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PREFACE





THIS book is not a biography in the usual sense of the term. Indeed, apart from a very small number of pages, it is entirely concerned with thirty years of its subject’s life, starting moreover at the age of fifty-eight. This is explained by the fact that before 1914 there is little in Pétain’s life to interest us, and that all that is of any significance is crammed into the two wars and the inter-war period. Within these thirty years, though the book on the whole follows a chronological course, there are places where the discussion of the problems raised by Pétain’s activities disturbs the strictly chronological plan. It might, indeed, be called ‘a biography with pauses for thought’.


I was first attracted to a study of this man by the problem which the disparity between his reputation in the First World War and that in the Second appeared to present. An additional attraction, to someone interested in French politics (and particularly in French politics of the Right), was the whole question of the policies of the National Revolution of 1940, and their political antecedents. Pétain is an important figure for study not only because of his personal fate, but also because through him, as an important public figure and therefore a mouthpiece, the political attitudes of a whole section of the French nation can be examined.


In the study of Pétain’s own fate, researches produced a significant change of opinion on my part. The problem which had seemed to exist disappeared from view. The events of 1940 had originally seemed inexplicable in relation to Pétain’s former career, unless the ‘senility’ theory were to be produced; but a close examination of his life up to that time eventually shows us that he would hardly have been expected to act in any other way. His 1940 actions were the natural product of his views and actions in previous years, and he does not appear to have been affected by senility at this stage.


Pétain has seemed to many a tragic figure; but he had not the stature for this. A figure of pathos, certainly. And, as will be realised by any reader of this book, it is in the years immediately succeeding 1940 that the author has felt the greatest sympathy for his subject. The Pétain of the inter-war period had been a man with a good reputation as a soldier, who had subsequently been given an adulation out of all proportion to his merits, and had been believed to be competent in a great many areas of which he had no experience. The result of this had been a certain vanity and self-sufficiency. Convinced that he alone, as an ‘incarnation’ of France, could save his country, he acted on this basis, and in accordance with many of the simpliste pre-conceptions of which he had shown himself capable in the preceding years. It is only when stripped of this vanity, and faced by the consequences of the actions he had taken, that Pétain, behaving at times with courage and dignity, deserves a little more of our sympathy.


As will have been seen already, I fall into none of the accepted Pétain camps. I do not see him as a villain; I do not see him as hero, saint or martyr; I do not even excuse him on grounds of senility. It is not the duty of historian or biographer to accuse or to justify, but to describe and to attempt to explain.


In explaining Pétain, one is led also to try to explain much that happened around him: the military tactics and strategy of the First World War, and the political and military intrigues of the same period; the bases of military preparation in the inter-war period, and Pétain’s share of any blame that is going; the political background, and Petain’s involvement in it; and the political basis of the Vichy Government. This last problem is one of the most fascinating, in particular when the policies of 1940 are taken in relation to the permanent demands of a certain Right which was particularly active in the inter-war period, but which claimed the allegiance of a large number of inarticulate Frenchmen, including military men such as Pétain.


In the biography of such a controversial figure, many have been the works which quote evidence which may well be unreliable: unauthenticated conversations with witnesses, or autobiographical writings produced long after the event, and yet pronounced worthy of belief. It has been my aim to rely as much as possible on contemporary evidence; where less reliable sources have had to be used, I have on the whole referred to this fact in the text. In the process, a certain amount of fairly colourful ‘material’ has had to be omitted; but the reliable texts themselves provide more than enough colour for any one work. My practice has been to supply references in footnotes where I actually quote from a document, or where expert opinions have been divided on a question, or where a new document has brought new facts to the common store of knowledge. Apart from this, however, (and particularly in relation to the Second World War, where the same facts are often quoted in a multitude of sources) I have not felt it necessary to specify sources more fully for the authenticated facts.


In such a many-sided subject, there have been many works which have been of value for giving an understanding of the background. As well as being mentioned in the bibliography, most of these are mentioned at the points where they have been of particular use. I would like, however, to name here a few that have been of the greatest value to me: for inter-war politics, Denis Brogan’s The Development of Modern France, René Rémond’s La Droite en France and Eugen Weber’s Action Française; for Vichy France, Robert Aron’s Histoire de Vichy, Henri Michel’s Vichy: Année 40 and André Brissaud’s La Dernière Année de Vichy; and, for both these periods, Geoffrey Warner’s Pierre Laval and the Eclipse of France, a magnificent piece of work to which I am indebted for much of my information about the Pétain-Laval relationship.


Many people have helped me, either by putting me on the track of documents  or by giving me excellent advice. I would like particularly to thank M. Robert Aron, Mme Catherine Backès, Mme Hélène Bouvard, M. Pierre Claudel, Mr Patrice Charvet, M. Jacques Deschanel, General Maurice Durosoy, General Sir John Evetts, the late Maître Maurice Garçon, M. René Gillouin, Mme Anne Heurgon-Desjardins, Maître Jacques Isorni, General Henri Jauneaud, Miss Annette Kahn, Dr Leo Kahn, Mme Clara Malraux, M. Gabriel Marcel, M. Henri Massis, Mme Renée Nantet, Mme Jeannine Quillet, M. Pierre Quillet, M. Pierre Roland-Lévy, Mme Madeleine Sabine, General Max von Viebahn, Colonel Wemaere, and Mr Sam White.


I should like to thank the following publishers and authors for permission to quote from their work: Éditions Berger-Levrault for General E. Laure’s Pétain (1941); Eyre & Spottiswoode (Publishers Ltd) for The Private Papers of Douglas Haig, 1914–1919 edited by Robert Blake (1952); Librairie Plon for Fayolle’s Cahiers secrets de la Grande Guerre (1964); and La Guilde du Livre for Benoist-Mechin’s Lyautey L’Africain, ou le rêve immolé (1966).


The staffs of the libraries of the Institut für Zeitgeschichte, Munich, and of the Bibliothèque de l’Institut, Paris, must be singled out above all other institutions for their unfailing kindness and help. In both these places one has felt that nothing could be too much trouble when helping a reader.


My thanks are also due to the Master and Fellows of Selwyn College, Cambridge, and the Principal and Fellows of Brasenose College, Oxford, for enabling this book to be written. 



















INTRODUCTION





UNTIL the age of fifty-eight, Pétain’s career had little to distinguish it. He was a colonel in 1914, with two years to go to the retiring age. None of the later opinions which were to be held on him, whether favourable or adverse, seem to have bearing on this career soldier, unknown outside military circles, whose career appeared to be ending in semi-obscurity. There were, however, certain aspects of his military thought which were to have great bearing on the war to come. By his courageous defence of these theories, which ran counter to those which were fashionable at the time, Pétain perhaps prevented his own peacetime advancement, but the war was to prove him right. He was one of the only French military figures to see the important changes that had been created in the balance of military power by the new weapons (machine-guns, barbed wire, and heavy artillery), and to try to devise new tactics to cope with them. In abstract, his views were shunned; in practice, after 1914, they were accepted; though even he had not foreseen the extraordinary situation that was to be created by the continuous front of trench warfare.


His military advancement was also hindered by certain personal traits, including a biting irony and a refusal to suffer fools gladly, even if they were his superiors. These traits continue throughout his later career and they, too, are important in any assessment of Pétain’s character and career.


Philippe Pétain was born on 24 April 1856, of peasant stock, at Cauchy-la-Tour, near Béthune, in the Pas-de-Calais. His mother died when he was one and a half years old, and in 1859 his father married again. From 1867 to 1875 Pétain was a boarder at the Collêge St Bertin at St Omer, and he then spent a year at the Dominican college in Arcueil. In 1876, he entered the military school of St Cyr, which he left, in 1878, as a sous-lieutenant. In the entry to St Cyr, he was listed 403 out of 412; he left as 229 out of 386.


St Cyr was perhaps one of the strongest influences in Pétain’s later life. He learned there not only a respect for military virtues but also the military contempt for politicians and civilians, the mistrust for Republican education and the doctrines of the left, and the respect for tradition, which were to mark his later thought. He also developed that straight-faced irony which was to be one of his most effective methods of communication.


It took Pétain twelve years to reach the rank of captain. He had spent five years as sous-lieutenant in the 24th Battalion of Chasseurs at Villefranche-sur-mer (1878–83), and five as lieutenant in the 3rd Battalion of Chasseurs at Besançon (1883–8), before entering the École de Guerre in 1888. Here he was taught by some of the foremost military thinkers of his time. When he left, in 1890, however, he only received the grade of ‘Bien’, which was not of the highest. He joined the XVth Corps at Marseilles, as a captain.


In peacetime France, promotion was slow. One of the swifter ways to advancement was in the colonial army, yet there was, in military circles in metropolitan France, something of a contempt for the colonial military, and for the enemies they had to fight. Be that as it may, Pétain (unlike Joffre, Galliéni, Lyautey or Mangin) was to remain in France for the whole of his military career, until the Riff War in 1925, when his continental preconceptions about warfare proved, as we shall see, unsuited to the colonial field.


Pétain’s promotion was, however, slow even by peacetime standards. He was now, after twelve years in the army, a captain. After two years with the 15th Corps, he took over command of a company in the 29th Battalion of Chasseurs, garrisoned at Vincennes. This brought him nearer to the centre of military things, and in just over a year he had been brought onto the staff of General Saussier, the military governor of Paris. He continued on this staff, having been promoted to officier d’ordonnance, under Saussier’s successors Zurlinden and Brugère.


For further promotion above the rank of captain to be possible, Pétain had to fulfil the condition of a certain amount of time in command of troops, and so he soon joined the 8th Battalion of Chasseurs, stationed near Amiens. With these troops he did a great deal of instruction, and also became noted, at the time of manoeuvres, by senior officers who observed him. It was not until 1900 that he reached the rank of major.


In this year a former teacher of his from the École de Guerre, General Millet, had him appointed to the École normale de tir (Rifle School) at Châlons. Within a short time of starting to teach there, Pétain found himself in opposition to the policy of the authorities, and in particular of the Director, Colonel Vonderscherr. This policy was one of providing a ‘field’ of fire, for which purpose the riflemen would be trained to fire as a group, and would not be encouraged to develop individual accuracy. Pétain insisted, on the contrary, that each man must be trained for individual accuracy above all. When Pétain was asked to modify his teachings, he refused. Finally Vonderscherr succeeded in getting him removed by the authorities.


This incident shows us two things about Pétain: his concern for the accuracy and power of fire, and his refusal to modify his opinions in face of opposition from his superiors. The first is important in relation to his eventual military opinions, the second in relation to the slowness of his advancement, and his later personal attitudes.


Pétain’s removal was done in a civilised manner. He was asked to request a change of post; this he agreed to do, on condition that he could choose his own new position, and that it should be Paris. Laure tells us that the official request had a pencilled marginal note on it, which read: ‘To be placed as well as possible’.1 He was, in fact, put in charge of a battalion of the 5th Infantry Regiment, in Paris.


Six months later, he was called away again, to another post as instructor. This time it was at the École de Guerre, to lecture on infantry tactics. The man in charge of this was General Bonnal, who had noted Pétain during manoeuvres of the 8th Battalion of Chasseurs in 1900, and had singled him out for special praise.


Pétain’s lectures were very favourably noticed, and he was a definite success. Nevertheless, in accordance with normal army policy, he had to leave the École de Guerre in 1903, to take over command of a battalion once more, this time in the 104th Infantry Regiment, where he remained for a year, before returning to the place that had been kept for him at the École de Guerre. Here he had definitely become accepted as one of the few experts upon the teaching of shooting. It took until 1907, however, for him to reach the rank of lieutenant-colonel.


His teachings were already in some senses unusual, and the Director soon had him transferred to the 118th Infantry Regiment at Quimper; with the advent of a new director, General Maunoury, he was however recalled to the École de Guerre, where from 1908–10 he held the chair of infantry tactics, and from 1910–11 was director of infantry tactics.


The rest of his pre-war career seemed merely the prelude to retirement. In 1910 he became a colonel, and in 1911 took over command of the 33rd Infantry Regiment, at Arras. Here, during the next couple of years, his regiment’s manoeuvres were to be over the same ground on which he was to fight in late 1914 and early 1915. In early 1914, he took over command of the 4th Infantry Brigade.


Pétain’s advancement, in the last ten years of his pre-war career, had definitely been retarded. Much of the blame for this must be laid on the unorthodox theories he was putting forward; much, also, may rest on his own attitudes towards his superiors. It is clear, however, that the powers that be became opposed to his advancement. His moves back and forth to the École de Guerre depended very much on who was in direct charge at the time; in a letter written to his nephew Paul Pomart, during his exile at Quimper in 1907, he said: ‘It is possible that I will not be remaining too long here. The École is calling for me again, but as I have a bad press at the Ministry, I do not know which will win: the betting is open.’2


The ‘bad press at the Ministry’ was not a figment of Pétain’s imagination. In 1914 General Franchet D’Esperey, feeling that Pétain had not received the promotion he deserved, approached General Guillaumat, head of the War Minister’s ‘Cabinet’, about the possibility of his being made a general ‘divisionnaire’, but got the reply that Pétain would never become a general.3 He was, by 1914, clearly destined to retire as a colonel in two years’ time.


We have little evidence of any political attitudes on Pétain’s part; the reasons for his non-acceptability must therefore have been almost certainly military. And the obvious aspect through which he must have given offence was his teachings at the École de Guerre during his three periods there as a lecturer. What were these teachings, and why did they cause such feelings?


They were revolutionary. In the same way in which de Gaulle has been seen (far less justifiably) as a man swimming alone against the tide of French military opinion before the Second World War, and producing theories which matched the new military situation, Pétain rejected in his lectures the principles which lay at the foundation of French contemporary military thought.


The war of 1870, in which French defensive attitudes had been part of the reason for the defeat, had impressed French military thinkers with the value of the offensive. Military instruction began once more to be based on the examples of the Napoleonic Wars, and the offensive became the only true tactic. French military thought revolved round the idea of the charge, the impetuous onslaught by which, with bayonets fixed, the French soldiers, imbued with furia francese, would overrun the enemy positions; the enemy, frightened and bewildered, morally beaten by the courage of their assailants, would give in or retreat.


