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INTRODUCTION


Neither Butcher nor Saint




There is little doubt that Haig was an idiot.


The unofficial Australian view; see www.diggerhistory.info







Arguably he killed as many of his own men as Stalin and Hitler put together.


Andrew Grimes, Manchester Evening News, November 1998







As any historian who has tried even mildly to be revisionist about Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig on television will acknowledge, there is a corpus of opinion which is not overly interested in the facts because it has already made up its mind.


Richard Holmes, foreword to Blindfold and Alone, Cathryn Corns & John Hughes-Wilson, Cassell, 2001





Douglas Haig’s misfortune as a British general is that he was born and schooled in one era but had to fight his most important battles in another. His Victorian upbringing could not prepare Haig, nor anyone, for the stalemate of the Western Front’s trenches and the incremental technological improvements which gradually made possible the grudging victory of November 1918. Haig was a cavalryman by profession and faith, who never felt comfortable using the telephone and never travelled in an aeroplane. His experiences in Sudan and South Africa had more in common with that of the Duke of Wellington – who died less than a decade before Haig’s birth – than the battlefields of 1914–18, which saw the tank supersede the horse in attack, radio communications displace the telegraph, and aircraft come into their own as the eyes of command. Haig’s inexorable rise to the highest reaches of the British army coincided with a remarkable social, political and technological change in human affairs. This wider social revolution affected all aspects of life, including the military. Perhaps the greatest advantage officers of Haig’s era had over those in Wellington’s time was simply that, unlike their predecessors, they had access to a professional education. The training available at the Royal Military College at Sandhurst (established in 1800) and the Staff College at Camberley (revived in 1857) was perhaps not ideal, but at least it was a schooling of sorts in their chosen profession; that in itself draws Haig closer to Montgomery’s era rather than Welling ton’s. Although the popular view of Haig is that he was little more than a snobbish and ignorant opponent of all such change, this innately conservative man proved himself remarkably flexible in using and getting others to use new technology, once he was convinced it offered greater chance of success on the battlefield.


Haig was an ardent and lifelong believer in the virtues of the British empire, regarding it, as Lytton Strachey put it, as ‘a faith as well as a business’; he would have shared Strachey’s conviction that the monarchy was ‘a symbol of England’s might, of England’s worth, of England’s extraordinary and mysterious destiny.’1 Haig’s unquestioning devotion to the British monarchy and the empire it crowned seems today anachronistic; yet to understand Haig requires a comprehension of this. While Haig never questioned the sovereignty of Parliament, he early acquired an unwavering contempt for politics and politicians. They were, for him, ephemeral; apart from God, with whom Haig enjoyed almost the same taciturn relationship as he did with his fellow humans, only the monarchy was eternal and beyond questioning.


In the popular imagination today Haig enjoys low esteem. Few associate him with the Scotch whisky, whose famous slogan went ‘Don’t be vague, ask for Haig’, although he was a son of the founder of John Haig & Sons Distillers.2 If he is remembered at all, he is fixed in our minds as an incompetent Great War general, yet that conflict occupied only a fraction of Haig’s total military service. His dedicated professionalism preceding the Great War and his unpaid devotion to the welfare of ex-servicemen afterwards are both now largely forgotten. The argument that Haig can no longer be casually written off as a nincompoop has been advanced in a small but growing range of more thoughtful studies of the Great War, yet he is still seen as a sort of cack-handed butcher, the result largely of the prevailing view of the Great War as one vast, awful mistake.3 As Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in Belgium and France between mid-December 1915 and the Armistice of 11 November 1918, a war in which almost nine and a half million men from the British empire enlisted in the armed forces and 947,023 died,4 Haig stood at the peak of a vast termite-like social, military and technological organization, with almost two million men under his overall command. The complexity of administering the BEF was such that Haig’s position was that of primus inter pares among the BEF’s most senior generals – most of whom jockeyed for power and influence and few of whom emerge from the conflict with any glory, personal or military – rather than that of an absolute autocrat.


Another conventional black mark against Haig is that he lacked the gift of social badinage possessed by contemporaries; his taciturnity meant that, even for those who worked closely with him, he was an enigma. As so often with quiet people, condemnation is easier than comprehension. A former mistress of King Edward VII and, according to contemporary gossip, of Haig also, remarked on the striking contrast between Haig and Sir John French, his predecessor as C-in-C:




Sir John French was very sociable, and, save where his work was con cerned, frivolous, whereas Douglas Haig, a Scot, was chary of words and cautious as only a Scot can be. I once chafed him by declaring that he solemnly counted five before answering any question, including his opinion about the weather. ‘Now that you call my attention to it, perhaps five is not enough. I will consider making it ten,’ Haig replied, unmoved.5





Haig was modest and preternaturally calm. He neither courted publicity nor sought personal self-aggrandizement either before, during or after the Great War. His inability to coin a pithy phrase and reluctance to strike grand postures, in a context in which all his political masters and most of his military peers engaged in a bitterly conducted struggle against one another for position, power and promotion, has made it easier for Haig to become the focal point for our horror at how the Great War was conducted. Even on his death, the leader writer of The Times struggled to construct an appropriate elegy, the best that could be mustered being ‘Haig’s great characteristic was thoroughness.’6 A more recent historian described Haig’s methods as ‘plodding professionalism.’7 As adjectives go, ‘thoroughness’ and ‘plodding’ do not set the blood racing. Yet Haig’s great virtues – gritty determination and a refusal to indulge in melodramatics – were and are precisely the qualities necessary in a general. This is true even if we acknowledge that his ambition for the battles he managed was inappropriately large for the tools at hand, leading him into grotesque errors of judgement at Loos (1915), the Somme (1916) and Third Ypres or Passchendaele (1917).


By the 1960s, when public opinion of the Great War had crystallized into its dismissal as futile, pointless, and mismanaged, the considered academic position was to damn Haig by faint praise:




Haig’s career before 1914 was that of an efficient officer enjoying the advantages of wealth, high social position, and the important ‘connexions’ which had always been of considerable help in securing military promotion. He might not have obtained this promotion if he had been a fool; the fact that he obtained it did not necessarily mark him out as possessing outstanding qualities of mind or imagination. His knowledge of his profession was sound and solid; he was a man of strong nerve, resolute, patient, somewhat cold and reserved in temper, unlikely to be thrown off his balance either by calamity or success. He reached opinions slowly, and held to them. He made up his mind in 1915 that the war could be won on the Western Front, and only on the Western Front. He acted on this view, and, at last, he was right, though it is open to argument not only that victory could have been won sooner elsewhere but that Haig’s method of winning it was clumsy, tragically expensive of life, and based for too long on a misreading of the facts.8





Haig’s once high reputation thus degenerated so that, until quite recently, he was little more than an Aunt Sally. As John Terraine put it: ‘A lot of people don’t really hate Haig; they hate the War. Haig became the scapegoat.’9 He was rich; he was a conservative; he was a committed cavalryman; he had a stereotypical Colonel Blimp moustache; and as for his rise to the top, even within the army his nickname was ‘Lucky’ Haig.10 Haig’s detractors accuse him of being incompetent, stubborn and callous; they have, from David Lloyd George (the Prime Minister during Haig’s time as C-in-C) on, demonized him. This dehumanization is now popular received wisdom, even sweeping up professional historians who purport to write objectively:




Unlike Kitchener, Wolseley, Roberts, Allenby and others, Haig never captured the imagination of his country. At a time when pictures of famous generals were passed among schoolboys like football cards are today, one suspects that Haig’s was the least coveted and the most often traded away. His fame came not through the impression he made on his Army or his time, but rather via association – through his connection with the worst losses in British military history.11





There is ample evidence, however, to show that Haig certainly did capture the imagination of his country, and in a positive way, ranging from flattering contemporary full-page drawings in Punch to lavish newspaper coverage for his actions and person, through to a vast outpouring of national grief upon his death. The puzzle is not that Haig was never popular, but how his wartime and post-war popularity declined so rapidly after his death. Complex truths, messy and difficult to grasp, are rarely the victor in any struggle with that much wilier opponent, satire, and its brother-in-arms, myth. One of British television’s most successful comedies, Blackadder Goes Forth, successfully satirized Haig as a dunderhead, building on the broad-brush attacks on Haig in Joan Littlewood’s 1969 Oh! What A Lovely War, whose antecedents in turn are traceable to A. J. P. Taylor’s enormously influential 1966 Penguin book, The First World War: An Illustrated History, which en passant poked fun at Haig’s religious faith:




Though he had no more idea than [Sir John] French how to win the war, he was sure that he could win it. Divine help would make up for any deficiencies on his part. […] His strategical judgements were sound within the framework of the Western Front, though he lacked the technical means for carrying them to success until almost the end of the war. […] Haig had to do what he did; and though he did not succeed, no one better was found to take his place.12





Taylor’s book, which was dedicated to Joan Littlewood, sold some 250,000 copies by 1989, an astonishing success for a work of history.13 Contemporaneously with Taylor’s work, Field Marshal Viscount Bernard Montgomery of Alamein, no slouch at massaging his own public image, was busily undermining Haig’s reputation in public and in letters such as this, from 1969:14




I served on the Western Front during the 1914/18 war, as a platoon commander in 1914 and rising to GSO1 of a Division by 1918. I never once saw Haig, nor did I ever see him after the war […] I can never forgive a general who intrigues, as did Haig – against his C-in-C, and against his political chief […] There was a tremendous gulf between the staff and the fighting army; the former lived in large chateaux miles behind the front. […] Kiggell,15 who was in my regiment, had no idea of the conditions under which the soldiers lived and fought.16





By 1998, even Haig’s statue17 in Whitehall was fair game for those casting around for someone to blame for the ghastliness of the Great War. During the Armistice commemoration that year the Daily Express carried a photograph of the statue under the headline ‘Why do we let this man cast a shadow over our war dead?’18 The newspaper gained the support of Alan Clark MP – taught at Oxford University by A. J. P. Taylor, and whose own 1961 anti-Haig book, The Donkeys, shamelessly wrenched Haig’s words out of context – in its campaign to have the statue removed. In 2000, the writer A. N. Wilson called for the statue to be vandalized, as Haig was ‘arguably a mass murderer [who should] never have been honoured by a statue in the first instance.’19 In 2004, the anti-Haig cliché was aired at the National Theatre in London, in Alan Bennett’s play The History Boys. A history master, Irwin, grooms schoolboys for entry to Oxbridge:


IRWIN: So we arrive eventually at the less-than-startling discovery that so far as the poets are concerned, the First World War gets the thumbs-down. We have the mountains of dead on both sides, right … ‘hecatombs’, as you all seem to have read somewhere … Anybody know what it means?


POSNER: ‘Great public sacrifice of many victims, originally of oxen.’


DAKIN: Which, sir, since Wilfred Owen says men were dying like cattle, is the appropriate word.


IRWIN: True, but no need to look so smug about it. What else? Come on, tick them all off.


CROWTHER: Trench warfare.


LOCKWOOD: Barrenness of the strategy.


TIMMS: On both sides.


AKTHAR: Stupidity of the generals.


TIMMS: Donkeys, sir.


DAKIN: Haig particularly.20


Haig’s name today is still synonymous with pointless expenditure of life in conditions of ghastly filth.21 Yet many of his contemporaries saw Haig quite differently. In his 1958 novel Love and the Loveless, set in October 1916 on the Western Front, Henry Williamson (who met Haig) depicts his central character, Philip Maddison, reporting to Haig: ‘[…] a feeling of calm came over him [Maddison]. Dissolved was the figment of the great Field-Marshal. This man beside him was safe. It might almost have been Father, without the life-narrowing that Father had suffered. This father-like man was simple, and good like Father.’22


Williamson’s allusion is clearly not just to Maddison’s father, but to God-as-Father, a deification of Haig impossible to reconcile with the Blackadder version. Yet both misrepresent the truth about Haig, who was neither butcher nor saint but a man who, with human foibles and strengths, struggled with the demands of a vast army, variably supportive allies, back-stabbing politicians, a ferociously determined enemy, and the painfully slow arrival and erratic performance of unknown and previously untried new technology. His top intelligence staff officer in France for most of the Great War, John Charteris, thought Haig ‘rarely erred but like all human beings he erred at times.’23 It is a fair judgement. That Haig rose to a position of such eminence was, as so often, a matter of serendipity, personal effort and canniness. There were times when he succeeded; there were times when he failed. There are aspects to his personality which are shadowy; there are others which are in clear focus. As we approach the centenary of the outbreak of the Great War it is time to re-humanize Haig. For what emerges from any reasonably balanced view of Haig’s life is that he strived to be a good professional soldier, and that he tried to live by a set of ideals which, while we may no longer share them, were nevertheless commonly regarded as virtues in Haig’s day. Haig was a good soldier because he assiduously devoted himself to improving the professional competence of an army which, when he joined it, had been guided by a spirit of corrosive amateurism.


