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MILITARY FORMATIONS



The smallest unit in the army, and the one that represented the ordinary soldier’s immediate family, was the platoon, consisting of about fifty men. Platoons were grouped together in companies, and companies into battalions: sixteen platoons came to be the normal strength of a battalion. A regiment was composed of a number of battalions, the number varying throughout the course of the war, and if the platoon was the soldier’s immediate family, the regiment was his extended family and the unit to which he owed his loyalty and which felt responsible for his well-being.


But at an operational level battalions were more significant, as they could be swopped around and used as the building bricks for the larger formations that fought the great battles of the war. Around four battalions formed a brigade, and perhaps three brigades composed a division. The divison was the largest autonomous unit in the army. It had its own field artillery, consisted of about 19,000 men, and was usually commanded by a major-general.


Above divisional level units were slightly abstract concepts. A corps was in essence the staff that administered two or more divisions (though the corps was real enough to have its own additional artillery), and an army was the staff (about 100 officers) that controlled two or more corps.


As the narrative reveals, at the end of 1917 there was an important reduction in the strength of the battalion and in the number of battalions forming a division.





PREFACE



Douglas Haig’s only son died on 10 July 2009 at the age of ninety-one. I have recorded my gratitude for the help he gave me when I was researching and writing this book.


At the age of nine he found that he had inherited an earldom and the responsibility, as he saw it, for tending the memory and defending the reputation of the father he had loved and who, he increasingly felt, was unfairly treated by history.


At one level he was a conventional man, a product of a background whose values he did not greatly question; and for the rest of his life he unstintingly threw himself into the discharge of the duties that he regarded as his responsibility. He was still working for the British Legion in the year of his death.


His was a sensitive and artistic temperament. He was recognised as one of the foremost topographical artists of his generation, and his work is represented in many major collections. I suspect that he was too modest to recognise the extent of what he achieved in his own right.


The role he played in public life was neither the only one for which he was suited nor perhaps his natural one. When I told him at an early meeting that I sensed from his autobiography that for much of his life he had felt the burden of his father’s memory to be a heavy one, he quickly replied that he still did. But it was not a burden that he wished to put down. It is wrong to say, as some obituaries did, that he spent his life trying to throw off his father’s shadow. That was not at all how he saw things.


In Dawyck Haig’s youth, as I try to show, Douglas Haig was a revered figure. It was a shock then to his family that thirty years after his death his achievements came increasingly to be challenged. To Dawyck and his sisters it was all the more hurtful when the attacks, some of which were directed against the values for which Haig stood, as much as against the man himself, were not only unfounded in fact, but also personal and spiteful.


Perhaps understandably, Dawyck Haig could be unduly sensitive to criticism of his father, but his considered wish, I think, would simply be for that criticism to be balanced and firmly based on the facts, rather than on myth and caricature.


The response to the hardback edition of this book, and some of the coverage of the ninetieth anniversary of the Hundred Days - that great, so often forgotten series of British victories in 1918 (on the eve of which Dawyckwas born) which led to the end of the war, and over which his father presided – suggests that views of Douglas Haig, and, more generally, of the First World War, are undergoing revision. In one of the last letters I received from Dawyck Haig he said that the tide definitely seemed to be turning. It was good that he lived long enough to see that happen, and though he would have been too modest to say so, he must have known how much he had been involved in the process.


Walter Reid


Laroque-des-Albères


16 July 2009
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The Western Front 1914–18





1


BUTCHER AND BUNGLER OR ARCHITECT OF VICTORY?


Douglas Haig died on 29 January 1928. In the years since the end of the Great War, almost ten years earlier, he had certainly not been at the centre of the national stage. On the other hand, his activities, particularly his work for the British Legion, continued to attract regular mention in the press. He was only sixty-six, and not known to be in ill health. His death was accordingly unexpected as well as sudden. It occurred late on a Sunday evening, and the news did not become generally known until the Tuesday morning: then for several days the newspapers were filled with memoirs and tributes. Even if Haig was never loved by the nation, like a Nelson, he was certainly respected, both by the millions of soldiers of whom very few indeed would ever have seen him and also by the great mass of the population, for whom he was the man who had brought victory to Britain and returned the world to peace. There was a profound sense of loss.1


Tributes poured in from around the world, from royalty, politicians and generals. From South Africa, Field-Marshal Smuts said: ‘All honour to him. He left a record of qualities and work of which the British people may justly be proud.’ When tributes came to be paid in Parliament, speakers sought to identify what for them had been special about Haig. In the House of Lords, the Marquis of Salisbury said:


In one respect the position of Lord Haig was different from and more difficult than that of any other Commander because of the vastness of the forces which it was his duty to control. This not only made the complexity of operations much greater, but it necessarily prevented him from having that personal contact with the soldiers in the field upon which great Commanders in the past have so much relied to inspire their armies to achieve their purpose.2


Lord Beauchamp said:


He was a man of a rare and single-minded devotion to duty – during these last few years we had, I think, specially learned to admire the reticence he has shown with regard to the great operations in which he was engaged. That is an example of dignity which has commended itself, I am sure, to every member of your Lordships’ House.3


In the Commons, Major-General Sir Robert Hutchison said:


I loved Lord Haig. I have known Lord Haig all my life . . . I had the privilege of serving in two campaigns with him – in South Africa and in the Great War – and in the Great War for a time I was one of his Staff Officers. The memory of Haig will always remain with me, sweet, clean and just what I would like it to be.4


Brigadier-General Charteris, perhaps the closest of all his Staff Officers, quoted the verse that Kipling had written of Lord Roberts:




Clean, simple, valiant, well-beloved,


Flawless in faith and fame,


Whom neither ease nor honours moved


One hair’s-breadth from his aim.5





He lay in state in St Columba’s Church, Pont Street, London, for two days, while a constant stream of mourners, some 25,000 in all, passed by for more than twelve hours each day. Lady Haig came to the church twice. On the first occasion she left two wreaths of Flanders poppies on the coffin. Among those who came to pay their tributes were many sightless and handicapped ex-servicemen, who were helped through the crowds. A Scotsman laid a sprig of heather at the foot of the coffin.


The family had been offered a burial in St Paul’s, the usual dignity for someone in Haig’s position, but he had made it known that he wished to buried at home in Scotland. After a brief service in St Columba’s, the official funeral took place at Westminster Abbey on 3 February. With all the pomp and ceremony appropriate to the obsequies of a famously victorious field-marshal, it was little less than a state funeral. The three eldest sons of the King, the Prince of Wales, the Duke of York and Prince Henry, walked behind the gun carriage that bore the coffin. With them walked two Marshals of France, Pétain, still the victorious defender of Verdun, not the peacemaker of 1940, and Foch, Supreme Allied Commander, defiant, magnificent, indomitable. Haig’s charger followed his body, boots reversed in the stirrups. Ahead of the charger walked his servant of twenty-five years, Sergeant Secrett, who had carried his sick chief on his shoulders from his quarters in 1914. The huge crowds that attended the ceremonial were subdued, the atmosphere not that of a pageant, but intimate and moving to a degree that impressed itself on London and the Empire. Nothing remotely similar had taken place or would take place for any of the other First World War leaders. Indeed, of the Second World War leaders, only Churchill’s funeral eclipsed Haig’s. While the ceremony was taking place in Westminster Abbey, simultaneous services took place for Haig in cities throughout the United Kingdom, something that did not happen for Churchill.


After the ceremony, the coffin was taken by train to Edinburgh. It arrived at midnight. The ground was covered in snow. The coffin was carried on a gun carriage to St Giles’ Cathedral on the ancient High Street, through denser crowds than had ever attended a royal visit, in a silence broken only by sobs and by the pipe melody, The Flowers of the Forest, written to commemorate the Battle of Flodden in 1513. This haunting and historic lament, played so often in Scotland since 1914, was heard twice in the course of the journey from Lothian Road to St Giles’. The cathedral remained open until Haig’s waiting countrymen had all passed by, some 70,000 in all. The minister of St Giles’ and Dean of the Thistle, Dr Charles Warr, said that not since the burial of the Regent Moray in the sixteenth century had Edinburgh seen such a display of grief.


The mood of respect and admiration, perhaps even affection, to which the events in London and Edinburgh testified, remained undissipated until the outbreak of the next war, and even beyond that. Railway engines and streets were named after Haig. Children were given his names. Many statues were erected.


The most celebrated of these statues was unveiled on Whitehall on 10 November 1937 (though its design offended Lady Haig, who did not attend the ceremony, and technical solecisms disturbed cavalry traditionalists) in the presence of contingents of regular troops representing the navy, army and air force, and including Indian, Dominion and Colonial detachments: 2,000 serving personnel in all, together with 700 members of the Territorial Army.6 The importance of the occasion and Haig’s position in the national pantheon was reflected by the fact that the statue was unveiled by the Duke of Gloucester, a cavalryman himself. After the unveiling, the Duke laid a wreath and gave an address. On the following day, 11 November, after laying his wreath at the Cenotaph in commemoration of the Armistice, the King – against the advice of his home secretary – walked up Whitehall to the statue, inspected it and laid another wreath at its foot.


What prompts the writing of this book is the profundity of the change in the mood of the times, and in how the nation regarded Haig, which had taken place by the time that the same statue was the subject of press reports 61 years later, on the eightieth anniversary of the Armistice. The Express (as the Daily Express was known at the time) opened a campaign to have the Whitehall statue melted down, the metal to be used to strike medals for the families of those executed as deserters and mutineers.7 Shortly afterwards A.N. Wilson wrote an article in the Sunday Telegraph, claiming that Haig had never deserved a statue in the first place.8 And neither the Daily Express nor Wilson were maverick voices. The Express claimed that it spoke for ‘the modern generation of military historians’. That is not the case, but it probably did speak, as did A.N. Wilson, for a body of generally well-informed and educated people with an interest in current affairs and twentieth-century history. What had happened to reverse Haig’s fortunes in the two generations after his death? Haig’s Oxford College was Brasenose. After the First World War the college was proud of its distinguished son, and enthusiastically celebrated his achievements. Two generations later the college’s undergraduates defaced his portrait in the college hall with the inscription, ‘Murderer of 1,000,000 Men’; and the war memorial at the college entrance was removed.


Little had changed in Haig’s lifetime. The public’s immediate reaction to the horrors of the war was to turn its back on them, and it was a full decade before the anti-war literature started to flow. C.E. Montague wrote Disenchantment in 1922, but it was only in the late 1920s that Rupert Brooke began to be displaced as the most popular war poet by Wilfred Owen, and that writers like Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves and R.C. Sherriff came to attention, and the process of displacement really only achieved full force in the 1960s. Interestingly, only Wilfred Owen, amongst these authors, was arguably anti-war: Graves and Sherriff were proud of their wars, and surprised to be thought anything else, and Sassoon was a brave officer who admired his men, even if he came to challenge the reasons for which the war was prosecuted.


