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AUTHOR’S NOTE


In rendering measurements of distance and weight I have followed practices common during the First World War. Distances therefore appear in yards and miles. Readers accustomed to thinking metrically may find it useful to refer to the table featured below. Measurements of volume and weight are given as metric for German and French guns and shells i.e. France’s famous 75 mm field gun but in traditional imperial units for British weapons i.e. the British 18-pounder field gun.






	 


	Imperial


	Metric







	Distance


	1 inch


	25.4mm







	 


	1 foot (12 inches)


	304.8mm







	 


	1 yard (3 feet)


	0.9 metres







	 


	10 yards


	9.1 metres







	 


	100 yards


	91.4 metres







	 


	1 mile (1,760 yards)


	1.6 km







	 


	10 miles


	16.1 km







	 


	100 miles


	160.9 km







	 


	500 miles


	804.6 km







	Weight


	1 lb


	0.5 kg







	 


	1 stone (14 lb)


	6.3 kg









Alternative Place Names


Place names are shown as they appear on the official war office maps. Many names in modern guidebooks and on all signposts are in Flemish. Ypres, for example, is now known as Ieper. A list of alternative place names is therefore printed here.








	1914–18 place names


	Modern Flemish/Dutch place names







	Boesinghe


	Boezinghe







	Cloth Hall


	Lakenhalle







	Courtrai


	Kortrijk







	Dickebusch


	Dikkebus







	Dixmude


	Diksmuide







	Furnes


	Verne







	Gheluvelt


	Geluveld







	La Panne


	De Panne







	Lille (France)


	Rijsel







	Louvain


	Leuven







	Menin


	Menen







	Menin Gate


	Menenpoort







	Messines


	Mesen







	Mons


	Bergen







	Mount Kemmel


	Kemmelberg







	Nieuport


	Nieuwpoort







	Passchendaele


	Passendale







	Poperinghe


	Poperinge







	Roulers


	Roeselare







	St Eloi


	Sint Elooi







	St Julien


	Sint Juliaan







	Wytschaete


	Wijtschate







	Ypres


	Ieper







	Yser (river)


	Ijzer
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PROLOGUE: CRUCIBLE OF WAR


Ypres is unique in British folk memory. Like Agincourt, Trafalgar and Waterloo it is a name to stir patriotic pride, though for different reasons and remembered in a different way. They were victories of a single day, celebrated in modern times by films and, at appropriate anniversaries, by the waving of flags and firework displays. By contrast, the struggle in Flanders is commemorated every evening by a simple ceremony in Ypres itself when the haunting sound of six bugles echoes the Last Post down silenced streets from under the arch of the Menin Gate.


Ypres was a defensive victory won by endurance and dogged determination in a series of battles, not by the master-stroke of one feat of arms. Although the first hours of the Somme brought heavier casualties than on any morning at Ypres, the fighting in Flanders became the longest campaign in modern British history and the costliest in lives. The first battle, at the onset of winter in 1914, destroyed the core of Britain’s old professional army and exposed the realities of total war to volunteers who, less than a year back in time, never imagined they would find themselves on a battlefield. Between October 1914 and October 1918 seven soldiers from King George V’s armies perished in the Salient for every hour the fighting continued. Tens of thousands more who returned home bore for the rest of their days the physical and mental wounds of their ordeal. Ninety years after Passchendaele, Ypres remains a national legend hallowed by mass sacrifice.


The Salient, the 35-mile bulge in the Western Front that covered Ypres, was the sector of line closest to England’s shores; at least one officer is known to have downed a mug of breakfast tea in the trenches and dined that evening at his London club. With the return of peace, visitors from Britain began to travel again to Flanders, modern pilgrims to a town whose mediaeval splendour lay in ruins. At first they were advised to take the 61-mile sea voyage from Dover to Ostend aboard a Belgian steamer. Soon, however, they had the option of sailings by night to Zeebrugge from Hull or from Harwich.


I remember all the excitement of that Continental Train from Liverpool Street station to the coast and a night crossing from Parkeston Quay, Harwich, made shortly before my seventh birthday. My father had served in Egypt and Salonika not on the Western Front, but two of his brothers fought in Flanders (and survived). From Heist, where we were spending a holiday beside the sea, my parents took me on a trip to Ypres. I have a faint memory of the Flanders tower at Dixmude (by then Diksmuide), the original IJzertoren, a Celtic-style cross dedicated to the Flemish war dead. More sharply I recall trenches on Hill 60, a British tank preserved in Ypres, the pristine whiteness of the Menin Gate and watching work on restoring the Cloth Hall, with the belfry encased in scaffolding and walls that still – in 1933 – looked like a line of broken tooth stumps. This holiday fired a liking for Belgium and an admiration for its peoples I have retained all my life.