But he was also a good soldier in a more profound sense, demonstrating as much in the way he coped with adversity, adhered to principles in the face of pressure, and constantly applied his conscience. Leading a good life by definition involves struggle; those who do not struggle are unaware of the existence of ethical choice. Although he was born to privilege, at times in his life Haig none the less had to struggle almost daily with personal and professional dilemmas, the two often overlapping. His most severe personal crisis obviously came during the Great War, when he was regularly presented with the outer extremity of ethical trial as he deliberated the fate of large numbers of human lives; his way of coping with this was not to ignore the test but to embrace it wholeheartedly, and convert it into an intense devotion to what he saw as his primary ethical imperative: winning the war. That he was obsessed with victory was, in his time, regarded as a mark of his inestimable dedication. It is more than a little odd that he has since been denigrated for precisely this dedication. By the beginning of the twenty-first century Haig has been tarred, feathered and run out of town – lynch-mob justice borne aloft by TV and cinema satire:




Haig is absolutely central to the popular view of the war. His ‘stupidity’ and ‘indifference’ to the sufferings of his men provide an explanation for the war’s horrors which people can readily grasp […] popular opinion holds Haig responsible for the British Expeditionary Force’s bloody failures but academic revisionist history has not credited him with responsibility for its bloody successes.24





A more balanced examination suggests that Haig is deserving of neither simple condemnation nor rapt adulation. In January 2006 a magazine article described how, within France, the 1789 Revolution is now seen as much as a merchandising opportunity as a bloodbath, and posed the possibility that ‘The time may come, too, when General [sic] Haig is reduced to a cuddly toy and Siegfried Sassoon’s fine features decorate a mud-pack in a beauty parlour.’25 There is, perhaps fortunately, not much likelihood of that happening. The popular view of Haig is still irredeemably – and mistakenly – negative.26


 


‘We need no more books devoted exclusively to Sir Douglas Haig.’27 This is rather like saying we need no more books devoted to Napoleon. Key moments in history will always be explored and as long as that is the case, the central characters will also exercise a perennial fascination. John Buchan, who knew and admired Haig, correctly anticipated that ‘Lord Haig was so rich in character and talents that many books will be written about him, for in the words of the German philosopher, “the compulsion which a great man lays upon the world is to try to understand him”.’28


The historian John Bourne has commented that, for him, writing about Haig is ‘always’29 a depressing experience because it is difficult to avoid controversy; yet this controversy gives extra piquancy to any biographer, who invariably goes through differing stages in relation to their subject, the final and most serene perhaps being acceptance, which is what I now feel for Haig. That serenity will probably not be shared by many others. Haig’s family may find this biography too intrusive, too luke warm, and too irreverent, while those for whom Haig is a monster will find its understanding strays too far into forgiveness. Those yearning for yet another history of the Great War will lose patience with the lack of intricate battlefield details. Anyone engaged in a search for Haig the philanderer, Haig the wit, or Haig the self-tortured soul, is destined for frustration; the archive materials (and only Haig’s long-dead wife can have known to what extent they may have been ‘weeded’ of any potentially embarrassing materials) contain nothing of these. While he left a mountain of military papers, sporadically kept a diary, and wrote innumerable letters, Haig thought little of his papers from before the Great War, instructing his wife in early 1914 to destroy them; she ignored his request.30 Those of his personal writings that remain offer next to no self-revelation and are completely lacking in self-analysis.31


Nor do I believe it sensible to try to psychoanalyse Haig at a distance.32 My original intention was to try to understand Haig, who, for me as for many others of my generation, weaned in adolescence on A. J. P. Taylor’s The Great War, was simply a ‘donkey’ general. At the end of my work on this iconic figure, I now believe that he was incorrigibly private, and that not only did he never fully unburden himself to anyone, he may not have even considered that he had an inner self that might be unburdened – perhaps the biggest mystery of his life. Yet I also have grown to realize that he is a fellow human being who exemplified numerous of the petty weaknesses we all share, but whose intimidating stiffness was his only salvation at times of great crisis. Haig’s life reveals how a man lacking exceptional innate talent, possessing a substantial private income, fortunate enough to become noticed and favoured by the monarchy, and whose main professional skill was an ability to supervise and administer the work of others, could mount to the summit of the British army. Haig’s moment in the harsh spotlight of history – the Great War – required him to bring to bear, when most needed, the perhaps minor but nevertheless vital virtues of stability, determination, dedication and personal authority. It is irrational to criticize him for being incapable of bringing that conflict to a swifter ending, for that was beyond the capacity of any individual.


 


In common with his age, Haig was often indifferent to the rules of grammar. He sprinkled capital letters with abandon, using them for emphasis (‘Cavalry’ was always thus, with upper case C). He peppered his private correspondence with exclamation marks, using them as a written tic equivalent to a kind of verbal harrumph. Where this book quotes directly from his personal papers, it reproduces his spelling, punctuation and grammar without alteration. The most important primary resource is the Haig Archive at the National Library of Scotland (NLS) in Edinburgh, on which much of this book is based; bibliographical details are sourced in the footnotes. The most comprehensive previous biography remains Alfred Duff Cooper’s elegantly written, if overly deferential two-volume Haig.33 The memoir by his widow, the Countess Haig,34 is fascinatingly stilted and ultimately an exercise in devoted uncritical adulation. John Terraine’s magisterial vindication of Haig35 devotes itself almost entirely to Haig’s Great War experiences, skipping across what preceded and followed. Philip Warner’s Field Marshal Earl Haig36 is an excellent study in many respects, despite shaking the reader’s confidence when the opening sentence gives an incorrect date for Haig’s birth. The academic historian Gerard de Groot’s Douglas Haig, 1861–192837 makes diligent use of source materials but its author so clearly loathed Haig that his claim to objectivity is questionable. The most recent biography, by Walter Reid,38 advances the sympathetic case for Haig more robustly than any since Duff Cooper, but tends to reinforce the notion that the success of the Allies in the final days of the Great War was a vindication of Haig’s management of the war, rather than – as is my view – that by mid-1918 a conjunction of events had overtaken any single individual commander’s understanding or control of events on the Western Front. While not a biography, the 2005 edition of Haig’s Great War diaries and letters by Gary Sheffield and John Bourne has rendered considerable service to all those interested in Haig, by providing a modern scholarly edition – to which I refer frequently, not least because unlike archive materials this source is available to general readers.


All previous biographers of Haig have skirted around the subject of money, an unusual omission given that Haig himself kept a watchful eye on his financial position. Haig’s private income – which meant he did not have to work – freed him from financial anxiety, yet was not grand enough to render him indifferent to his army pay. He was thrifty and the subject of money crops up regularly in his papers; it therefore seems pertinent to give, wherever possible, equivalent contemporary values.39 If Douglas Haig’s financial position seems by our standards enviably comfortable, we should recall that he lived at a time when the gap between rich and poor was much more extreme. In 1873 (twelve years after Haig was born), mill-hands at the silk factory in Halstead, Essex, complained to their employer Samuel Courtauld that they were unable to keep themselves ‘respectable’ on their wages of eight shillings a week; Courtauld, meanwhile, was taking an average of £46,000 a year from the business, almost completely tax-free.40 To be moderately wealthy in 1861 or even 1914 was to be very comfortable indeed; to be poor meant continual fear of penury.









CHAPTER ONE


Whisky Gentleman




I am really, sir, the English public schoolboy. That’s an eighteenth-century product. What with the love of truth that – God help me! – they rammed into me at Clifton and the belief Arnold forced upon Rugby that the vilest of sins – the vilest of all sins – is to peach to the head master! That’s me, sir. Other men get over their schooling. I never have. I remain adolescent. These things are obsessions with me. Complexes, sir!


Ford Madox Ford, Parade’s End





Douglas Haig was the eleventh child of one of Scotland’s most successful members of the nineteenth century’s rapidly growing middle class. His father, John Haig, had established in 1824 – and was sole owner of – the Haig distillery at Cameron Bridge, in Fife, the first to produce grain whisky.1


John Haig’s family was enviably wealthy. The Haigs had been distilling whisky in Scotland for centuries; Robert Haig was one of the first to establish a distillery in Scotland, in 1627. In 1928 one of Douglas Haig’s older brothers wrote: ‘My father was a Distiller and large Farmer and was making £10,000 a year2 when he married my mother in 1839. The Distillery Cameron bridge [sic] was sold to the Distillers Company in 1876; he remained on as a Director till his death. He was not connected with any business except his own, but I can remember him as a hunting man & taking an interest in County Affairs. He was first & last Chairman of the Leven & East of Fife Railway. Took a great interest in the Volunteers & Freemasonry.’3


Douglas Haig’s paternal grandfather, William Haig of Seggie, died in 1847 and left a considerable fortune to his sons John – father of Douglas – and Robert. Shortly after Douglas was born, eight Lowland distilleries formed the Scotch Distillers Association, in 1865. The prime mover in establishing this venture was John Haig, whose John Haig & Co was by 1878 selling more than a million gallons of whisky a year.4 The possession of a substantial private income was essential to carving out a career as an officer in the fashionable regiments of the army. Until the Cardwell army reforms of 1871 the British army permitted the purchase of commissions, although this was not the only way of getting one. In the field, officers could be promoted without purchase if a vacancy arose through death, and they could also receive brevet (temporary acting) promotions without purchasing them. There was no purchase mechanism at all for ranks beyond lieutenant-colonel. Nevertheless, Haig’s early years were spent in a strictly class-conscious society, in which, as David Cannadine has observed, ‘For good or ill, with enthusiasm or regret, most Victorians believed that theirs was a viable hierarchical society, that individual identities based on superiority and subordination were a better guide than collective identities based on conflict or accommodation.’5


This notion of hierarchy could be taken to ridiculous extremes, as Field Marshal Sir Evelyn Wood VC, one of Douglas Haig’s earliest and strongest proponents, recalled. Wood remembered as a young boy visiting a rich female relative in her large Jacobean mansion. One morning the household’s cook, Elizabeth, hanged herself from the rafters of the hall. The body dangled for a few hours while awaiting official investigation. A servant begged her mistress to use the servants’ stairs, but she declined: ‘I shall not use the servants’ stairs because Elizabeth has been so rude as to hang herself in sight of my front hall.’6


Douglas Haig was born on 19 June 1861 into a strict although loving, close-knit lowland Scots Presbyterian household. Exactly one month after his birth at 24 Charlotte Square in Edinburgh, the baby was baptised into the Church of Scotland by the Reverend James Grant at the family home in Edinburgh.7 By some oversight, Douglas’s first name was not entered on the birth certificate, which merely carried as his name ‘Haig’. His elder brother John recalled his birth: ‘I remember distinctly being told that a new baby had arrived in place of Georgie. I remember, too, his being christened by Dr Grant in the drawing room of 24, Charlotte Square. The reverend gentleman douced [sic] him heavily with cold water, which the infant resisted strongly by screaming loudly […] Douglas was then a strong healthy child. After the birth of Douglas, our mother was in indifferent health […] It was at Cameron House that Douglas spent most of his childhood. As a baby, Douglas was carried, or put in a kind of chair on a pony’s back. We never had a perambulator.’


It was a world on the cusp of radical change, shifting towards a consumer-oriented, scientifically adventurous and politically more uncertain era. Some other births in 1861 indicate the kind of multifarious world in which Haig was to grow up. That year saw the birth in the USA of William Wrigley Jnr, founder of the eponymous chewing gum company, and of James Naismith, inventor of basketball; in Britain, that of Morgan Robertson, who invented the periscope in 1905, and Frederick Gowland Hopkins, winner of the Nobel Prize for medicine in 1929 for his joint discovery of vitamins; in Russia, that of Nikolai Rysakov, who in 1881 threw the first bomb at Tsar Alexander II; in France, of Georges Méliès, film-maker and special effects innovator. That year, 1861, was in many respects the high tide of Victorianism, halfway through Victoria’s life and twenty-four years into her reign; the world was, in intellectual, cultural and technical terms, far more remote from the twentieth century than the simple chronological gap of thirty-nine years might suggest. The first major battle of the American Civil War, Bull Run at Manassas, Virginia, where the most advanced artillery piece was a muzzle-loading smoothbore cannon which would have been familiar to those fighting at Waterloo, took place a month after Douglas’s birth. In China, British and French troops had recently concluded the second Opium War, and for the British the Indian Mutiny of 1857 was a fresh memory. The Suez Canal would not open for another eight years. British society was also tentatively shifting from unthinking brutality – the last public execution in England took place in 1868 – towards modest social reforms; the first compulsory schooling legislation was passed by Parliament in 1870. Douglas Haig thus grew up when some of the contradictions at the heart of Victorian Britain were at their most extreme. As the historian G. R. Searle has observed, ‘… the apogee of Imperialism, with its idealization of war, occurred alongside the belated advent of democracy, the start of the Labour Party, a socialist renaissance, welfare politics, and a challenging of traditional gender stereotypes in the face of the prevailing cult of “masculinity”.’8


Yet this social ferment naturally left some pockets of British society untouched, and the Haig household was thoroughly conventional in its distrust of change. Haig’s formative years comprised a strict diet of unquestioning Presbyterianism, an inculcation of the virtues of manliness and dutiful deference to authorities, be they God, parents, schoolmasters, senior officers or the royal family, as well as a distaste for unseemly displays of extreme personal emotion. The moral code he early imbibed emphasized self-reliance and determination, endowing him with a system of beliefs that prized independence, stubbornness, fortitude and feigned indifference to ill fortune. This array of loosely interconnected principles provided him with a moral and spiritual compass until his death. Others similarly brought up may have rejected these values in adult life; for Haig they were eternal verities. His upbringing also instilled in him an awareness that superior social status was precarious, threatened by political radicalism and social upheaval; the whiff of anarchy was always around the corner.