As far as the history of the war generally was concerned, Church-ill’s magisterial account, The World Crisis, appeared in six volumes between 1923 and 1929. Haig’s reaction to what he read of it is explored later, but Churchill’s criticisms of Haig were qualified by a number of favourable comments, and he was kinder to Haig than to Sir William Robertson, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff. Churchill worked closely with Edmonds, the Editor of the Official History, to whom he wrote, ‘Please keep the proofs until we meet, and then we can run through them together. Of course the sarcasms and asperities can be pruned out or softened. I often put things down for the purpose of seeing what they look like in print. Haig comes out all right in the end because of the advance in 1918’ . . .9 That was in Haig’s lifetime. After Haig’s death, Churchill was more outspoken in his 1935 review of Duff Cooper’s biography, a review which was later published in book form in 1937 in Great Contemporaries. His respect and even affection for Haig did not deter him from fairly critical judgements.


Haig’s mind . . . was thoroughly orthodox and conventional. He does not appear to have had any original ideas; no one can discern a spark of that mysterious, visionary, often sinister genius which has enabled the great captains of history to dominate foes with the triumph of novel apparitions. He was, we are told, quite friendly to the tanks, but the manoeuvre of making them would never have occurred to him [an understandable reminder to the reader of who had made them: Churchill himself.] He appeared at times quite unconscious of any theatre but the Western Front. There were the Germans in their trenches. Here he stood at the head of an army corps, then of an army, and finally of a group of mighty armies. Hurl them on and keep slogging at it, in the best possible way – that was war. It was undoubtedly one way of making war, and in the end there was certainly overwhelming victory.10


However, Churchill qualified these views with a critical proviso, whose time has come: ‘But these truisms will not be accepted by history as exhaustive.’


Lloyd George’s Memoirs were published in six volumes between 1933 and 1936, with a further two-volume edition in 1938. The tone of his view of the Commander-in-Chief was that ‘Haig undoubtedly lacked those highest qualities which were essential in a great commander in the greatest war the world has even seen. It was far beyond his mental equipment.’ More specific criticism was even more savage. The attacks contained in the Memoirs are amazingly vicious. An explanation for Lloyd George’s bitterness is suggested later, but whether or not he wrote out of frustration at having failed to master Haig, the extravagance of his criticism was to provide Haig’s enemies with the most volatile of ammunition. There was some controversy when the Memoirs appeared, but Lloyd George did not write as well as he spoke, and their significance was less in their immediate impact than in the material that they provided for subsequent generations of critics. Lloyd George himself later devalued his Memoirs when he said that he might have been wrong about Haig and Robertson. He admitted that he had no notes or diaries and for the ‘Passchendaele’ section of the book, which he dictated in moments of leisure during a golfing holiday in the Algarve, relied on a ‘well-known military publicist’ – almost certainly Liddell Hart.11


Lloyd George attempted to justify his attacks on Haig as being a response to the quotations from the Commander-in-Chief’s diaries in the official biography, Haig, published by Alfred Duff Cooper in two volumes (1935–6). Duff Cooper’s book, which enjoyed the benefit of access to Haig’s diaries, is written well, if in a rather old-fashioned, orotund style. As an official biography it is favourable to its subject and deferential, even courtly, towards his memory, but it is written on the basis of solid information and its judgements are remarkably sound, even when viewed against the detailed scholarship amassed by subsequent generations of historians. Duff Cooper’s two volumes were a substantial addition to two books by Brigadier-General John Charteris, a key member of Haig’s staff: Field-Marshal Earl Haig (1929) and At GHQ (1931). The latter is intended to be an essentially contemporaneous account of events at Haig’s headquarters; the former is a generally objective and accurate biography; generally objective despite the fact that Charteris was very much a protégé of his subject, and accurate despite the fact that it was written so soon after the war, when little documentation was available.


In the decade or so after Haig’s death in 1928 a little criticism developed, but only a little. In 1930, instead of naming a street after him, Margery Allingham in Mystery Mile called Albert Campion’s white mouse after him. This poor Haig was electrocuted, to demonstrate to Campion’s client the horrible end that had been prepared for him. But as the peace of 1918 gave way to the war of 1939, Haig remained for the most part venerated by a deferential society, where substantial criticism of the nation’s military leader would have been tantamount to questioning the worth of the sacrifice of so many of his fellow countrymen. It is true that military critics such as Basil Liddell Hart and Major-General J.F.C. Fuller – particularly the former – were critical of the generals who fought on the Western Front. Liddell Hart was carefully read by military historians, usually with respect. In books such as the War in Outline, 1914–1918 (1936) and Through the Fog of War (1938) he did make serious criticisms of the conduct of the British High Command during the war. His views were, however, compromised by the extremes to which he sometimes went, and the occasionally unjustified asperity of his criticism. (Before reaching his chosen métier of military commentator, he had to mark time as the tennis correspondent for American Lawn Tennis, publishing a collection of his tennis writings in 1926 as The Lawn Tennis Masters Unveiled, and his objectiveness as an historian is sometimes diluted by the sensationalism of the journalist.) In any event, Liddell Hart, Fuller and Charles Cruttwell, who published A History of the Great War 1914–1918 in 1936, were writing for a specialised readership, and Haig’s reputation with the broad mass of intelligent observers was not substantially damaged.


But as the still deferential 1950s gave way to the iconoclasm of the 1960s an impenetrable critical barrage reinforced the scattered volleys of Liddell Hart and Fuller, and a much more dramatic assault on Haig’s reputation took place: an assault so total and extreme that it remains to be seen whether further research and scholarship will ever be capable of provoking a fresh appreciation of Haig and his generals. The catalyst was the publication a few years earlier, in 1952, of The Private Papers of Douglas Haig, 1914–1919, edited by the future Lord Blake. That the book should have functioned in this way was ironic: Lord Blake had been asked to edit the papers by the second Earl Haig, then, as he has remained, devoted to an accurate and sympathetic representation of his father’s role in the war. As is clear from his perceptive Introduction, Blake reviewed the documents and came to a judgement on Haig that was as positive about the Field-Marshal as any of his supporters could have wished. But the scale of the diaries and letters on which he drew was enormous. The only repository for Haig’s confidences, his only means of letting off steam when he bore the huge responsibilities of command in France, was in the diaries and the letters which he wrote to his wife. The diaries alone have been estimated to contain at least three-quarters of a million words. Even drastically reduced to the 400 or so pages in Blake’s edition, his words held many hostages to fortune. To his credit, Blake did not attempt to edit out material excised by Duff Cooper, who also had access to the diaries, when he wrote his biography. Readers in the 1950s were able to savour Haig’s criticisms of the French, of Dominion and American troops, and social and political observations that were out of tune with contemporary thinking. There was material which could be used to argue that he promoted his career by intriguing with the Palace behind the backs of the politicians, disloyally weakening the position of Sir John French, his friend and his predecessor as Commander-in-Chief. The Blake edition of the Private Papers has been significantly supplemented by an important new edition.12 Blake, as a political historian, had given prominence to the political aspects of the Papers; Gary Sheffield and John Bourne, the editors of the new edition, as military historians, give more prominence to the military aspects. In their Introduction they place the papers in the context of current research.


Elements of the diaries were useful to Alan Clark, when he published The Donkeys in 1961. The second Earl and Blake managed to delay publication of Clark’s book for several months to obtain corrections of inaccurate statements in the draft, but, even if Haig was not the sole, or perhaps even the principal, target of the book, it presented a damaging picture of leonine ordinary soldiers led by donkeys – stupid, stubborn generals, blinkered from the realities of the war and comfortably billeted in luxurious châteaux, remote from the fighting. The distinguished military historian, Professor Sir Michael Howard, was entertained when he read the book, but said it was a ‘petulant caricature of a tragedy’ and as a memorial to the men who died in 1915 a ‘pretty deplorable piece of work’.13 But it sold well and provided the inspiration for Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop production, Oh, What a Lovely War! (Alan Clark claimed that he sued Joan Littlewood for plagiarism and that they settled out of court for 50 guineas.)14 Joan Littlewood’s production of 1963 and Richard Attenborough’s film adaptation of 1969 were each outstanding, though in different ways. Littlewood’s was the more inventive, an innovative piece of theatre, shaped as an entertainment by pierrots. A fairly typical reaction, in this case by the highly intelligent Bernard Levin, was that in a better regulated society Haig ‘would have been employed, under the supervision of an intelligent half-wit, to run the very simplest sort of public lavatory. Instead, he ran a war: Battle of the Somme: British loss 65,000 in three hours. Gain nil.’15 Attenborough’s film was glossier, but also profoundly moving. Both were consciously didactic: Littlewood’s particularly so. Its historical adviser, Raymond Fletcher, described his input as ‘one part me, one part Liddell Hart, the rest Lenin!’ The Theatre Workshop production was more in the spirit of the anti-authority mood of the times exemplified by playwrights such as Wesker, than in the more pacifist style of the film.


The effect of the work, in its two formats, was profound and its mood was carried forward in much of the literature of the next twenty years, including A.J.P. Taylor’s The First World War. An Illustrated History (1963), Leon Wolff’s In Flanders Fields (1959), John Laffin’s British Butchers & Bunglers of World War 1 (1988) and Denis Winter’s Haig’s Command (1991). Works of fiction, such as those by Sebastian Faulks and Pat Barker, have generally adopted unquestioningly the view that the struggle was, for ordinary soldiers, futile as well as horrible, as have most of the cinema films and television films of the period.


The assumptions created about the war since 1960, and about Haig in particular, have been so overwhelming that the generation that became young adults in the twenty-first century take it for granted that the war was one which Britain should probably not have fought and cannot really be said to have won; that it was waged by generals of blinding stupidity, whose outlook and military education had been formed by the middle of the nineteenth century, and who were callously indifferent to the fate of their men, from whom they are alienated to the point of psychosis by an implacable class hostility. Over all this, Haig presides, vain, technophobe, personally ambitious and uninterested in finding an alternative to fighting methods which slaughtered his men and the Germans in indiscriminate confusion. For many people Haig is identified with Stephen Fry’s Lord Melchett in Blackadder Goes Forth (Haig himself was played by Geoffrey Palmer). When an attempt to reach an informed judgement on Haig was made by the BBC Timewatch programme (3 July 1996) four of the critics chose Blackadder as the accurate historical record of events against which to judge the programme.16 Incredibly, Blackadder is a prescribed core material for the GCSE syllabus, and it is through such programmes, and the war poets, notably Wilfred Owen, rather than the history books, that children, and indeed their teachers, learn of the Great War.