Since 1994, visitors are more likely to come by Channel Tunnel train and car than by sea, though there are still night sailings from Hull to Zeebrugge, while from Dover ferries cross to Calais and hydrofoils to Ostend. Young people – a little older than I was seven decades ago – take guided school trips to the Salient, seeing for themselves the contours of battle and the awesome cemeteries. They scramble into trenches preserved in Sanctuary Wood, peer into bunkers, stand beside mine craters, cast their eyes over guns, shells and helmets in local collections. At the In Flanders Fields Museum, on the upper floor of the restored Cloth Hall, computer technology enables them to trace the fate of individual soldiers and some civilians who stayed on, too. They hear the sounds of battle, and even the night sky is re-created for them. Educationally this is an excellent venture. The museum does not glorify war: it honours sacrifice by a sombre realism that is in keeping with modern Ieper’s role as an international Town of Peace.


In its darkest years Ypres was of course an international Town of War, and since the early 1920s pilgrims have come from many lands other than the United Kingdom. Cemeteries on both sides of the Belgian-French frontier contain the graves of Americans, Australians, Belgians, Canadians, Chinese, French, Indians, Irish, Newfoundlanders, New Zealanders, Portuguese, South Africans and soldiers from the islands of the West Indies. ‘Ypern’ also became a name of sorrow and pride beyond the Rhine: over 100,000 soldiers of the German army lie buried in Flanders, more men than the Treaty of Versailles allowed the post-war German armed forces, the Reichswehr, to maintain. When in 2005 I saw for the first time the Grieving Parents monument at Vladslo, sculpted by Käthe Kollwitz, a Berlin mother mourning a son of 18, I was moved by her artistry and deeply pacifist sincerity. Her two kneeling figures must surely be the most poignant evocation of family suffering in any war cemetery.


It was with some hesitation that I decided to write a book about the Salient. At heart I have long been an ‘Easterner’, particularly interested in the history of central Europe, the Balkans and the Ottoman Empire, rather than a ‘Westerner’. Moreover, there have recently been so many fine compilations based on diaries, letters and sound-recorded reminiscence that it seemed doubtful if anything further could be said about the fighting in Flanders. I found from conversation that many younger people, stimulated by these books and by television, were seeking to put their newly found sympathy with the men in the trenches into a wider context. They were asking questions often pondered in my mind. How did the episodes of which they had read relate to policies and plans shaped in the preceding years of fragile peace? Why in 1914 did Ypres, of all Belgian’s half-forgotten historic cities, become a crucible of war? Was there an alternative grand strategy, to avoid what Winston Churchill called ‘chewing on the barbed wire of Flanders’? Should the Salient have been abandoned for a shorter, more defensible line? Were conditions for the German soldiery as bad as for the British? And how far did the Great War in Flanders shape the subsequent history of both Belgium and Europe? I decided to attempt a book that would seek answers to these questions and others as well.


The Salient therefore draws on published sources that range from the journals of leading statesmen and military commanders down to the diaries and letters and oral reminiscence of the ‘other ranks’ in the trenches. At times the book necessarily goes well beyond specifically military history, and it covers far more than the 400 square miles of salient shown on the maps. It looks also at Mons, the Marne, the Aisne and Antwerp, and treats fighting down the Yser to the sea as integral to the better known events around Ypres itself.


The narrative is not confined to the four years of the Great War. It goes back in time, for the dead hands of a German field marshal and a Belgian general helped determine strategy in the first two months of the conflict, and it is impossible to ignore lessons learnt by the French in 1870 or for the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), more recently on the South African veldt. My account continues beyond the Armistice, with a chapter on the aftermath of the long campaign during the inter-war years and ends with what is essentially an epilogue looking at the events of 1940, for they provide both continuity with and a contrast to the earlier clash of arms. Almost a century later, grievances raised in the Yser ‘trenches of death’ still find an echo in Belgium’s current political controversies.