Pétain’s theories were not, as has often been suggested, the exact opposite of this. He never, now or during the experiences of the war, set up the defensive as the be-all and end-all of warfare. He saw clearly that a war could eventually only be won in terms of the offensive. But he reinstated the defensive as a part of the tactics leading to this larger strategy, and he set realistic limits to the powers of a tactical offensive.


His lectures were reproduced in roneo-typed form, and are preserved in the Army History Library at Vincennes. This text enables us to see exactly where his originality lay. The course was based on a historical outline of French military tactics. In the second part, which dealt with the 1870 war, Pétain made the important comment: ‘The fundamental fact to be gathered from the 1870 war is the bringing to light of the considerable importance that has been acquired by fire-power; this importance has exceeded all forecasts. The progress in arms will impose on infantry new combat procedures.’4


This was the basis for Pétain’s new view of tactics; the importance of fire-power. Throughout his life he was to repeat the simple dictum: ‘le feu tue.’ An obvious enough statement, but one that was ignored by most of his contemporaries before 1914. In the third part of the course, which dealt with the period from 1870 to 1902, he again returned to the question of fire-power, and its ‘preponderant power’ in modern warfare. This condition meant that soldiers must seek invulnerability as far as possible, and use the ground as a shield. They must hide themselves from the view of their opponents.


According to Pétain, this had been very clear just after 1870, but had been forgotten thereafter, as the enthusiasm for Napoleonic methods took over. Despite the lessons of the Boer War and the Manchurian War, where the devastating effects of machine guns had been shown, French military methods had not adapted themselves.


Pétain’s views were anathema to those who saw war as a heroic business. For the soldier to hide himself was beneath contempt. A frontal attack, a charge that would carry all before it, was the only true tactic. The official line continued in this direction. Headquarters continued to produce offensive directives, and Colonel Grandmaison, head of the 3rd (Operational) Bureau of the General Staff, (whose name has become forever associated with this policy), even suggested that, with the right moral fervour, it was possible to advance under a hail of enemy bullets.


Pétain’s views were therefore, tactically, completely opposed to the official line. One must not overstress his foresight as to the new conditions of war, however. Fire-power was the important thing he foresaw, in its transformation of the field of battle; but he did not mention barbed wire, the other main instrument in the creation of strength for defence; nor did he foresee the completely static nature of the warfare to come. He saw that the new conditions created an advantage for the defensive, but his tactics were meant to show how, with care, to overcome this. The offensive remained the way to win a battle, but it was an offensive tempered with caution, which had perhaps been prepared by an initial defensive action. We shall see how, as the war proceeded, these ideas were gradually changed under the force of events. Pétain was, until 1918, probably the most adaptable of French military minds, starting always from facts and not from abstract theories.


It may have been these views that held Pétain back. He was certainly well thought of by some, or he would not have been a lecturer at the École de Guerre (or, as one story has it, have been offered at one stage the directorship of the École Normale de Tir‚ after Vonderscherr’s retirement); but he obviously incurred the disapproval of others, as his perpetually changing life had shown, and his moves to and from the École de Guerre. Another factor may have been his ill-disguised contempt for some of his superiors, of which there are many stories, the best of them being his public words to his troops, on manoeuvres in 1913, after the General in command had commented on their tactics: ‘I am certain that General Le Gallet has intended, in order to strike your minds more forcibly, to present a synthesis of all the faults which a modern army should no longer commit.’


A cold irony, which was the counterpart of a cold assessment of any military situation, these are the salient characteristics of the Pétain we see in 1914, at the outbreak of war. He was a man prepared for retirement, convinced that his career was at an end; yet there was no sign of emotion, of impatience at lost opportunities. He was aware of his own worth, and of the foolishness of others; he did not need events to prove him right, even though this is what they were about to do.




Notes
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3. Azan, Franchet d’Esperey Paris 1949, p. 79
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Chapter One


Fire-Power





IN 1914, at the age of fifty-eight, Pétain was a colonel; in 1918, at the age of sixty-two, he was a Marshal of France. Had the war not occurred, his career would have ended in obscurity, and he would have lived for thirty-five years of retirement undisturbed by national affairs. As it was, he was to remain in positions of national eminence, military, political or diplomatic, for another twenty-six years. Four years thus changed the course of this man’s life, and started a new and more brilliant career for him at a time when other men were finishing theirs. These four years of his life have often been described; controversies have grown up around them, legends have been made and destroyed. Our task, in these chapters, will not only be to trace those steps which led Pétain to the reputation and honours which he eventually achieved, but also to examine the views which he held both on matters of military strategy and tactics, and upon wider matters of national interest. We shall find much which explains aspects of his later career.



The Battle of the Frontiers‚ the Battle of Guise, and the Battle of the Marne



On the outbreak of war, Colonel Pétain was in command of the 4th Infantry Brigade, at St Omer. As part of General Lanrezac’s 5th Army, the Brigade’s first move was to Belgium, which it entered on 13 August 1914. This was the month of the worst French losses of the whole war. In Lorraine, thousands of Frenchmen, valiantly attacking the enemy according to the instructions of Plan XVII, were mown down by the enemy machine guns. Already Pétain’s views of the effectiveness of fire-power and of the necessity for new tactics were being borne out.


Pétain’s own brigade’s movements have been accurately conveyed to us by the short-lived Journal de Route which Pétain kept until late October of this year.1 In this Belgian campaign, one of Pétain’s main observations was that of the fatigue of his troops. On one night march (14–15 August) he notes: ‘From three o’clock onwards, groups of men begin not getting up after halts, and one is obliged to strike them to make them get up.’ Admittedly, the demands were enormous; over forty kilometres in twelve hours, with every soldier bowed beneath the usual immense load. The forced march in question had been necessary, however. It had enabled the brigade to race the Germans to the left bank of the Meuse, near Dinant, where they took up a defensive position on the right of the 5th Army. In Pétain’s Journal, during this stage of the campaign, certain things of interest are noted. He becomes aware of some of the drawbacks in the traditional defensive system, particularly in the topographical situation in which he find himself, and sets about a reorganisation;* and, when a reserve division shows weakness, he confides to his diary his convictions as to the responsibility of those who have been ruling the country for the state of the army: ‘They will probably wish once more to blame military men for what is happening to us, whereas the entire responsibility lies on the country’s representatives. A nation has the army it deserves.’


Soon the French army in Belgium was in full retreat. On the night of 27–28 August, Pétain had reached the village of Iviers, in the Aisne department. And it was here that he heard of his promotion to the rank of général de brigade. His comment on this is typically ironic: ‘I have just learnt of my promotion to general. It even seems that they want to put me in command of a division. Are they already reduced to using such revolutionary measures?’


This was the first step in Pétain’s rapid advancement. And unlike the subsequent ones, it does not seem to have been caused by any awareness on the part of his superiors of any outstanding qualities on his part. Indeed, he had hardly been tried as yet. The explanation is simple, and Pétain’s irony was justified. The French army just did not have enough senior officers. Some had died, but far more had proved incapable of filling their posts. In just over a months, Amouroux tells us,2 the commander-in-chief, Joffre, had got rid of two généraux d’armée‚ nine généraux de corps d’armée (out of twenty-one), thirty-three généraux de division d’infanterie (out of forty-seven), and five généraux de division de cavalerie (out of ten). Amid the general indecision and incompetence, Pétain had shown the virtues of organisation and carefulness. His brigade had, before and during the retreat, acquitted itself well.


Pétain was not to take over his new division for some days, however; and meanwhile, on the very morning of the announcement of his promotion, the 28th, the 4th Brigade was ordered with the rest of the 5th Army under Lanrezac into the Battle of Guise, a counter-attack mainly aimed at slowing the German advance, to help the Allied armies, particularly the British, to reorganise themselves. This battle, which has sometimes been seen as a prelude to the Marne, was in fact something completely different. The Marne was a moment of supreme military opportunism, combined with sound tactical sense; an operation which was completely to change the course of the war. Guise was, on the other hand, a limited operation, with far less ambitious aims or consequences. Yet there is no denying the achievement of this short action, and the incredible spirit which must have fired those who, in full retreat, managed to carry out this counter-attack. Pétain was later to describe these men and their achievement in the following words:




Only those who commanded them in those tragic days can fully measure the valour of their efforts! Worn out with fatigue, deprived of food and sleep, shaken by the memory of bloody engagements, separated from so many friends with whom they had received the baptism of fire, and to whom they had not been able to give any last rites, drowned in the flood of refugees, they were still able, when their commander watched them pass by, to raise their heads with pride and turn their eyes to him, which is the mark of accepted discipline.


So do not be astonished at what they did at Guise, for otherwise you will not understand the Marne! Guise was a localised offensive about-turn; a blockbusting blow delivered by a boxer who had seemed to be almost knocked out, and who suddenly bounded back, ready for the attack.


It was too soon, however …3





Too soon for a complete victory, but soon enough to slow down the German advance, which was the main object of this action. On the 29th, Pétain’s Journal contains the words ‘The enemy is retreating’. But the respite was short, and on the next day the French were forced once more to continue their retreat. As Correlli Barnett puts it: ‘Lanrezac, abandoned by the British, whose retreat was at this stage of an impressive rapidity, and after having struck his dislocating blow, now fell swiftly back.’4


On 1 September Pétain went to take over his new command, the 6th Infantry Division, at Fismes. His predecessor, General Bloch, had been removed by Joffre. The division, still in retreat, was not in the best of form as far as discipline was concerned. Crossing the Marne at Verneuil, Pétain was even forced to round up some of his men, revolver in hand. On the 5th, reaching new headquarters at Louau, he received the order ‘Tomorrow, attack northwards.’ The Battle of the Marne had begun.


The Battle of Guise had been of more use than it had at first seemed. For one result of it had been to deflect von Kluck’s advance, with the German 1st Army, (the right wing of the German advance) eastwards. Von Kluck had already shown some disagreement with the Commander-in-Chief, Moltke, on his line of advance. Moltke’s plan would have brought the 1st Army to the west of Paris. Von Kluck, believing the B.E.F. (British Expeditionary Force) to be out of action and Maunoury’s French 6th Army to be unimportant, thought that the best plan would be for the German 1st and 2nd Armies, under himself and Bülow, to turn in eastwards and outflank the rest of the French army, separating it from Paris. Orders were orders, and von Kluck had in principle to obey Moltke; but the Commander-in-Chief was far distant, and, as Corelli Barnett says, ‘it would not require much of an excuse for the bullheaded Kluck to swing eastwards out of the axis of advance prescribed by Moltke. Lanrezac’s French 5th Army provided that excuse on August 29 by striking back strongly at Bülow round Guise …’5 Kluck turned inwards to help Bülow, leaving Maunoury’s 6th Army and the B.E.F. to the west of him.


It was this change of direction that had provided the French with their opportunity. Opinions are divided as to who first saw the advantage that had been handed to the Allies, but it was certainly Joffre, as Commander-in-Chief, who so organised things as to enjoy that advantage to the full. The attack by the French forces on 6 September came as a complete surprise to the German command.


The French plan was for the armies to the south of the main German force to stand firm, while those to the east and west should attack the sides of the salient formed by the German advance. Franchet d’Esperey’s 5th Army (he had replaced Lanrezac), in which was Pétain’s 6th Division, was one of the attackers from the west, with on its left the B.E.F., and beyond them Maunoury’s 6th Army. The advance was slow, and the 5th Army soon dug itself in, but, as Barnett points out, the main effect of the day was on German morale, as their advance was first stopped, and then reversed.


For some days the Battle of the Marne, though fierce, was indecisive. On the 9th came the German retreat to the line of the Vesle and the Aisne, between Reims and Soissons. Pétain’s division, as part of the 5th Army, reached and crossed the Vesle west of Reims on 12 September, and reached the Aisne canal on the 13th. Here the enemy stopped, and counter-attacked in some strength; the French advance was checked, and Pétain settled down to the building of a defensive system to withstand further attacks. His methods were unusual at this date, both in the depth of the defences and in the fact that he was prepared to give ground (the village of Loivre) if it was in the best interests of the defence;† an attitude which seems reasonable enough to us, but which was almost unthinkable at the time. The strength of his defences was put to its greatest test on 27 September, when despite a violent attack, his division remained firm.


These achievements, which had aided the operations of the 5th Army around Reims, were rewarded by a citation, in which he was described as having ‘by his example, his tenacity, his calmness under fire, his constant intervention at difficult moments, obtained from his division, during fourteen consecutive days of the Battle of Reims, a magnificent effort, resisting repeated attacks by night and day, and, on the fourteenth day, despite the losses undergone, warded off a furious attack by the enemy.’6


In that fortnight, Pétain’s efforts had not been purely defensive. He had also executed various attacks of his own, strongly supported by artillery. But it was already becoming clear that the war was reaching a new phase. The war of movement was over, the ‘course à la mer’ (‘rush to the sea’) had begun. On each side, the armies tried to outflank each other, in vain, until the network of trenches and of defensive positions stretched from Switzerland to the sea. The lessons which Pétain had preached before the war, about the importance of fire-power and the new situations created by new weapons, had proved true, but had produced results which even he had not foreseen. For, important as had been his stress on the defensive, it had been as a preparation for the counter-offensive which was to follow; nowhere had he given any hint of the possibility of the gigantic stalemate which now faced the European armies. Indeed, who could have foreseen it? Even now, it seems to us like some appalling nightmare. That two opposed forces should remain stagnant, at such a short distance from each other, for such a length of line, for such a length of time, would have seemed the wildest fantasy to anyone, before the time that it actually happened. The defensive had shown its strength; even though most generals continued, for much of the rest of the war, not to believe it.


Years later, Pétain was to say of late September and early October 1914:




The glorious epoch was over, in which combatants had dared to face each other openly, and in which audacity and spontaneous reactions had retained for the struggle its character of improvisation: the lessons of fire-power could no longer be ignored.


From this moment onwards, war was to change in character. Munitions were to take a more and more important part, as the factories multiplied their quantity and their power.