The war poets to which teachers and pupils look for instruction are, as well as Wilfred Owen, people like Sassoon and Rosenberg. But these were not in fact the poets which were read – in huge numbers – during the war. Poets like the Reverend G.A. Studdert Kennedy, John Oxenham and Robert Service were immensely popular and their works applauded and validated the sacrifices that were being made in France and Flanders.17 Just as the popular war poets outsold the more literary ones, so popular war fiction outsold the later anti-war output: ‘It is often forgotten that this early wave of patriotic war books enjoyed far more acclaim than any of the later “disenchanted” British war novels . . . Book for book the British public over a 30 year period . . . seems to have preferred the patriotic to the disenchanted type of war book’.18


But Haig’s critics have not been the only writers who have been active in the last forty years. Another band, usually known as ‘the revisionists’, have sought to create quite a different picture. The first of them was John Terraine, a revisionist avant la lettre, revising before there was anything to revise other than the roughly sketched caricature of Haig which was the conception of most of those with a nodding interest in the Great War. His starting point, bizarrely, was the same as those who were setting to work on Haig in a very different spirit: the publication of Blake’s edition of the Private Papers. But his reading was a much closer one, and rather than looking for flaws of character or funny stories like Haig’s concern that it should have been his horse which threw the King on a visit to France, he analysed in detail the evidence of what Haig had actually done during his time as Commander-in-Chief. His book, Douglas Haig, The Educated Soldier (sometimes described, even by Terraine’s admirers, as ‘Haigiography’) was published in 1963, and was followed by many other studies of the Great War, including The Road to Passchendaele (1977), To Win a War: 1918, The Year of Victory (1978) and White Heat: The New Warfare 1914–1918 (1982). Sometimes he was affectionately teased as ‘Tommy’ Terraine, and some of his judgements must be read with caution, particularly his acceptance of Haig’s post-war argument that victory was won in 1918 directly out of the battles of the earlier years of the war and that they, for their part, were all designed to achieve the result that 1918 delivered. Terraine was well aware that when he set out to write his study of Haig ‘my message will be running almost entirely against the mainstream of received opinion at that time’,19 and perhaps as a consequence his style was slightly overstated, sometimes intimidating and occasionally aggressive.


But he was persuasive, and inspired a generation of writers, who accepted his thesis even if they did not agree with every detail of his argument. The scholars who followed in his tracks included many, such as Correlli Barnett and Peter Simkins, who started off as adherents of Liddell Hart,20 and it is to the credit of Terraine’s pioneering scholarship that there are now very few serious military historians who, whatever the fine nuances of their judgement, would dispute that Haig was an intelligent, able and forward-looking commander. Indeed Terraine was chastised as far back as 1981 for banging on about what was now a settled issue, ‘if we put aside the popular media’.21 Terraine responded by saying that the proposition that the old myths about Haig and the First World War had been disposed of did not ‘square with my own constant experience’. This dichotomy between what is a given amongst specialist historians and what is a given amongst the general body of educated readers frustrates the former, who despair of the possibility of a properly informed debate on the subject of the First World War in the way that other wars can be discussed and analysed.


The problem arises for two reasons. First, for most people knowledge of the First World War comes through school, novels, plays and films. All of these sources, particularly the educational one, are informed by the war poets more than by anything else. Richard Holmes has argued that the poets were atypically sensitive, and that their experience and their views of the war were not those of the ordinary soldier. It is too extreme to portray the poets as a gaggle of neurasthenic wimps. It would be crass to say that those ex-servicemen who survived the war unbroken in body or in mind, even those who looked back on their experience of comradeship in the trenches as the most intensely lived part of their lives, had not shut away in the reticent recesses of their brains experiences that would haunt them before their days were done, but which they could not articulate as the poets did. And all too many did not come back unbroken in mind or body, and all too many did not come back at all. But it is true that the poets were not typical. Even in the course of the war, the War Office recognised that the numbers of highly educated men who were coming into the army were proving more sensitive than peacetime volunteers. The poets tended to search for the pity of war, for what was personal, what was exquisite, what was poignant. They were not concerned to analyse tactics or strategy or the responsibilities of command.


The other element that has created a gap between the popular appreciation of the war (and Haig in particular), and the view of the professional historians is that for the last twenty or thirty years the thrust of scholarship has been to look not so much at individual generals, or even individual battles, but to analyse in painstaking detail what was actually happening on a day-to-day basis. By searching through archival material, particularly detailed records of individual units, it is increasingly possible to know what actually happened in the war rather than to rely on assumptions and speculations which served as history for many years. Haig’s personal papers are so voluminous, and the wartime part was produced under such special circumstances, that it is always possible to find a surprising statement. They have been trawled over at very great length. Both in the emphasis of its extracts and in its Introduction, the new edition presents an image of Haig that is on the whole positive and is in line with contemporary scholarship. But the revisionists are climbing a huge mountain and may never reach its summit. When Gary Sheffield and John Bourne published an article in the BBC History magazine in March 2005,22 in association with this new edition of the papers, of which they are the editors, it provoked a letter in response that pointed up the strength with which the traditional views are held and the way in which cultural views outweigh politico-historical research: ‘[W]holesale revisionism is very much in vogue . . . Wars are justified. Tarnished reputations are polished up. Haig has now been given the treatment by Gary Sheffield and John Bourne.’23


It has been recognised for some time that it is unlikely that much more will be learned about Haig by looking at the papers. What is more profitable is to learn from events, and to know what these events actually were, rather than what they had been assumed to be. This detailed micro-analysis has been the emphasis of most revisionists’ work. It has demonstrated that a huge change took place in the nature of the British Army between 1915 and 1918, a ‘learning curve’ which fused a new all-arms approach that allowed the British Army to deliver victory in 1918: the British Army because at that stage in the war it was the British Army which was charged with the major role. The revisionists are frustrated by the fact that what they all share as a self-evident truth is not accepted by the general public. For them victory in 1918 was a British-led victory, won by the biggest British Army ever to take part in a continental war. To them it is perverse that instead of receiving recognition as the man who presided over the massive growth in the British Army from the six divisions of the British Expeditionary Force in 1914 to the reorganised, highly trained, multi-weapon army that delivered victory, Haig is vilified to the extent that a member of the Scottish Parliament, in a recent debate on the fate of the deserters during the First World War, argued that Haig, rather than the deserters, should have been shot.


In their frustration, the revisionists sometimes go too far. Some see Haig as a ‘Great Captain’, which he was not: he was rather a great administrator. Some attribute to him too intimate a part in the technical revolution of 1915–18. He was of course not involved in the detail. Similarly, it is illogical to say that, ‘having been blamed for being a technophobe, Haig is surely entitled to credit for the changes that took place’. What Haig did do, and what he is not recognised as having done, was to invigorate and inspire the greatest application of science and technology to warfare that military history had known. Some revisionists exaggerate the scale and nature of Haig’s achievement by investing the First World War with the moral quality of a contest between the liberal democracies and ‘the first of three major challenges mounted by ideological enemies during the twentieth century’.24 They go too far, but the idea of the First World War as an ‘unnecessary war’ – except perhaps for the Central Powers – has been exploded, and Britain could not have stood aside in 1914.


The revisionist writers who have published so much over the last twenty or thirty years, and the researchers who continue to reveal the detail of what actually happened on the Western Front, have revolutionised our view of Haig. In the autumn of 2005, Gordon Corrigan included Haig in a television series on Great British Commanders. Even in 2005 that inclusion provoked some surprise: twenty years earlier there would have been an explosion of belly-laughs. But the revisionists have been writing for a specialised, academic readership. Haig scholarship in the last thirty years has not consisted in a fresh biographical study of the man, but rather in a considerable number of sophisticated studies at archival level. Cumulatively this scholarship has meant that the army that fought the First World War can be seen to have gone through a revolutionary process of technological and administrative change. Haig’s role has been touched on in nearly all these studies, aimed mainly at a specialist leadership, but his reputation in the round has not been revisited in their light. And their works are not biographies of Haig. There have been a few modern biographies, some better than others, but none has looked at the information now available in relation to the dramatic growth in the size of British forces in France during Haig’s command, the embracing of science and boffinry, developments in infantry tactics and in artillery techniques, and Haig’s adaptation of what was available and its application to his purposes. Even Terraine did not have access to this material when he wrote Douglas Haig, The Educated Soldier, and he specifically said that his book was not meant to be a biography, but an attempt to study Haig as a soldier, and particularly as Commander-in Chief.


Haig was a conservative man, who found it difficult to acknowledge change, but he did change in the light of changed circumstances. The reformer at the War Office was very different from the cavalry officer in India, Sudan and South Africa. He developed further in the context of the responsibilities placed on him as an army commander from 1914 to the end of 1915. Most of all, he demonstrated a flexibility and protean dynamism from the end of 1915 until the end of the war. Because of his unwillingness to admit that attitudes which he had long espoused were flawed, he rarely acknowledged that he had departed from his established principles. In his Final Despatch after the war, for instance, he manipulated what had happened to make it fit with the doctrines he had learned. A more imaginative man, a more perceptive man, would have acknowledged to himself and to the public what he had done. Had Haig made such an avowal, his reputation, as a man who had broken the military mould, would have been greater than it is. But ultimately his standing should depend not on what he said, or even thought, but on what he did. In this book I have attempted to reassess his early and middle career by looking at it free from the prejudice and hostility with which Haig studies have often been associated, and I have attempted to look at the final part of his career in the light of a synthesis of the results of modern research.


My position is not a straightforward endorsement of that of the revisionists. Although they are much better informed than Haig’s detractors, they exaggerate his virtues (perhaps because they are aware of the burden of proof that has been imposed on them) almost as much as the critics exaggerate his failings. It does not follow that because Haig is not as bad as the critics represented him, he will be without fault in all military respects. He certainly had singular flaws, or at least quirks, of character. The most significant, from a military respect, was a capacity to be carried away by accesses of optimism which blinded him from time to time to reality.


This characteristic has not been understood or appreciated. His rigorous self-control, his repression of all emotion, has disguised the fact that Haig was, underneath everything, essentially a romantic, a cavalier who dreamed of victories wreathed in drama. I have attempted to bring out this element of his character, an element reflected in his devotion to the romantic border country from which his family hailed, his love of his family tradition, and Bemersyde, its seat, his idealised conception of country and Empire, the appeal for him of the dash and glitter of cavalry. Only by seeing what lay under the iron-cladding of his self-discipline can one understand the whole man. To do so does not excuse, for example, the prolongation of the Somme and Third Ypres, but it is essential to understanding what caused their prolongation.