Fashions change in historical writing and prejudices with them. Although I hope to do justice to other peoples, inevitably I write as an Englishman, born into a generation that respected tradition and authority, though not uncritically. I am not prepared to look for ‘bunglers’ or ‘cowards’. As for my heroes and heroines, they are not always mentioned by name. They abound in collective memory, serving in the trenches or in hospitals behind the lines, challenging death in single combat in the skies and, in their thousands, waiting anxiously at home for news week after week, in pride and in dread. All honour to them.
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‘UNEQUALLED IN GRANDEUR’


Five days after Britain went to war with Germany in 1914 a special Sunday edition of The Times included a full-page map of the North Sea and its shores, showing likely objectives in the coming clash of arms. West of the German frontier are names already in the news on other pages, the Belgian towns of Liège, Dinant, Namur. The cities of Brussels, Ghent, Bruges and Antwerp are on the map and so along the coast is Ostend, the port from where steamships had crossed regularly to Dover since 1847, with the fastest of the day’s three services now enabling a traveller to reach London in six hours. Yet the choice of Belgian place-names seems haphazard, prompted perhaps by holiday familiarity or business links. In western Flanders, Nieuport is there, at the mouth of the River Yser. It was not a fashionable resort like Ostend although Nieuport Bains, a long beach north of the old town, offered golden sands, a casino-kursaal, tennis courts and a golf course in the making. Just 7 miles inland, Dixmude is also marked, a market town with a steady ongoing trade in cheap butter across to Kent. But southeast of Dixmude, down to the frontier with France, the map shows no names at all.


The region formed a shallow saucer, rimmed with ridges. It was crossed by canals, streams (‘becks’) and two rivers, the Yser, flowing down to the sea for 50 miles from the chalky downland of Artois, and the 90-mile long Lys, a tributary of Belgium’s principal river, the Scheldt. There were numerous scattered villages, clumps of woodland, a few nineteenth-century chateaux and occasional farms with thick hedges marking the boundaries of their largely open fields. On slightly rising ground in the centre of the saucer a slumbering town with Gothic spires and towers presided benignly over the formless landscape. Nothing newsworthy had happened there since Napoleon passed through more than a hundred years ago: why include it on any map of likely battlefields? Ypres was duly left off the map. So for that matter, 160 miles beyond the Flanders frontier, was Verdun.1


Earlier cartographers would never have omitted Ypres. Long before the coming of printing and the first newssheets the town was a coveted prize, with a golden age back in the thirteenth century. Some 40,000 people are thought to have lived there in 1260 when it was the centre of the Flemish wool trade and famous across Europe for its cloth fair. At Nieuport ships from England and the Hanse Baltic ports entered the river, making their way upstream to the centre of the town, some unloading their cargoes at a covered quay within the Cloth Hall itself.


Despite plague and pestilence in 1318 and the migration of many weavers to healthier towns the merchants continued to prosper, their wealth arousing the envy of neighbours. Foreign soldiery came, first the French, and then in the summer of 1383 an English army, led by Sir Henry Despenser, bishop of Norwich, and allied to Ypres’s trade competitors in Ghent. Technically the English were Crusaders, assured by the Church of remission of their sins for supporting an enterprise pledged to defeat French schismatics loyal to the rival pope in Avignon. In practice they were a rabble bent on loot and backed by a parliament with trading interests at stake. Nieuport, Dixmude and several villages were sacked; Ypres was invested. ‘A great machine . . . called the Gun of Canterbury’ lobbed missiles at the defenders, the chronicler Henry Knighton records.2 But the town held out. After three months of desultory campaigning, dust on the horizon gave warning that a French relief force was approaching, and Bishop Despenser broke off the siege. The Norwich Crusaders, their numbers depleted by mass desertion, headed home. They sacked Gravelines as they went, leaving their allies from Ghent to fend for themselves. The English soldiery’s earliest expedition to Flanders was far from glorious.


For three centuries, war swept western Flanders with weary regularity. Even in Tudor times the Belgian lands were already dubbed ‘the cockpit of Europe’. Ypres was frequently besieged. Dutch rebels and their Spanish masters took control. So, too, did both Catholics and Huguenots during the French Wars of Religion. Commercial life remained vibrant, despite a fall in population, and, as in the Dutch cities further north, burgher pride was manifested in civic splendour: the Nieuwerke, built 1620–23, gave the east side of the Cloth Hall an elegant façade above a vaulted gallery. Ypres became a prime objective of Louis XIV’s armies and was invested on four more occasions, assisted in 1658 by an English contingent, dispatched by Lord Protector Cromwell. Twenty years later the town finally succumbed to a sustained French assault.