Fortunately for Douglas Haig, a gritty slogger rather than a gifted intellect, the aspiring middle classes prized hard graft above genius. Samuel Smiles, the Victorian bourgeoisie’s greatest exponent of success through individual endeavour, extolled the virtues of diligent labour in Self-Help, published two years before Haig was born. For Smiles, ‘It is not eminent talent that is required to insure [sic] success in any pursuit, so much as purpose – not merely the power to achieve, but the will to labour energetically and perseveringly. Hence energy of will may be defined to be the very central power of character in a man – in a word, it is the man himself.’ Smiles’ creed was a comfort to those who, like Douglas Haig, lacked the spark of exceptional mental agility.


Though he spent his early childhood in lowland Scotland, Haig always talked of England when he spoke about his country, and in this he was firmly of his time. Almost two thirds of the United Kingdom’s population lived in England and there was a widespread habit of using ‘England’ when what was meant was ‘Britain’. Yet while Edinburgh’s culture was strongly anglophone, several of Haig’s abiding traits owed much to his Scottish ancestry. His whisky-distilling Scottish forbears had proved obdurate in the face of a harsh climate and the politically rigged competition they faced from English brewers and distillers, and, like them, Haig was remarkably strong-willed. This obstinacy was further honed by his being the last to arrive in a large family with a distant, elderly, crotchety father, and a devoted but ceaselessly preoccupied mother, to whom Haig had little choice but to clamour loudly to make himself heard above the demands of his siblings. Rachel, Haig’s mother, doted on him, as on all her children, and for Douglas she became the rock upon which he built his life.9 In prophecy as well as blood and parenting, Douglas Haig was born to be immoveable. The name Haig in the Scottish border country can be traced back as far as the thirteenth century, when Thomas the Rhymer (Thomas of Ercildoune) reputedly witnessed the charter granting Petrus de Haga, from whom the Haigs where descended, a modest castle and estate at Bemersyde, some fifty miles south-east of Edinburgh, about which he supposedly uttered his famous prophecy: ‘Tide what may, whate’er betide, Haig shall be Haig of Bemersyde.’10


Douglas Haig’s father was sixth in descent from Robert Haig, the second son of the seventeenth Laird of Bemersyde. The direct line of Bemersyde Haigs expired on 14 January 1854, when the unmarried James Haig, the twenty-fifth Laird of Bemersyde, died after a brief illness. His three surviving sisters, also unmarried, then leased the mansion-house to Lord Jerviswoode while they settled permanently near Rome. In 1866 they conveyed the whole estate and lands of Bemersyde to Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur Balfour Haig, another descendant of Robert Haig,11 who took possession of the ancestral home at Bemersyde upon the death on 8 November 1878 of the final surviving sister, Sophia. The old stone house, much altered and added to by its various owners, was bought in 1919 by a number of private subscribers – including Winston Churchill, who during the Great War was a frequent critic of Douglas Haig – and freely given to the now Field Marshal Earl Douglas Haig, who finally took up residence there in early 1924.


Following a path fairly familiar in Victorian Britain, the wealthy John Haig married in 1839 at a relatively advanced age, thirty-seven, and took a young bride, nineteen-year-old Rachel Veitch. Just as her husband traced his family back through generations of Scots, so too did Rachel, whose ancestors, the Veitchs of Eliock, were reputed to have rustled cattle and smuggled contraband back in the early eighteenth century. John Haig remains an enigma, from whose hand there are scant surviving words. Of Douglas’s mother we know much more, both because she wrote many more surviving letters than her husband and, tellingly, her children clearly adored her and carefully preserved her in their memories and their own correspondence. In a letter to Douglas Haig after the Great War, one of his sisters, Janet, then aged 72, recalled their mother; she made no mention of their father.12 Rachel was born




at Stewartfield House, near Edinburgh, on Feb 29 1820 – married when she was 19 – and died when she was 59 – The Veitchs were a notably handsome race – tall, fair, with fine features, & well-shaped heads, and Rachael was worthy of her race. […] I have heard it said she was ‘the most beautiful woman in Scotland.’ […] She was shy and sensitive, & quick to understand, & sympathize (with others), somewhat silent and reticent, well-read, fond of poetry, and in her artistic discrimination, & appreciation of everything beautiful, she was before her time – yet she was no dreamer, but a capable, sensible, clearheaded woman, absolutely unworldly, & with a deep & reverent sense of Duty. […] Selflessly devoted to her children she loved her youngest above them all, for, with the fine insight of great love she knew herself to be specially blessed in her quiet, worshipping but wordless, little son – Douglas.





Rachel strived to see her children well-educated by the standards of the day, as well as resilient in their Christian faith. As an adolescent she tried her hand at poetry and, despite the surviving examples being entirely conventional – on topics such as love, friendship, and fond memories – her literary efforts testify that she felt emotional self-expression was a vital part of life. This is an extract from a poem entitled ‘What is Love’, dated 1837, when she was sixteen:




Love is the passion which endureth


Which neither time nor absence cureth;


Which nought of earthly change can sever;


Love is the light which shines for ever.


What cold and selfish breasts deem madness


Lives in its depths of joy and sadness:


In hearts, on lips of flame it burneth;


One is its world – to one it turneth.


Its chain of gold – which hand can break it?


Its deathless hold – what force can shake it?


These passions nought of earth may sever,


But Souls that love – love on for ever.





Even the Haigs’ wealth could not diminish the sorrows typical enough of Victorian times; three of Rachel’s eleven children died before their first birthday.13 Such large families were then unusual but not unknown.14 According to Douglas’s elder brother John: ‘After her first son (William) was born, she withdrew almost entirely from the outside world and devoted her life to her children. She heard our prayers night and morning till she died in 1879. Every morning, in winter or summer, came to the nursery at 4 am to see if we were all right! Her devotion to us shortened her life by many years, as she died a comparatively young woman at the age of 58 (one year after my father).’15


Rachel’s love for her children had a severely practical edge. In a letter of 4 April 1859 she discussed her wish for William, her first-born, to go to Oxford University, and artlessly revealed her pragmatic ambitions: ‘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, & to cultivate his moral powers: to see him grow up a humble & honest Christian – an accomplished well informed liberal Gentleman – with these qualifications be his lot in life what it may, he will command respect, & be in a position to desire 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 […]’16


For families such as the Haigs the possession of wealth did not guarantee social status; the final necessary stamp in the passport marked ‘gentleman’ was attendance at a good public school, followed by a stint at Oxford or Cambridge.17 Douglas and his brothers embodied a peculiarly Victorian contradiction. They owed their wealth to commerce and were thus of a class which was only just beginning to be accorded the status of gentlemen; yet their freedom from the necessity of earning their living clearly qualified them to be recognized as such. This self-doubt about their social status troubled their mother and, through her, some of her children. As a relatively belated entrant to the ranks of socially confirmed gentlemen, Haig always took great pains to conform to what he early learned were the outward marks of such status. Given that it was so important for Victorian males to regard themselves – and be regarded – as gentlemen, the lack of a conclusively shared definition of what it meant to be one must have been inordinately frustrating. As David Cannadine has remarked, when Douglas Haig was born it was ‘still not clear who was a gentleman and who was not […] by the middle of the nineteenth century, virtually anyone with a public-school education might be described as a gentleman, regardless of his parents’ social background. The only sure way of knowing you were a gentleman was to be treated as such.’18


By pushing her sons towards the best available public schools and then Oxbridge, Rachel did no more than any other socially anxious parent of the day, trying to ensure that when they were adults they would be freed of the social disability of being considered not quite a gentleman. This preoccupation – who was, who was not, and what constituted being a gentleman – permeated Douglas Haig’s life. His voluminous correspondence is littered with ad hoc snap judgements about men he met and dealt with; the highest acclamation he could bestow was to call someone a gentleman. It might seem as though in her letters to Douglas his mother was too preoccupied with his intellectual attainments – and his failures – but she was acutely aware that to succeed in Victorian England money was not in itself enough; attendance at the right educational establishments provided an additional guarantee of social status.


While the financially comfortable Haigs could easily afford all the servants they required, the sheer size and complexities involved in managing such a large group, together with the relative elderliness of John Haig, meant there was inevitably an emotional distance between Douglas and his father, already in his fifty-ninth year when Douglas arrived. Rachel took charge of all matters relating to the children and frequently consulted William, twenty years senior to Douglas, about the education and career plans for the younger boys. Douglas’s splenetic father suffered from asthma and gout and shunned society, yet in the few accounts of John Haig by his children he is recalled as a loyal and affectionate husband and devoted father. According to his son John: ‘Our father too was a good, liberal minded gentleman. He may have been a little quick-tempered and used bad language, but then swearing in those days was considered an attribute to many. And we did not mind it as it was all over as soon as said!’


Rachel’s love of Douglas gave him security and self-confidence. This motherly worship occasionally, however, sparked jealousies: ‘Due to the fact that he was his mother’s favourite there were occasions when his brothers and sisters were overcome with resentment. One day they [John and George] seized him, cut off his curls and ordered him to carry them in his pinafore to his mother, who with sadness put them carefully in a parcel.’19 George and John used horse shears to crop Douglas’s hair. Some of the curls, still very blond, can be found in the National Library of Scotland archive, carefully tucked inside a small, age-grubby Victorian envelope.


The family indulged in a wide use of nicknames. One of Douglas’s early childhood pet names was ‘Paulie’, which Rachel intensely disliked, though she tolerated another, ‘Dougal’.20 Even during the Great War his sister Henrietta would still write to him on occasion using yet another nickname, ‘Dockey’ or ‘Docky’. His brother John explained its origin: ‘In the family circle Douglas was generally called “Doctor”. The name came about like this. He was first called Dougal, then there was a friend called Dougal Paul. From him Douglas, from being called Dougal, came to be called “Paul” or “Paulie”. At that time there was a famous Scotch Divine called Dr. Paul, Minister of St Cuthberts. From him we called Douglas “Dr. Paul” and finally this was shortened to “Doctor” and more familiarly “Dockey”, by which name my sister Henrietta always addressed him and in her letters too – to the end.’21


The main family home when Douglas was born was Cameron House, in Fife, near the distillery, while the family-owned Charlotte Square residence in Edinburgh was used as a convenient place to house the older children who were attending Edinburgh schools. Although he was never employed in the day-to-day running of the family whisky business, as an adult Douglas Haig became a director of the company and took an active interest its affairs. Whisky not only gave him financial security but also through his elder sister Henrietta brought him a crucial piece of good luck, an entrée into the entourage of Edward Prince of Wales (the future King Edward VII). This ensured that Haig’s undoubted merits as an officer were not, unlike those of some of his contemporaries, to be overlooked by the monarchy. This proximity to the monarchy is a key facet of Haig’s rise. Queen Victoria had reintroduced personal approval of all commissions in the British army by the monarchy, and Edward VII perpetuated this habit. In 1869 Henrietta married William Jameson – of the Jameson Irish whiskey family – a close personal friend and yachting companion of Prince Edward’s. Jameson had an eye for the ladies and one dalliance caused Henrietta unhappiness even in her old age, when she turned to her younger brother for solace.22


In his later life Jameson was considered ‘frightening’ by his nephew George Haig, Viscount Dawyck, Douglas’s son: ‘He always looked to us as though he had a sour plum in his mouth.’23 But Jameson’s royal connections provided Douglas, via Henrietta, with a smooth entry into an incalculably useful milieu which might otherwise have remained forever closed. Henrietta exercised considerable influence over her younger brother and was a point of stability throughout his life, the elder sister who, after the death of Rachel, was clearly a maternal surrogate. According to Brigadier-General John Charteris, who probably knew Haig as well as anyone outside his family: ‘Between these two – brother and sister – there existed throughout the whole of Haig’s life a very remarkable bond of comradeship and affection. Henrietta was much more than a sister; until his marriage, she was the only woman to whom Haig ever gave a thought; she was his confidante and adviser.’24 Henrietta, locked into marriage to a wealthy rogue and herself childless, gave to Douglas her maternal devotion and love.


