was substantial. If we include in the calculation ships being built in British yards for other countries, which by the terms of contract could be requisitioned in the event of war (with money refunded), Britain soon after the outbreak had 24 Dreadnoughts as against Germany’s 13, with another 13 laid down as against Germany’s 10. Among those under construction were five in the super-Dreadnought (Queen Elizabeth) class, possessing a speed and gun range exceeding those of any vessels being built elsewhere.


But if this margin seems substantial, it was not to prove excessive. In October 1914 one of Britain’s foremost battleships, the Audacious, sank after striking a mine. At that time four other Dreadnoughts were requiring repairs and two, which were on the point of completion, had not quite come into service, so that the number Britain could actually put to sea was 17. The total number of battleships possessed by Germany had now reached 15. No doubt not every German battleship was at that moment ready for action, any more than was the case in Britain; nevertheless, October 1914 revealed that Britain’s pre-war margin of 60 per cent over Germany was anything but grandiose.


Nor was Britain’s superiority as great as mere numbers of ships and estimates of fire power would suggest. The Germans possessed some of the advantages of being late starters. Their dockyards had been built more recently, and hence allowed for the construction of vessels of wider beam. This gave their ships greater watertight bulkhead capacity, reducing the likelihood that they would sink following damage during an action. British ships, by contrast, had to be designed to accord with existing dockyards, for pre-war Governments had jibbed at the expense of constructing new ones.


Again, in various areas of technology the Germans had a lead over Britain that enhanced the effectiveness of their battleships. Their shells were better designed; they were more likely to penetrate a ship before exploding, especially when striking at an oblique angle, thereby inflicting damage to the vitals rather than to the exterior. And their range-finding equipment was superior. Both these factors increased their strike capacity, while their larger bulkhead space and more substantial armour plating made them better equipped to survive the shells of their opponents. Indeed, it was arguable that for ships of equal size, gunnery, and speed a German vessel was superior to its British counterpart.


Yet this equation was in large measure academic. Except in the anxious weeks following the loss of the Audacious – of which the Germans knew nothing – Britain throughout the war possessed a superiority in numbers of ships, as well as in their size, speed, and weight of guns, that more than cancelled out any advantages accruing to the Germans through superior quality of shell, range-finding, and armour plating. Britain also possessed other major, if much less calculable, advantages over its rivals: those of seamanship and morale. The British fleet consisted of volunteer crews who had made the navy their lives, who had no doubt that they belonged to the dominant power, and who had the will and capacity to spend long periods at sea under all conditions. Only thus was Britain able to maintain its unrelenting blockade in most inhospitable waters. By contrast, German sailors were largely short-term conscripts who possessed neither great sea-going experience nor the sense of superiority enjoyed by their opponents.


Further, as the established naval power Britain held the strategic initiative. Much has been written about the lack of creative strategic thinking in the British fleet during the Fisher era, and about the reigning obsession with size and numbers of ships rather than the use to be made of them. This is instanced in various ways: for example, the absence of planning for combined naval and military operations. Yet the point can be over-stressed. The prime strategic task of the navy was too plain to require any inspired weighing of alternatives. Britain dominated the North Sea, and the German fleet must never be allowed to break free of that domination. It followed that Britain could not permit itself to be drawn into other naval activities which, however desirable in themselves, might imperil its command in the vital area.


IV


The man who was placed in command of Britain’s Grand Fleet in August 1914 was Sir John Jellicoe. His powerful intellect and his exceptional capacity as a gunnery officer had early brought him to the attention of Fisher. As First Sea Lord, Fisher had employed Jellicoe as a major instrument in ensuring that Britain preserved her lead in naval design and construction. Well before 1914 Jellicoe had been singled out to take command of the fleet should war break out.


During his early career, in distant stations, Jellicoe had seen a deal of adventure – for example, in Egypt in 1882 and in China in 1900. Yet he was a cautious man, and his perception of the naval situation did not lessen his caution. He was quite aware that, ship for ship, British vessels might not be superior, or even equal, to German vessels. But probably what dominated his thinking was a recognition of the terrible vulnerability of battleships per se, whatever nation they belonged to. Recent developments in technology had produced trivial objects of sea warfare, such as the mine and the torpedo, capable of sinking great battleships without even the engagement of the main enemy fleet. As the Audacious episode had revealed, this made infinitely more difficult the preservation of that margin of naval superiority on which Britain depended for survival.