That he presided over the greatest victory that has been won essentially by a British feat of arms does not make him the greatest general that Britain has produced. And the war that the Entente Powers fought was not what some of the revisionists assert it to be. France fought to defend her soil, and Britain fought because it was not in her interest that the Continental landmass should be dominated by any one power. From the point of view of humanity and democracy it was well that the Entente and not the Central Powers were the victors, but it should be remembered, in view of what Haig, and indeed most of his countrymen, said and believed, that Britain did not go to war essentially to defend liberal values. German democratic institutions, certainly, were insubstantial compared to those of Britain and France, but it is not easy to see that the Kaiser’s Germany can be equated with that of Hitler or the Russia of Stalin. Insubstantial though her democratic and liberal values may have been, Germany’s credentials in these respects were much better than those of the third Entente nation, Russia, where the secret police, the Okhrana, still regretted the disappearance of their favoured instrument of torture, the knout.


My conclusions will, I think, be clear, but not, I hope, obtrusive. It is for readers to make their own assessment of Haig’s stature. He himself always said that he did not care what people said about him, as long as it was based on the facts.





2


FAMILY AND YOUTH



The Border country, an area of about 1,800 square miles straddling the Cheviot Hills and lying on what is now the Scottish side of the line that separates Scotland and England, has seen more blood spilled than perhaps any other part of the British Isles. The families that lived here till late medieval times were fierce and independent and stood in awe neither of each other nor of the crowns of either England or Scotland. The Borders lay largely beyond the laws of both countries. The way of life of the lawless clans who dominated the area – ‘the Border Reivers’ – was one of raiding and marauding. They lived in defensive castles, peels and keeps, so solid that many of them still stand, largely intact. Haig’s family came from this anarchic, warlike background, its roots as deeply planted as any.


The legends and poetry of the Borders were an essential part in the early nineteenth-century image of romantic Scotland, largely created by the inspiration of Sir Walter Scott (though he was far from the only man of his time to be fascinated by the folk tales and songs of the region), as he collected the ballads of the Borders into his Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border. The history of the Haig family, like much of the history of the region, is cloaked in myth and legend, and the author of the family history in 1881 found himself bound to reject much of the tradition as ‘unverifiable’.1 Even the family’s famous motto:




Tyde what may, what e’er betide,


Haigs will be Haigs of Bemersyde





is in part myth. The lines are said to have been composed by the locally famous poet, Thomas the Rhymer, but the name ‘Haig’ did not replace the family’s Norman name, ‘de Haga’, until at least 100 years after the time of Thomas the Rhymer.


But the de Hagas, and then the Haigs, did play a central part in the bloodthirsty history of the Borders. In the fifteenth century, in dispute with the Abbot of Melrose, the whole family, ‘and others, their advisers and abettors’, were excommunicated for a full three years.


The political history of the region was hugely fluid: Scottish families frequently fought alongside English families against the Scottish Crown, and the allegiance of English families was equally unpredictable; but ultimately, as something approaching the modern nation state evolved, a firmer commitment was required. Although the de Hagas had crossed the Channel specifically to support the Norman succession, their allegiance was transferred to the Scottish Crown, and they fought on the Scottish side at Stirling Bridge, Halidon Hill, Otterburn and Flodden. Douglas Haig’s cultural background was firmly founded in a consciousness of a distinct Scottish identity, and this background was reinforced by a substantially Scottish upbringing, at least until he went to Oxford.


Bemersyde, the square border keep of which Thomas the Rhymer spoke, was the headquarters of the senior branch of the family. But Bemersyde was something of a problem for Douglas Haig. He was very far from being part of that senior branch: John Haig, Douglas’s father, was sixth in descent from the second son of the seventeenth Laird. Douglas Haig aspired to the distinction of being Haig of Bemersyde: he took the name as part of the title which he received at the end of the war, but even before then, during the war, when a peerage was first offered to him, correspondence reveals that he had been testing out the Bemersyde connection, rather as Kitchener practised the signature ‘Kitchener of Khartoum’ before the title was his. He was proud of the fact that the Haigs were said to be the oldest family in Scotland, a distinction that for this essentially romantic man eclipsed anything that the King could confer on him. It mattered to him that he should be installed at Bemersyde as head of the family. Even after he became the Earl Haig of Bemersyde, the house and estate were not his until they were purchased by subscription and given to him. The gift was made after the war, but had been canvassed as early as October 1916, when Haig wrote to his wife:


It was nice [of F. S. Oliver of Edgerston] to think of the country presenting me with Bemersyde, that old place on the Tweed that has never belonged to anyone but Haig. We must finish the war first before we think of any such things. Besides it is sufficient reward for me to have taken part in this Great Struggle, and to have occupied no inconsiderable position among those who have helped our country to weather the storm.


It was his son, and not he, who was finally recognised by the Lyon Court, which regulates such arcane matters in Scotland, as head of the Haig family.


The Borders, with their history and romance, were Haig’s spiritual home, but his immediate surroundings were the more tranquil, arable flatlands of Fife; and the family background was not in land, but in whisky. His father, John Haig, started out in life at a fairly modest level, but proved to be a very successful whisky distiller. His income in the 1840s of £10,000 a year equates to considerably more than £600,000 per annum today, and this substantial income was capitalised in 1876 when the business was sold to Distillers Limited. John Haig, Master of the Fife Hounds, and the proprietor of Cameron House, near Markinch, had therefore become a very substantial local personage: but it is crucial to remember that his background was that of trade. In the nineteenth century, and indeed throughout Douglas Haig’s time in the army, such a fact was of great significance. Even in 1963, when John Terraine published Douglas Haig, The Educated Soldier, he felt constrained to say, ‘Douglas Haig’s father was a distinguished whisky distiller, a calling which requires no apology . . .’


Haig was never an aristocrat or even a substantial landowner (because the farms that are now part of the Bemersyde inheritance were not acquired until after his death), and this was an important factor in determining certain of his attitudes. He was never the arrant snob that some of his critics have suggested. He had an endearing interest in quite ordinary people with whom he came into contact, and would remember, for instance, private soldiers and NCOs who crossed his path in the course of the war. All the same, in a snobbish age he was not immune from snobbery, with an inclination to write off people, whether French generals or the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, as not being gentlemen. He was not wholly at ease with many people outside his close family, and his excessive formality may have derived from a certain insecurity. At any rate, in the hierarchical world in which he grew up, and indeed spent all of his life, since he could not be pre-eminent by reason of his birth, success would depend on distinction in his profession.


John, Haig’s father, married well. Rachel Veitch, who was eighteen when she married the 37-year-old Haig, was as it happens from another Border family, the Veitches of Eliot and Dawyck. They had all the social distinction that John Haig could wish, but none of his money: the Veitches had fallen on bad times and Rachel came to the marriage without a dowry. But she was much more than a suitable social match: she was very beautiful, she was devoted to her husband, and she had inexhaustible love for Douglas and her other children.


John needed her support. He suffered from asthma, which Douglas was to inherit, gout and the effects of alcoholism. He spent every winter at continental spas. On one of these cures Rachel wrote from Vichy to Douglas: ‘Your father is looking so well;’ he had, for ‘the first time . . . done without Brandy, Whisky or Kirsche before breakfast.’


Despite his indispositions, John continued to work hard in his business, his fortunes continued to advance and his employees were well treated. He became a Justice of the Peace and a captain in the Leven Artillery Corps. He hastened to employ the latest technology and involved himself in coordinating pricing among different producers and as a spokesman for the industry. He had no less than eleven children, of whom nine survived, but his interests and his benevolence centred much more on his business than on them. He had a prodigious temper and his children’s response was to avoid him as far as possible. He seems to have had little lasting influence on them.


Of the eleven children, Douglas, born on 19 June 1861, was the youngest. He was born at No. 24 Charlotte Square, Edinburgh, which the Haig family took in connection with the children’s education. He was his mother’s favourite, and she lavished attention on him. Although Haig did not enjoy female company, the three greatest influences on him were feminine: his mother, and after her death his sister, Henrietta, and after his marriage, his wife, Doris. Each of them in turn devoted their lives, for a period, to supporting him and promoting his interests in every way they could. His mother’s portrait hung above his bed at Bemersyde at the end of his life.


Little Douglas had a shock of yellow hair. His older brothers and sisters cut off his curls and made him carry them to his mother in his pinafore. They were amongst her papers at her death, and those who wish to can still see them today in the Museum of Edinburgh. He was a headstrong little boy, a fact acknowledged on the drum which his mother gave him, inscribed: ‘Douglas Haig – sometimes a good boy’. When he was to have his photograph taken, tantrums were only brought to an end and rebellion subdued by allowing him to pose with a toy pistol in his hand. Amateur psychologists can make something of this, but the resulting photograph is bizarre: with full cheeks and a decadent expression, Douglas wears skirts, not unusual for a little boy in these days, carries his pistol, and looks like an infant Oscar Wilde en travestie. Photographed a year or two later in his first kilt, he has already the uncompromising stare that is reproduced on so many statues. Descriptions of Haig in these early years refer to prominent teeth and suggest that he was not particularly good looking. The photographs that I have seen of him in his youth do not particularly support this view: at any rate by the time that he was in his teens he was an exceptionally good-looking young man and he maintained his stern good looks for the rest of his life. Haig took great pains to keep fit; his bearing was erect and soldierly until the very last stages of the war, when the stress of events gave him a slight stoop. His face was expressionless, a fact which was regarded by some as indicative of strength of character and imperturbability. In photographs he appears to lead with his moustache, and his appearance is strikingly similar to that of Lord Olivier, whom Kenneth Tynan described as looking like a retired major from Sunningdale. The eyes are penetrating, and the moustache thick but well clipped, at least until the later years of the War: at that stage, perhaps as a result of the time he had spent with French generals, it becomes much more bushy and more wayward. He would not have liked the thought that he was going native and imitating the poilus.


Though it is difficult to imagine the First World War generals without their moustaches, it is something of a surprise to this generation to be reminded that in Haig’s time an army officer was obliged to have a growth on his upper lip. Sir William Robertson records in his autobiography that when he was Commandant of the Staff College, he had to have one officer discharged from the college because of his refusal to wear a moustache. ‘No one would be so idiotic as to think that an officer is any better for wearing a moustache than he is for shaving or clipping it off, and the regulation has since been abolished, but staff officers are expected to set an example of obeying the King’s Regulations.’2 The young man in question was embarrassed by a rather weedy growth, but he did not lack courage: in the war, by which time he was not required to wear a moustache for his country, he gave his life.