The Haigs were a peripatetic family, regularly frequenting seaside towns on the south coast of England and travelling to continental European spas, often on the pretext of John Haig’s needing to take the waters to ease his over-burdened liver. Rachel would also move the family to be closer to those elder children she felt might need her support, as in 1864, when the family relocated temporarily at Blackheath, on the edge of London, to be with Hugo, then employed in a stockbroker’s office in the City. At Blackheath Rachel gave Douglas a toy drum on which she wrote: ‘Douglas Haig, 1 Lee Park, Blackheath. Sometimes a good boy.’ She also gave him a handkerchief on which were embroidered the words ‘Douglas Haig. A good boy.’ Rachel’s labelling of Douglas as ‘good’ was wishful thinking; he was a passionately determined and recalcitrant child, as Haig’s widow commented: ‘very self-willed, extremely difficult to manage and subject to occasional fits of violent temper. Even his mother, whose love for him was quite exceptional, and, perhaps the most abiding and powerful influence on his whole life, was, at times, then quite unable to manage him.’25


On one occasion, when the family visited a photographic studio for a group portrait, the infant Douglas refused to sit still; he kicked and yelled so much the sitting was abandoned. Next day he was taken back, alone, and this time was well-behaved, after being bribed by the promise that he could hold his favourite pistol, as well as being given peppermints and confectionery called ‘black balls’. On another occasion the child Douglas refused to cross a small bridge across a ditch. He ‘simply lay down and kicked, and made a scene! And he was strong! The nurse could hardly carry him over, and one kindly old gentleman, thinking he was being hurt, remonstrated with the nurse, but he suddenly discovered it was only temper, said so and went away.’26


What is interesting, however, is how little evidence of bad temper there is in his adulthood, though he clearly disliked having his opinion and authority challenged once his mind was made up. Today we would not be so inclined to judge the infant Douglas as naughty; he seems to have been entirely normal in the vociferous expression of his then ungovernable emotions. This is what normal children aged three are often like.


It was a practical necessity, given the family’s size, that Douglas was brought up in a household where order was imposed. When he was nearly four his mother wrote out some rules for the nursery. The nurse ‘must rise every morning at 6. The nurse must devote her time & thoughts to the Comfort, and well being of the 3 little boys under her charge – cheerily – and happily, always being beside them. Perfect Regularity Necessary:- children’s porridge at 8 o’clock – dinner at ½p. one – tea at 6. Lights out, and nursery quiet at 10. Children bathed every night – their hair washed once a week – their socks changed twice a day […] Good fire, and everything comfortable for the children on rising – when out to walk they are not to go to people’s houses […] All children’s tempers must be studied – the treatment which is good for one child may not suit another – Cameron House, 21st April 1865.’


It would take a particularly perverse reading of this to regard it as anything but a fairly basic and, for the time, relatively liberal requirement or the orderly running of a bustling group of boisterous children. The young boys, who were ‘not worried very much by lessons and allowed to run, more or less, wild’, enjoyed considerable freedom, spending much of their time riding old ponies called The General, Bismarck and The Doctor. No serious childhood illnesses afflicted Douglas, except for an early tendency to asthma, which troubled him into adolescence; his lifelong adoration of horses and riding is partly explained by the contemporary belief that horse-riding and outdoor exercise were helpful for asthmatics. His asthma and the willpower he applied to try to conquer it speak volumes about Haig’s inner strength. Coping with chronic asthma often induces in young people an early resilience and boundless energy as part of their efforts to resist such attacks; other famous, equally driven asthmatics include Charles Dickens, Benjamin Disraeli, Theodore Roosevelt, and General William Tecumseh Sherman, each of whom had enough energy for several ordinary men. Douglas Haig refused to be cowed by his asthma and in this lies a key to understanding his adulthood. He had fewer attacks as he grew older, but his childhood experiences of fighting to breathe remained powerful memories, and meant that he early on developed the habit of being scrupulously careful of his own health.


There is nothing to suggest, however, as some27 have alleged, that Haig was a hypochondriac, which, strictly speaking, implies an unbalanced anxiety about one’s health.28 Haig coped with asthma by developing as a boy a careful regime to keep fit, active, and avoid exacerbating a congenital weakness. According to his brother John, he ‘was always careful about his diet because he knew how much he would suffer if he took things that brought the asthma on, refusing dainty dishes, saying, “Don’t you think I should be very foolish to eat anything that I knew might bring on another attack, merely for momentary selfish gratification of eating something I liked.”’


Patience, deferred gratification, self-discipline – these facets of Haig’s early development can be seen in his adulthood. His mother’s letters to the young Douglas are littered with exhortations that he should keep warm and dry, wear sufficient clothes, and her prayers that his asthma is being kept at bay. Douglas reciprocated his mother’s adoration; even after the Great War he kept her portrait over his bed at his Bemersyde home. Yet, according to Douglas Haig’s niece he ‘never spoke of her – one doesn’t often mention sacred things. I asked him if his mother was a clever woman, “Yes,” he replied, “she was clever but she was not educated … women were not taught lessons in her day.”’29


Some have made the charge that Rachel’s influence was detrimental: ‘His early development presents the picture of an unusually sullen and aggressive child being pushed resolutely forwards and upwards by a strict and puritanical mother […] Under the circumstances it is hardly surprising that, though remaining devoted to his mother, he became somewhat ambivalent towards women, and uneasy, to say the least, about the whole subject of sex.’30


This contains a grain of truth perched on a hill of exaggeration. Haig was not ‘unusually’ sullen or difficult, nor does this depiction of Rachel tally with the evidence of her maternal kindliness. But it is true that Haig’s diaries and papers are remarkably silent on the matter of sexuality and emotions; in his surviving papers there are only one or two general and usually disparaging remarks about women, and before his late marriage he had acquired the reputation of being a misogynist.


As she grew more elderly, Rachel became increasingly religious and strongly encouraged her children to adopt her own very conventional piety, which they did not always appreciate. His elder brother George, then aged sixteen, wrote to fourteen-year-old Douglas from Biarritz on 17 June 1875 that ‘Mamma is getting vy pious she reads prayers two times a day at which I have to say my prayers too. The drinks nothing but vin de table d’hote its doing penance with the salt water cure.’31


Rachel’s Presbyterian devotion lived happily alongside her belief that it was possible to contact the spirits of the dead; she and Douglas’s sisters frequently tried to make contact with beings in the after-life. Henrietta engaged in ‘automatic writing’ throughout her life, while right up to her death Rachel participated in seances. One of Rachel’s final letters to Douglas, when he was seventeen, describes the efforts of his sister Janet, then aged thirty-two: ‘Jenty is busy waiting for the Spirits to write but they won’t answer to day is the anniversary of my Father’s death & I thought perhaps we might address him: but it is of no use.’32


The possibility of spirits living beyond the grave and reappearing when summoned by a sympathetic medium was not then regarded as absurd. The Society for Psychical Research, established in 1882, was dedicated to imposing scientific rigour on the investigation of the paranormal. It gained the support of William Gladstone, two bishops of the Church of England, eight fellows of the Royal Society, John Ruskin, Alfred Tennyson, the Cambridge philosopher Henry Sidgwick, the first president of the Society, the physicist Oliver Lodge, the first person to transmit a radio signal (a year before Marconi), Alfred Russel Wallace, co-discoverer with Charles Darwin of the principles of evolution, and Arthur Balfour, whose presidency of the Society in 1894 was no handicap to his becoming Britain’s Prime Minister in 1902.33


The absence of any surviving signs of warmth between Douglas and his elderly father, who had too great a fondness for his own product, suggests something other than the conventional middle-class Victorian mores which imposed a distance between father and children. Through regular heavy drinking, copious eating and little exercise, John Haig was already fast approaching his dotage when Douglas arrived. There is little surviving correspondence from John Haig senior to Douglas; he added a postscript to a letter from Rachel to Douglas dated 5 March 1878, when Haig was sixteen and at school. Appropriately enough, John Haig talked about guns: ‘PS Your Mother wishes me to draw your attention to the sad accident which took place in your rifle corps a week ago & to draw your attention to the absolute need there is in managing fire arms. As a rule I never allow any friend of mine to bring loaded fire arms into the house or carriage or have a loaded gun in charge of any one – Now that the Breetch [sic] loaders are in universal use no one should even sit down to lunch without first removing the cartrages [sic] from every gun in the party. In our Volunteer Corps the Officer Commanding had strict orders to see this done & to allow no one to get into any train or carriage of any kind until the charges were drawn or fired off.


Yr Afft Father


John Haig.’34


Douglas’s early education was typical for the middle classes of his day, involving the employment of a private tutor whose main task was to get the boy into one of the better public schools. Such an education was relatively expensive, with the total cost of educating a son and fitting him to enter a profession as much as £2,000, spread over ten years.35 Tutoring Douglas was an uphill struggle: ‘Like Wellington before him, [Douglas] was considered the dunce of the family […] Douglas Haig gave no precocious evidence of intellectual ability.’36


At the age of eight he was sent, along with brother John, to be tutored by Mr Olliphant at 33 Charlotte Square, Edinburgh. He spent a brief period there before going to the Edinburgh Collegiate, under Dr Bryce, during 1869–1871. He then went to Orwell House, a preparatory school at Rugby, where he was prepared for public school under the tutelage of Dr Hanbury. At Orwell House he showed a marked lack of concentration and, according to a contemporary school report, was ‘very backward in Latin; spelling very poor and writing careless; rather tiresome at times; as he is backward he ought to be more attentive.’37


Rachel dearly wanted Douglas to attend Rugby, one of the most renowned public schools at the time. There was no hint at this stage of his life that Douglas was destined for the army, but attendance at an esteemed public school was almost de rigueur for any boy who wished to make a career in one of the socially fashionable regiments. As Sir John Keegan has remarked: ‘Public school was a perfect preparation for a military career, an observation none the less true for being hackneyed. For late nineteenth-century public schools inculcated many of the military qualities – physical fitness, skill at games, toughness, love of the outdoors – and taught most of the military virtues – obedience, companionability, leadership, concern for the welfare of subordinates.’38


On 9 June 1875 Rachel wrote to Douglas’s elder brother John, who had attended Clifton College in Bristol, to congratulate him on his decision to try for Cambridge University: ‘[…] It is God’s doing! & I desire to acknowledge His loving Hand in this as in every event of my past life! […] You must write to Douglas about your prospects – & it will be an immense spur to him in his Greek which he dislikes so much – when my brothers were at school, it was considered that a boy who did not learn Greek was uneducated – & to my idea an Oxford & Cambridge University man is of a higher stamp than those who are not.