Artillery and machine-guns were to become the masters of the field of battle. People were to realise the value of shelter and the necessity for communications….7





Pétain himself was one of the first to realise the import of the new situation. After launching some unsuccessful attacks on the German lines, from 12–16 October, he wrote to his army corps commander on the 16th: ‘The Germans are using the techniques of siege warfare. Faced with this method, I have gained the conviction that any offensive carried out by ordinary methods is doomed to certain failure, whatever the forces and means of action which are used. One must come to employ against them the techniques of attack of siege warfare.’8


The same day he received the rosette of Officer of the Légion d’Honneur; and four days later, the 20th, he was appointed to the command of the 33rd Army Corps. He was to move to a new region, where he was to face the full implications of the new style of warfare. Above all, he was to find himself in command of immeasurably more men than ever before. From a brigade to an army corps in under three months: the swift ascent had begun.


Artois


In the ‘rush to the sea’, as each side tried to outflank the other, the fate of the town of Arras, an important communications centre, had been very much in the balance. It was in this sector that some of the fiercest fighting of October had taken place.9 The German attacks had reached their height in the three days 21–23 October. On the 23rd Pétain came to take over his new command: ‘It was on 23 October, the day of the last German attack, that I took over the command of the 33rd Army Corps, whose headquarters was at Aubigny. Thus the fortunes of war brought me back to this region which I knew well, from having held manoeuvres for my regiment, the 33rd Infantry, there for several years …’10


Knowledge of the ground must certainly have been useful; but the experience of pre-war manoeuvres, even those of Pétain with their concentration on fire-power, can hardly have been of much use in the new situation, the new style of warfare which was emerging.


The new commander made a very good impression on his officers and men, perhaps the more so because of the contrast he made with General d’Urbal, his predecessor, who was going to a new command in Flanders. An officer of the état-major‚ Commandant Serrigny, who was to become Pétain’s constant companion throughout the war, noted: ‘Although very cold, the newcomer is not solemn like his predecessor. He seems to have a completely different idea of his role as commander. Hardly had he arrived before he went to visit his divisional generals, a thing which d’Urbal had never done.’11


Mordacq, too, noted the difference between Pétain and d’Urbal, and the immediate effect which Pétain’s personality had on his men:




… The impression, both for officers and men, was quite different from that produced by his predecessor, General d’Urbal.


Indeed he was a quite different type of commander, of a completely different temperament. When they saw the General, tall as he was, moving from parapet to parapet observing the enemy positions without even bothering to bend down to protect himself, asking questions simply, but remaining nevertheless very cold and talking little; starting no conversations, yet showing in his eyes a look of great kindness, the Alpins [alpine regiment] were rather amazed. Yet they immediately gained the impression of a leader, a very great leader….12





Here, already, we have the picture of Pétain which was to make his popularity at the time of Verdun, and was to stand him in such good stead at the time of the 1917 mutinies: the commander who visits his men, who cares about his men, yet who retains their respect by remaining aloof from them, cold and reserved. Above all, the impression is already being formed of a leader who is the opposite of the ‘embusqués’ hidden in their châteaux behind the lines; a leader who is prepared to share the dangers of his men, and who knows their preoccupations. Indeed, during his time on the Artois front Pétain did much to improve the morale of his men, particularly in the period just before the offensive of May 1915. He improved the lieux de repos behind the lines, helped to organise tours of the ‘Théâtre des Armées’, and managed to obtain permission for his men to have regular leave in Amiens. Far more than most of his fellow-generals, Pétain appears to have concerned himself with the welfare of his troops. For him they were not mere cannon-fodder; they were men like himself. His experience as a front-line colonel had taught him more than most of his colleagues were ever likely to learn. Mordacq describes him, on the first day of his command, as saying that he had come to assess the situation and ‘the morale of his men.’‡ Mordacq may, of course, have been imagining this precise statement; he was writing twenty years afterwards, for the last seventeen or so of which the word ‘morale’ had rarely been absent from Pétain’s lips. But the concrete facts of Pétain’s Artois command show that, whether he had forumlated it in the terms he was later to use, he already had a great concern for his men’s welfare.


Pétain’s army corps, the 33rd, was part of the 10th Army under General de Maud’huy, which was under the general command of Foch, Commander of the Armies of the North. Its task was the defence of Arras, which it covered to the east. Its three divisions were deployed as follows: to the north, the 70th, under General Fayolle; in the centre, the 77th, under General Barbot, mainly Alpins; to the south, the 45th (zouaves) under General Drude.


In October 1914, following the most violent of the German attacks, the main task, despite orders to the contrary, was nevertheless to consolidate the defence of Arras.§ Pétain organised the construction of sound defensive lines, against which the German attacks foundered. Gradually the line quietened down, until by the end of October it was clear that the immediate danger was past.


Hardly was this so, than the High Command began to clamour again for offensives. Few, at this stage, were those who, like Pétain, realised the turn which the war had taken. Already Pétain’s difficulties with the partisans of the offensive were beginning, difficulties which were to continue right until the end of the war. He was even accused of writing reports that were too ‘flat’; that is to say, he did not indulge in the hyperbole of some of his colleagues.¶ Counter-attacks against enemy onslaughts on his own positions he performed with alacrity; (one such occurred on 26 November); properly prepared offensives he was prepared to envisage; but the offensive for its own sake appeared to him madness in a war that was now effectively ruled by artillery (of which the French were sorely short), machine guns and barbed wire.


For the moment, the obsession of High Command was the percée‚ or breakthrough, the swift attack which would pierce the opposing line, and permit once more the war of movement which they believed to be natural to war. At the end of November Foch came to discuss, with Maud’huy and his generals, the project of an attack. Early November was filled with Maud’huy’s hesitations as to the scope of the attack.|| On 27 December it took place. Fayolle, whose division took the main part in the attack on Carency, one of the small villages which the Bavarian forces opposite them had converted into veritable fortresses, had foreseen the futility of such an attack even at the time of Foch’s November discussions:


‘I’ve never heard so many stupid things said … I wonder whether those great leaders who push themselves forward in this war are not those who take no account whatsoever of the human lives which are entrusted to them. Attack! Attack! Easily said. You might just as well try, at Carency and Ablain, knocking down a brick wall with your fist or your head. And when I have taken Carency, at the cost of five hundred dead and the same number of wounded, will matters have improved in any way? No.’13


The failure of this attack has been blamed on the weather and the conditions, which were indeed abominable, and on the French tactics. But it was the strength of the enemy positions, the power and precision of their machine-gun fire, which were the true destroyers of the offensive. Gains of ground were few and slight; and they were lost again overnight.


The next day, therefore, the orders which had been given the night before, to continue the attack, appeared useless. Pétain, with Barbot, the commander of the 77th Division, went to see Maud’huy, with whom was Foch. Foch declared that, as the new objectives were once more out of reach, an attack must be made again on the same objectives as the day before. Pétain declared that under present conditions, further attack was impossible. So the attack was indefinitely postponed.


But not put out of mind. Three months later, on 24 March 1915, Foch wrote to Joffre that the capture of ridge 140–132, north of Arras, ‘will doubtless have a great effect and lead to a percée of the enemy line.’ A new offensive had already been set on foot.


D’Urbal, who had come back to this sector to command the whole 10th Army in replacement of Maud’huy,** took great care in the preparation of this attack. Joffre was convinced that this was to be the great breakthrough. The forces amassed were impressive: 5 army corps (18 divisions), 293 heavy guns, 780 field guns were to attack on a front of twelve kilometers.


It must not be thought that, because of Pétain’s growing realisation of the advantages enjoyed by the defensive in modern war, he was entirely against the offensive. Everything goes to show that, given the new circumstances, he was searching as much as the others for the methods of attack suitable to them. The offensive for its own sake was not a virtue to him, as it so patently was for many of his colleagues and superiors. But a properly prepared attack, with adequate artillery support, and with forces large enough to overcome the initial advantage of the defence, seemed to him at this stage to be a quite acceptable venture. His concern with the need for overwhelming force, whether of munitions or men (which was to be so clear in his relations with headquarters at a later date) is shown in an anecdote often told about him at this time. Before the attack, d’Urbal asked his corps commanders how many grenades they needed. One replied: ‘Five thousand’; Pétain replied ‘Fifty thousand.’14


Pétain’s preparations for the attack were meticulous; and they were crowned, at first, with tremendous success. The attack took place on 9 May preceded by a four-hour artillery barrage. Of the whole line, it was Pétain’s 33rd Corps which effected the only real breakthrough. Within an hour, the Moroccan division on the right and the 77th Division in the centre had reached their objective, ridge 119–140, while the 70th Division, on the left, under Fayolle, was encircling from the south the strongpoint of Carency, which had cost them so dear in December. The enemy was retreating fast, and the advance troops found themselves on the east slopes of Vimy ridge, with the plain of Lens before them. It looked as though the hoped-for breakthrough had occurred. They were through the German lines.


But all was not as well as it seemed. Firstly, the breakthrough had been on a very narrow front, that of the 33rd Corps. Their neighbours had not done half so well, and the troops could now be fired upon by the enemy artillery from either side. Secondly, the men were themselves physically exhausted. Thirdly, French artillery ammunition was running out. Fourthly, d’Urbal had neglected to supply the reserve divisions which had been asked for before the battle, and which would have been needed to take advantage of the breakthrough. By evening the enemy reserves had come up and closed the breach, and the 33rd Corps had retired some way.


Serrigny lays most of the blame on d’Urbal and the question of the reserves, claiming that he thus showed himself to be as incompetent in charge of an army as he had been in charge of an army corps.15 Not all blame can be laid on him, however. It might have seemed that the great breakthrough had occurred; and, indeed, at this stage of the war the German defences were thin enough (as opposed to Champagne later in the year) for them to be ‘pierced’ completely; but, as Pétain was clearly to see, and state in a later report, as long as the enemy had available reserves behind the lines, such a ‘breakthrough’ could always be brought to a halt at new defensive positions. The ‘breakthrough’ was a myth. ‘The fleeting moment of the breakthrough had passed’, sighs Laure;16 but it was bound to pass. The moment had merely come sooner because of the lack of French reserves.


Nevertheless, Pétain’s success of the 9th was received with joy. On the 10th he was made Commander of the Légion d’Honneur. D’Urbal called out for more attacks, counting on the exploitation of the surprise of the 9th. He wrote to Pétain on the 11th: ‘It’s on your attack that I count … The 33rd Corps has the honour of striking the shattering blow.’ Joffre and Foch too, took the same line, feeling that this was the beginning of the victory.


Pétain, however, was not so happy. His army now formed a salient, and any further attack to the east would make its position even more dangerous. On the 10th, he told his divisions that their main job was to make sure of the positions they had taken, while helping the divisions on either side of them to go forward. On d’Urbal’s insistence, Pétain’s corps attacked ridge 119–140 again on the 11th, without success. After this failure, Pétain wrote to d’Urbal: ‘A new attack on these heights seems to me to be doomed to the same failure. Even if it succeeded, we would have no chance of staying there, as the enemy could fire down both our flanks.’17


Nevertheless d’Urbal wished to continue these frontal attacks, until convinced by a personal meeting with Pétain on the 12th. From now on more reasonable attacks were made, to ease the flanks, though pressure for attacks went on.††


For a few weeks things on this front went slowly, while, under pressure from Foch, a new major attack was prepared. It finally took place on 16 June. Again, it was only the 33rd Corps which made any gains, and these were only partly successful. The offensive was called off on 18 June, though as Serrigny tells us, futile minor attacks were to continue on this front, with great loss of life.18


Despite the eventual failure of the Artois offensive, in it Pétain had made his name. His had been the only successes of importance, and in his preparation and execution of them he had shown a tactical grasp superior to that of those around him, including his commanders. On 21 June he was appointed to the command of the 2nd Army, though he remained a while, at d’Urbal’s request, to deal with a new and dangerous position, a German counter-attack which had almost surrounded his Moroccan division. Pétain, in the course of dealing with this, decided (horror of horrors to those who believed in never giving up ground!) to evacuate the dangerous salient which had formed on ridge 119. Pétain’s own explanation of this unusual action was as follows: ‘Obviously the abandoning of the position presents disadvantages from the point of view of morale. It is always bad to give ground to the enemy. But these disadvantages cannot be compared with those which could result, at a given moment, from the capture by the enemy of three or four battalions, and from the consequential loss of several thousand men.’19


On this typical note Pétain left the 33rd Corps to join his new Army, the 2nd, which was also in the region of Artois, but with which he was soon to move to the front in Champagne.


In a ‘Note on the operations in the region of Arras’ which he addressed to the Grand Quartier Général (General Headquarters) on 29 June, Pétain showed the lessons he had learned from the Artois campaign. These lessons were of general import. Unlike Serrigny, he did not blame this or that circumstance for the lack of success: he had learned that the whole concept of the ‘breakthrough’ was ill-advised, and doomed to failure, in that the affluence of enemy reserves, which could arrive faster than the attacking infantry, would block the breach: ‘The present war has taken the form of a war of attrition. There is no decisive battle, as there used to be. Success will belong finally to the side which possesses the last man.’20


Instead of a centralised battle, he adds, one should have a decentralised battle, which would be more effective both in destruction of the enemy and in raising morale. One must, oneself, keep a last reserve for the end of the war; and for this purpose it was necessary to limit the expenditure of one’s own troops.


This report shows how near, in one sense, Pétain was to his colleagues; and in another sense, how far. Like them, and before most of them, he saw the war as one of attrition. Unlike them, he saw the necessity for sparing one’s own troops in the process; and for this purpose he declared the need for new and less costly methods. In the cause of attrition, the Allied armies were to fling men into costly and murderous attacks in 1916; in 1917, as Commander-in-Chief, Pétain was to show on several occasions the virtues of his own methods. But it must be made clear that, despite these more reasonable methods, Pétain was never (pace most of his biographers) an enemy of the concept of attrition, in the sense that he saw the depletion of enemy reserves as a prime object of the war.


Champagne


A new offensive was, in the opinion of the Commander-in-Chief, not only possible, but necessary. The lessons of Artois had been, for him, different from those seen by Pétain. The attempted breakthrough had, he thought, almost succeeded. A new offensive on the same basis, but with stronger forces, was called for.