During the next decade King Louis’s renowned military engineer, Marshal Vauban, transformed Ypres into a pivotal fortress in a defensive chain that covered his citadel at Lille and ran from Dunkirk on the coast through Menin, Tournai and Maubeuge across to Dinant, on the Meuse. Ypres was fortified too hurriedly to rate as a Vauban masterpiece, but earthen ramparts strengthened by brick served as a protective perimeter; work began on linked canals to improve communications and, with a moat beside the ramparts, act as a defensive water barrier. Twice during the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14) the Duke of Marlborough proposed to his allies that the British should lay siege to Ypres and oust the French. He was persuaded instead to deploy his armies further to the east, winning Ramillies on the first occasion and, on the second, the costly victory at Malplaquet, outside Mons.3


Ypres became a southwestern outpost of the Austrian Netherlands in 1713, but France continued to covet the region, which passed under direct rule from Paris in 1794, after the Revolution. Twenty years later, on the downfall of Napoleon, the peace treaty restored the old frontier, 12 miles to the south. West Flanders, with eight other Belgian provinces, was incorporated in the United Kingdom of the Netherlands.


For exactly a hundred years no foreign invader disturbed life in Ypres. When the Belgian people gained their independence from their northern neighbours in 1830, there was a brief incursion of Dutch troops into the provinces of Limburg and Liège, but no alarms troubled the south or west of the country. In April 1839 the Great Powers – Britain, France, Prussia, Austria and Russia – signed the Treaty of London collectively guaranteeing Belgium’s independence so long as the kingdom remained a ‘perpetually neutral state’. The combatants in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 respected this undertaking. For the first time in six centuries the Belgian people could stand aside from a major conflict in western Europe. In the Ardennes they heard the ominous iteration of guns from Sedan and kept a cautious watch along the frontier with France, but the victorious Germans thrust forward to invest Paris, and the fighting receded without any breach of neutrality. The Belgians marvelled at their good fortune. Successive governments through the last decades of the century shaped policy to make certain it was retained.


In 1914, Ypres was still modestly prosperous, though the population was less than 19,000. The street names were in French, for it remained the language of government, business and higher education, but the Flemish dialect of Dutch was in common usage, and the village place-names sounded Dutch. The town was not industrialized. A few small factories continued to turn out linen and cotton fabrics. There were soap works and a bakery proud of its gingerbread. A brewery flourished in one of the fourteenth-century houses south of the cathedral; hops had been grown around neighbouring Poperinghe for many centuries; it appears to be from there that the plant was brought to Kent before the Reformation. There were fields of sugar beet and turnips; rich pasture sustained good healthy cows. Along the Menin Road tobacco was cultivated, the leaves hanging down to dry in the autumn from beams in farmhouse lofts or in the better-built outhouses. As across so much of Flanders, lace-making provided work at home for wives and daughters, with the local embroidery as intricate in style as the tracery above the doors of the older buildings. On Saturdays the Grand Place served as the Grote Markt, with stalls that specialized in dairy produce, particularly butter, but the family farms barely provided enough work for the younger men except in harvest time. Some found jobs some 20 miles away in the industrial complex around Lille, then France’s fifth-largest city.4


Vauban’s ramparts were demilitarized in the middle of the nineteenth century, giving the townsfolk a pleasant elevated promenade: the Lille Gate was preserved, but the Menin Gate became little more than a passage leading to a causeway across the moat; a pair of decorative stone lions were left sleepily on guard. There was, however, still a military presence in the city. The Belgian army’s cavalry school was at Ypres, with barracks near the Lille Gate and practice jumps in a secluded exercise arena out at Polygon Wood, 3 to 4 miles to the east. There the horsemen prepared for international shows and for the 1912 Olympics at Stockholm, in which Belgium won an equestrian bronze medal. As in most European countries, the cavalry constituted an élite, for there were little more than 300 cavalry officers in the whole army, and the school’s commandant was highly respected by the citizenry. Few lads from Ypres served in the ranks of the cavalry, but since 1910, all 18-year-old men across Belgium had been conscripted into the army for ‘personal service’ of at least 20 months. They received their military training at Antwerp or with a garrison away from their town of birth.