‘Of course you must mix with men in college who, in the course of a few years, will be the Great Men of the day – Statesmen lawyers etc & the training makes a Gentleman!’39


Despite her regular exhortations, Douglas struggled at school. Rachel again wrote about this disappointment to his brother John on 24 September 1875: ‘Dr Hanbury tells Douglas, but I hope he is wrong, it is hardly worthwhile his going up to Rugby as he wd be kicked out in a year or so […] I am dreadfully vexed at this, but I hope he may be allowed to try & he may come off better than he expects – Meantime write & advise the poor Laddie to do all he can to get in to big school – Rugby suits his health & were it for no other reason I do most anxiously hope he may not leave the place.’40


Dr Hanbury informed Rachel that, as his abysmal grasp of Greek would let him down if he sat Rugby’s entrance examinations, Douglas should be steered towards Clifton College, where entry was not dependent upon passing an exam in Greek, but whose new headmaster, who had taught at Rugby, nevertheless maintained high academic and moral standards. Haig attended Clifton between 1875–1879, until he was eighteen. Established in 1862, Clifton College was a newcomer among public schools. Under its second41 headmaster, the Reverend John Percival – who went on to help establish Somerville College, Oxford, one of the university’s first women’s colleges, and ended up as a somewhat free-thinking Bishop of Hereford – Clifton was, for the period, a relatively open-minded institution; Percival established Polack’s House, the first Jewish boarding house at an English public school.42 Conditions at Clifton were not unusually harsh, though the school was – and is today – unique in employing a master with the title ‘Marshal’, whose sole responsibility was to enforce discipline, class attendance and school rules. Percival, a high-minded Christian Socialist sympathizer, made school uniform and games compulsory and instilled in the boys an ethos of public-school chivalry, in which patriotism and group loyalty were cardinal virtues. It was a school ideally suited to the needs of the Haigs, its original prospectus stating that its main purpose was to provide ‘for the sons of gentlemen a thoroughly good and liberal education at moderate cost.’ It catered, in the words of a more recent headmaster, for the ‘needs of a class newly enriched by the profits of industrial and commercial growth.’43


The timetable of the older public schools was largely preoccupied with training in the reading and writing of Latin and Greek prose and verse, and, while Percival introduced more French, history and some sciences, by the time Haig left Clifton those boys who were unable to make the grade in the Classics and who spent more time on the Moderns found themselves lumped in a category which Percival’s successor described as ‘a refuge for the less cultivated and the less capable […] the home of the unambitious, the unliterary, the stagnant.’44 Percival insisted that intellectual achievement was a guide to superiority of moral character, and entry to the school’s sixth (and highest) form was by academic merit alone; Haig did not make the grade. According to his brother John: ‘I fear Douglas was not a success at Clifton, with difficulty he reached the fifth form!’ Clifton stood out in one other respect, as being one of a handful of public schools which had ‘the nurturing of future army officers [as] almost their principal function.’45 At Clifton, despite his loathing for Greek, Douglas persisted with the language as it was a necessary torture if he were to enter Oxford or Cambridge. Henrietta, who never had to tackle Greek but felt justified in giving advice, cajoled him into trying harder, as in a letter she sent from Biarritz in 1875:46 ‘Of course you know Bee [John] has to begin Greek again if he goes to Cambridge for he cant get in without it – don’t you think it wd have been much better if he had stuck to it instead of giving it up at Clifton? It wd have saved him a lot of hard work & drudgery now.’47


Haig left little mark on his contemporaries at Clifton – perhaps the most famous of whom, Sir Henry Newbolt, arrived there in 1876 – and, happy or not, he would have realized and accepted that stoic endurance was expected. At Clifton a pattern was set, whereby Haig co-existed with his fellows without forming intense associations. Public schools were places of notoriously whimsical but harsh punishment – beatings by both masters and older boys were commonplace and regarded as an essential part of discipline – and also of a nebulous homoeroticism. The nineteenth-century revival of interest in chivalric codes and behaviour, traceable to Sir Walter Scott, fed into the muscular Christianity that suffused public schools at the time and provided a useful cloak for those whose homoerotic interests strayed into overt homosexuality, as in the case of John Addington Symonds, a poet and critic who periodically taught at Clifton during Haig’s time. After Douglas’s death, his widow wrote to Clifton’s headmaster, Mr N. Whatley, in her desire to learn more about her deceased husband’s early life. Whatley was of little help: ‘Oddly enough it is very difficult to find anyone who knew him at all intimately. Last year [1928] we were trying to find someone who had known him intimately at School to give us more detailed information than we possessed. Everyone who was at School with him remembered him, but none of them said they had known him at all intimately. Of those I wrote to, Sir Francis Younghusband [the Central Asian explorer] knew him better than any, but he does not claim to have known him well.’48


But Clifton clearly left its mark on Haig and, in his lifelong quest to find and loyally serve a higher authority (mother, headmaster, king, God), Clifton provided him with a permanent reference point as to the idealized behaviour of a gentleman. In later life he recalled Clifton fondly and the school’s motto – Spiritus intus alit, the spirit that quickeneth – was frequently on his lips in adulthood.49


The humdrum regularity of life at Clifton was interrupted by the death of John Haig senior, at the age of seventy-six at the family home in Edinburgh on 22 March 1878, when Douglas was sixteen. It was an agonizing and, no doubt, horrifying death through haematemesis, probably induced by chronic alcoholism, in which he vomited blood for some part of the sixteen hours between the onset of his fatal attack and his death.50 In the Haig archives there is nothing to show that Haig senior’s passing was deeply mourned by his children, although Rachel evidently suffered something like a stroke shortly after. Douglas learned from the example of his father the dangers of self-indulgence; throughout his life he ate simply and moderately, did not smoke, not even cigars, and his consumption of alcohol was very low by contemporary standards.


By the spring of 1879, then approaching his eighteenth birthday, Douglas was being prodded by his eldest brother William into leaving Clifton so that he could attend a crammer to help him achieve sufficient knowledge of Greek to pass Oxbridge entrance exams. William Haig had investigated the possibility of Douglas receiving coaching from a Mr Rhoades, at Rugby, who had performed the same service for John junior. But Mr Rhoades could not assist. William forwarded Rhoades’ letter to Douglas, accompanied by his own suggestion as to what Douglas should do.




Rugby March 14 1879


My dear Sir,


I have given up taking pupils; but my brother James Rhoades, Haileybury, Banksome Park, Bournemouth, is a better Tutor than I ever was […]’


Edin 15 March ’79


My Dear Douglas,


You see what Mr Rhoades says. Please let me know if you will go to his brother to read & prepare yourself for college in October. If you will, please go at once & give notice that you will not return to Clifton after Easter, & if it is necessary I will send written notice. If you decide on going to James Rhoades wire me over night & I will put matters in trim for you.


There is however no time to be lost if you are going to a Tutor & to Oxford in October. You ought to go to him at once & take no holidays at Easter. Bournemouth wd be a nice place for Mama to go to but if she were there, you wd do no work at all.


Yours affct


W.H.H





Douglas took William’s advice. Soon after William’s letter to Douglas, Rachel, who by this time was scarcely able to speak or write, was taken to Ramsgate, where she swiftly declined and died on 21 March 1879; she was subsequently buried next to her husband at Markinch, Fife. After the funeral Douglas joined his elder brother Hugo, then aged thirty-four, on a brief excursion to California, before returning to be crammed full of Greek grammar. The loss of his mother removed the most important figure of his formative years. For future guidance and support Douglas depended on Henrietta. Of Rachel’s death, Douglas’s son, Dawyck, wrote: ‘[W]hen she died at the early age of fifty-eight in 1879 my father was heartbroken.’51 This may well have been true, but to what degree did this upbringing manifest itself in Haig’s adulthood? Given Douglas Haig’s strangulated emotional nature, his unquestioned grief at Rachel’s death was in all probability deeply internalized. Certainly in the voluminous Haig archives at the NLS there is nothing in Douglas Haig’s own hand which refers to his feelings concerning his mother’s death.


Despite this, given that he did have a formidably affectionate mother and emotionally distant father, some have been tempted to interpret his conduct as a general through the prism of his childhood. Such efforts, however, can lead to triteness: ‘From research into the nature and aetiology of authoritarianism it was concluded that the condition derives from the impact on the child of status-anxious parents. Subsequent research has confirmed a relationship between sexual repression, militarism, religiosity, aggression and having a restrictive mother. Haig fits this pattern pretty well.’52


This kind of theorizing cannot really explain why Haig became the kind of general he did or the actions he took, for the simple reason that his own brothers experienced the same upbringing by their parents and yet went on to lead very different and rather unexceptional lives. While Rachel was ‘status-anxious’ – and in this respect completely typical of her class and epoch – John Haig appears to have possessed none of these worries, simply assuming his sons would naturally follow him into the distilling business. And while Rachel was clearly ambitious for Douglas, she did not single him out for her especial attention; she was ambitious for all her sons. More important, her letters reveal her to have been remarkably kindly, even indulgent, to her children. Had she been the fierce Calvinist of the clichéd picture, it is unlikely that her children would have recalled her, many years after her death, with such loving affection. There is no ‘pattern’ into which Haig can be straitjacketed without being remarkably indifferent to the individual complexities of his family background and social environment. Such post hoc lobotomizing of historical figures can lead to nonsense, such this interpretation of the reasons why Haig chose to fight the battles of Passchendaele: ‘Whether by accident or by design, the events of Third Ypres [also known as Passchendaele] – the enormous release of destructive energy, the churning up of ground until the overlapping craters coalesced into one great reeking swamp, and the expulsion into this morass of more and yet more “faecal” bodies – constitute the acting-out of an anal fantasy of impressive proportions […] the conclusion [is] that acting-out was not so much coincidental as deliberately, if unconsciously, motivated.’53


Haig’s ‘real’ motive for staging the battle of Passchendaele was, on this reading, because it enabled him to express the long repressed fantasy of dabbling in the biggest pile of excrement ever imagined. This crass interpretation, like all quasi-Freudian analysis, defies challenge. If we search for clues in Haig’s upbringing as to his future actions, behaviour and success, then the facts are that he was fortunate in having a rich father, an indulgent and loving mother, and a network of strong sibling support, particularly that of Henrietta. These positive influences counterbalanced his own rather limited innate intellectual abilities, by inculcating in him a determination to work hard and master his own weaknesses. By the time he left Clifton to go to Oxford University, having crammed enough Classics to matriculate, Haig was an undistinguished, thoroughly conventional, parentless young Victorian. There was nothing in his life thus far which hinted at a rise to eminence – except, perhaps, the useful social connections of Henrietta, his devoted sister.









CHAPTER TWO


Polo Field and Parade Ground




It is not that the Englishman can’t feel – it is that he is afraid to feel. He has been taught at his public school that feeling is bad form. He must not express great joy or sorrow, or even open his mouth too wide when he talks – his pipe might fall out if he did.


E. M. Forster (Tonbridge School)





In October 1880, the nineteen-year-old Douglas Haig arrived at one of Oxford University’s least intellectually eminent colleges, Brasenose (BNC), where he was one of eighty-nine ‘commoners’ or ordinary entrants; there were also twenty-nine scholars and exhibitioners. His student days were clearly happy, if academically undistinguished, and in later life he always recalled them with affection. On the day of his marriage he even took a detour to show his bride his old college rooms. Such was Haig’s high regard for Brasenose that although his busy life forced him to turn down many invitations to college dinners after he left the university, he nevertheless maintained a close relationship with BNC to the end of his life. After the Great War, BNC’s governing body erected in 1920, as one part of a three-fold war memorial, a heavy Doulting stone tablet in the entrance to the college, on which were engraved the words:1




THIS RECORD IS HERE SET THAT THOSE


WHO PASS MAY BE PUT IN MIND OF


FIELD MARSHAL EARL HAIG & ALL


THE OTHER BRASENOSE MEN WHO


DEVOTED THEMSELVES AT HOME OR ABROAD


TO THE SERVICE OF THEIR COUNTRY


IN THE TIME OF PERIL


1914 ~ 1918





In 1969, when Haig’s reputation had perhaps reached its nadir, the BNC governing body used the pretext of refurbishing the Lodge to remove this memorial. Today it languishes unnoticed in a hidden corner of the college in the open air, under a rusting radiator and other detritus, its face symbolically turned to the wall, testimony to how far Haig’s name and his achievements have been not just forgotten, but now represent an embarrassment to the place he so revered.2


Haig and BNC were a perfect match. The college’s solid reputation as a bibulous, hearty, sporty and convivially unacademic place ideally suited his intellectual abilities and social interests. In the second half of the nineteenth century BNC was particularly attractive to sons of the squirearchy; it fulfilled the task of getting an Oxford education without demanding strenuous application to books. Its entrance standards were less demanding than more intellectually prestigious colleges such as Balliol, and it could not afford to turn down many applicants; shortly before Haig arrived, it had, for financial reasons, considered amalgamating with another small college, Lincoln.3 Haig matriculated to study for a Pass degree in French literature, Elements of Political Economy, and Classical History; at that date there were no Honours degrees in modern European languages. University Pass degree examinations in French were then ‘less demanding than the modern A-level and could be taken without ever speaking a word of the language in question.’4 Studying for a Pass degree was something which a BNC man (there were no women) could easily fit around the more important activities of drinking and dining clubs, fox-hunting, rowing, horse racing, cricket or – in Haig’s case – polo. The tone of BNC was set by its long-standing principal, the Reverend Dr Edward Hartopp Cradock, head of the college since 1853 and husband of Harriet Lister, a former maid of honour to Queen Victoria. Cradock5 informed the young Haig on his arrival: ‘Ride, sir, ride – I like to see the gentlemen of Brasenose in top boots.’ To another undergraduate of Haig’s intake he exclaimed: ‘Drink plenty of port, sir. You want port in this damp climate.’6


It was, in other words, an ideal college for a reasonably intelligent but unscholarly son of a distiller, whose natural inclination was to be off at a gallop rather than hunch over textbooks; the perfect finishing place to reassure someone that they were, after all, a gentleman. Haig was never intent on academic prowess at Oxford; he always ‘cherished the deepest contempt for examinations as a test of ability’,7 possibly because he did not shine at such tests. As someone whose relationship with books was generally adversarial rather than amiable, Haig embarked on one of the least strenuous routes up the academic mountain.