Jellicoe, in Churchill’s oft-quoted expression, was the only man on either side who could lose the war in an afternoon. He could not, be it noted, win the war, for even the annihilation of the German navy would not achieve that. But if he led his own fleet to destruction, he would be sealing his country’s doom. Jellicoe was determined never to place his force in a position where even the possibility of such a calamity might arise. He epitomized his attitude in a well-known memorandum of October 1914. He made the point that the invention of mines, torpedoes, and submarines had quite changed the circumstances in which capital ships could operate against an enemy. It had been accepted naval practice that if a British squadron encountered an inferior enemy force which then fled, the British must give chase. Failure to do so rendered a naval commander liable to court martial. Jellicoe insisted that this procedure was inapplicable in a situation where the new weapons might be brought to bear: a superior British force could rapidly be rendered inferior if it charged into a trap of torpedoes and mines. And, given that his primary task was to maintain his superiority, not to attack the enemy in any circumstance, he intended to assume – until convinced to the contrary – that if he encountered an enemy force which then fled, it was seeking to entrap him. Therefore, he would take up the pursuit only in such a way that he could be certain his path was clear. This might cause him to lose the opportunity to inflict a defeat on the enemy. He preferred to do this rather than risk incurring unacceptable losses himself.


Jellicoe’s view was endorsed by the Admiralty. There was no disagreement among the directors of the navy either that his primary task was to maintain Britain’s naval superiority or that the conduct of the navy must take account of the existence of weapons which could destroy capital ships without requiring capital ships to deliver them.


Jellicoe’s concern for the safety of his fleet led him to adopt a strategy that has generally been called defensive. And his defensive posture has sometimes been compared unfavourably with that of more daredevil spirits, particularly Sir David Beatty, the commander of the battle-cruiser squadron. Such a judgement should be accepted only with reservation.


Any description of Jellicoe’s strategy is in some measure a matter of definition. Apparently there were three types of strategy open to him. The first may be called, if somewhat tendentiously, a death-or-glory strategy. The British fleet could certainly bring the Germans to action. It could invade their naval bases, or it could send a temptingly small portion of its battleships towards the enemy coast (whereupon the whole German fleet would be happy to risk battle with it). Just possibly such conduct might bring about a British success. German mines, shells, and torpedoes might fail to find their targets. British gunfire might secure a large number of victims. But the chances that anything of the sort would happen were utterly remote. And the probability that Britain would suffer a fatal reverse was very great indeed. Only a desperate situation, or an extremely reckless commander, would permit such actions to take place. Jellicoe’s position was not desperate, and he was not that kind of commander.


Apart from death-or-glory, two other forms of strategy were open to him. Either he could stand on the alert, ready to pounce on part or all of the German navy whenever it put to sea; or he could shelter in harbour, refusing to respond to German fleet movements unless they actively threatened cross-channel communications or the main approaches to Britain. If the former strategy be considered offensive, and the latter defensive, then there is no doubt which Jellicoe adopted. His posture was plainly one of offence. This was true not only during the first six months of the war, when there were a number of minor fleet actions, but also during 1915, when there was virtually none. Following the action at the Dogger Bank in January 1915, the German fleet became so cautious that it left harbour on only five occasions during the year. Each time Jellicoe’s force moved out of its bases in an effort to intercept the Germans. As the latter hardly ventured beyond the fortified islands of Heligoland and Borkum before returning to harbour, Jellicoe never got the chance of bringing them to action. But action was plainly what he was seeking.


What may, indeed, be argued is that if Jellicoe’s strategy was offensive, his tactics were not. Though he might seek battle, he would conduct it only in a way that did not endanger his margin of superiority. He would not allow his battleship force to become dispersed during an action and so give the enemy the chance to concentrate against part of it. He maintained a rigidly centralized command over all his units. He would not engage in night fighting: something, it is true, in which the fleet was utterly untrained but also something in which he felt no need to train it. And, as already mentioned, he would not hotly pursue an enemy unless assured that his path was clear. This meant that, against an adversary determined to disengage, he had little chance of conducting a prolonged action producing spectacular results.