Except on market day little broke the silence of Ypres’s streets, apart from the clatter of hooves on the cobbles and the bells from St Martin’s Cathedral or one of the old parish churches – St Peter’s, St Jacob’s, St Nicholas’s. A carillon, too, rang out from the belfry of the Cloth Hall, for so long the pride of the city. The hall was the largest secular building of Gothic Europe, with a southern façade over 400 feet in length, a belfry 230 feet high, and conical corner-turrets at each end of the north and south fronts. The building of what originally served as a hall for the Drapers’ Guild began in 1201 and was completed slightly more than a hundred years later; the ravages of a damp climate ate into the stonework and took a toll of the sculpted figures of the counts of Flanders, who for centuries looked down on the Grand Place from the façade. Careful craftsmanship, including 44 new statues to replace the counts, restored the Hall’s fall glory in the 1850s and 1860s. A visitor from England, the architect George Gilbert Scott, was impressed by its grandeur and the pre-war Baedeker guidebook suggests that the Cloth Hall inspired the successful design he submitted for the Rathaus in Hamburg. Anyone in London who walks from the British Library towards King’s Cross may see the influence of Ypres in the clock-tower and frontage of Scott’s Terminus Hotel at St Pancras Station.


In an increasingly sceptical age, Ypres remained assertively Roman Catholic, honouring Our Lady of Thuyne as patron saint, for she was credited with saving the weavers and their families from the wrath and rapine of the Norwich Crusaders. Not every bishop had been passively obedient. In the early seventeenth century Cornelius Jansen, who was buried in the cathedral cloisters, famously challenged Jesuit assumptions over the teaching of St Augustine. But Jansenism was soon stamped out in the province of its birth, though it survived around Utrecht in the Netherlands. Religious conformity prevailed. In 1914 there were several convent schools in or around the town, serving comfortably bourgeois Belgian families who could not quite afford to send their daughters to Bruges or across to England. Irish Benedictines first came when Vauban was putting the defences in order, and they had been teaching in the town for more than 200 years. With a medieval cathedral, almshouses, an episcopal college and swans serenely paddling on the moat beneath the ramparts, Ypres possessed the enchantment of a small English city, Wells or Ripon perhaps.


Some of the older families had ambitions for their home town. Over the previous 30 years the western quarter of Ypres had benefited from far-sighted planning. The seven roads that radiated to all points of the compass and had brought prosperity in the city’s golden age were given pavé surfaces and, in many places, the shade of an avenue of poplars or willows. The canal that ran northwards to join the Yser (itself canalized), south of Dixmude, was modernized and so too was the canal that met the River Lys at Comines.


In the city itself the architect Jules Coomans was entrusted with a major restoration and development project, nearing completion in the summer of 1914. A new redbrick railway station, with wrought-iron stanchions supporting a long canopy over the platform, was opened in 1900; trains ran several times a day to Courtrai and Brussels. Visitors stepped out of the Gare, crossed the grandly named Boulevard de la Station and Boulevard Malou (renamed Maloulan) and followed an esplanade lined with young trees to the historic centre. Jules Malou, the local worthy whom the street honoured, had been a Catholic Party deputy in the Brussels parliament and finance minister in four governments. The landscaping was his brainchild, but Coomans’s plans were backed by Malou’s successor, Jules Vandenpeereboom, who was minister of post and railways in all five governments between 1884 and 1899 and briefly prime minister.5 The burghers thought highly of the Vandenpeereboom family; a statue of Jules’s father, Burgomaster Alphonse, was placed between the Cloth Hall and the cathedral in 1892. The head and shoulders of the statue, carefully restored after the years of bombardment, survive on the site today.


The Vandenpeerebooms were firm believers in the value of railways to the community; their enterprise served town and province well. ‘The first view of Ypres as one approaches it by the railway from Courtrai is most engaging, the gentle hill . . . being crowned with an architectural group unequalled in Belgium for grandeur,’ wrote the London ecclesiologist Francis Bumpus six years before the coming of the war, lavishing praise on the country’s ‘admirable railway system’.6 If he consulted the current edition of Baedeker’s Belgium and Holland, Bumpus will have found there a section specifically headed ‘The Railways of S.W. Flanders’. Travellers were warned that the line served ‘so many stations that the speed of the trains is extremely slow’; the 35-mile journey from Ostend took from two hours to two and a quarter.7 But as the roads were much poorer than in neighbouring France, resort was often made to trams and light railways. By 1914 trams were running along the Menin Road from Ypres and out towards Bailleul.