Despite, or perhaps because of, its reputation as one of Oxford’s leading colleges for youthful male athleticism, BNC was also the adopted home of Walter Pater, the leading figure of the Aesthetic Movement. Pater arrived at the college in 1864 and stayed until his death in 1894, and for a period was Haig’s tutor. It is one of the quirks of Haig’s story that someone without much interest in the creative arts should be drawn into such close proximity to one of the Victorian age’s greatest exponents of art for art’s sake. There is a regularly repeated story that Haig later claimed Pater taught him how to write clear English,8 but this is wrong. Pater did not teach Haig to write, but to read, as Haig revealed at a BNC dinner held in London on 16 December 1927:9




Walter Pater had the (for him) uncongenial task of expounding the beauties of Homer to me alone. How often I used to go to him ready dressed for hunting with my boots and breeches concealed under a pair of trousers. I used simply to long for the hour to pass. But as I had not much to do for my first two years, before Mods. he told me what to read, Thackeray, Dickens &c., and now I know that I have to thank him for showing me what good English prose really is.





Haig’s personality was instinctively inclined towards a longing for certainty rather than ambiguity, for action rather than passivity, and was diametrically opposed to the solipsistic aestheticism of Pater. There were other distinctions. Pater’s homoerotic temperament was thinly disguised and although he, like Haig, left no written account of his sexual activities, the assumption today is that he was a repressed homosexual: ‘[Pater’s] lyrical outbursts on the subject of naked male beauty seem positive indications of homosexual feeling, however repressed in his daily existence, and have been widely taken as such in our day.’10


Pater was an admirer of handsome, physically active and wealthy young men – John Buchan recalled him once saying, ‘It is so beautiful to see young men leaping over bars like panthers’11 – and Douglas Haig at nineteen was a fine example of the breed. At BNC Haig could hardly have missed gossip concerning Pater’s personal proclivities, garbed though they were in philosophizing about the nature of Art and Beauty. Pater’s book Renaissance, published in 1873, had outraged English conservative public opinion by its anti-Christian paganism and its endorsement of the views of the eighteenth-century German classical scholar Johann Winckelmann, who was murdered by a male lover. In 1874 it became known that Pater had formed an intense friendship with a Balliol undergraduate, which was enough to ensure Pater was passed over for a proctorship12 at BNC – despite being the most eligible senior fellow for the position – and in 1877 he withdrew, under pressure, his candidacy for the university’s prestigious poetry professorship.


Men with same-sex desires (the term ‘homosexual’ did not gain currency in Britain before 1892)13 who wished to avoid social disapprobation and possible criminal prosecution, as Oscar Wilde – who graduated from Magdalen two years before Haig arrived at BNC – painfully discovered, had little choice but to live a repressed existence.14 John Addington Symonds, who had taught Greek poetry part-time at Clifton College during Haig’s time there, popped up again during Haig’s years at BNC, forming a passionate friendship with Walter Pater.15 Fear of social opprobrium dictated silence and hypocrisy concerning all sexual activity for anyone who aspired to be considered a gentleman. This contradictory age was, at least nominally, resolutely sexually repressive, despite the notorious sexual voraciousness of Edward, Prince of Wales, who, in a period of widespread prurience, was the exception that proved the rule. Just seven years after Haig was born, Dr Henry Maudsley published an article in his Journal of Mental Science on ‘self-abuse’, asserting that the ‘masturbator is a moral pervert whose insanity is disagreeable in the extreme; it makes him morbid, egotistical, self-centred, downright amoral. Should he marry, he will be impotent or cruel and inevitably become insane, haunted by delusions and megalomania. The sooner he sinks to his degraded rest the better for himself, and the better for the world which is well rid of him.’16


Given such prevailing mores, it is little wonder that a young man such as Haig, raised in dogmatic and God-fearing Christian conservatism, kept any sexual thoughts or deeds well concealed, for fear not only of eternal hellfire but also of unpleasant gossip and social damnation. There is nothing in the Haig archives to show that he endured inner turmoil regarding his sexuality; indeed, there is no evidence – even after marriage – that he had any sexual feelings whatsoever, apart from the existence of his four children, for whom he evinced a greater paternal affection than he received from his own father.


Alfred Duff Cooper wrote that Haig ‘learnt more at Oxford than to ride and to play polo’ but failed to specify what that ‘more’ might have been. If he meant Haig learned the importance of social connections, he was right. Oxford represented a social interlude as well as a vital step towards establishing Haig’s credentials as a gentleman, a word which today has lost the intangible yet palpable indication of social standing it possessed in Victorian Britain. ‘Gentleman’ was an unquestioned term of praise, implying honesty, loyalty, self-discipline and moral integrity. It was not thought that only a gentleman could embody and demonstrate such virtues; but the possession and display of such virtues were the marks of a gentleman. One might be a gentleman in terms of wealth, manner and social standing, but it still might not be enough to overcome all barriers, such as that of being Jewish.


In 1910 Lewis Namier, later to become a distinguished historian, was refused an All Souls Fellowship because he was Jewish.17 It might not have been the dominant reason he was declined, but it was a factor in the minds of some college fellows. Douglas Haig and his wife, along with most of their class, shared the ubiquitous assumption that Jews were not quite part of ‘proper’ society, despite Edward, Prince of Wales, having not just Jewish friends but even a Jewish banker, the German-born Sir Ernest Cassel, who became Edward VII’s private financial adviser and treasurer in 1902.18 A former mistress of Edward, the Countess of Warwick, explained this apparent contradiction: ‘We resented the introduction of the Jews into the social set of the Prince of Wales; not because we disliked them individually, for some of them were charming as well as brilliant, but because they had brains and understood finance. As a class, we did not like brains. As for money, our only understanding of it lay in the spending, not in the making of it.’19


During the Great War, Lord Northcliffe, the British press baron, was given to making wild accusations about alleged Jewish pacifism, as was David Lloyd George.20 For the upper echelons of Victorian and Edwardian society, in Britain, France, Germany and elsewhere in Europe, casual anti-Semitism was a fact of life,21 although extreme expressions of it, such as that of Kaiser Wilhelm II at a banquet held in his honour at Windsor Castle on 15 November 1906 – ‘There are far too many of them [Jews] in my country. They want stamping out. If I did not restrain my people there would be a Jew-baiting’22 – were considered distressingly vulgar. For people of Haig’s class it was axiomatic that Jews were irritating, as he betrayed in a letter to Henrietta dated 23 June 1895 from the Railway Hotel, Haywards Heath, when he was attending an army staff tour: ‘We rode from here towards the Coast, over the Downs towards Shoreham, then to Brighton. We got there about 3p.m and lunched at “The Old Ship” which seems a capital hotel, and preferable to these new semi-continental Hostelries, as there are fewer Jews about the place.’23 Haig was thirty-four at the time. These were the words neither of callow youth nor callous maturity but simply a reflection of his uncritical absorption of the prejudices of the time. An individual Jew might be a gentleman; Jews in general were not.


Yet the concept of a gentleman was terribly slippery, and Victorian writers spilled much ink deliberating its definition. Haig’s birth was bracketed by two of the key Victorian texts on this thorny topic. In 1852 John Henry Newman published The Idea of a University, in which he explored the definition of a gentleman, and his portrait of a stoical, silent person is in many respects a good depiction of what Haig tried to emulate. For Newman, a true gentleman ‘never speaks of himself except when compelled, never defends himself by a mere retort, he has no ears for slander or gossip, is scrupulous in imputing motives to those who interfere with him, and interprets every thing for the best. He is never mean or little in his disputes, never takes unfair advantage, never mistakes personalities or sharp sayings for arguments, or insinuates evil […] he observes the maxim of the ancient sage, that we should ever conduct ourselves towards our enemy as if he were one day to be our friend. He has too much good sense to be affronted at insults, he is too well employed to remember injuries, and too indolent to bear malice. He is patient, forbearing, and resigned, on philosophical principles; he submits to pain, because it is inevitable, to bereavement, because it is irreparable, and to death, because it is his destiny.’


Two months after Haig’s birth, the concluding episode of Dickens’s Great Expectations was published. It is arguably the most important literary depiction of the struggle to become and be accepted as a gentleman, in which Pip learns it means much more than simply possessing an unearned income; it also implies loyalty and personal humility. Certainly, Haig, along with myriad others, fell short of Newman’s ideal: he could be mean-spirited and penny-pinching; he listened to and indulged in gossip; he never admitted mistakes; and he appeared sometimes to be disloyal to his superiors. Perhaps the closest Haig ever got to defining for himself what he understood by the term ‘gentleman’ came in the final days of the Great War. He found time to write to the Earl of Dartmouth on 23 August 1918 to accept the offer of being granted the Freedom of the I. Zingari cricket club, formed in the mid nineteenth century by a group of old Harrovians. ‘I shall wear no decoration with greater pleasure,’ wrote Haig, ‘than the one your distinguished Club has given me,’ adding that he prized the ‘three Zingaric principles to “keep your temper, keep your promise, keep your wicket up.” ’24


There were, however, countervailing attitudes towards the highly amorphous state of grace that was gentlemanliness. Neville Lytton, the Eton- and École des Beaux Arts-educated grandson of the Victorian novelist Edward Bulwer-Lytton, is a good touchstone in this respect. Lytton served as a major at the BEF’s GHQ in France for part of the Great War, in charge of newspaper reporters and press censorship, and he was thus often in close contact with Haig. His private income afforded him the opportunity to become a champion tennis player as well as an accomplished artist; he was by any standards of the day a gentleman. Yet sometimes, he felt, there could be too much of a good thing: ‘Personally I hate the word “gentleman”; you may take it as the highest term of praise that can be given to a human being, embodying all the aristocratic qualities of body, mind, and soul, but in the Army and in English life generally it is applied to those who dress conventionally, and who are lacking in all power of thought, imagination, or initiative. I always used to say “give me Jews and not gentlemen, and we will win the war.” Certain it is that we had many magnificent officers who, by no flight of the imagination, could be described as gentlemen.’25


Douglas Haig aspired to the positive qualities Lytton depicts, yet his intellectual narrowness meant he was also prone, at Oxford and in later life, to judge others by Lytton’s lesser, conventional definition. How was a gentleman to know what his duties were, beyond those superficialities? In 1876, when Haig was fifteen, the quintessentially Victorian Oxford philosophy don F. H. Bradley published Ethical Studies, giving formal elaboration to what he believed were the fibres that knitted individual self-realization into society. While Bradley’s argument was very abstract, it nevertheless provided the epoch with a rationale for its pragmatic conservatism. In the essay ‘My Station and its Duties’ Bradley argued that the ethical priority for an individual was first to understand his self and how that self fitted into the world; from that, it followed that the highest moral aspiration was to perform the duties allotted by this station. This deeply conservative philosophy imposed a broad imperative peculiarly appropriate to the age, one that resonated with those already conservatively inclined, such as Haig.