Such tactical considerations were not, however, the prerogative of Jellicoe. The action at the Dogger bank on 23 January 1915 is a case in point. The main protagonists were the five battle cruisers commanded by Beatty and a German force, under Hipper, of four battle cruisers. (Among the latter was the Blücher, a vessel of inferior speed and firepower.) The Germans had not intended this encounter, which was a nicely laid British trap, and on sighting Beatty’s force they headed for home. Beatty in the Lion led the pursuit. The Blücher was soon damaged beyond chance of escape. But the gunfire of the other German vessels wrought considerable damage on the Lion, silencing its radio and forcing it to drop out of line.


As the rest of the British force swept past him, Beatty sent three signals by flag that had the effect of rendering the action abortive. The first was an order to change direction because of a suspected sighting of submarines. The second enjoined a further change of direction in order to avoid mines that the Germans might be leaving in their wake. The third was a superbly ambiguous message that was intended to urge that the pursuit of the enemy be maintained but produced the opposite effect. Taken with the message immediately preceding it, it seemed to mean that the attack should be directed away from the leading German ships and towards the disabled Blücher. The outcome was that, while the Blücher was decisively disposed of, the three principal German cruisers escaped.


Many things are interesting about this episode, but what is noteworthy here is the significance of Beatty’s two signals ordering changes of course. The first was a response to the threat of submarines, the second to the threat of mines. Yet there were no submarines in the vicinity, and the retreating Germans were not covering their tracks with mines. It was the danger, not the reality, to which Beatty was responding, and this inaugurated the confusion that enabled the Germans to escape. On this crucial matter of tactics there was no difference between ‘Balaclava Beatty’ (as Fisher disparagingly referred to him) and Jellicoe. Neither was prepared to do or die.


V


The same considerations that determined Britain’s conduct of the naval war also dictated the manner of the British blockade of Germany. Indeed, there is little reason to doubt that the blockade would soon have been abandoned if its application had seriously threatened the defence of Britain. It is noteworthy that the navy never did attempt to cut off the iron-ore trade between Germany and Sweden, for all the importance of such an operation, because of the risks involved.


If conducted in the traditional manner, a blockade of the North Sea coast of Germany would have spread British vessels along 150 miles of sea in close proximity to the enemy shores. This would have laid individual battleships open to the sort of piecemeal attack and destruction that Jellicoe would not countenance even in the heat of battle. Yet in the years before the war Britain’s naval advisers had proved reluctant to recognize that a traditional blockade was inconsistent with the country’s safety. When at last they bowed to the dictates of technology, they contemplated instituting an observational blockade. This would have placed most, but not all, of the blockading force at a greater distance from the German coast but would have spread it over 300 miles of ocean. It is a nice question whether this would have marginally increased or decreased its peril. Whatever the answer, the risk could not be run.


Shortly before the outbreak of war the Admiralty came to the realization that, in order to blockade Germany, the main part of the British fleet need do no more than occupy precisely those positions from which it would be standing guard over Germany’s naval challenge. The fleet based on Scapa Flow, awaiting the emergence of the German navy, also denied to neutral ships access to Germany.


The British Isles, as has been vividly remarked, lay in 1914 like a breakwater across the sea approaches to Germany. There were two gaps in this breakwater. One was the English Channel, only 20 miles across and easily rendered impassable by a quite small naval detachment. A minefield reduced the gap to a few miles, and no potential blockade runner could attempt the passage through the minefield without undergoing inspection by British ships. The other gap lay in the north, between the Shetland Islands and the coast of Norway, and was much wider. But it was here that the naval might of Britain was concentrated. A patrolling force functioning in this area was thus the auxiliary of a fleet of tremendous power. That did not relieve it of an intensely onerous task. The blockading squadron had to patrol ceaselessly the bleak waters between northern Scotland and Scandinavia, apprehending hundreds of neutral merchant ships, sending boarding parties to inspect their cargoes, and shepherding many of them to British harbours for closer investigation. But if this was tedious and uncomfortable work, the main dangers encountered were from the elements and from random action by enemy submarines and mines. With the main British fleet so close to hand, there was no danger that the Germans would send a substantial naval force to try to eliminate the cruisers and destroyers making up the spearhead of the British blockade.