A contemporary referred to ‘that great, Fife chin’. When he wished to make a point strongly, his head would be tilted back, and the chin thrust forward. He had an iron control of his temper, and generally spoke with courtesy, with a quiet voice. But when occasionally he did lose his temper, he could be excoriating, and a savage rebuke from someone of his bearing was not easily forgotten.


Rachel’s influence on Douglas was largely the expression of her very strong religious faith, and her belief that her life was to be devoted to the care and upbringing of her children. As John’s influence was minimal – he was to die in 1878 of an abscess of the liver (providing in his will that his workforce could drink as much as they wanted on the date of his funeral; they subsequently tried to claim this as an annual entitlement) – there was great scope for Rachel to seek to influence her children as she thought right, and to impart to them her strong moral convictions. Douglas’s sister, Janet, wrote to him that: ‘Her devotion to us shortened her life by many years.’ Her health was never strong, but she took no account of that in the care and attention that she lavished on her children, particularly her three youngest sons, John, George and Douglas. She rose at four every morning and from them on supervised the family until she attended their prayers at bedtime. She believed that every individual was able – and was under a duty – to form the shape of his or her life; at the same time checks or setbacks were not of concern because everything was the expression of God’s will. She wrote in 1859 to a tutor of her son, Willie:


Our object is not to make Willie a distiller or anything in particular. We desire to develop in him to the utmost such gifts as he has received from God – to improve those intellectual qualities in which he may be deficient and to cultivate his moral powers: – to see him grow up a humble and earnest Christian – an accomplished, well-informed and liberal-minded gentleman – with these qualifications be his lot in life what may, he will command respect and be in a position to derive happiness in whatever position of life God may place him . . . As for myself I attach so much importance to scholarship – especially as an antidote to the vulgarity and narrowness of mind which active commercial pursuits are apt to engender in the best . . .


There is no evidence that Rachel’s religious views played any great part in Haig’s own beliefs until well into the war. At that time however as we shall see later, his interest in religion was to grow significantly, and a confident, Christian fatalism undoubtedly supported him in his years as Commander-in-Chief.


Haig’s education consisted in a series of ad hoc arrangements. He first went to school as a boarder at Mr Bateson’s school at Clifton Bank, in St Andrews, in 1869 when his father had to go abroad to take the cure. Later in the same year he and his brother John went to the Edinburgh Collegiate School, which was in Charlotte Square. The family’s Edinburgh house had been given up by now, and the two brothers lodged with a Miss Hepburn in Castle Terrace. A master there recalled him as a ‘clean, well turned out boy’ who was intellectually backward.3 His brother, John, acknowledged that Douglas had educational problems, and thought that they originated in his experience at the Edinburgh Collegiate School: a disappointing start to an academic career that was never to be distinguished.


In 1871 Douglas went, like John, as a boarder at Orwell House, a preparatory school at Clifton-on-Dunsmoor, Warwickshire. The headmaster was David Hanbury, a former Rugby pupil. The school was only two and a half miles from Rugby, and it was intended that Douglas should go on to that school. Hanbury refused to recommend for Rugby any pupils who did not, in his view, meet that school’s requirements, and Douglas’s time at Orwell House was a difficult one, as it became more and more apparent that Rugby would be beyond his abilities. His Latin was poor, as was his spelling and writing. ‘As he is backward he ought to be more attentive.’ There was something of a duel between Hanbury (‘It would not do Douglas any harm if he worked a little harder’) and Rachel (‘My own darling boy take the hint and try and work a little harder . . . Tell me all about it, as there is no one, as you know, whose thoughts centre so much on you my darling Douglas . . . Your advancement into Big School is my great desire, as you know so well’).


By the time he went to Orwell House, Haig was in poor health, suffering from acute attacks of asthma. A relative described him in one these attacks when he stayed with her in his holidays: ‘The boy was sitting up in bed with a shawl round his shoulders fighting for breath and smoking datura tatula cigarettes, which seems to do him good . . . He continued to suffer from asthma for many years, but undoubtedly cured himself by his determination always to avoid anything that might bring on a fresh attack.’4 Throughout his early life he was at pains to take steps to avoid provoking recurrences of his asthma. There is a view amongst some doctors that asthma is associated with high achievers and with a determination to succeed.


His school reports from Orwell House make fairly dismal reading, and cannot entirely be attributed to his ill health: ‘Very backward in Latin’; ‘spelling very poor and writing careless’; ‘rather tiresome at times’.5 Hanbury advised that ‘It is hardly worthwhile his going up to Rugby as he will be chucked out in a year or so.’ Rachel: Rugby was ‘not so particular as Mr. H. would lead one to suppose’.


Ultimately, however, and in typical fashion, Rachel accepted Mr Hanbury’s advice:


I had a letter last Saturday from Mr. Hanbury writing to know where we thought of placing you, as he could not advise you to go up for Rugby as your knowledge of Greek was so deficient you would never pass . . . Of course, as you know, I was very sorry to get Mr. H’s letter, but then I felt satisfied it was for your good as I had so completely cast it upon God to do for you exactly what He knew was to be for your good, and now I have no more regrets about it if it be for your good.


The school to which Douglas was sent, in lieu of Rugby, was Clifton College. Clifton had been founded in 1862, in fairly clear imitation of the values and tradition of Rugby. The school was owned by 400 shareholders and each shareholder had the right to nominate a boy for a place in the school.6 But I can trace no evidence that Haig entered the school in this way, and even if he was not up to the standard of Rugby, he probably deserved to be admitted to Clifton on his own merits. Moreover Clifton came a pretty good second, after Rugby, in the matter of formation of character; and Haig’s brother, John ‘Bee’, had already gone there. In any event, perhaps Haig could never have escaped from going to Clifton. Studious readers will have noted that his first school had been Clifton Bank, and that his preparatory school was at Clifton-on-Dunsmoor.


Clifton was good for Haig. Its headmaster, who had in fact been a master at Rugby under Dr Arnold, was John Percival. He was one of the towering figures of Victorian education: he was successively headmaster of Clifton, President of Trinity College, Oxford, headmaster of Rugby, and finally Bishop of Hereford. He was associated with the establishment of innumerable educational institutions: he seems rarely to have visited a provincial city without establishing a school or university. He was involved in the foundation of University College, Bristol, of Clifton itself, of Redland High School, and of Somerville College, Oxford. ‘A son of the humblest of parents he nevertheless proved himself to be a Prince of Nature, arrestingly handsome, outstandingly intelligent, morally incorruptible, tirelessly hardworking’.7 His father had been a farmer and part-time wrestler. Despite this unlikely background, by sheer determination, hard work and brilliance of intellect he gained a double first at Oxford. When Percival came to Clifton, Archbishop Temple promised that he would do for the school what Arnold had done for Rugby. Sir Henry Newbolt, a contemporary of Haig at Clifton and, according to Lawrence Binyon, one of his few close friends, said that Percival had ‘the grace of a marble statue’. When G.F. Watts saw Percival enter a crowded room, he immediately exclaimed: ‘Who is that man? I must paint his portrait.’ For Percival, as for the other great Victorian educators, education was not, as it perhaps is for us, merely a process to qualify children for material advancement: it was a vitally important means by which moral advancement might be achieved. Men and women would be made better people, and would be inspired to work for a better world. Percival was above all energetic, seized of the urgent desire that boys should work hard, play hard and pray hard.


Later in life, in almost every aspect of his behaviour and in the demands he made of others, Haig seems to have absorbed in full measure the culture of the Victorian public school, and it is tempting to see behind this the influence of Clifton, modelled on Rugby, and presided over by Percival. Many who know nothing else of Clifton College will be aware of the poem that Haig’s friend, Sir Henry Newbolt, wrote and that is so closely associated with the school, Vitaï Lampada, with its famous couplet:




But the voice of a schoolboy rallies the ranks,


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





The poem was written in 1897. Newbolt came to dislike it: ‘It’s a kind of Frankenstein’s monster that I created’, he was to complain. But it was well received both by the critics and the general public and, significantly, it enjoyed a revival of popularity at the outbreak of the War. It is interesting that when that war broke out, Newbolt was recruited to the War Propaganda Bureau to help to shape public opinion. His expression of a distinctive ethos is unmistakable, and that the ethos is that of Clifton is underlined by the fact that a collection of his poems is called Clifton Chapel, and one poem indeed carries that name. It contains the lines:




To set the cause above renown


To love the game beyond the prize,


To honour, while you strike him down


The foe that comes with fearless eyes.





Even a recent Clifton appeal to its old boys contains many quotations from Newbolt. Of the school itself he wrote:




For though the dust that’s part of us


To dust again be gone,


Yet here shall be the heart of us,


The school be handed on.8





The atmosphere that Newbolt created is powerful, and the epitome of the nineteenth-century public school spirit. Haig was unable to escape its influence and, in later life, he repeatedly falls back on the code and values that were taught at Clifton, a code and values that, of course, could be relied upon to reinforce and hold together the army and the Empire. But although he may have been unable to escape every nuance of its influence, Clifton had a limited immediate impact on Haig’s maturing mind. Even if Sir George Arthur exaggerates when he describes Clifton as ‘where [Haig] worked with little distinction and played games with even less’,9 Haig never really integrated into the apparatus of the school. Charteris suggests that the most permanent influence that Clifton left on Haig was provided by the school motto, Spiritus intus alit, ‘The Spirit that quickeneth,’ was a phrase that was repeatedly on Haig’s lips throughout his life, reflecting his strong personal convictions.


Having interviewed Haig, Percival concluded that he was not capable of entering the Fourth Form and was therefore ineligible to reside in the School House, and instead he was boarded out for about fifteen months with one of the masters, Mr Marks, from whom he received private coaching. It was not until January 1877 that he was admitted into the Fourth Form and was able to enter School House.


His school progress was described later by N. Whatley, headmaster in 1929:


He was placed in the Lower Fourth on the classical side. At the end of his first term he was promoted to the Upper Fourth. After two terms he was promoted to the Lower Fifth. Up to that time he had made quite rapid progress. In the Lower Fifth he seems to have slowed down, and remained there for four terms, during which he slowly made his way up the form. He was seventh in the form when he left in April 1879.


By his final term, Haig was able to pass first in Latin. His mother responded:


Oh! Such pleasure it has given me! Your report! So satisfactory and delightful and to me so true . . . This ‘decided improvement’ is to me the more satisfactory since your time at Clifton is so short. I should like you to leave the best of characters behind you – and so would you, yourself my darling.