For Bradley, ‘political philosophy has not to play tricks with the state, but to understand it; and ethics has not to make the world moral, but to reduce to theory the morality current in the world. If we want it to do anything more, so much the worse for us; for it cannot possibly construct new morality […] That which tells us what in particular is right and wrong is not reflection but intuition. […] there is nothing better than my station and its duties, nor anything higher or more truly beautiful. It holds and will hold its own against the worship of the “individual”, whatever form that may take.’26


Bradley’s views played to the unquestioned assumption of the public schools that the highest form of morality was a form of stoicism, one in which the individual’s public duty was, in the words of Sir Henry New bolt’s 1897 poem Vitai Lampada, to ‘play the game’. Bradley instructed that the true realization of the self was to grasp that ‘I am what I am by being one of a people, by being born in a family, by living in a certain society, in a certain state; accordingly my role is determined by my function in that large social system; and so my duties are derived from reflection upon the station that I occupy within it.’27


Haig was no theoretician and could not have articulated this position so succinctly; yet he perfectly embodies Bradley’s assertions as to what the true moral life was, and the ethos of the British army Haig was to enter was a practical exemplification of Bradley’s argument. Of course, it was also a deeply hypocritical age, one in which the worst crime for carefree sybarites, on the fringes of whose ranks Haig was to tarry a while, was, as Countess Warwick suggested, to be found out: ‘What a man or woman might feel or do in private was their own affair, but our rule was No Scandal!’28


In this respect the Victorian period was no different from any other, proselytizing high-minded ideals yet practising low-minded indulgences. Nevertheless, the strongly held belief of Victorians was that a true gentleman could be relied upon intuitively to do the right thing in a crisis. For Haig, in some of the worst days of the Great War, this meant he yearned to have more former public schoolboys and Oxbridge graduates, like himself, to guide and lead the army. In November 1914 he informed General Sir Henry Crichton Sclater, then adjutant-general to the army, that the reservists being sent to France at that time:




had neither the will, nor the physique for fighting. I said we wanted patriots who knew the importance of the cause for which we are fighting. The whole German people have been impregnated from youth up with an intense patriotic feeling, so that they die willingly for their country. There are not many of our men who will do this unless well led. Now we are short of officers to lead them. I said send out young Oxford and Cambridge men as officers; they understand the crisis in which the British Empire is involved.29





Having arrived at Oxford University, the final staging-post for gentlemen, Haig ineluctably gravitated towards the social – inescapably synonymous with wealthy – elite of his college and the university, getting himself elected to some of the most fashionable clubs including the Vampyres, a BNC Sunday lunch club; the Bullingdon, then as now a byword for wealthily carefree drunken rowdiness; the Phoenix, a BNC society and Oxford’s oldest dining club; and Vincent’s, the university club for Blues and sportsmen. He tried his hand at rowing but found it monotonous. Instead, he quickly returned to his boyhood passion of horse-riding and took up polo, the expenses of which necessarily restricted it to the richer members of the university. According to a contemporary, Haig was socially restrained:


‘While courteous to everyone, he did not spread himself, and stuck to his College and the House.30 The only outside persons […] whom he ever introduced to Oxford were brothers, and he never (as far as I am aware) entertained any woman except his sister, though I have seen his face set, in a silent but obstinate protest, against any loose talk about women. My impression was and is that he disliked any remarks derogatory to women, and showed it, without speaking, so clearly that any would-be raconteur “dried up”. His principal friend was “Tommy” Hitchcock,31 of BNC, from America, himself a great polo player, and father of a great polo player; and by him Haig was started on “polo”, worked hard at the game with strenuous energy, and with Hitchcock played polo for the University of 1882 and 1883. […] He loved also a quiet joke, but I never heard him make one. To Hall he seldom, if ever, went; but dined out, always returning early, and hating to sit up at night.’32


The larger international events of the time passed Haig by at Oxford; it is unrecorded, for example, what this future field marshal thought of the military disaster on 27 February 1881 on Majuba Hill, a bitter catastrophe for the jingoists of the day, where a small force of Boer commandos ambushed and killed Sir George Colley, Governor of Natal, and killed, wounded or took prisoner another 266 of his force of 554 soldiers. Only in his final year at Oxford did Haig begin erratically to keep a diary. His diary-writing ebbed and flowed in later years and he never used the pages as a means of self-exploration; on the contrary, they are relentlessly dedicated to externalities. Even during the Great War, when he wrote a daily entry, he neither generated profound insights nor memorable phrases and most entries, particularly in the early years, are Pooterishly conventional. Indeed, Duff Cooper dryly commented that Haig’s Oxford diaries were ‘a cheerful chronicle of Oxford life from the point of view of one whose principal interests are hunting and polo, who enjoys the club life of the University and plays his part in club politics, but who is determined to combine with this easy-going existence that modicum of work which will enable him to satisfy the examiners.’33


It would be more honest to say that Haig’s early diaries reveal a mind lacking in profundity, a character which judges so-and-so a ‘nice fellow’ and which is completely absorbed in the minutiae of insignificant undergraduate dining clubs. Their general flavour is captured in the first entry of the first volume, from February 1883:




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


I think it is as well to start from the 19th day of last June upon which day I was twenty one, and put down as many events as I can remember with accuracy which happened from then until this day.





Haig’s good intention of keeping his personal records up to date petered out almost immediately. His Oxford diaries depict a life consisting of club meetings, hunting, dining, polo, and an occasional drawing class at Ruskin School of Art.34 Haig encountered several undergraduates who later gained prominence, such as Edward Grey, Foreign Secretary at the start of the Great War, and Lord William Cecil, the future Bishop of Exeter and second son of the Marquess of Salisbury, who was himself soon to become Conservative Prime Minister. William Cecil, known as ‘The Fish’, was considered an eccentric35 and quite unlike anyone in Haig’s previous experience: he confided to his diary that the future bishop’s clothes were ‘very seedy resembling the garb of a scholar!’ Scholars, by definition, were poor, and possibly not gentlemen.


In the meantime, the visits to continental European spas by his parents had ingrained the habit in their children, and Haig spent part of March 1883 in France with his brother Hugo and his family, and their sister Janet, in the Pyrenean spa town of Pau, where Douglas was irritated with brother Hugo’s genuine hypochondria and selfishness. ‘Sat 17th: Hugo expects everyone to give way to him; he is indeed most annoying and rubs one up terrible but I manage to say nothing – Archie [Hugo’s wife] seems more delicate than he as he eats and drinks well while she can only do the latter – Henrietta expected tomorrow.’


Haig longed for the arrival of Henrietta, who was accompanied by her sister-in-law, Agnes Jameson, whom he snobbishly dismissed. ‘Sun 18th: Train due at 1.22 but was a few minutes late – at last the train came in Hentta, Mary Morisson and Agnes Jameson in same carriage, this latter with a Cook’s ticket! not able to speak a word of french [sic]; coin indeed cannot replace want of education! We arrive at the Villa and find Hugo at lunch – He did not come down to the door and seemed to receive Hentta coldly, Hugo & Archie angry because she had delayed coming for so long.’


On 3 April he and Henrietta visited Lourdes, which prompted a rush of Presbyterian revulsion at religious idolatry. At the grotto he found ‘innumerable ends of burnt candles, some people praying and thousands of well worn crutches! What credulity! What superstition! The road from our hotel to the Grotte is simply nothing but booths where are sold religious ornaments, crucifixes […]’36


On 8 April the group travelled to Paris, where Haig saw Sarah Bernhardt take the lead role in Victorien Sardou’s play Fedora at the Vaudeville Theatre and, on Tuesday 10th, after riding in the Bois de Boulogne, they saw Racine and Molière pieces at the Théâtre Français, where Pater’s training failed him; he merely recorded that ‘The acting at this Theatre is splendid!’ By Saturday 14 April he was once again in Oxford, back amid the dining clubs that were his staple preoccupation. His diary entry for Wednesday 18 April 1883 is unusually long:


‘Dinner at 7 o’c with Noll – Macdonnell and Ld Henry Bentinck dined with us – after dinner we have great argument on the present evils of the church, notably the narrow-minded views of clergymen and their hypocracy [sic]. Mac. talked loudly but did not listen to our arguments, he was all in favour of the “good work done by the Church” – Jumbo (Bentinck) listened but said little; Noll stammered out his views on “Charity” which, he said, “was never preached to the people.” I must say I thght he had right on his side tho’ he cd not explain his feelings. […] At dinner we had discussed the meanness of some fathers to their sons up here, in the hopes of making them acquire the knowledge of the value of money – such as the Duke of Westminster to Henry Grosvenor who is obliged to bet a little in order to get some money.37 And “Puppy” Weymouth who is allowed £30038 by Marquess of Bath, his father. Chas. Trefusis is also kept a bit strict – To bed about 11.30.’


Complaints about the supposed meanness of parents is a perennial undergraduate gripe, but £300 a year in 1880 was ample for a single man; Joseph Wells, who studied at Wadham College, Oxford, during the same decade Haig was at BNC, reckoned the annual cost of living for a careful undergraduate was around £160; tuition fees were an additional £20 or so a year. An Oxbridge education was, however, still a luxury which only the few could afford, when most of the working population were subsisting on less than thirty shillings a week.39 The novelist E. M. Forster managed to live very comfortably at Cambridge University a decade later (1897–1901) on £320 a year, from 4 per cent interest on an £8,000 legacy from his aunt Marianne Thornton.


The buying of ponies, polo matches, the stinginess of parents, the elections to clubs now mostly long forgotten and of importance only for the future social connections they bestowed – while these were his daily round, somewhere in Haig’s mind was also forming a determination to enter the army. Indeed, he became so motivated by this that his inattentiveness to academic work evolved into complete indifference to the acquisition of a degree. One of Haig’s contemporaries at Oxford later revealed his response when his choice of profession was questioned: ‘I said I thought 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 a man himself how he gets on in any profession. If I went into the Church I’d be a Bishop.” ’40


During the summer term – then officially classed as two terms, running from Easter to Whitsun, and from Trinity Sunday for a further three to four weeks – of 1881, Haig’s congenital bronchial weakness had forced his temporary absence from the university, so that the college authorities deemed he had not ‘kept’ the full term.41 Twelve terms of residence were required for the BA degree at this date, and because of this absence – a technicality but one that was strictly enforced42 – Haig failed to qualify for a degree. He could easily have returned to Oxford for Michaelmas (autumn) term in 1883 to fulfil this requirement, but by then he had already decided to join the army via the Royal Military College at Sandhurst, and needed to devote himself exclusively to cramming for its entry examinations.43 At that time the latest a university candidate could take Sandhurst entry tests was in their twenty-second year. Haig was twenty-two in June 1883 and thus, if he wished to get into Sandhurst, he had only one chance. He left Oxford and employed another crammer, Mr Litchfield at Hampton Court, with whom he boarded from 21 July 1883.


Litchfield charged £6 a week for his services; shortly after beginning his studies, Haig ‘found that I had forgotten Latin greatly.’ One of his fellow pupils at Litchfield’s recalled Haig as a serious student: ‘We were the usual careless lot of youngsters but Haig did not join freely in our frivolities. He plodded on steadily with his own work. That he had made up his mind to a serious career in the Army is proven by the following incident. We were playing Roulette [sic] in my bedroom when Haig came in. We at once tried to make him play too. He refused, saying abruptly, “It is all very well for you fellows, you are going into the Army to play at soldiering. I am going into it as a profession.” ’44


Getting a place at Sandhurst was not difficult for a gentleman with a private income so long as a candidate had been well tutored by experienced crammers. The compulsory papers in maths and English, together with three options, including Classics, were all familiar for anyone with a public school background. Haig naturally sat the optional Classics test, as it carried three times as many possible marks as any other optional paper. It has been suggested this method of entry was ‘ill-suited to selecting officers’45, but it is difficult to know what other method would have been both possible and also an improvement. The suggestion that the acquisition of short-term memory-based knowledge was of little use to future soldiers is questionable; at least it demonstrated that the cadet could absorb, retain and regurgitate relatively complicated information, a necessary if not sufficient skill for any officer. Haig entered Sandhurst on 12 February 1884, slightly older than most of his contemporaries, who largely came straight from public schools.


The possession of a private income was vital for any young man who aspired to join a socially prestigious regiment of the British army in the 1880s. In 1900 Captain W. E. Cairnes published an essay, ‘Social Life in the British Army’, in which he pithily remarked: ‘Officers have lived in the 10th (Hussars) [one of the elite regiments of the day] with an allowance of only £500 a year but they have rarely lasted long.’46 Douglas Haig at Sandhurst was well-off. His father had left him a substantial capital sum of £6,000 which had been placed in trust, paying interest of £300 a year. This does not take account of benefits he may have gained on the death of his mother, who had been granted an annuity of £700 under the will of her husband. Nor does it include Douglas’s inherited interests in the family’s whisky business. At Sandhurst he therefore probably had an income in the region of £400 a year; not inordinate riches but enough for him not to work and certainly sufficient to ensure that he could without embarrassment seek a place in an elite regiment. At Sandhurst he was ‘envied rather than admired. He was appreciated but not popular. His determination to excel had intensified his “aloneness”. […] He was not apt in conversation, and his shyness, carefully concealed, was mistaken for conceit. He left Sandhurst as he entered it, without any close friendship for any of his contemporaries: but Sandhurst taught him complete self-control.’47


Haig had acquired his capacity for self-control far earlier, but the Academy certainly honed and channelled his innate character. Little prior military experience was expected of Sandhurst’s ‘gentleman cadets’, as its students were known, apart from the assumption that they could ride and shoot. Where Sandhurst did perhaps fail its students – and their country – was in its neglect of a more practical curriculum once they had arrived. The core subjects were maths, fortification, and surveying; optional subjects included French, German, Latin, siege operations, landscape and military drawing, as well as drill, gymnastics and riding. Haig nevertheless here discovered something that personally and intellectually engaged his attention; the schoolboy duffer and university dilettante found reserves of enormous self-discipline. He passed out from the College on 21 December 1884 in first place out of a total of 129,48 with 2,557 marks out of a possible 3,350, and he received the Anson Memorial Sword59 (named in honour of Lieutenant-Colonel the Honourable A. H. A. Anson VC) as his right. It has been suggested that Haig owed this award to his social status, but it was in fact a competition open to all the intake; Haig simply was the best of his year. He was duly promoted Senior Underofficer, the highest honour then available for a Sandhurst cadet, giving him responsibility for the maintenance of discipline among the intake.