VI


The achievements of British naval power in the first six months of the war were considerable – which is to say no more than that, having preserved naval superiority, Britain was able to enjoy its benefits. Among these benefits, the German merchant marine was banished from the seas. Most German merchant ships overseas in August 1914 preferred internment in foreign ports to risking capture while trying to run the British gauntlet back to Germany. Yet more important, Britain’s trade with the outside world was able to continue uninterrupted. The converted German passenger liners intended to harry Allied merchant shipping made only a small dent in it before being apprehended. And the German Far East fleet under Admiral Spee, after a briefly spectacular career against British shipping in the Pacific, was sent to the bottom.


Spee’s triumphs had not been scored only over merchant ships. On 1 November 1914, at Coronel off the west coast of South America, he had destroyed the major part of a British squadron sent to apprehend him. But a German force could not operate indefinitely so far from its sources of supply, and Germany’s overseas bases had been speedily overrun. Spee’s triumph at Coronel spelt out his dilemma. In accomplishing this success he had expended half of his ammunition. The only way in which he could secure fresh stocks was by effecting a return to Germany, so abandoning his career as an overseas raider. As it happened, he failed to accomplish this object. He was caught and destroyed by a British force, under Sir Doveton Sturdee, off the Falkland Islands on 8 December 1914.


Despite the drama that has always been associated with these actions at Coronel and the Falkland Islands, each was in reality a grimly unequal contest. In both instances the victor had a decided superiority over his adversary, in terms not only of speed but also of weight and range of fire power. First Spee at Coronel and then Sturdee at the Falklands used that superiority to keep out of harm’s way while undertaking the extinction of their opponents.


What these opening months of the war demonstrated was that the British navy was able to keep its superiority intact, retain command of the North Sea, bottle up the German fleet, and hold open Britain’s trading links with the outside world. At the same time it was establishing, if hardly a moment too soon, a secure base in an advantageous position. The threat from mines was real enough, as was shown by the loss of the Audacious. But such mishaps were infrequent and haphazard, and so gave the Germans no opportunity to attempt a direct challenge. The threat from submarines was real too, and it severely inhibited the navy’s freedom of action. The most spectacular submarine success occurred on 22 September 1914, when a single U-boat sank three elderly British cruisers patrolling in an exposed position. But the ineptitude on the British side that assisted this setback was not repeated. And although the menace of submarines to capital ships remained real, it could be contained, as events thereafter made clear. After the Audacious not a single Dreadnought-class battleship fell victim to submarine or mine during the rest of the war.


The navy had done better than this. On each occasion that the Germans ventured into the North Sea between August 1914 and January 1915, they found themselves in danger of being trapped by a superior British force. Sometimes they managed to elude it, as following a raid by German cruisers on British coastal towns on the night of 15-16 December. Sometimes they did not, as in the Heligoland Bight action in August 1914 and at the Dogger Bank in January 1915. But the important thing was the danger in which the Germans found themselves on every one of these occasions. Its pressure hemmed them in, reducing the German fleet to virtual immobility during 1915.


The development of wireless telegraphy was a major force in ensuring the Grand Fleet’s capacity so to confine its adversaries. The British navy was blessed with a first-rate cryptographic section for deciphering German messages, and with a chain of wireless stations for pinpointing the whereabouts of German ships using their radios while at sea. Two fortuitous circumstances assisted the Grand Fleet in this aspect of its operations. First, late in August 1914 the Russians salvaged copies of the German naval codes from a wrecked German cruiser and passed these on to their ally. The event was no secret among the rank and file at Scapa Flow. The arrival on a British ship of two Russian officers who were straightway spirited off to the Admiralty was noted, and a sailor who had been on their vessel passed on the news that they were carrying confidential books and papers rescued from the wrecked German cruiser.4 But the Germans never got wind of this. Secondly, the value of these codes was enhanced by the fact that German naval headquarters made excessive use of radio in communicating with its vessels, not only when they were at sea but even when they were docked in port. Nor did the Germans desist from this carelessness when faced with mounting evidence that the British were in some way – and there could really be only one way – securing advance knowledge of their naval movements.