Even if he achieved this distinction in Latin (which he hated), he showed neither ability nor enthusiasm for sport. His brother John was to say that Douglas was ‘never very good at games’ and Rachel was concerned that he might become a ‘weakly Cad’. Cricket would ‘make you strong and manly’. He did manage to play rugby for his House and was awarded a school cap, and Lady Haig was to find a Clifton contemporary who described him as ‘full of guts and by no means lacking in fun . . . a dour fighter, active as a cat and as brave as a lion’.10


As to whether he was to ‘leave the best of characters behind’ him, when he left the school, the fact is that he seems to have made very little impression at all on his contemporaries. The description of the ‘dour fighter, active as a cat and as brave as a lion’, may require to be viewed with some caution. It is extracted from some notes explicitly provided to Lady Haig for the purpose of her biography from the one school fellow who recalled anything of Haig at Clifton. As she herself acknowledged, ‘few seem to have known him intimately, for he was of a very reserved nature.’ Throughout his time in School House he shared a study with Richard Threlfall, who as Sir Richard Threlfall, FRS, was to be much involved in the application of scientific research and inventions to the war effort. Despite the fact that his old study mate was by this time the Commander-in-Chief of the British Armies in France, Threlfall never, ever spoke of him.11 Similarly, the man who as a boy had sat next to Haig in the Lower Fifth said in a letter to Charteris in 1929 that Haig had made no close friendships at the School – perhaps because he never reached the Sixth Form.


His minimal impact at Clifton is confirmed by Major-General Sir Francis Young husband in a contribution in the Memorial issue of British Legion Journal, a contribution which is all the more interesting for its departure from the extravagant tone of most of the other contributions:


Haig as a boy at Clifton was inclined to keep himself to himself, and I do not remember that he had any particular friends – nor, as far as that goes, any particular enemies. He was, perhaps, rather a proud boy, good-looking, and more careful about his appearance than were the generality of boys and one of those boys who like to go their own way, neither troubling other boys nor letting other boys trouble them.


We were in the same house together, and this is the impression left upon me. And I must remember him fairly well, for I was able more than forty years later to identify the study he had in the School House, and his identification of it and my own were the same. But as a boy he made no mark in the school. He did not rise to the sixth form and his only distinction at games was his ‘cap’ at football. He was an undistinguished, aloof boy – a hero of neither boys nor masters. No one who knew him as a boy at Clifton would have been fool enough to prophesy that he would become the greatest national hero of his day. Nor, I should imagine, would even Haig himself. For he was composed and self-contained rather than ambitious and imaginative. At school he was always the gentleman, but never the hero.12


Equally, he made little mark academically. His career through the forms stalled, and he had been stuck in the Lower Fifth for four terms, when he left Clifton in April 1879.


Haig might have stayed on longer at Clifton but for the fact that, contrary to his wishes and those of both his form master and Percival, Rachel had decided that it was time for him to move on to Oxford.


[B]y going early you will be finished early and ready to begin your Profession or Trade at once when you pass . . . You are not too young and the time would be lost don’t you think, were you to delay . . . going to College.


[D]o as I have always done in such cases seek to be directed – and you may rest assured God will shew you and my dear boy isn’t it delightful to feel that you will be wisely directed and you may rest passive in the matter . . . I trust that you will ask for guidance as the matter concerns much of your future happiness in life and we know nothing can prosper without God.


In the event, Haig’s passage from his youthful education to the more mature world of university was tragically marked by Rachel’s death on 21 March 1879 at the age of fifty-nine. She had been in poor health for some time. In the autumn of 1878 Haig had had to return to Clifton leaving her seriously ill. On the following day Percival wrote to Haig’s sister, Henrietta, and mentioned the family’s ‘prolonged anxiety. I hope that the doctors are now giving better hopes of her recovery and that her life may be spared to you . . . I feel that she will be glad to know from me that yr brother though he does not make much progress with his classics, and is not naturally fond of learning, is I am sure vy anxious to do his duty and live an honourable and manly life.’13


Haig was heartbroken by her death. She had doted on her favourite son, and he, unlike some of his siblings, never rejected her values. During his holidays he had spent days talking to her on her sickbed, but he was all the more affected by her death because he had been unable to return home to be with her when she died. As a consequence of her death, he postponed his entry to Oxford, and, with his brother Hugo, visited the United States. Little is recorded about the trip, but it afforded him an opportunity to mature and see himself as an independent individual. From now on his plans and objectives are his own. Though he might rely heavily on Henrietta, and later Doris, for support, no one directed his path.


His move to Oxford at the age of nineteen also effectively broke his close connection with Scotland, at least until he moved to Bemersyde after the war. He had been brought up till this age in a thoroughly Scottish environment, had some experience of the Scottish education system, and had worshipped as a member of the Church of Scotland, with its strong sense of purpose, uncompromising morality and intellectual vigour. It is not surprising that throughout his life he saw himself as a Scotsman and that others continually remarked on his Scottish character. What is a little surprising is that despite the worlds in which he was subsequently to move – an aristocratic Oxford, Sandhurst, fashionable regiments and the upper échelons of society – he retained a marked Scottish accent, which became even more pronounced in times of crisis. ‘[I]n his more emphatic moments [he] tended to lapse into broad Doric’.14 The second Earl recalls only a standard English accent, but, whatever his accent, Haig was in temperament essentially Scots, and he always regarded himself as a Scot, albeit of a Unionist disposition: when he came to live at Bemersyde towards the end of his life, he gave his address, in the style of the times as Melrose, North Britain.


From his schooldays onward he took with him the formality of bearing that Younghusband hints at when he refers to Haig’s care about his appearance. He was scrupulously correct in his behaviour and etiquette, and was a perfect and thoughtful host. Harold Nicolson, a very well-qualified judge, described him as having exquisite, but rather over-formal, manners. Others referred to his style of Grand Seigneur, distinctly de haut en bas.
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IN TOP BOOTS AMONGST THE INTELLECTUALS: HAIG AT OXFORD. SANDHURST AT LAST



The Oxford to which Haig went in October 1880 was far closer to the picture painted by Max Beerbohm in Zuleika Dobson than we can readily imagine.


There were some scholars who entered the university by way of competitive examination. The rest of the undergraduates (all male) were ‘gentlemen Commoners’, distinguished by their ‘tofts’, the silk tassels worn on their caps; and providing they had sufficient means, they faced no entrance requirement. All that was necessary was that once in residence they should pass a simple, and very crammable, examination known as ‘Responsions’ or, colloquially, ‘Smalls’. Responsions were no more than the re-examination of work done at school. Haig did not require to face even this modest hurdle as, despite his lack of enthusiasm in the classics, he had already obtained a certificate of proficiency conferring exemption while at school.


Most Commoners sought only a Pass, rather than an Honours, degree, and many did not trouble to take a degree at all. For such people Oxford was a place for expanding one’s social rather than intellectual horizons, and for making the transition from the world of public school to the wider world of London clubs, gentlemanly pursuits and, perhaps, a suitable profession. The gulf between ‘Passmen’ and ‘Classmen’ widened after reforms of 1872: ‘By its character and the methods of teaching which it called into being, the Pass School was in danger of becoming a joke.’ There was little choice in the questions to be answered, which consisted of not much more than interrogation on set texts and points of grammar. The degree for which Haig read was simply a Pass. No stigma was attached to failure, as it was no great problem to resit just those parts of the exam that had been failed.1


Haig might have been expected to have some difficulty, after his fragmented schooling, in adapting to this rarefied existence, but he settled down into it very easily. He came with an income of about £500 a year, about £25,000 in today’s terms, and was therefore able to live in some style.


As recently as 1871, as a member of the Church of Scotland, he could not have gone to Oxford at all. The Test Acts, passed in 1672, precluded anyone who was not a practising member of the Church of England from holding public office, and between 1689 and 1702 the legislation had been extended to apply to members of the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. Although the Test Acts were generally repealed in 1828, they continued to apply to students and dons at Oxford and Cambridge until the passing of the University Tests Act in 1871. The purpose of a university education changed greatly, if not overnight. In the period to 1850 the majority of undergraduates entered holy orders, but by 1882–91 the percentage had reduced to approximately thirty-nine per cent.


Haig’s choice of a college, Brasenose, was slightly surprising. Brasenose was not one of the smart colleges for which he might have been expected to opt. Christ Church, Oriel, Balliol and University were the colleges for the sons of the great landed magnates. But if Brasenose was not one of the richer and more prestigious colleges, it was all the same thoroughly respectable: nearly a third of those admitted to the college between 1815 and 1820 became country gentlemen and its Phoenix common room was reputed to be the oldest social club in Oxford. It had a ‘marked but not exclusive predilection for the exercises and amusements of outdoor life’.2 Rowing was only the sport for which it was best known. The Principal was Dr Craddock. At his first meeting with Haig he told him, ‘Ride, sir, ride – I like to see the gentlemen of Brasenose in top boots.’ One of Haig’s contemporaries at Brasenose was the later Lord Justice Askwith, who supplied much of the information about Haig’s time there. Craddock’s advice to Askwith was: ‘Drink plenty of port, sir, you want plenty of port in this damp climate.’


Throughout most of his life, Haig kept a most extensive diary. He began it at Oxford in 1883:


Having often times heard of the advantages to be derived from keeping a diary, I determined to keep one. The difficulty is to have a good day to begin upon.


I think it is well to start on the 19th day of last June upon which day I was 21 and put down as many events as I can remember with accuracy which happened from then until this day [in February 1883].


At this time the diary is not continuous, but it does give an indication of the sort of life Haig lived at Oxford.


He studied a number of required courses: Greek, Latin and Rudiments of Religion. In addition he chose to read French literature, elements of political economy and ancient history. There is no indication that he took any of this very seriously. Lord Askwith said that: ‘No dinner and no club . . . deterred Haig if he was not prepared for a particular lecture or essay’, but in fact his régime was a very relaxed one. Mornings might be spent ‘drawing and reading in my rooms’ and the afternoons were given over to sport. Brasenose’s favourite activity, rowing, was quickly abandoned: (‘He could not bear the monotony of tubbings or the upbraidings of coaches’), but not before he had won two cups. In his second year he took up polo, which was to become his great enthusiasm. Polo had been introduced to England by the 11th Hussars as recently as 1870, but had already come to be an essential skill, almost a route to promotion, in the Victorian army. Legend has it that Haig wrote to the university authorities for permission to play the game in the University Parks, claiming that it was of great antiquity and had been brought to Europe by Marco Polo. The first game against Cambridge took place in his time, Haig scoring the only Oxford goal. He played for the university in 1882 and 1883, frequently later represented his regiment, and indeed played for England at the sport. In the spirit and dash of polo can be seen the seed of Haig’s later devotion to the cavalry.