After some indecision about the place where the attack was to take place, Joffre finally decided, on 11 July, that it would be in Champagne, supported by a secondary action around Arras by French and British forces. The Champagne attack would be made by two complete armies, Pétain’s 2nd and De Langle de Cary’s 4th. Surprise has occasionally been expressed that Pétain, whose views in his June report had been so completely opposed to the concept of this kind of attack, should have been chosen; but it is quite clear that (1) he was the man who had had most success in the Artois campaign, and had shown beyond all doubt his capability for this kind of attack, (2) Joffre took little notice of reports which contained theories as opposed to facts, and had probably forgotten Pétain’s, if he had ever read it.‡‡


We know that Pétain expressed his views to Castelnau, Commander of the Central Army Group, but whether they reached Joffre is another matter. Joffre’s statement in a letter to the Minister of War on 29 August 1915 is a statement of his own views, rather than a refutation of anyone else’s:


‘We have the right to conclude from the events of Arras that, with the powerful artillery forces we possess, it is possible to make a breakthrough in the enemy front which can be exploited, but on condition that powerful attacks are made simultaneously in different regions, each of them on a wide front.’21


So more powerful artillery will fill one of the lacks shown by the Artois offensive. And the enemy will be kept from pouring in his reserves by having them kept busy on other fronts. Joffre has seen some of the same dangers as Pétain; but he sees them as soluble in the short term. For him, it will be enough to keep the reserves busy. Pétain has seen more clearly the advantage of those on the defensive, and realises the need for extensive depletion of those reserves in the long term.


The date of the attack was originally to have been the beginning of September. But Pétain, with his usual care for complete preparation, insisted on the date being put back, just as he had had the second Artois offensive put back from the end of May to 16 June. In one sense, this shows his sense in wishing all to be perfect. In another, it is senseless in its wasting of any element of surprise.


For it is quite clear that surprise was not one of the things this attack could eventually count on. Pétain, arriving in Champagne on 2 August, had, it is true, taken for secrecy’s sake the title of ‘Adjutant to the General commanding the Central Army Group’, but contemporary accounts show that the September offensive was one of the worst-kept secrets of the war. Auguste Terrier, writing to General Lyautey on 9 September, said: ‘People are talking also, a great deal, far too much, about the coming offensive. They say that General de Castelnau has come round to the idea. The publicity given to General Joffre’s journey to Italy has, so they say, partly the object of making people believe that there is going to be a French offensive in south Alsace, so as to hide the true attack. Everyone is talking about this offensive, and they have full details of it! German espionage can hardly be starving for lack of food.’§§


Louis Marcellin, a journalist, notes in his book Politique et Politiciens: ‘From 4 September onwards, people have been talking publicly about an imminent great offensive. I can read in my notes, taken on the 6th: “The rumour is confirmed of a great offensive soon on our front.” The information is precise: it will be on the 25th. Everyone seems to know, including no doubt the Germans, who have so many spies among us.’22


Unlike the German High Command, whose offensives at Verdun and in March 1918 were to be prepared with such care and secrecy, the Allied armies appear to have found great difficulty in keeping anything secret. As with the Nivelle offensive in 1917, the Germans had plenty of time in September 1915 to reinforce their defences at the point of attack, though their whole line was already being provided with defences in depth which were far more efficacious than those in Artois in May had been. Apart from this, French stocks of munitions were not high enough for anything but a limited tactical success to be possible.


The attack eventually took place on 25 September, and was a dismal failure. Initial success in overrunning the German first line was followed by a full stop in front of the second line positions. The methods of Artois were even less successful than before; with the new strengthening of the German lines, even the hope of a breakthrough was absent. And by continuing the action for some days, the attacking forces made their own situation, and losses, even worse. On the evening of the 29th, the attack was stopped.


Castelnau, convinced that a new attack of the strength of that of the 25th was needed to take the second line, sent for more munitions and fresh troops The new attack was made on 6 October and was again unsuccessful.


The method was wrong; this was clear. Castelnau, in his report (27 October 1915) declared that the breaking of the enemy front became, after each attempt, more difficult to achieve. He did not believe the failure to be due to lack of material or men. The preparation had been perfect, artillery and munitions had been enough. Perhaps the importance was speed in overrunning the successive positions. Pétain, however, saw the impossibility of the aim as well as the method: ‘The Battle of Champagne shows us the difficulty, if not the impossibility of carrying in one rush the successive enemy positions, in the present state of armaments, of methods of preparation, and of the forces opposed to us.’23


His report on the offensive, sent in on 1 November, stresses once again the importance of attrition: ‘Before thinking of renewing attacks as costly as those of September, it seems that there would be good reason to proceed methodically with attrition of the enemy. Our plan would thus comprise two successive phases: attrition of the enemy; the attempt at decisive action.’24


Attrition’s aim would be to use up the enemy’s reserves so that one would no longer have to fear their intervention. It would happen in repeated attacks on different fronts, followed by one big push in a suitable area. In the initial attacks, there would be no need for large forces, or for reserves to take advantage of any success. The main need would be an immense about of heavy artillery, and unlimited munitions. Guns and machines would take the principal role, not infantry.


This lesson, an extension of Pétain’s original belief in the value of firepower, was to be his watchword throughout the rest of the war. The guns should clear the ground, the infantry occupy it.


The other lesson of Champagne, for Pétain, was the necessity for overwhelming superiority in any attack. Few other officers really believed this; lying figures from headquarters kept many believing, right to the end of the war, that the defence tended to lose more men than the attack. Pétain’s view was categorical: ‘If the attacking forces are not superior to the defence in the ratio of three to one, then the moment for the definitive effort has not come, and attrition of the enemy has not been enough.’ 



Pétain at the end of 1915



In the first year and a half of the war, Pétain showed himself to be, as he had been in his pre-war theories, a realist. It may seem to us to require little realism to conceive that a headlong rush into enemy machine-gun fire is unrealistic; yet this is what many pre-war theorists, and 1914 generals, had failed to realise. Pétain had always been convinced, by the examples of the Balkan and Russo-Japanese wars, of the strength of modern fire-power; and this in turn had led him to a realisation of the strength of defensive positions. Unlike General Pellé, who in late 1917 could still write, ‘The experience of trench warfare has shown us that in this war the adversary who is attacking has less in the way of casualties, and uses up less forces than he who is being attacked’,25 Pétain realised very early on that any attack needed three times as many forces as the defenders, and that only if it were properly prepared could any hope of advantage be gained from it.


Pétain’s realism showed itself quite clearly in his quick acceptance of the lessons of war. His pre-war theories, while assessing certain changes that had come to warfare, had certainly not foreseen the stagnation of trench warfare. Faced by it, he was the first, after his experience near Reims in October 1914, to realise that new methods for attack were needed.


This must be stressed; Pétain remained a man of attack, even though convinced of the power of the defensive. The defensive could serve its purpose; but it was only attack which would win the war. This attack must not be blind and wasteful, new methods were needed. Like many others, Pétain at first saw the most hope in the idea of the strongly-supported breakthrough, or percée, on a narrow front.


His experiences on the Artois front, however, speedily convinced him of the futility of this theory. While others were finding excuses for what they saw as a narrow failure, Pétain was condemning the method, and formulating a new one, the drainage of enemy reserves by attrition, to prepare for the final thrust which would succeed because of the enemy’s inability to call up support to close the breach.


Pétain was, here as elsewhere, ahead of his contemporaries, though coming to the same conclusions as them. One lesson only was needed to show him the dangers of a policy; for most of his commanders, it took two or three attempts.


‘Attrition’ has become an ugly word to our generation. It seems to sum up most of the horrors of the First World War. Yet in itself it was a reasonable policy, given the facts of the situation. War consists, in large part, of killing the enemy. Because a theory is based on weakening the enemy by killing his men, it should not immediately be condemned. What was to be condemned, in the carrying-out of this theory, was the inefficiency and blindness which led to as many men of one’s own side being killed as those of the other. Attrition has come to mean blind attacks, in which each side appeared to be bleeding the other to death, and in which a whole generation of Europe’s manhood was destroyed for what appeared to be the futile exchange of a few furlongs of territory. It means, to us, the first day of the Somme, or Nivelle’s 1917 offensive. To Pétain it meant carefully-constructed attacks, in which artillery did much of the damage, in which enemy losses were far superior to one’s own, and in which certain fixed and restricted objectives were reached. The first real examples of this policy were those he achieved when Commander-in-Chief in late 1917. They show that for Pétain, the general who cared for his men, who unlike some other generals never saw them as canon-fodder, to be a believer in ‘attrition’ was no paradox.


In the details of his tactics, too, Pétain had shown more realism than most generals at this time. Instead of defending every inch of territory that had been gained, he was prepared to make tactical withdrawals. Examples of this are the evacuation of the village of Loivre, on the Reims front in September 1914, and the evacuation of ridge 119 in June 1915. He was prepared, too, to see the danger of further attack along a dangerous salient, as in May 1915, and to convince his superiors of the wisdom of consolidating rather than advancing. He became aware of the moments to stop attacks that had become merely wasteful. For this carefulness and sense he was to become a figure of suspicion to members of the attacking school.


In the defensive, he had shown himself to be a master. Near Reims, in front of Arras, and elsewhere, he had by careful preparation, been able to resist heavy German attacks. Already he had started creating defence in depth. Even in August 1914, in his defensive position near Dinant in Belgium, he had seen the dangers of putting too many people in the front line: ‘In the present state of affairs, there are too many people in the front line, continually on the watch; and it is impossible for this line easily to be reinforced or to retreat. The consequence: great expenditure of men and great fatigue. I have ordered for tomorrow, not a change of positions, but a redeployment of forces …’26


In September, on the Aisne canal, he created three lines of trenches, and eventually put most of his division in the second line. In front of Arras in October he organised similar defence in depth to ward off the German onslaughts. He had already formulated the defensive policy which was to receive so much opposition even in 1918.


We, from our historical viewpoint, can thus see that at the end of 1915 Pétain had proved himself to be a great general of care and foresight, a man unwilling to undertake foolhardy operations. By the very nature of this war, he was something of a pessimist, believing that little could be done that was decisive in the short run, and that success in the long run depended upon prudence and care for the lives of the French soldiers, and upon full use both of the advantages of defence and those of prepared and limited attack.


A mention must be made of Serrigny. This brilliant soldier was to remain at Pétain’s side throughout the war, and afterwards. Of great intellectual calibre, it is possible that he drafted many of Pétain’s later documents. But, drafted by him or not, they were accepted by Pétain, in whose line of thought they clearly were. So for the rest of this chapter documents emanating from Pétain are treated as accurate indications of his thought (influenced or no by Serrigny).


By the end of 1915, French High Command thought highly of Pétain, too. But not for the same reasons as we have just given. They admired his results rather than his methods or his theories, of which they were on the whole unaware. He was the man who had successfully defended at Reims and Arras, who had had violent success compared with all others in the Artois offensive, and who had not failed too miserably in Champagne. Their confidence in him was shown by his rapid rise from command of a brigade to that of an army.


Pétain’s rapid rise was accompanied, as we can see from contemporary accounts, by an increasing conviction of his own superiority, and of the stupidity of others. His poker-faced wit, which had already been in evidence before the war, became more and more astringent; later in the war we shall see examples of it being used on politicians (a procedure which earned him as much mistrust from them as he had received from his military superiors before the war). And his self-esteem was already dangerously high. Fayolle, whose admiration for Pétain was at this stage very strong (‘He is one of the best of the younger men. He understands, and knows how to proceed. His energy verges on brutality, but this excess is for the best …’27), nevertheless felt bound to criticise this side of him:




He is convinced of his own importance, with remarkable lack of self-consciousness. He is nevertheless the best general I have met so far in the war.28


Pétain and Serrigny came to lunch. I noted Pétain’s bad characteristics; he detracts from his good qualities by the superficiality of his conversation and by the way in which he lets one see too clearly just how full he is of his own importance. He is worth much more than appears on the surface….29





His disappointment at not getting an army in April shows this conviction of his own worth. His actual appointment to an army in June showed that this conviction was shared by his superiors. The politicians, who had small knowledge of tactics, admired him too, for his success. That he was not admired by them for his prudence and defensive policy is shown by the criticisms that were showered on Joffre, who in comparison with Pétain was a man of the offensive.


For Joffre had been under constant criticism throughout the year. His famed imperturbability was now believed to be incapability, and he was criticised for being too far from the front. Above all, parliamentary opinion, trained by the military to believe in offensives, blamed Joffre for waiting too long to attack (a criticism which would hardly have been levelled by Pétain!). As early as February 1915, Terrier notes the parliamentary unrest: ‘There is a campaign, as you know, in progress against the temporisations of Joffre. It is led above all by M. Paul Doumer, not only at the Senatorial Army Commission, but also in corridors and meetings. René Millet … tells me that Doumer has been making his remarks even on tramcar platforms!’30 The name of Galliéni had been mentioned as a possible successor. Above all, Terrier was worried that the general public might get to hear these things.


On 20 June 1915, Terrier mentions the controversy over the respective roles of Joffre and Galliéni at the Marne, and suggests that Joffre’s supporters may be trying to silence all the criticisms of his inactivity: ‘Is it a reply to the criticisms of Joffre’s over-long defensive? People are blaming the Generalissimo for waiting too long, and for remaining himself too far from the front.’31


In December, criticism of Joffre reached new heights. Names of successors were suggested because they might be more active than him. Again, Parliament was clamouring for offensives.


As it was, Joffre was not to depart for another year, though the Briand Government did its best to limit his powers, and place someone else in command, by ‘kicking him upstairs’. On 3 December a decree was discussed in the Chamber which would make him commander-in-chief of all French armies, not only those in France. The aim of this was seen by some, says Marcellin, as being ‘to smother Joffre under flowers by giving him an honorific post and at the same time a successor.’32 The fact that this successor might be the Catholic Castelnau worried parliamentary anticlericals so much that Briand had to promise not to create a successor to Joffre. He did, however, make what Marcellin calls a ‘secret generalissimo’ by eventually making Castelnau Joffre’s adjutant, under the title of Chief of Staff. The intention was that Castelnau should rule; in the event, the G.Q.G. made it possible for Joffre to carry on almost as before, with Castelnau’s powers far less than the Government had wished and expected.