Perhaps this aspect of the naval war is worth bearing in mind when one considers the claim often made that the war at sea proved Britain to be technologically much inferior to Germany – an argument that has provided the basis for large generalizations about the merits and demerits of the two countries’ educational systems. The fact of technological inferiority in some respects is indisputable – for example, the poor quality of British mines and torpedoes. Yet it may be wondered if great truths can be discerned by comparing items of equipment in the two fleets. For despite their apparently identical nature, the navies of Britain and Germany were in fact very differently circumstanced. The former was constantly straining to preserve superiority in numbers, size, and speed and to take the offensive in battle and blockade. The latter was choosing passivity on all but a handful of occasions, and acting then only within severely constricted intentions. The difference in role and expectations of two such forces was likely to produce a difference in priorities that would reveal itself in particular areas of performance.


Wherever the balance lies in this argument, one point seems plain enough. In their use of wireless telegraphy, the British did not reveal a marked inferiority to their adversaries.


VII


Yet whatever the achievements of the British navy in the early months of the war, its performance was not regarded with undiluted satisfaction, either inside its ranks or outside. In part this was because it had sustained a number of minor setbacks. Reference has already been made to the destruction of a British force off Coronel, to the loss of the three elderly cruisers to a single U-boat, and to the successful return to Germany of the enemy squadron that bombarded British coastal towns. In addition, early in the war the navy had sustained a reverse in the Mediterranean.


When war broke out the Germans had on station in the Mediterranean a battle cruiser and a light cruiser, the Goeben and Breslau. It was expected that a British cruiser squadron would apprehend them. But thanks to a failure of initiative by the commander on the spot and ambiguous instructions from the British Admiralty, the German vessels managed to speed off in a direction no one had anticipated – Turkey (at that time adopting a posture of unfriendly neutrality towards Britain). The Turks allowed the Goeben and Breslau to pass through the Dardanelles and then converted them, nominally, into units of the Turkish fleet. The event strengthened (though only marginally) the hand of that section of the Turkish Government that wanted to enter the war on the German side.5


None of these setbacks did great credit either to the commanders involved or to the British Admiralty. Even the major North Sea action of the first six months of the war, the contest already mentioned between the battle cruisers at the Dogger Bank, was a mixed accomplishment. The British navy pulled off a considerable coup in forcing the action at all, and it disposed of one German cruiser. But poor signalling, a failure of initiative by Beatty’s second-in-command, and a pretty lamentable standard of gunnery, all helped to deprive the British cruisers of a more substantial achievement.


Yet discontent with the navy’s performance was not fully to be explained in terms of setbacks sustained or opportunities insufficiently exploited. Rather, it was the product of expectations unfulfilled. It had been assumed that after six months of war Britain’s dominance in the North Sea would be not only unchallenged but unchallengeable – because there would be no German fleet left to inhibit it. Naval history was seen primarily as a matter of climactic sea battles. Trafalgar was what gripped the imagination; not the fact that, if the French had never come out to be defeated, the result of the naval war against France would have been the same. The British public and the navy and the First Lord of the Admiralty could only wait anxiously for the moment when the naval challenge from Germany reached a similar culmination. And until it did, the sense of disquiet would continue.


It was probably as well for Britain that this feeling of unease never caused the men in responsible positions to embark on foolhardy action. Churchill might speak of digging the Germans like rats out of their holes; rank-and-file sailors might crave to sail into Kiel Canal and have it out with the German navy one way or the other;6 voices might be raised among the press and public inquiring what the navy was doing and implying that it should be doing more. The directors of the navy, even when they happened to be the very people who uttered these sentiments, never allowed their frustration to translate itself into action. They did not lose sight of the crucial distinction between exercising maritime supremacy and engaging in the sort of conduct that, although intended to assert it, might have the effect of bringing Britain’s naval dominance brutally to an end.




1 The papers of Hilton Young, first Lord Kennet, are in the University Library, Cambridge.


2 Winston S. Churchill, The World Crisis 1911–1918, vol. 1 (London: Odhams Press, n.d.), p. 132.


3 From the diary of Geoffrey Coleridge Harper in Churchill College, Cambridge. For Harper’s career during the war, see Chapter 61 below, ‘The Supposed Inactivity of the Grand Fleet’.


4 Diary of G. C. Harper, 24 October 1914.


5 It should be noted that some historians argue that, had the British squadron actually caught up with the Goeben and Breslau, it would not necessarily have had the better of the encounter. That was not a view held generally at the time.


6 Diary of G. C. Harper, 22 October 1914.
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