He lived a privileged time at Oxford, though not exceptional amongst those of his background. He maintained horses, so that he could ride with the Bicester Hunt, as well as his string of polo ponies. A full-time groom was employed. He ate and drank well, and ordered expensive wines and good food, dining out or in his rooms rather than in Hall.


He was a member of the socially acceptable university clubs of the day: the Bullingdon, the Vampyres, the Phoenix and Vincent’s. The first and last of these were, and remain, élite establishments, the Bullingdon for aristocratic, hunting undergraduates, Vincent’s for sportsmen.


Although Haig mixed with people such as Sir Edward Grey and Lord Robert Cecil, he did not greatly warm to those of exceptional ability. Askwith, admittedly writing long afterwards, and with benevolent intent, recorded that:


Haig spent much of his time working in his rooms but attended the big college lunches which were occasionally held. He knew and was pleasant to everyone, not minding with whom he sat but by no means courting popularity. He liked to talk quietly to his neighbour about a subject interesting to his neighbour or affecting the life or athletics of the college rather than his own interests. He loved a quiet joke but I never heard him make one. To Hall he seldom went but dined out, always returning early, and hating to sit up at night.


Askwith’s recollection here was certainly partisan. He mentions elsewhere that at a dinner for old Brasenose members in London in 1909, Haig recalled his delight at having nothing to do for two years after passing Smalls. But his vignette of Haig sitting slightly aside from the centre of things, thinking his own thoughts, a detached observer, not only fits with what his schoolmates remembered of him, but is true of how he was to live his life: never clubbable, capable of deploying learned social skills, but always self-contained and apart.


Oxford conformed to the episodic nature of Haig’s education: he missed a whole summer term as a result of influenza (an early indication of his less than robust constitution), and the consequent failure to comply with the university’s residence requirements meant that he could not take his Pass degree without spending another eight weeks in Oxford. It is a reflection on his attitude to the university that he chose not to delay his future career by returning to complete that eight weeks’ residence, and he never did take a degree, though the age limit for entry to Sandhurst may also have been a constraint. In 1889 he wrote to the Bursar of Brasenose, asking whether he could obtain an MA if he completed his residence for his BA. He explains that he had missed one term of residence because ‘I was seedy’:


Up to date I have not been able to keep this term, owing to my having joined the Army, but I hope some day to make the term good, and take my MA. Having been to Oxford for three years it is just as well to have a degree, to show one went thro’ the place fairly creditably, for it seems that a fair proportion of those who go through the university now return without one. I shall probably be able to keep the term in two or three years’ time, but probably the College authorities have other views on the subject.


But he did not keep the term.


Haig never regarded Oxford as a major formative experience, and the university remembered him better than he remembered it. He was made an honorary fellow of his college even before he went to the Western Front (when he asked the college if he had passed enough exams for such a distinction), and in June 1919 his college gave a dinner in Oxford Town Hall for him: the college hall was not big enough. Responding to the principal toast, Haig replied:


It is here in Oxford that is found the main stronghold of the opinion that the highest and most important object of education is the formation of character. Believing as I do that our national character is chiefly due to our success in battle, and being aware of the criticisms that from time to time have been levelled against university education, it is only natural that I should seek to turn an occasion such as this to profit, by telling you how convinced I am you are right.


The college magazine, The Brazen Nose, reported:


At conclusion of the dinner the guests returned to the college where a bonfire had been lit and many of the vice-principals of the past must have turned in their graves as Brasenose men, unchecked and unreported, fed the fire with various assortments of fuel, not unassisted, so scandal reports, by an old member of the college whose name is world famous.


Seventy years later, the successors of these Brasenose men defaced that old member’s portrait in the college hall. But Oxford had done more for Haig than perhaps he realised. In his time there he had matured from a schoolboy who had fallen in with all his mother’s wishes, to an independent and very assured young man who knew where he was going. His diary entries at Oxford show considerable self-satisfaction, and an undisguised pride in his achievements.


During the war he said that what he had gained from Oxford was the ability to form his own judgements: ‘[B]y the time I went to Sandhurst I had learned to think for myself: I didn’t, like so many of the other fellows, take everything I was taught for Gospel.’ This he said was a lesson that remained with him all his life.3


One of Haig’s tutors at Oxford was Walter Pater. The congruence of the athlete and the aesthete, of the bluff, outdoor Haig and the fastidious author of Marius the Epicurean, is delicious. ‘Faint, pale, embarrassed, exquisite Pater’, tiptoed through life, said Thomas Hardy, like ‘one carrying weighty ideas without spilling them.’ He was a well-known Oxford figure, in his swallow-tailed coat, striped trousers, top hat, kid gloves and, always, a silk, apple-green tie. On one occasion Haig by contrast arrived for his tutorial wearing hunting clothes under his gown, and his mind was not on Homer. ‘Next week,’ Pater murmured, ‘I suggest you read Thackeray or Dickens.’ Thackeray and Dickens were far from Pater’s idea of serious reading-matter, and the rebuke would have been damaging to a thinner-skinned man than Haig. Later Haig admitted that ‘Pater would discourse to me about Plato, when my own desire many a time was to be out hunting.’ ‘But,’ he claimed


there was one thing I did learn from Pater, and I have never forgotten it. He used to impress on us that, if we were to express our ideas fully and clearly in writing, we would need first of all to think out clearly what it was we wanted to say; then we would need to be equally careful to find the right words in which to say it, for it might well be that there was only one word, or one form of words, that would be quite right for the matter in hand. And he told us too that we would never acquire that except by long discipline and practice . . . What a pity some of my army friends hadn’t learned that lesson better! They issue an order one day; but it is so badly worded that they have to issue another next day to explain or correct it.4


He did learn to express himself on paper with outstanding clarity, but Oxford did not do for him what it might have been thought to exist to do: his intellectual development had not advanced in any way. Haig was far from dim, but he certainly was a late starter. It may be that he simply did not bother to work until he felt that something was worth working for. He was always against scholarship without a purpose and disparaged the ‘pundits’ or ‘scribes’. Although intelligent, he was not remotely an intellectual. Abstract ideas did not interest him. He rarely read books that did not bear on his profession. His information on other subjects was taken from magazine articles, and it was taken unquestioningly. If he thought for himself more than ‘the other fellows’ at Sandhurst, that tells us less about him than about them. If he read that something was the case then that was the end of the matter. This uncritical acceptance of what he was told fed that propensity to be misled by over-optimistic intelligence which was to prolong some of the battles in the war.


It is not obvious why or when Haig decided to make his career in the army. There was no military tradition in the family. The idea may have been planted by Henrietta, who had originally wanted her brother John to go into the army. Certainly she was to take the closest of interests in Haig’s career. The notion that he had decided on the army before he left Clifton is contradicted by the Reverend George Duncan, his chaplain in France from 1916, who talked to Haig about his Oxford days at length during the war: he says that Haig had no idea of his future career when he left school to travel across America ‘as far as California and then spent three years of glorious irresponsibility’ at Oxford.5 As early as his first evening at Brasenose he told Askwith that he intended to be soldier, though he briefly and bizarrely thought of a career in the Diplomatic Service, a wonderfully inappropriate dream.


Haig told Askwith that he was too old to go into the army ‘in the usual way’; but going to Sandhurst direct from school, which was the usual way, would in any case have posed problems for Haig. Although not intellectually demanding (indeed there had not been any entrance examination for Sandhurst until 1877), getting in to the Royal College required a huge amount of learning by rote. Sir Henry Wilson, Chief of the Imperial General Staff by the end of the war, was proud of the fact that he failed no less than three times to get into Sandhurst, and Haig would have had to work hard to go direct from Clifton. There was, however, an easier route: someone who had passed the purely formal ‘Responsions’ examination at Oxford (or the Cambridge equivalent, ‘Previous’) could go direct to Sandhurst without sitting an examination at all. Some have taken the view that this was Haig’s intention all along, and that it was only for this reason that he went to Oxford. I find no evidence to support that theory, intriguing though it is, and I suspect that he went to Oxford simply in obedience to his mother’s wishes.


At any rate, having gone to Oxford without an examination and having left it without a degree examination, Haig was able to go to Sandhurst on 12 February 1884 without sitting an entrance examination. All the same, he attempted to bring himself up to the same level as the other competitors, by spending six months at a crammer near Hampton Court.


When he entered Sandhurst, Haig was three or four years older than the other entrants, and there must have been a certain coolness on the part of his juniors, who despite their youthfulness had passed examinations that he had bypassed. If they were cool, Haig was never the man to display warmth, and he formed no lasting friendships at the college.


What he did do, for the first time in his life, was to work very hard. The work at Sandhurst was largely theoretical and involved much learning by rote. Haig displayed the discipline that was to mark the rest of his career, and slogged through the work doggedly. He started the habit, which was to endure, of planning out his day according to a strict timetable. Time off-duty was similarly planned, and allocated to pursuits which would tend to promote his career. The two sports to which he was dedicated, hunting and polo, can both be seen as such. There are few memories of Haig’s time at Sandhurst, but the impression is that he was regarded by his colleagues, from whom he was separated by age and by his unblinking ambition, with awe. This would not have disconcerted Haig: he was never to understand a desire for popularity. When he was cramming for Sandhurst he was invited by a friend, George Drummond, to join some of his future fellow-students in a game of roulette. His response was pretty intolerable and not calculated to endear him to his colleagues: ‘It’s all very well for you fellows. You are going into the army to play at soldiering. I am going into it as a profession, and I am going to do well in it.’ His room-mate at Sandhurst, General Sir Walter Congreve, VC, as he would become (who had been sent down from Oxford for shooting at a don with an air-gun), recalled that: ‘After a lecture he would sit down and write out his notes, which few RMC cadets have done before or since.’ One would have gone some distance to steer clear of Haig at this stage in his career, and indeed for quite a time afterwards. His room-mate at school never mentioned his name, and his room-mate at Sandhurst described him as ‘taciturn and rough’.6


His developing ambition is illustrated well by a story from one of Haig’s Oxford contemporaries: ‘I said I thought that the Army did not shew much of an opening. His chin went out squarer and more determined than ever as he replied: “It all depends on the man himself how he gets on in any profession. If I went into the church I’d be a bishop”.’


He had been transformed from an underachieving and unendurable schoolboy into a highly ambitious and motivated young man. The ability was no doubt there all along, but something had activated it. Haig was now a man with a keen sense of his own destiny. The affable but unremarkable Oxford undergraduate had become an abrasive careerist. During the following years he did what was not then done, and particularly not in the polo and cavalry circles in which he moved: he displayed his desire to advance his career, and set out to acquire precisely the skills which he thought would be required in the type of conflict which he foresaw.