Gerard de Groot has asserted that Sandhurst was generally a damaging influence. It ‘constrained the young officer’s intellect, encouraging him to be unimaginative and accepting. […] Due to his social background, his education and his pedantic nature, Haig’s intellectual horizons were limited even before he entered Sandhurst. Unfortunately, the Academy did nothing to broaden them. He became, at a very early age, a guardian of tradition.’50 This misreads both the aim of Sandhurst and the nature of Haig, who, like the majority of England’s public schoolboys of his era, was a guardian of tradition long before his days at the Academy. Sandhurst in the late 1880s could do no more than instil a modicum of military discipline and physical prowess in its cadets, hoping to bridge the gap between their school and the more serious business of the army, in the short space of just two academic terms. The broadening of intellectual horizons, whatever that might mean, was not its purpose. The place where its cadet officers would truly learn soldiering would be in their new family, the regiment they joined as subalterns. That might be regarded as a hopelessly amateurish method; it can equally be seen as entirely pragmatic, espousing the belief that the best way of learning is by doing.51


Sandhurst was not a typical experience for the average soldier. Another cavalryman, who also ended his career as a field marshal, Sir William Robertson, joined the 16th Lancers as a private at Aldershot in November 1877, at the age of seventeen and three quarters, when Haig himself was sixteen. Robertson’s career is one of the most unusual in the annals of the British army, as he rose from an extremely poor background – definitely not a gentleman to begin with – to become Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS) and one of Haig’s most ardent supporters in the Great War. Robertson recalled the start of his army life in Aldershot barracks:




The barrack-room arrangements for sleeping and eating could not be classed as luxurious. The brown bed-blankets were seldom or ever washed; clean sheets were issued once a month; and clean straw for the mattresses once every three months […] The food provided free consisted of one pound of bread and three-quarters of a pound of meat, [a day] and nothing more of any kind. Groceries, vegetables, and all other requirements were paid for by the men, who had a daily deduction of 3½d made from their pay of 1s. 2d for that purpose. The regulation meals were coffee and bread for breakfast; meat and potatoes for dinner, with soup or puddings once or twice a week; tea and bread for tea. If a man wished to have supper or something besides dry bread for breakfast and tea he had to purchase it from the barrack hawkers or canteen. Putting the cost of this at 4½d a day, he thus had to expend a total of eight pence a day on his food, besides which he was subjected to a further daily charge of a penny for washing.52





Robertson’s lack of a private income plagued his whole career; as a junior officer, he drank water in the mess while his fellow officers quaffed champagne, and he would leave the room to smoke his pipe – only cigars were permitted – as pipe tobacco was all he could afford. By contrast, Haig’s private wealth and education meant that from Sandhurst he could have his pick of any regiment. This discrepancy between the highs and lows of army life did not begin to break down until Britain was forced to recruit a citizen army during the Great War.


The requisite qualities of a Sandhurst cadet in the late nineteenth century were not intellectual ability, nor even practical skills such as map-reading or experience of battle, but those ‘valued by the country gentry: courage, physical toughness, a determination to stand up for one’s rights, a touchy sense of honour. Almost the only acquired skill highly regarded was horsemanship, and that was taken for granted. The notion that an officer should be a professional soldier, qualified by technical as well as by the traditional virtues of a gentleman, was derided and looked down upon, except in the engineers and artillery, two corps which were only rather doubtfully fit for gentlemen to serve in.’53


Yet there were soldiers and teachers of soldiers who later aspired to mould the army along very different lines, creating from the raw materials of courage and high-spiritedness a professional officer corps to rival those of continental Europe. Haig was to prove himself one of those, as, at the opposite end of the social spectrum, was Robertson. By 1885, when Haig was commanding men much older and more experienced than himself, Robertson was a sergeant-major, his poverty a real obstacle to obtaining a commission: ‘I had no private means, and without some £300 a year in addition to army pay [£120 a year for a subaltern] it was impossible to live as an officer in a cavalry regiment at home. The infantry was less expensive, but I could not entertain the idea of leaving my old arm, the cavalry. […] The true ranker, having no influence behind him, had to toil for several years before receiving a commission, and even then the chances were that he would, owing to the want of private means, be miserable in himself and a nuisance to his brother officers.’54


Both Haig and Robertson would have been acutely aware that the Second Duke of Cambridge, ‘The Great German Sausage’ who had been present at the Crimea and was first cousin to Queen Victoria and Commander-in-Chief between 1856 and 1895, had decreed that British officers should be gentlemen first and officers second.55 The only units of the army which dispensed with purchased commissions prior to their general abolition in 1871 were the engineers and the artillery, and these had inevitably tended to attract the technically minded and professionally committed soldier, who was generally of a higher intellectual calibre but lacked the private income to attempt the army’s social heights. In 1821 a young man who wished to become a cornet in the Royal Horse Guards required £1,200 to purchase the privilege of being the lowliest officer in the most fashionable regiment of the day.56 To become the same regiment’s lieutenant-colonel required £7,250. These ‘list’ prices of a commission were usually less than the actual prices paid; Sir Evelyn Wood VC claimed to have paid the government £1,000, the stipulated regulation price and a further £1,500 to the officer he replaced as a captain in 1861 in the 17th Lancers, the regiment Haig later joined.57 Little wonder, in view of how much they paid to join, that British soldiers were so keen on taking ‘booty’ from those they defeated.


By 1884 this widely abused system had gone, but the network of attitudes from which it evolved were still embedded in the military psyche. Army pay scales remained unaltered between 1806 and 1 January 1914, and the heavy costs involved in mess bills, subsidizing the regimental band, stabling a horse and so on meant that only those with a private income could contemplate the life of an army officer without financial distress.58 A further black mark against the army was the widespread social opprobrium in which it was held. When William Robertson told his mother in 1877 he was leaving his post as a servant in the household of the Earl of Cardigan to enlist in the army, her angry response expressed the widely held view of the time: ‘You know you are the Great Hope of the Family … if you do not like Service you can do something else … there are plenty of things Steady Young Men can do when they can write and read as you can … [the Army] is a refuge for all Idle people … I shall name it to no one for I am ashamed to think of it … I would rather Bury you than see you in a red coat.’59


The general disapprobation which shrouded the army in late Victorian Britain was largely prompted by the general belief that the rank and file was an uncivilized rabble, ill-paid and even more ill-mannered, and that the officer class was indolent and unprofessional in equal measure. When civilians brushed up against the army they were often shocked by its bureaucratic ineptitude. On 8 February 1886 there were serious riots in Trafalgar Square and along Pall Mall, the heart of London’s aristocratic clubland and home to the War Office, when unemployed demonstrators smashed windows and caused mayhem. The War Office was asked to mobilize troops to safeguard the capital. Sir Sam Fay – who was later, in December 1916, to leave his civilian job as manager of the Great Central Railway to take over as Director of Movements at the War Office – was then Superintendent of the London and South-Western Railway, the line serving Aldershot and thus the main route along which troops would be ferried to London. The L & S-W Railway duly provided an emergency troop train; but the regiment failed to turn up and the train went missing. Sir Sam visited the War Office to ask what happened: ‘I found the military anything but helpful; it looked above and beyond me; it passed me on from one office to another. […] Troop records prove defective – if the regiment was not at Portsmouth, where was it? I came away with instructions to cancel the train until further orders. The War Office may have found the regiment, but the railway never did. My experience of the old War Office is emphasised by a military writer who, referring to a former epoch, stated that “The officers of the War Department led an administrative life of exquisite confusion.” ’60


A year before this debacle, on 7 February 1885, Haig, fresh from his Sandhurst triumph, was gazetted into the 7th Hussars, long known as ‘the Saucy Seventh’ and, together with the 10th Hussars, one of the most fashionably elite regiments in the British army, joining the regiment at Aldershot. Originally an exclusively Scottish regiment, the 7th Hussars traced their history back to the late seventeenth century; in succeeding years they had established themselves at the forefront of British military snobberies, courting princes and the aristocracy, and accepting as officers only those who were unquestionably gentlemen. It was natural that Haig, who loved riding and polo and who was anxious to prove himself a gentleman, should choose the cavalry, the most socially prestigious branch of the army. But in electing to join the 7th Hussars Haig also ensured that he would stand a good chance of rubbing shoulders with royalty, influential members of the upper class, and the top echelons of the army. Any young man in the fortunate position of possessing private wealth would have been foolish not to have joined such a regiment. Any regimental mess would have been delighted to have Haig: handsome, quiet but self-confident, reserved yet amiable, he dressed well, was utterly conservative in his opinions and outlook, had perfect manners, and enough money to ensure that he was no embarrassment to his brother officers.









CHAPTER THREE


‘The Long Long Indian Day’




If your officer’s dead and the sergeants look white,


Remember it’s ruin to run from a fight:


So take open order, lie down, and sit tight,


And wait for supports like a soldier.


Wait, wait, wait like a soldier …


Rudyard Kipling, ‘The Young British Soldier’,


Barrack Room Ballads First Series (1892)





The duties of a young officer in the British army in 1886 were not particularly onerous. He was not expected to exert himself on behalf of his men’s welfare, nor trouble too greatly about training. His task was to lead by example and, if sufficiently junior, to die gallantly if required. The daily work of the regiment was largely conducted by experienced non-commissioned officers or NCOs. The languorous routine of a cavalry officer provided plenty of time for riding, hunting, and other sporting pursuits; study of the art – never mind the science – of war was regarded as rather common, the kind of thing to be left to engineers and possibly artillerymen. At Aldershot with the 7th Hussars Haig quickly gained ‘the title of “von Haig,” the cognomen being a friendly recognition of his punctilious attention to duty. When he was appointed president to the regimental coffee-shop, he promptly went down to the markets to make new contracts, with the result that prices were reduced by 50 per cent.’1


In November 1886 the regiment was briefly stationed at Shorncliffe Camp, near Folkestone in Kent, preparatory to sailing for India. Haig found conditions at Shorncliffe rather grim: ‘[…] the Officers huts have been condemned years ago as unfit, yet they are still standing. My quarters consisted of two small rooms about 8 feet square each, the roof let in the water when it rained, there was no lock on the doors and the wind came whistling through the cracks. At Shorncliffe it is always blowing half a gale and one is perished with cold. The men’s huts are of concrete and are most comfortable.’2


On the bitterly cold, snowy morning of 25 November, the 7th Hussars marched to the local railway station and entrained for Portsmouth, where they boarded the troopship Euphrates. Haig handed over his Irish terrier to the ship’s cook, ‘a fine big fat fellow, who promised to look after him well, as I must say he did’, and settled himself into a cramped cabin shared with two other officers, before heading off to dine at the Pier Hotel in Southsea with Henrietta and his brother George, who had come to bid farewell. The next day the Euphrates steamed away for India, the regimental band giving an indifferent rendition of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ as the ship narrowly avoided running aground in Portsmouth harbour. The 601 men of the 7th Hussars, including twenty-one officers, along with 525 horses and assorted women and children, endured an uneventful twenty-seven-day voyage.3 Inevitably, in such cramped conditions and with scant amusement, there were frictions. One diary entry Haig made during this voyage is fascinating because, unusually, it contains a brief, throwaway comment about women:




The passengers are as a whole an uninteresting lot. Several newly married couples, greatly taken up with each other. […] 5 or 6 Doctors on board, mostly married. One, styled ‘the dirty Dr’ a German looking creature, excites the jealousy of an infantry Captain: both have just lately entered the matrimonial state, and both men’s wives are in the same cabin. The Dr has the pull over the other, he can visit his wife’s cabin to administer physic. The other feels annoyed no doubt, there are words, and recourse is had to the Captain of the ship! But women are at the bottom of all quarrels.4





This casual remark of a young, twenty-five-year-old officer heading for his first real foreign adventure is not easily interpreted. Haig had already acquired a reputation for misogyny, and this glib comment might be no more than an expression of this. But equally plausibly it can be seen as venting a rather heartfelt sadness; it is a phrase that might easily come to the mind of a young man jilted or thwarted in love. Whatever the cause, it is even more piquant that his widow later added, in pencil: ‘(poor women! Dorothy Haig)’.


On 22 December 1886, the Euphrates arrived in Bombay, where Haig was delegated to organise a celebratory dinner: ‘I am the first to get off from the ship as I am sent to order dinner at Watson’s Hotel: we are to entertain the officers of HMS Euphrates. We all enjoy our dinner, our first in India, though I thought Bombay ought to have better cooks! We brought our own Champagne from the ship with us, the Hotel could not supply us with anything really good! Such are Bombay Hotels!’
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