All this was to be of importance in 1916, the year of Pétain’s first great test, Verdun.
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§ Serrigny wrote on 29 October: ‘We are always told to attack, but Pétain is beginning to realise the futility of such operations.’ Serrigny, op. cit. p. 4


¶ Serrigny, op. cit. p. 13, 30 November 1914: ‘I did not hesitate to tell [Pétain] that the 33rd Corps is judged rather badly by our superiors because we seem unable to recount our great deeds. Our neighbours send off every day magnificent accounts, and are quoted as models.’


|| Maud’huy, in fact, seemed at this time more convinced of the futility of an attempt at breakthrough than did Serrigny (Serrigny, op. cit. pp. 14–18). It was certainly the latter who stood out for a large-scale attack.







** Fayolle noted on 3 April: ‘Maud’huy has gone to the Vosges Army and been replaced by d’Urbal. I think that Pétain was disappointed, and had hoped to take over command of the Army.’ Fayolle, op. cit. p. 97







†† Fayolle notes in his diary, on 13 June: ‘I could not go to Mass, because Pétain arrived. He is furious with d’Urbal and Foch. They are idiots, he says. Attack, says Foch, without bothering about the state of preparation. Attack, repeats d’Urbal. And it’s as easy as that. The attack on 9 May cost us, counting subsequent deaths, forty or fifty thousand men. That on the 15th will cost us just as many. 100,000 men to gain what? At most, ridge 140.’ Fayolle op. cit. p. 111







‡‡ Joffre, as one of his subordinates put it, ‘is not a martyr to work; he never writes, and rarely consults a dossier, but much prefers one of his collaborators to make a succinct exposé of it.’







§§ Terrier to Lyautey, Paris, 9 September 1915. B. Inst., MS 5903. Terrier’s correspondence with Lyautey, who was in Morocco for most of the war, is invaluable for the insight it gives not only into the conduct of public affairs (Terrier, as Director of the Moroccan Office in Paris, mixed in Government circles), but also for the assessments he makes of public opinion. Lyautey, cut off from all but official bulletins, asked him on several occasions to write about everything: ‘Have no scruples in sending me what you describe as “potins”, which are, in my eyes, indispensable for understanding anything at all of the official news’ (Lyautey to Terrier, 19 June 1916). ‘It is precious to me that you should continue to write to me all you know about Paris, without fearing to go on too long or to repeat what others may be telling me, for, if you do not, I will know nothing, as nobody writes to me any more.’ (Lyautey to Terrier, 29 August 1917). This correspondence will be used at various points in this book.

























Chapter Two


Verdun





LOCAL actions had continued on the Champagne front till early November, mainly to safeguard and ameliorate positions. Pétain remained on this front, with his 2nd Army, until 5 January 1916, when he left to go, ‘in reserve’, to Noailles, to instruct and manoeuvre four army corps on relief from the front.


Meanwhile the Allies were making plans for 1916. On 5 December Joffre held a conference at his headquarters in Chantilly. An all-out offensive for 1916 was agreed, on all fronts. In France, the ‘successes’ of 1915, which had ‘so depleted the German reserves’, were to be repeated on a larger scale, by both French and British forces, on the Somme. There would be forty French divisions, and twenty-five British, and the attack would not be undertaken until there was enough heavy artillery to support it, which would mean that it would take place in a few months’ time. Later, in early February, the date was moved to July.


The Germans too were making their plans for 1916. Falkenhayn, the Commander-in-Chief, describes in his memoirs the memorandum he sent to the Kaiser in December 1915. It was a longish document, taking in the world situation, but its conclusions were simple: France has been greatly weakened, and England is beginning to be the more dangerous opponent. England, however, is difficult to get at; the only way really to hit England is to destroy one of its allies. Of these, France is the most vulnerable: ‘France … is at the limits of endurance. If we succeed in showing the French people clearly, that it has militarily nothing more to hope, then the limits will have been crossed, and England will have had its best sword knocked out of its hand.’1 A mass breakthrough is impossible and unnecessary. Unnecessary, because there are objectives behind the French front for whose defence the French Command will be forced to fight to the last man: ‘If it does so, France’s forces will bleed to death … whether we reach our goal or not. If it does not, and we reach our goal, the moral effect in France will be enormous.’2 Falkenhayn saw this as a limited commitment as far as German forces were concerned. The objectives concerned were Belfort and Verdun, both of them close to the front line. Verdun was the one he chose.


The view of ‘attrition’ stated in this memorandum is near to that of Pétain, not only in its realisation of the impossibility of a breakthrough. Its stress on the limited nature of such exercises is Pétain’s, too. But the method chosen, that of a continued onslaught on one objective, is not. Falkenhayn should have realised that such a plan would eventually have the result of bleeding both armies nearly to death—though he could not, perhaps, have foreseen the stubborn resistance that was to be put up under Pétain. Pétain’s concept of ‘attrition’ was of surprise attacks, on limited objectives, at various points of the line, in which the defenders would be pulverised more by artillery than by men. A large-scale and lengthy onslaught on one objective was far from his ideas.


German preparations for the Battle of Verdun were kept amazingly secret—particularly when compared with the general publicity which seemed to prepare every French offensive. The French were unprepared. Not only that, but the line of fortresses defending the town of Verdun had been gradually dismantled over the months. The roster of incompetence and unawareness has been discussed in many books, and there is little place for it here. Enough to say that much blame must be laid at Joffre’s door, for ignoring warnings which seemed to him to come ‘from the wrong quarter’, i.e. from soldiers via the Government.


Gradually the French began to realise that an attack was likely, though no one was convinced that the main blow would be in this quarter. Castelnau came on 24 January to supervise the creation of some new defensive positions. Better still, reinforcements arrived. But everything was still essentially in a state of unpreparedness.


The details of the battle have been brilliantly described in Alistair Home’s book, The Price of Glory—Verdun 1916‚3 and from now on I shall be going into detail only on those aspects particularly connected with Pétain.


On 21 February the German attack began, after the heaviest preliminary bombardment yet seen in the war. Initial successes were not as swift or as great as had been expected, but by the 24th it appeared that Verdun was about to fall. Castelnau came urgently to see Joffre. Castelnau’s position was by now very odd. Abel Ferry describes it in his Carnets secrets: ‘Castelnau, appointed Joffre’s Chief of Staff by the Government, found himself in a completely false position. He had the responsibility and title of second-in-command, but his subordinates had the power and the right of signature.’4 The G.Q.G. had closed its ranks, and far from being commander-in-chief in all but name, as the Government had hoped, Castelnau did not even have the full powers of second-in-command.


Now Castelnau arrived, insisting on the necessity of large reinforcements at Verdun, to safeguard the left bank of the Meuse. The force to be sent, he suggested, was the 2nd Army, under its commander General Pétain, who would replace General Herr. To this Joffre agreed.


Much has been made by biographers of the choice of Pétain, and Castelnau’s brilliant assessment of him as ‘the man for the job.’ A much more likely reason for the choice, at this date, was the fact that Pétain’s army, and Pétain himself, were currently in reserve. An army was needed, so the 2nd Army was sent for.


Later on the evening of the 24th, having received news that the situation was even worse than he had thought, and that defence of the right bank was in collapse, Castelnau went back to see Joffre. According to a story later published in Le Matin—and denied by Joffre—Joffre was already in bed: ‘He was asleep. “He sleeps so soundly”, as the newspapers say. A ridiculous scene took place at the door, with the orderly officer preventing the Chief of Staff from entering the Commander-in-Chief’s bedroom. Finally, Castelnau succeeded in getting a message passed. Joffre, woken up, turned over, saying “Let him do as he likes.” Then he went back to sleep.’5


Castelnau rushed to Verdun, arriving there are breakfast time on the 25th, and visited the front on the right bank. At 3.30 p.m. he telephoned to G.Q.G. his conviction that the right bank could be saved after all, and that Pétain should now be put in charge of both banks of the Meuse. Without waiting for Joffre’s reply, he sent the order to Pétain. (After all, Joffre had said: ‘Let him do as he likes.’) It is important to realise that this was Castelnau’s decision, and not Joffre’s, particularly in view of certain Joffre-Pétain situations which we will come to later.* Joffre had been prepared to give up the right bank, and thus Verdun itself; indeed, in the months before the attack he had established a line of withdrawal behind Verdun, on the left bank. Verdun, for him, was not an essential feature of the French line. In this he may well have been right, but his later attitudes should not be taken as having been his from the start.†


The telegram telling Pétain of his appointment had reached Noailles at 10 p.m. on the 24th, and produced one of the serio-comic situations which abound in the history of these few days. For Pétain could not be found. Luckily Serrigny had an idea where to find him, and after a swift drive to Paris, arrived at the Hotel Terminus-Nord. The proprietress denied that Pétain was there, but eventually Serrigny found himself outside the General’s door, where Pétain’s boots lay decorously beside a pair of lady’s slippers.‡ He knocked, and after a hasty discussion with a half-clad Pétain in the corridor, was told by the General to find himself a room. They would depart for Chantilly, Joffre’s headquarters, in the morning.


Leaving Paris at seven the next morning, they reached Chantilly at eight. The apparently imperturbable Joffre greeted Pétain with the words: ‘Well Pétain, you know it’s not going too badly.’ From Chantilly, they set off for Verdun. It was while they were en route that the great fort of Douaumont, the lynch-pin of the Verdun defensive system, fell. Owing to inefficiency, it had not even been properly manned, and a ridiculously small force of Germans, to their own surprise, had succeeded in taking it. When they reached General Herr’s headquarters at Dugny, all was in chaos. Serrigny, who shared Pétain’s dislike of politicians, describes it thus: ‘I had the clear impression that we had come into a madhouse, unless it was Parliament at question time.’6


Castelnau informed Pétain that he was to take over at midnight, and Pétain retired to the small town of Souilly, where he took up his headquarters.


Castelnau’s decision stubbornly to defend the right bank, and thus Verdun, may well have been wrong, as Horne points out. A strategic withdrawal may well have been the correct policy at this time, though later, of course, it became impossible, for questions of morale. Joffre’s imperturbability may have masked an unconcern for the fate of this particular strongpoint; a much misunderstood man, he continually showed a far greater grasp of the overall situation of the war than most other army men. But French policy of the time was not to lose ground unless you could not help it; the French had, in a sense, fallen into Falkenhayn’s trap, though it soon became clear that the Germans had fallen into it too.


The irony of fate had put Pétain, the apostle of strategic withdrawal, in charge of the French forces. But he had his orders, and he was going to do his best to carry them out. His order of the day on 26 February reads: ‘Beat off at all costs the attacks of the enemy, and retake immediately any piece of land taken by him.’7


The main thing was to stand firm; and here Pétain’s experience of the defensive stood him in good stead. Though sick with double pneumonia immediately on his arrival, Pétain directed operations from his sickbed, convinced that if they could hang on for another two or three days, until reinforcements arrived, all would be well.


Castelnau had ordered Douaumont to be retaken, but after one attempt, which was naturally a failure, Pétain set down to organising the defence. While the front line continued desperately to resist the onslaught, Pétain had new defensive lines constructed behind it. The forts (which had been almost completely disarmed in the period before the attack) were rearmed, new lines of trenches were dug. A ‘Line of Resistance’ was formed. Against the new defensive system the Germans flung themselves in vain.


The difficult thing about the defence of Verdun, stuck as it was in a salient partly encircled by the Germans, was going to be the problem of communications. The enemy held the main railway line; a secondary one was under perpetual bombardment. All that was left was one narrow-gauge railway and the second-class road from Bar-le-Duc. This road, which was seven yards wide, was to be the sole source of supply for Verdun. There was just room for vehicles to pass, but at the moment the road was chaos.


Pétain set about the organisation of a proper railway link; but this was a long-term solution, and for present needs a complete re-organisation of road transport was necessary. Aided by Major Richard the engineer, Pétain set about this: the road was reserved for motor transport, with all infantry having to march on each side of it; any vehicle that broke down was to be pushed into the ditch. Workshops were set up in the six areas into which the road had been divided, each capable of servicing the transport. For the massive supplies to be carried, Richard had collected together an unheard-of number of vehicles. Pétain had at his service 175 automobile sections, consisting of 300 officers, 3,500 men, and 3,900 vehicles. Thanks to superb organisation, about 1,700 vehicles went each way every day, at the rate of one every 25 seconds. From 27 February to 6 March, 190,000 men, 23,000 tons of munitions, and 2,500 tons of military equipment were transported over this road. This was the ‘Sacred Way’, as the author Maurice Barrès was to baptise it; it became for many the symbol of the fortitude of the defence of Verdun, and years later another author, Paul Valéry, was to devote one of the most moving passages of his speech, welcoming Pétain to the French Academy, to a superb and evocative description of this road.


The whole thing almost broke down, however, on 28 February, the day of a disastrous thaw; the lorries sank into the mud almost up to the axles. Richard summoned up manpower, however, to throw gravel under the wheels of the trucks as they passed. The road was lined on both sides by these workers, and the method succeeded; the vehicles continued to roll.


Gradually Pétain’s defence had ground the Germans to a standstill. For the date of 27 February, German archives have recorded that it was the first day of the battle on which German forces had no success anywhere.8


One of the causes, from now on, of Pétain’s success was to be his reorganisation of the French artillery, over which he exercised very close control. Horne describes his policy thus: ‘Again and again he insisted that the artillery “give the infantry the impression that it is supporting them and that it is not dominated.” While the infantry was still too weak to wrest the initiative from the enemy, carefully prepared artillery “offensives” were directed by Pétain, to cause maximum loss to the enemy at minimum cost to himself.’9


By early March, this first attack of the enemy seemed spent. But a new one, supported by reinforcements, was in preparation on both banks of the river. (The reason for the new choice of terrain was that the Germans had realised that the only way to continue any advance on the right bank was to put out of action the positions on the left bank, in particular the Mort Homme ridge, which were providing enfilading fire.) The attack took place on 6 March; but thanks to Pétain’s new systems of defence, it was on the whole unsuccessful. Joffre’s premature rejoicings were unfounded, however: on the 14th, another violent German attack took place on the left bank, and for the rest of the month the fighting was bloody, if inconclusive. Further heavy German attacks took place in April and May, leading to the final capture of the Mort Homme at the end of May, which left the way open for the continuation of the right bank offensive.