What was the catalyst which precipitated this change? Some have thought it was his mother’s death. He certainly was devoted to her. The second Earl thinks it was because he so venerated her that Haig married late. All that can be said is that in the period between her death and the end of his time at Oxford, Haig had found a vision that was never to leave him: a sense of his ability and of his duty to fulfil his potential. It does not greatly matter whether he was trying to achieve what his mother had wanted for him or whether, on the contrary, as no one was now directing his footsteps, he had for the first time to mark out his career for himself. His sense of his own worth never thereafter deserted him.


At Sandhurst he was appointed a senior under-officer in his company. Senior under-officers often became bullies or tyrants. Haig was neither, but he was a perfectionist and required strict discipline from the fellow cadets who were under his authority. His time at Sandhurst reinforced his capacity for existing at a distance from those around him, but Haig received from the Military College (not yet an Academy) what he wanted: in less than a year he passed out first, winning the Anson Memorial Sword as senior under-officer. One of the instructors, when asked who was the most promising cadet, replied: ‘A Scottish lad, Douglas Haig, is top in almost everything – books, drill, riding, and sports; he is to go into the Cavalry, and, before he is finished, he will be top of the Army.’7
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REGIMENTAL LIFE. INDIA. JOHNNIE FRENCH



Haig left Sandhurst and entered the army at one of what John Terraine identified as ‘three outstandingly poor spells in the British Army’s history’, the final decade of the nineteenth century, the years that lead up to the South African War. The important Cardwell Reforms had taken place, bringing the War Office together in one building and one entity, abolishing purchase of commissions, grounding regiments in the counties, and basing them on ‘linked’ battalions, one abroad and one at home. But despite, or even because of, the Reforms, the army was not a unified and systematised body: it was a disparate series of units, scattered over the vast span of the British Empire. In Whitehall, Lord Wolsley and Sir Evelyn Wood, whose protégé Haig was to become, tried to improve the effectiveness of the military machine, and in India, Lord Roberts concentrated on the garrison army. But there was little coordination between these few significant and conscientious officers; and over the whole military edifice presided its Commander-in-Chief, Queen Victoria’s cousin, the Duke of Cambridge, who was to hold his office for thirty-nine years. His blinkered conservatism is encapsulated in the famous story of his introducing an Aldershot lecture on foreign cavalry: ‘Why should we want to know anything about foreign cavalry? We’ve better cavalry of our own. I fear, gentlemen, that the Army is in danger of becoming a mere debating society.’ On another occasion: ‘The British officer should be a gentleman first and an officer second.’


In view of his prowess on the hunting field and at polo, it is not surprising that Haig chose to go into the cavalry. Appropriately he decided on a regiment that had been raised in Scotland, the 7th (Queen’s Own) Hussars. The 7th Hussars was a proud regiment, distinguished as much for its long and splendid fighting history as for its social renown and reputation for dandyism: ‘The Saucy Seventh’. Haig was to spend no less than nine years with the regiment. He gave it good service, but he never developed the intense, familial affection that very frequently existed in those days between regimental officers and the regiment in which they often spent their whole careers. Equally, after he left the regiment he was not linked to it by emotional ties. For him, the 7th Hussars was a vehicle for advancement.


For its part, the regimental history has few records of Haig except in relation to his polo activities. As early as 1886 he was part of the English polo team that went to America. Later, playing polo with the regiment in India, he is said to have reduced the art of ‘dribbling’ at full speed to a mechanical certainty.1 There was plenty of time for polo. The cavalry claimed they existed to die for their country in time of war and to give tone to the army in time of peace, and in these times of peace, the day’s duties for an officer in the 7th Hussars would be finished by mid-morning.


Almost immediately on his return from polo in America, the regiment was ordered to India, and in July 1886 Haig embarked on the troopship Euphrates. Haig’s observation of the activities of the officers’ wives on board was that: ‘Women are at the bottom of all quarrels.’ The rich, good-looking and eligible bachelor remained always remote from scandal.


When he reached India, Haig’s initial months in the subcontinent were marked by the ill health that was to recur frequently throughout his life. In March 1887 he went down with enteric fever and was ill for a month. The frequency of his illnesses was such that at one point he wrote: ‘If I get any more fevers I shall probably leave India at once.’ His interest in his health may have flowed from the fact that he wished to keep it in such order that it would not obstruct his ambitions, and some of his illnesses were certainly real enough, but at other points his concern for his health, and the pains that he took to protect it clearly amount to valid valetudinarianism, if not to actual hypochondria.


By drawing not just on Haig’s diaries, but also on the account of Sergeant-Major H.J. Harrison, who served under Haig in India, one biographer gives an unattractive picture of a humourless, ambitious officer, five years older than his peers, striving to make up for lost time.2 The relevant chapter is entitled ‘A Martinet’. Harrison had reason to dislike Haig, but his account in fact balances criticism and praise:


On the drill ground, in the riding school, on the field, and in Camp or barracks, Haig was the same brilliant worker. At all times and in all weathers, Haig went about ‘Soldiering’, and Haig’s soldiering was admitted by all who mattered to be unrelated to ordinary drills and tactics, but was embellished with a kind of finishing off process exclusively Haig.


When Harrison first arrived in India:


Lt. Haig in plain soldierly language made it clear to every member of the draft that every soldier in that famous regiment must be a man, and that effeminate or sentimental qualities would prove a menace, and a detriment to promotion . . . Exactitude, Promptitude, Smartness and strict veracity were a few of the virtues our adjutant strictly adhered to, and sympathy for a technical error was unknown . . . Procrastination, Slowness of Perception, untidiness and Nerves, were items calculated to make Lt. Haig spit fire . . . A dull-witted man was Haig’s pet aversion.3


Haig told the men that he had sacrificed the pleasures of family life and social contact and he expected his men, similarly, to be ‘blindly devoted to their duties . . . with . . . human sentiments totally eradicated.’ It is relevant to Haig’s long period of celibacy that for practical reasons he was opposed to soldiers, even other ranks, being married: ‘And a man who approached him with an application to [marry] did so with fear and trembling.’ The efficiency of the army was not to be compromised.


Harrison recalled an incident when an unfortunate signaller lost control of a temperamental horse. He was accused of being an idiot and then ordered by Haig to the infirmary to be checked for mental disorder. He was then, on Haig’s instructions, given a dose of powerful laxative before being returned and confined to barracks for twenty-eight days. If Haig had really done this he would have been guilty of a grotesquely excessive reaction to a minor and inadvertent offence.


Harrison himself was the victim of Haig’s prejudices: in this case a prejudice against those whose special duties sometimes excused them from what Haig regarded as the real business of training, drills and parades. When Harrison was examined for promotion to sergeant, the other two examining officers sanctioned the promotion. Haig vetoed it on the grounds that signallers, such as Harrison was, should not be given positions of responsibility. On appeal his decision was overturned.


Harrison is not corroborated, but it is consistent with other glimpses we have of Haig at this time and his motive in compiling his narrative was not malign: his account is made in a letter to Lady Haig as a tribute to his former officer, who had impressed him with his decision ‘to renounce sentimentality, human inspirations, and affectionate feelings, to embrace a real, hard, irrevocable task of producing soldiers for his country and Queen.’


All the same, and despite its reassuringly balanced style, Harrison’s account must be read with great caution. It has been analysed in depth by John Hussey, and set against the evidence of other veterans who wrote to Lady Haig after her husband’s death.4 Harrison’s account proves to be full of inconsistencies and must be regarded as most unreliable. He attributes to Haig a prejudice against married soldiers, but it was not Haig but regulations that laid down that only twelve per cent of other ranks could marry, and amongst them no man beneath the rank of sergeant could marry without at least seven years’ service, two good conduct badges and a small amount of money in the bank. If soldiers contracted unauthorised marriages, as they sometimes did, their wives had no right to quarters, food or education for their children, and it was therefore often a kindness to encourage soldiers to remain single. The individual testimony of soldiers who happened to write to Lady Haig is of limited value: in general they would only contact her if they were well disposed, and their recollection of events thirty-five years in the past may not be particularly accurate, but some of the memories to which John Hussey refers are quite touching, particularly those of Sergeant Griffiths, ‘an old man well over seventy years and my memory not the best’:


I had a breakdown in health and was in Hospital with Interic [sic] fever off and on for 12 months around the time Haig was made Adjutant in mid 1888 . . . He would come down to the hospital and talk to the serious cases, ask if he could do anything for you, he would write to your friends in England if you was not well enough, he was most kind to me.


While he could be benevolent to private soldiers, Haig’s diaries show him to be, even at this early stage in his military career, remarkably critical of his superior officers. The speed with which he had adopted not only a passion for the cavalry branch in general, but also very strong ideas on how cavalry could be improved and best deployed is surprising, as is the confidence of the views which he urged on all who would listen.


Far from the frontier areas in which regular action could be expected, Haig had been posted to the part of India known as the ‘Sloth Belt’; but he was far from slothful and his hard work and commitment to his profession were recognised at an early point by his appointment as adjutant. In this post he was left with much authority by his colonel, who was far less engaged in his profession than Haig. Haig, by contrast, not only sought to advance his own professional knowledge, but encouraged younger officers to read French and German training books which he lent them. Typically, as well as spending leaves in Europe and Australia, he also devoted time to studying conditions in the North-West Frontier in Khelat and Baluchistan and in Ceylon.


His commitment to his profession was not unremarked: in 1891 he was appointed brigade major at a cavalry camp and in 1892 he was attached to the Headquarters Staff of the Bombay Army. Major-General Gatacre was so impressed with Haig’s report on a cavalry manoeuvre that he had it printed for general circulation. Gatacre was one of many remarkable Victorian warriors. He began in the unreformed army, and his promotions to lieutenant and captain were by purchase. His later promotions, which led to the rank of major-general, were achieved as the result of bravery, a capacity for remarkable physical endurance, and by dedication to his profession. His reputation was at its highest in the Sudan, where he commanded a division of two brigades at the Battle of Omdurman, and at its lowest in South Africa, where he lost Stormberg in ‘Black Week’. In India in the early 1890s, in the course of hunting with the Bombay Jackal Club, he was bitten by a jackal. Temporarily deranged, he had his bungalow windows barred, to deter jackals from jumping in.

OEBPS/html/images/map.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
&
L 4
=

ARCHIT CT {OF VICTORY ==

1

g i

Walter Reid has the historian's eye, which can

see the significance of the apparently inc eagmtiil YOI BOGRNE






OEBPS/html/images/pub.jpg