Throughout this period, from March till the end of May, Pétain, as well as fighting one battle with the Germans, was fighting another with his Commander-in-Chief. The main problem was that of reserves.


The positions of the two men were quite clear. Pétain needed continual reserves because of the tremendous losses being inflicted by the German attack; he also needed them in large numbers because of the system he eventually perfected, whereby divisions were perpetually replaced in the front line, and sent to rest far from the front until they were needed again. His observation of the troops as they passed his headquarters at Souilly had shown him that in this, even more than in the other battles of the war, the horrors of the front line were not to be endured for too long by the same men. The Germans kept the same forces in the line, replacing casualties; the French forces were perpetually replaced in their entirety. ‘The main difference’, as Laure says, ‘between these two systems is on the question of morale.’10 Pétain, as he was to show on many occasions, never underestimated morale as a factor in the conduct of war.


Nevertheless, even without this system his needs would have been enormous. Which makes it difficult to understand Joffre’s apparently niggling attitude, until we realise his other commitments, and until we place Verdun in perspective in Allied strategy. Joffre had just agreed, with Haig, the plan for the Battle of the Somme. The first phase had been planned as a series of secondary actions to use up enemy reserves, followed by the big push on the Somme itself. Joffre had thought at first that Verdun might well serve as one of these secondary actions; but he was alarmed at the thought that he might be using up his own reserves there. And it must be admitted that, viewed objectively, Joffre’s attitude seems reasonable. Verdun was just one point on the line: he had shown that by his unconcern about it at first. But the French High Command had taken a decision on Verdun; and by now the morale of the nation depended on its defence. Joffre was himself to show, in June, an insistence on its retention. So his attitude, though understandable and even commendable strategically, must have been infuriating to the General who was forced to carry out the High Command’s will at this one point.


That Joffre was not the only person, however, to be worried at this draining of French resources (the ‘bleeding’ which Falkenhayn had intended) is shown by a letter from Terrier to Lyautey written in May: ‘I have found, in many of our military leaders, the idea that Verdun has devoured the best forces in the army, notably those which we wanted to use in the common offensive…. The resistance at Verdun has been very fine, but no offensive has been possible there, and even if the Germans have missed their main objective, the triumphant and publicised occupation of Verdun, they have achieved the second, which was to hinder, if not completely to prevent, our offensive.’11


The Pétain-Joffre running battle was continual. On 9 March Pétain asked for an uninterrupted supply of reserves. Joffre stated that the 2nd Army would have to be sufficient unto itself (on the German system). The next day Pétain sent a telegram: ‘The enemy attacks are more and more violent; we cannot face up to them unless the influx of reserves is continuous.’12 Joffre gave in. Between then and the end of March, five new divisions and nine heavy artillery groups were sent, and two reserve divisions placed at Pétain’s disposal. In April, even more reserves were demanded. At every moment that Joffre thought that enough had been sent, a telephone call or telegram would make him give more. Finally, he accepted the principle of replacement of any division which had lost fifty per cent of its force.


Both men were exasperated by this. Pétain was to say continually that ‘the G.Q.G. gave him more trouble than the Boche.’ Joffre was later to write of Pétain that, while his role at Verdun had been immense, and indispensable, nevertheless ‘the very great qualities of this great leader were counterbalanced by a state of mind which made him give an exaggerated importance to the events at Verdun. If I had given in to all his requests, the French army in its entirety would have been absorbed by the battle.’13


There is enough truth in this to make it uncomfortable. Pétain, perhaps because his training had on the whole been tactical, was unable to think in strategic terms, even when he later became Commander-in-Chief. His ascent had perhaps been too swift.


Nevertheless, it was now to go one stage further. On 19 April Joffre promoted Pétain to the command of Army Group Centre. In his place at the head of the 2nd Army in Verdun would go General Nivelle, a dashing man of the offensive, who had attracted attention to himself by a brilliant counter-offensive on the right bank, in early April. Joffre, who clearly wanted more offensive tactics, later claimed that he had wished to give Pétain the opportunity to see things in greater perspective (though Poincaré states that it was Briand who initiated the promotion); but certainly Pétain was not pleased. And, though he moved to his new command at Bar-le-Duc in early May, his requests for forces for Verdun still continued, on behalf of Nivelle.


The plans for a French participation in the Somme offensive still continued. Terrier notes, on 2 May, that the French forces were to be placed under General Micheler: ‘Why, people are asking, General Micheler and not General Pétain? Ah, they say, that’s because too much glory must not crown the same head…. What is certain, is that they are tending to give up the anonymity, so depressing for the troops and their commanders, which was the rule in the army up till now. It’s because morale must be raised in many of the soldiers, who are fed up at the idea of a third winter campaign …’14


Pétain was one of the first public heroes of the war. This must be remembered in any assessment of public opinion of him later. He was the saviour of Verdun, and was to remain so for the rest of his life. Incidentally, considering Pétain’s views on French chances at an offensive on the Somme, people’s desire to see him at the head of that offensive is rather ironic.


The new, offensive attitudes of G.Q.G. with regard to Verdun are shown by one of the first orders given to Pétain in his new command, on 28 April: ‘The mission of General Pétain is to ensure, on the whole front of Army Group Centre, the inviolability of our positions, and, as far as Verdun is concerned, to take possession of the fort of Douaumont.’15


So a large-scale attack was to be mounted on the right bank even while the desperate battle was heaving on the left bank! Pétain, while envisaging an eventual recapture of the fort, had never done so under such conditions. It was already clear to him that both sides were destroying each other, but that the Germans had more reserves; he was already calling for the support of France’s allies, a cry he was to repeat more than once before the English Somme attack finally took place and took the pressure off Verdun. In such conditions, how could one waste men in a futile attack on a stronghold? Nevertheless, orders were orders, as always for Pétain, and the attack was prepared. Nivelle, and General Mangin his subordinate, were both extremely keen on it. It was Mangin, the brutal yet recklessly brave colonial officer, who directed the attack on 22 May. It was a dismal failure. Pétain, who had felt that the time was inopportune, the troops too few, and the front too narrow, nevertheless assumed responsibility, and never blamed Nivelle or Mangin.



Verdun June–December 1916



The taking of the Mort Homme at the end of May had aroused alarm among the French generals at Verdun—and not only in the case of Pétain. Contemporaries inimical to Pétain, and subsequent historians, have played up strongly the ‘pessimistic’ or ‘defeatist’ side of Pétain in the second half of the war, and have produced accounts of a series of incidents which go to support this view; we will examine these incidents in the chronological order in which they occurred. But it is quite clear that at the end of May 1916 the outlook seemed bad not only to Pétain but also to the man who is so often described as an incorrigible optimist, General Nivelle. Haig, in his diaries, records the following statement by Poincaré: ‘Poincaré said that he had just returned from Verdun where he had seen the senior Generals—Pétain, Nivelle and another General. They told him “Verdun sera prise” and that operations must be undertaken without delay to withdraw pressure from that part.’§


This attitude, while partly one of concern, was also quite clearly aimed at advancing the British offensive on the Somme, which was one of Pétain’s constant requirements—justifiably so, as the effect produced on Verdun by the eventual offensive was to show. During May Pétain had written to a friend, Colonel Des Vallières, a liaison officer with the British: ‘Will your British do nothing to relieve me? Are they capable of a great effort? … If not, I would almost prefer them to refrain: the unknown quantity of their forces will keep more men facing them than a weak offensive…. Do everything you can to speed it up…. They talk of 15 June. That’s very late! The latest possible date seems to me to be the 1st, and I will not hide from you the fact that if it was even sooner, I would give a sigh of relief.’16 The Somme offensive was not, of course, to take place till 1 July.


Meanwhile, on 1 June what Horne has described as ‘the most massive assault on the right bank since the initial onslaught in February’17 had started. The forces were almost as strong as those of February, attacking on a much narrower front. Initial successes were tremendous, and by the 7th the Germans had captured Vaux, the other great fort which, with Douaumont, had been the strongpoint of the defensive system of Verdun. Nivelle ordered an immediate attack to recapture the fort, which was futile and bloodily repulsed; Pétain intervened over the head of Nivelle, to order no further such attempts to be made.


The reductions in French artillery, and the shortage of replacements of men, both caused by Joffre’s concern with the Somme offensive and France’s part in it, had put the defenders of Verdun in an almost impossible situation. On 11 June Pétain wrote to Joffre: ‘We are fighting, from the point of view of artillery, in the ratio of one to two; this situation cannot continue indefinitely without danger to the security of our front.’18


The same day, he wrote: ‘Verdun is menaced and Verdun must not fall. The capture of this city would constitute for the Germans an inestimable success which would greatly raise their morale and correspondingly lower our own. A tactical success by the English, however great it might be, would not compensate in the eyes of public sentiment for the loss of this city, and at this moment sentiment possesses an importance that it would be inexpedient to disregard.’19


This shows quite clearly that, whatever Pétain or Joffre may have thought about the defence of Verdun when it started, by now Pétain had realised its enormous importance, not for military reasons, but for reasons of national morale, which would not have been so strongly affected in the earlier stages. This importance which he laid upon the defence of Verdun must be taken into account when we discuss the charges of pessimism laid against him in this month of June.


These charges have come mainly from Joffre, whose memoirs were to appear in 1932. The most important ones concern the days of 23–24 June; before considering them, we must realise that these were the days when the Germans came nearest to finally capturing Verdun. Horne, whose chapter on these days is entitled ‘The Crisis’, describes the immense effect that German use of a new kind of gas, phosgene, had had on the evening of the 22nd. This was followed by an extremely successful attack on the morning of the 23rd. The German forces took Fleury, and were eventually lapping around Souville, the last obstacle to the advance on Verdun itself, for from there onwards it was a downwards slope, difficult to defend.


It was at this point that Pétain made a telephone call to Castelnau, at 3 p.m. Though outwardly calm for the benefit of his troops, he was pessimistic about the turn that things had taken. He warned Castelnau that if the Germans reached the slope, he might have to withdraw to the left bank. A third of the French guns were on the right bank, and withdrawal of them would have to start.


Joffre, writing long afterwards, contrasts Pétain’s pessimism with the comparative optimism of Nivelle, who was still sending reassuring news; Nivelle was preparing a counter-attack on Fleury, and had men ready for further action, if that was necessary. He had never envisaged the possibility of a retreat to the left bank. 


Joffre’s account makes Nivelle the more sensible of the two; but, given the gravity of the military situation, it was surely unwise not even to envisage having to withdraw, which is all that Pétain is accused of. As Horne points out, it would have taken three days to withdraw all the French guns; whereas a successful continuation of the German attack could have flung the French soldiers back across the Meuse far more quickly. The eventual German failure makes hindsight possible; but Nivelle himself was not as confident as was later claimed, and nor was Joffre.


Pétain’s attitude, in fact, was one of realism, of catering for the possible eventualities. If the German attack had continued to succeed (and it was only faults and lacks on the German side which prevented it from doing so), it would have been Pétain whose foresight would have salvaged as much as possible from the wreck. Despite his belief that Verdun was of utmost importance to French morale, he was not prepared to throw away needlessly men and guns in a way which would only slow down the ultimate capture of the city, which would be inevitable once those guns and men were taken. So, carefully, he envisaged what to do if the worst happened. Joffre accuses him of being too ‘impressed’ by the enemy; but Horne’s account shows that he had cause to be impressed by them.


While there is a certain amount on which Pétain can be criticised later in the war, from the point of view of pessimism or defeatism, his action on 23 June 1916 appears completely justified.


Unfortunately, both enemies and friends have clouded this issue. The enemies, Joffre and the G.Q.G., are quite clearly biased, as even Poincaré saw: ‘According to Pénelon, that is to say, in this matter, according to the G.Q.G., General Pétain was very depressed the day before yesterday by the taking of Fleury; he even thought of abandoning the left bank; General de Castelnau had to cheer him up. I have no idea whether this news is trustworthy. Pétain doesn’t always have the liking of the G.Q.G.’20


Joffre’s memoirs may similarly be taken to express a biased view, making of Pétain’s foresight (and pessimism) a crass defeatism. Pétain’s friends, however, do not exactly help him. Serrigny, determined to defend him at all costs, said that he rang Joffre at his (Serrigny’s) instigation, to blackmail him into sending more troops: ‘“The situation is grave at Verdun: if I am not sent some fresh troops, I will be obliged to retreat to the left bank.” It was simply a manoeuvre of intimidation.’21 Admittedly, new divisions were sent on that day, but the force and danger of the attack had made that inevitable. Pétain’s action had been tactical and reasonable, if pessimistic, and had no need to be defended by easily-detected fabrications like those of Serrigny.


On the German side, unknown to the French at this stage, tactical errors and lacks of equipment (including an appalling shortage of water) were contributing to making the attack far less successful than it seemed. By evening it was clear that no further progress was going to be made, and that Souville was safe. Pétain was able to telephone again, more hopefully than in the afternoon. Joffre, of course, interprets this as follows: ‘In the evening, General Pétain telephoned again; this time he saw the situation more calmly: his telephone call contrasted strangely with the previous one.’22


‘That evening’, says Horne, ‘Knobelsdorf knew that his supreme bid to take Verdun had failed.’23 Fighting continued furiously for some days, however, with brilliant counter-attacks by Mangin.


While Pétain’s actions on the 23rd appear to have been justified, there is no denying the gloom and pessimism which were already becoming a large part of his reports on the general situation at Verdun. Realistic they may have been, in their insistence that only the provision of more men, and an immediate attack elsewhere by the British, could save the situation; and Pétain was no doubt justified in his gloomy assessment of the state of morale among the troops; but there is no denying that from early 1916 to the end of the war, a reading of Pétain’s statements would make one far more gloomy than those of any other general. Realistic, no doubt; but even realism can sometimes cease to be a virtue, particularly when it fails to take into account the possible drawbacks of a situation to the enemy as well.


On 24 June Briand, the Prime Minister, visited Haig, who described his visit thus: ‘The real object of M. Briand’s visit was to urge me to attack without fail in order to withdraw pressure from Verdun. He wished our attack to be hastened because General Pétain (at Verdun) at a recent Council meeting had stated that “the game was up”. “The French Army could not go on”, etc. unless the British attacked at once. I had already been told of the bad condition of French troops.’24


On 25 June the Minister of War, General Roques, visited the Verdun front. Obviously political circles were aware of the danger that had just passed.


Pétain was not the only one to be demanding troops and artillery. Nivelle, too, was extravagant in his demands. Joffre, still hoping to save these supplies for the Somme, had been continually forced to send some of them to Verdun.


On 1 July the Somme offensive finally began. Despite its disastrous losses, it drew German troops away from Verdun, and apart from one violent German attack on Souville in early July, the defensive battle of Verdun had finally finished. The battle was to continue for the rest of the year, but from now on the boot was to be on the other foot.


Nothing startling was to happen straight away, however. After a fairly disastrous attack by Mangin on 11 July, Pétain was determined to keep Nivelle and Mangin in check until a proper counter-offensive could be prepared. The fighting spirit of Mangin was to be used for once in a constructive way; troops were to be spared, not squandered, and it was going to be the enemy who made most losses. In September the preparations began. ‘Appropriately enough’, says Horne, ‘Mangin, ever straining at the leash, was to execute the attacks; Nivelle, to be responsible for the detailed planning; Pétain, for the overall planning, for the scale and timing of the attacks.’25


The first objective was to be Douaumont. Overwhelming artillery support was provided, and organised by Nivelle (an artilleryman in origin); it started with a massive artillery preparation, and continued with a creeping barrage behind which the infantry would advance. (The gunfire moved forward, ahead of the troops, so that both were advancing at the same time.) Close liaison between artillery and infantry contributed to the success of the attack, as well as the careful preparation, which included battle-courses over an exact replica of the battleground.


The attack, which finally took place on the 24th, was an overwhelming success. Through its careful organisation, it was irresistible. In a few hours Douaumont was taken.


Later in the year, a second counterstroke took place, with equal success, on 15 December. A properly organised attack, for limited objectives, had proved to be feasible, and Nivelle and Mangin, whose earlier offensive tactics had proved so costly, had managed to discipline themselves to the new tactics.


The laurels for these successes were to go to Nivelle, in what to us seems a certain amount of injustice. Pétain, the ‘hero of Verdun’, had been outshone by an even greater star, as it seemed, who, with the greater clamour of the offensive, made people forget the achievement of the main part of the Battle of Verdun, the stubborn defence with which it had started.


With Verdun certain characteristics of Pétain became clear, and others formed themselves for the first time. His natural cautiousness, his mistrust of the facile optimism of so many of his colleagues, had led him to a certain pessimism, in which a gloomy assessment of any situation seemed the more natural; this tendency was no doubt strengthened by the efforts he had to make to obtain reinforcements whether of men or artillery. This ‘pessimism’ could, however, become dangerous as a habit, as the events of 1918 were later to show.


As far as his men were concerned, he had shown himself, as before, to be sparing of their lives, and concerned about their morale. But above all, he had shown himself to be one of the few commanders who had any concern with the feelings of his men, a concern which at times amounted to empathy. Pétain’s emotional involvement with the fate of the men at Verdun is illustrated by one famous passage from his own book on Verdun:




My heart contracted when I saw our young men of twenty going into the firing-line at Verdun, thinking that with the changeability of their age they would pass too quickly from the enthusiasm of the first engagement with the enemy to the lassitude brought by sufferings, and perhaps even to discouragement in face of the enormous task to be accomplished. From the steps of the Mairie of Souilly—my command post, which was so well placed at the crossroads of the roads leading to the front line—I gave them my most affectionate attention as they went into the line with their units: thrown around in uncomfortable lorries or bowed beneath the weight of their combat equipment when marching on foot, they encouraged each other to appear indifferent by songs or jokes, and I liked the confident look they gave me as a form of salute. But what discouragement there was when they returned, whether individually as wounded, or in the impoverished ranks of their companies! Their gaze, impenetrable, seemed to be fixed on a vision of terror; their walk and their attitudes betrayed the most complete exhaustion; they were weighed down by terrifying memories; they scarcely replied when I cross-examined them, and in their troubled minds the joking voices of the old soldiers awoke no echoes.26





Other of Pétain’s attitudes became clear. He disliked the G.Q.G., the G.Q.G. disliked and mistrusted him. But above all, he had a contempt for politicians which was to remain throughout his life. Poincaré, President of the Republic, had, in March, incurred this contempt when, told by Pétain that he might well, if events necessitated it, still retire to the left bank of the Meuse, he replied: ‘You cannot think of it, it would be a parliamentary catastrophe!’27 A parliamentary catastrophe, not a national one! On the same day Poincaré, after listening to the reports of Pétain’s officers, found nothing to say to them, despite Pétain’s request to do so. From now on, Pétain’s attitude to Poincaré was a cold and ironic one. As with his superiors before the war, he was not prepared to ingratiate himself with those he despised. And this was not to stand him in good stead. Later, in 1917, Abel Ferry was to note: ‘[Painlevé] told me the difficulties he had in getting Pétain appointed as Chief of Staff. Pétain was foolish enough to say one day to Poincaré: “We are neither commanded nor governed.” Poincaré, in a cold rage, set to work Maginot, Malvy and the spectre of military dictatorship.’28


Strangely enough, Pétain the hater of politicians and politics had, like many such ‘non-political’ men, been known to express political opinions of a certain type. After a dinner with Poincaré in April 1916, in which the disorganisation of the war effort had been discussed, Pétain told Poincaré that a proper co-ordination of the wheels of government was only possible if there was a dictatorship of the Head of State. ‘But General‚’ replied Poincaré, ‘what about the Constitution?’ ‘The Constitution’, replied Pétain, ‘I don’t give a damn for it!’¶


Serrigny sees in this a mere straight-faced joke such as Pétain often made, though Poincaré certainly didn’t see it as such. Neither should we. It was mere fantasy on Pétain’s part, but it is all of a piece with that contempt of parliamentary government felt by many military men in the war. This contempt was expressed by Pétain in a private letter to Mme Hardon (his future wife), written on 20 January 1917. ‘There is more narrowness of mind in those who rule our country than it is possible to believe unless one has seen them at close quarters. Whatever the interests at stake, all their actions are inspired by this one point of view: to be sure of a parliamentary majority. These people make me sick.’29


Pétain may have had contempt for politicians, but he was prepared at times to use them; prepared, above all, to complain about G.Q.C. or the Verdun situation to those who were prepared to listen. Haig notes, on 3 May 1916: ‘Briand … compared Pétain to a motor engine in that he went tap tap tapping out all kinds of opinions to parliamentarians who went to Verdun expressly to get facts with which to fight the Government. “The generals”, he said, “must be united!”’30


In his ability to criticise his superiors behind their backs Pétain was not untypical of French generals of the First World War; we shall see further examples of this tendency at the time of the Nivelle offensive.



Nivelle and his offensive



Throughout 1916 dissatisfaction with Joffre had continued, and various attempts had been made by the politicians to find a successor to him. The main problem was that the most obvious man was General de Castelnau, whose appointment as chief of staff had not given him as much power over Joffre and the G.Q.G. as had been hoped, and who was now certainly the next in line for the post of commander-in-chief, as well as deserving it on his merits. Unfortunately, Castelnau was not only a Catholic, but was known to be extremely clerical (as opposed to Foch and Pétain, both Catholics, but less markedly so; Foch was pratiquant, but Pétain was not even that); the forces of anti-clericalism in the Chamber of Deputies would never countenance Castelnau at the head of the army.


So the year 1916 witnessed a series of attempts to find someone to replace Joffre. In May Terrier writes: ‘It is impossible for the present situation to continue. The High Command must be modified and the camarilla of Chantilly liquidated. They are going to ask once more for a Secret Committee … The aim is to ask the Government to end the present regime. The Right will take part because it wants General de Castelnau, but it is hoped that the plan will end up with General Foch. It is on him that everyone is counting. The Germans are talking a great deal of General Sarrail and General Lyautey. But nobody is thinking of taking them from their present posts. So it is on Foch that everyone is putting their money to change traditions.’31


A few weeks later, on 1 June, Terrier writes a new letter. The campaign against Joffre continues, but a new name has emerged, that of the hero of Verdun, Pétain: ‘The campaign against General Joffre has started up again even more strongly. And I believe that it will get stronger still. André Tardieu and Maginot are in the thick of it. It appears that it is now to the advantage of General Pétain.’32


So, at the beginning of June, Pétain’s fame was at its height. And Joffre’s was at its lowest, as during the year the Secret Committees revealed the bungling that had gone on before Verdun, and as the parliamentarians became more and more aware of the dissatisfaction of the soldiers with the conduct of the war, and with the idea of yet another winter campaign. One of Pétain’s great supporters in the Government at this time was Paul Painlevé, later to be Minister of War in the Ribot Government.33


Briand succeeded in out-manoeuvring those who wished to use events to overthrow the Government, however; and in the process Joffre managed somehow to remain at the head of the army, though in an even weaker position. ‘In short, the Government has triumphed. Has the High Command triumphed as well? It appears that General Joffre entirely believes so. That is not, however, exactly the impression we have here. The High Command comes out of the debate diminished.’34


Joffre thus gained some time. But a further Comité Secret, whose results were to come out in December, looked like being an opportunity to get rid of him. ‘Rumours of changes in the command have quietened down a little, awaiting the end of the Comité Secret. The main rumour was about General Joffre, that he would be placed at the head of the Allied Defence Committee, which would let the command be given to General Roques, according to some, or to Generals Castelnau and Nivelle (very much in the public eye), according to others….’35


In these rumours, Pétain does not even seem to have been mentioned, despite the fact that the army itself was in favour of his appointment.||


The stubborn defence of Verdun, which had made him the great hero of the first part of June, appeared to have been overshadowed by the more exciting and morale-boosting offensive of October, for which Nivelle, at the head of the 2nd Army, had got all the credit. Gradually it became clear that Nivelle was to be the choice: ‘The name that is in every mouth is that of General Nivelle. He himself has put forward some objections to the formidable role which people want to entrust to him, a successful soldier who, only a colonel at the beginning of the war, already has responsibility for an army …’36


Nivelle not only had the popular appeal of the moment; he also appeared, to many, to have found the secret of a successful offensive. Pétain, on the other hand, though he had the support of Painlevé, ‘the coming man in the Cabinet’,37 had gained many enemies, not the least being Poincaré, the President of the Republic.** And he was disliked by the G.Q.G., who saw his carefulness as lack of fire, his defensive tactics as unworthy of a commander, and his perpetual demands for reinforcements as an incapability of seeing the large-scale military situation. Joffre was later to say:




If history gives me the right to judge the generals who operated under my orders, I want to affirm that the true saviour of Verdun was Nivelle, well seconded by Mangin. General Pétain arrived at Verdun at the moment of the disorganisation he inherited from General Herr, restored order with the help of a well-chosen staff and by means of the influx of fresh troops. That was his merit, and I do not dispute the greatness of it. But in the conduct of the battle, and particularly in the June crisis, the most important role was played by Nivelle, who had the rare merit of raising himself above his battlefield, of seeing what I expected of him over the whole range of my commitments, and of keeping his sang-froid and his will to fight when his commander was addressing to the Minister of War the anguished accounts of which I have several times spoken.38





Though Joffre’s account must, as always, be taken with a pinch of salt, there is no doubt that his views on this matter were typical of the G.Q.G., and of some influence.


So, when Joffre was finally ‘kicked upstairs’ to be ‘technical counsellor to the Government’, it was Nivelle who was made commander-in-chief of the armies in the north and north-east, on 12 December 1916. Haig, who received the news the next day, was informed by the French colonel who brought it, that the clerical issue had been the main one: ‘General Nivelle (who recently did well at Verdun) will command in France. Foch was objected to as the successor to Joffre because he has a Jesuit brother and is a churchgoer. Also his handling of the French in the Somme battle was much criticised. Pétain, because he was brought up by Dominicans and is also a churchgoer. Castelnau is still more objected to because he goes to Mass and is very Catholic.’39


This reasoning on the part of the French colonel is over-simplified, however. Castelnau was clearly unacceptable for religious reasons; Foch, and Pétain (who was not a churchgoer) were clearly more acceptable. But Foch was in semi-disgrace for the Somme, and Pétain had momentarily been outshone by Nivelle. However, this is a clear example of how, to contemporaries, the anti-clerical issue could seem even stronger than it was, so that everything could be laid at its door, until positions on each side became even more extreme.


Nivelle’s name will always be connected with the ill-fated offensive which he commanded in April 1917. Despite his original diffidence with regard to his command, as noted by Terrier, he was as convinced as his subordinate Mangin that the victorious attacks at Verdun had shown the success of a new method. As Mangin said to his troops on 18 December: ‘We have the method and we have the leader. It gives us the certainty of success.’40 Nivelle himself said: ‘The experience is conclusive. Our method has proved itself. Victory is certain, I give you my assurance. The enemy will learn it at his own cost.’41


The plans for the Spring offensive were at once begun. It was to be unlike the Somme and the other wasteful battles of the war; a decisive blow which would force its way through to the enemy third and fourth lines. The methods were to be those of the Verdun offensives—saturation bombardment on a large scale, to destroy the enemy position, followed by a swift, brutal assault by infantry behind a creeping barrage, leading eventually to a breakthrough, and the open warfare for which the armies had longed since the original stalemate of the war.


The mistake of Nivelle was, firstly, to translate into massive terms the techniques which had been successful on a small scale. Here he showed that, contrary to Joffre’s opinion of him, he remained a man unused to high command and the methods of large-scale strategy. His experience (like that of Pétain) had been that of a line colonel, at the outbreak of war; and he seemed unable to see that the elements which had caused the success of the Verdun offensives—restricted objectives, surprise, and overwhelming superiority of artillery, were lacking in this massive offensive. The myth of the ‘breakthrough’ had recurred, and all was to be wagered on this one vast onslaught.


An onslaught which the enemy could see, and thus ward off. The 1917 offensive was the most widely-publicised of all French actions of the war, which is saying something. The Germans knew where it was to happen, they knew the date, and, just to help them further, they had even been able to capture a copy of the plan. Since Verdun, the Germans had formed a new system of defence in depth, which should be proof against the methods which were used there. And on the front to be threatened by part of the offensive, the Germans were already withdrawing to an ultra-strong fortified line, the Hindenburg Line.


So Nivelle’s attack was bound to be futile. The French army would be battering its head against a brick wall. The French artillery was not yet strong enough to destroy the German defences as Nivelle hoped. Ammunition was still short. The German defences, in their new state, would easily be proof against the French infantry, with or without creeping barrage. And the Germans were ready and waiting. All was set for a disaster of the first order.


Nivelle remained unfailingly optimistic. By a mixture of charm and confidence he had succeeded in winning over most of the French and British politicians, including Lloyd George, that normally violent opponent of offensives. Lloyd George and the British had originally had grave doubts about the prospects of a great offensive on the Western Front. As Hankey says: ‘It was not until it was clear that the hearts of the military men were not in the alternative that they [Lloyd George and Milner] consented to the Nivelle plan. And when they did consent, it was to a plan which they were assured was not open to the objections which they all, or nearly all, felt towards attacks of the Somme type. Nivelle promised a smashing blow or nothing.’42


Nivelle unfortunately led the French soldiers to believe that this was to be the final blow of the war; this assurance was to have dire consequences later.


Soon, in February and March, doubts began to spread about the feasibility of the plan, both among Nivelle’s subordinate generals and in Government circles. Lyautey, who had come from Morocco to become Minister of War in December, was particularly disturbed; but he hesitated to act, feeling that his long stay in Morocco might have made him out of touch with European strategy. The British, too, were worried. But, as Hankey says: ‘The position of the British Government in the matter was peculiarly delicate. They had been persuaded to agree to the offensive not without difficulty. They had, so to speak, put their money on Nivelle. It was difficult for them to stop him so long as he wished to go ahead. Moreover, their military advisers were in favour of going ahead—even Robertson, whose point of view at this stage did not differ widely from their own. They had no ground for intervening.’43


So nothing seemed able to stop the offensive. Nivelle’s confidence was unshaken; he even saw the German withdrawal as being favourable to his plan. But suddenly a ray of hope came: Lyautey, after a scene in the Chamber, resigned in mid-March; and his resignation brought about the fall of the Briand Government. In the new Government, formed by Alexandre Ribot, the Minister of War was Painlevé, a man much more in favour of the Pétain manner of waging war, who had, in the previous year, even put forward the name of Pétain for commander-in-chief. Ribot gives the impression of a conscientious nobody, easily led by his energetic Minister of War; and Painlevé, whom Hankey described as ‘a definite sceptic about both Nivelle and his plan’,44 determined to do something about investigating the widespread doubts about the offensive.


The offensive, put back because of bad weather, was eventually planned for 16 April. Painlevé, having had one long talk with Pétain on 1 April, invited Pétain and General Franchet d’Esperey to dinner with him on 2 April (without the knowledge of Nivelle). Ribot, the Prime Minister, was invited as well: ‘[Painlevé] told me that Nivelle had been told of it; I accepted the invitation to this diner intime, in order to meet Pétain, whom I had not yet seen. After dinner Lacaze [Minister of Marine] and Thomas [Minister of Munitions] came without my having been warned: it began to look like a conference.’45


Poor Ribot! This was not the only embarrassment to come of that evening. The next day, Pétain wrote to Nivelle to tell him about it, and, as Ribot says, ‘Nivelle rightly complained.’46


Pétain’s correctness in later telling Nivelle did not prevent him, however, from making full use of the occasion to express his doubts about the offensive, and to state the tactics he himself would use:




Franchet d’Esperey said nothing of interest … Pétain explained that he did not believe in the success of an all-out offensive. For him, there was only one form of tactics: to wear out, to test the enemy, by punches which would gradually daze and weaken him. He is very intelligent, more intelligent than Nivelle, but he has above all a critical mind, making boutades but never inspiring full confidence. One does not have, when talking with him, a feeling of security. He is very probably right in the criticisms he makes of Nivelle’s plan. But is this the time to change the plan, when the Germans have brought up all their reserves opposite us, and when, if we do not attack, they will certainly attack us and will probably take Reims, which is almost touched by their front lines?47





Ribot here states the dilemma which faced all critics of the scheme; the attack plans had gone so far that it was almost impossible to withdraw. He also states what will be one of the main criticisms levelled at Pétain throughout his military career: that his was essentially a negative, critical mind. Nivelle, too, was to describe him as a ‘negative’ man.48 That this was true of his attitude to his superiors at various points in the war is no doubt true: but he was capable of creative thought with regard to tactics, as was shown on several occasions.


At any rate, Pétain loyally informed Nivelle that the dinner had taken place. And Poincaré, disturbed by reports of what had happened, called a War Council meeting for the 6th, at which the Commander-in-Chief and the Army Group Commanders concerned would attend. Meanwhile, on the 3rd, Ribot had received written criticisms of the offensive, ostensibly from General Micheler††; but Micheler then denied them, saying that he had merely lunched with the go-between, Messimy, and had not told him to bring anything to Ribot. ‘How can one know the true opinions of the generals?’ sighs Ribot. ‘They speak in different languages in front of their commanders from when they are away from them.’49


At the War Council on 6 April, this view of Ribot’s was borne out. Poincaré (President), Ribot (Prime Minister), Painlevé, Thomas and Lacaze were there from the Government, together with Generals Nivelle, Castelnau, Franchet d’Esperey, Pétain and Micheler. Nivelle first gave a résumé of his plan, and the other generals were then asked for their opinions. ‘Castelnau merely says some vague things, apologising for not knowing the directives. Franchet d’Esperey does not believe that we will be able to advance more than thirty kilometres, because of the state of the ground. Micheler believes that the offensive must take place without delay, or we will be attacked in bad conditions. He thinks that the breaking of the third and fourth lines will demand rather costly sacrifices: he does not know how far we can go; he thinks that we must rely on the judgement of the Commander-in-Chief. Pétain, embarrassed, briefly makes reservations.’50


So Micheler and Pétain, the two main critics of the plan, remained comparatively silent. Pétain has been praised for this by his faithful biographer, Laure, who says that Pétain, ‘as a disciplined soldier, would have preferred not to be consulted, and not to attack, by the opinion he was asked to give, the authority of the commander responsible. Pétain, during these weeks preceding his elevation to the top of the hierarchy, only gave up his customary reserve on 6 April, on the orders of the Government, and later carried out strictly his commander’s orders for the attack on the Monts-de-Champagne which was entrusted to Army Group Centre.’51


This is, of course, nonsense, aimed at the picture of Pétain the man of discipline, loyal to his commander. Pétain did, as a good soldier, carry out all orders given to him. But, as we have already seen, he did not necessarily keep a bridle on his tongue, and criticisms of his superiors, and the G.Q.G., and their plans, were certainly to be found in his mouth on occasions. Pétain’s reticence on the 6th was because he was in the presence of his superior officer; but he had certainly spilled the beans when not with him.


What the politicians should have realised was that military discipline was such that no general would openly criticise Nivelle. The whole idea of the meeting had been a farce. As Herbillon says: ‘It was a strange idea, which proves a great lack of knowledge of the military mind, for how can an officer, interrogated in front of third parties, discuss one of his commander’s exposés in the latter’s presence?’52


Despite the reticence of his generals, Nivelle saw that they were critical of his plan. He also knew that Pétain had seen the politicians (all except Poincaré) four days earlier. As Loucheur wrote in his diary the same day, when he heard about the meeting: ‘[Painlevé] has certainly been put up to it by Pétain, who is opposed to a grand offensive.’53


The whole meeting must have been seen by Nivelle as a put-up job which had rather misfired. In the circumstances, he did the dignified thing and offered his resignation. But the politicians made him take it back. As Ribot said, ‘Our hand has been forced: it is too late to go back.’54


On 16 April the attack took place, on the Chemin des Dames ridge, on the Aisne line between Laffaux and Fort Brimont, with another attack taking place in Champagne. The results were disastrous, despite certain initial gains. For Nivelle had promised a breakthrough, and this was clearly not to take place. Ludendorff, the German commander, describes the initial French successes, and then adds laconically, ‘On the 17th and 18th the enemy renewed the attack, but could not achieve any results… The climax of the April battle had been overcome.’ Not only this, but the French tactics had led to huge and unnecessary losses: ‘In the battles the French infantry had attacked closely bunched together, and had suffered unusually large losses.’55


Crown Prince Wilhelm, in his memoirs, tells of the wonderment of the German troops at these futile but heroic attacks: ‘The commander of a machine-gun company … described to me the overwhelming view of the battleground, on which France’s best regiments were being destroyed in continually renewed, hopeless attacks.’56


In the first day of the attack there had been 120,000 casualties; Nivelle had said that there would be about 10,000. Hospital services were as illprepared as the attack had been ill-conceived. Nivelle had promised the Government that the attack would either be a success, or be stopped. But obviously he did not have the same interpretation of ‘success’ as them; he ordered the attacks to continue. On the 19th, Painlevé came to see him to get the offensive stopped; but Nivelle was convinced that the attacks must continue. Gradually the whole thing had developed into the Somme-like action that all had feared.


The Government was faced with a dilemma. Politically, it feared a crisis; interruption of the offensive might publicise the failure of it, and set off the crisis. It let Nivelle continue. But Painlevé was already campaigning for Pétain to become commander-in-chief; and the newspapers of the Right were supporting the same candidature (a fact which might well reinforce the fears of Poincaré, and arouse those of ministers such as Malvy). Ribot, in his usual manner, places the pros and cons before us, and shows the reasons for a weak decision: 




Painlevé is wondering with anguish whether it is possible to let Nivelle continue his offensives; he wants us to take the advice of Pétain, who advises against any further forward movement, and wants us to confine ourselves to the defensive. Should we replace Nivelle by Pétain? The question has been asked; there is a campaign in favour of Pétain, particularly in the papers of the Right. We hold several meetings in the President’s Cabinet, with the Minister of War, the Minister of Marine, and M. Maginot. I feel all that there is to be said against Nivelle and the G.Q.G.: but it would be a mistake to sacrifice Nivelle, above all just after a battle. What would our allies think, and what shouts of joy would our enemies give?57





Maginot, who had spread the rumour at the time of Painlevé’s appointment as Minister of War that, being Pétain’s protector, he would soon cause a crisis of army leadership,58 was originally against any change, as was Poincaré, for whom Pétain’s nomination would be a defeat.59 And Haig, who wanted the offensives to continue, showed opposition to Pétain’s appointment.60


On the 26th Painlevé made another attempt, saying that he could not accept the responsibility of leaving Nivelle in command, and insisting that a decision should be taken before the new attacks planned for the beginning of May. But at the War Council he was in a minority of one: ‘Maginot accepts the criticisms, and would be happy for the question to be discussed after the coming offensives. Bourgeois does not even want the question to be asked. Malvy is opposed to the appointment of Pétain, whom he regards as dangerous.’61 Soon after this, Ribot saw Haig, who continued to defend Nivelle, saying that he would regret a change of commander in the course of operations.62


By the 28th, however, the Cabinet had come round to an idea given by Painlevé after the previous meeting, that Pétain could be made second-in-command to Nivelle, with the title of Chief of General Staff. This seems to have been a revival of the kind of tactics tried in relation to Joffre and Castelnau. Pétain was rightly dubious of it if it meant being in close contact with Nivelle, seeing it as capable of producing conflict, or a kind of subordination ‘which would lower him in the eyes of the army.’63 So the War Council unanimously decided, on the 29th, that Nivelle would not be removed, and that Pétain would be Chief of General Staff at the Ministry, a Paris post, as principal military adviser to the Government.


At the beginning of May, the new attacks began, only to be repulsed even more bloodily by the Germans from their strengthened positions. As Ludendorff was to say: ‘On the Aisne and in Champagne General Nivelle tried once again to wrest victory at the beginning of May. Our front had been ordered and strictly organised once more, so that on both battlegrounds of this powerful double battle the new attack was destroyed with the heaviest of losses. On 7 May fierce fighting broke out again on the whole front, and then the attack on the Aisne, and from the 9th onwards in Champagne, died down…. The French offensive had failed in a particularly bloody way.’64 


Meanwhile, at the Paris Conference on 4 May, a joint statement by Nivelle, Pétain, Haig and Robertson, while unanimous in saying that offensive operations should continue on the western front, had also shown the Pétain influence in that it countermanded the original Nivelle plan, saying that ‘it was no longer a question of breaking through; it was now a matter of wearing down the enemy’s strength, and the generals were unanimous that this object could be achieved by relentlessly attacking with limited objectives, while making the fullest possible use of our artillery.’65 Lloyd George strongly supported this, and the French ministers accepted it.


The question of the Command was raising its head again. Even Maginot was now convinced that something had to be done soon. On 10 May the decision was taken to make Pétain Commander-in-Chief, despite the doubts of Malvy, and Foch Chief of General Staff. Nivelle at first seemed willing to go; but Ribot wisely warned Painlevé that he should have demanded a letter, as by the morrow all would be different. Sure enough, on the 11th Nivelle, who had seen the politicians Briand and Malvy, had changed his mind, and refused to go. Poincaré, as a true politician, wanted to ‘get everyone together.’ Maginot, now completely converted, wanted quick action in the interests of the army. Meetings took place, with Nivelle taking, as Ribot puts it, a ‘triste attitude’‚ even denying facts. For days this went on. On the 14th Ribot saw Briand. On the 15th he saw Nivelle, telling him that as he was not supported by the Minister of War, the only worthy attitude was to resign. But Nivelle continued to resist, even writing Ribot a letter during the meeting of the Council. The same day, however, Pétain was appointed.


The comings and goings of these few days show how right many military men were to despise the politicians, and their reasons for action. Certainly they show that political factions often decided military decisions. And Ribot, a weak nonentity, was clearly unable to take decisions in face of such divisions. Pétain may have been justified in his statements to Poincaré about the need for a dictator in war; at all events, Clemenceau was later to show that personal power was an efficient substitute for war by committee.


Pétain’s appointment was received with relief by many. Colonel Herbillon, liaison officer between G.Q.G. and the Government, notes, ‘The appointment of General Pétain has had a good effect in all circles, people justly have confidence in him.’66 At last Pétain was in complete command, able to carry out his own policies. But first he had to deal with a new danger that had arisen: mutiny.
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