In southern and central Belgium the density of railway track was as high as anywhere in Europe, with the hub of the system around Antwerp and Malines rather than Brussels. The pattern, established some fifty years before Francis Bumpus’s visit, was dictated by economic needs, but inevitably it acquired military significance, particularly the line from Antwerp running through Hasselt to Liège, Namur and Dinant. Jules Vandenpeereboom had looked forward to the day when the railways he advocated for West Flanders would attract tourists to Ypres as an alternative to the medieval delights of Bruges and Ghent. Instead his railways, too, were to serve a military purpose, helping shape the strategy of four years of war: the line westwards through Poperinghe went on to cross the frontier and join the main French network at Hazebrouck, a junction for the Channel ports of Dunkirk, Calais and Boulogne. Along the routes that converged on Ypres almost every village had a station, or at least a tram halt, some with names that became terribly familiar in the months ahead: Hooge, Langemarck, Poelcapelle, Gheluvelt, Zonnebeke, Passchendaele. Even so, the existing lines proved insufficient to meet the needs of the allied armies, and, by 1917, 1,000 miles of light railway or standard-gauge track supplemented the system.8


One point on a stretch of railway south of Ypres acquired strategic importance out of all proportion to its natural character. Between 3 and 4 miles to the southeast the line to Comines ran through a cutting, from which the spoil had been used to create an artificial hill, 200 feet above sea level. Over several decades trees shot up in the fertile soil, and shrubs and rambling wild flowers made the mound an attractive spot, known locally as La Côte des Amants; it was popular with summer-evening strollers. By spring 1915, La Côte had become Hill 60 on British war maps, though still with a ‘Lovers Lane’ marked in English beside the railway. The hill was a key position to both the allies and the invader. The struggle for control of the knoll that the navvies had made raged for almost four years, with battles fought above and below ground, for sappers tunnelled into the foundations to plant mines that exploded with devastating effect. When peace returned, Hill 60 – like Passchendaele or forts Vaux and Douaumont at Verdun – remained enshrined in collective memory as a symbol of resolute resistance and valour.


All that suffering lay in a future that was fortunately unimaginable at high summer in 1914, when the long days remained as gloriously sunny in Flanders as across the Channel. News of the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife by a Pan-Serb terrorist in Sarajevo on 28 June stirred sympathy for Austria in Ypres and all the Catholic regions of the country, but Balkan issues were of scant concern to Belgium as a whole and Bosnia seemed far away. Even when, a month later, the resultant Austro-Serbian crisis caused the rival Great Powers to mobilize, there was little alarm in Brussels and even less in West Flanders. The first talks between the Belgian general staff and the ministry of posts and railways over a possible mobilization came as late as 29 July, only four days before the kaiser’s envoy in Brussels demanded free passage for German troops to invade France.9 The ultimatum surprised and shocked Flemings and French-speaking Walloons alike, but the refusal of King Albert to bow to the German demands won warm support across the kingdom. As dawn broke on Tuesday, 4 August, a proud people stood to arms.
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PLANS AND ILLUSIONS


Most Belgians took it for granted that their country would soon again enjoy peace. For three weeks the Belgian general staff published stirring communiqués, puffed with complacency. Although there was shock at reports of the arbitrary execution of civilians as alleged francs-tireurs and by the punishment burning of Louvain, war still seemed far away from Ypres, and for two months daily life continued uneventfully. The cavalry left their barracks for the Front. Reservists responded to the call to the colours, among them some of the mounted gendarmerie. They were joined by hundreds of volunteers from the city and neighbouring villages in a burst of patriotic enthusiasm that swept the country. There were fewer trains, but the trams kept running. The harvest was gathered in and schools reopened, though the convents received fewer boarding pupils. In the Grand Place the belfry of the Cloth Hall remained hidden behind wooden scaffolding in the hope that the craftsmen would soon be back, chipping away at the grime of 70 years to complete Coomans’s restoration project in time to impress another flock of visitors next summer. At first the invasion of their country made little difference to the townsfolk of Ypres.


They were not the only people sustained by confident optimism. Across Europe political observers assumed the war would be brief. During 99 years since Waterloo 14 conflicts had been fought on the continent: none dragged on for more than 15 months. Most were far shorter: even the greatest of them, the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, lasted only 185 days. Why should this latest clash of arms break the pattern? For more than ten years trade rivalry, colonial ambition and the encouragement of national pride in order to silence domestic disquiet threatened an end to the long peace. Diplomacy defused successive crises, but their frequency weakened international trust; a war became increasingly probable. When it came, after the Sarajevo murders, the immediate cause was a failure to prevent the chronic tension between Austria-Hungary and Serbia escalating into a confrontation of rival alliances, German-Austrian and Franco-Russian.


By now the economies of the powers were so interdependent that it was thought no government would risk ruin by commitment to a long war over a cause of little concern to Europe as a whole. When Kaiser Wilhelm assured his guards they would be home before the leaves fell, few Germans doubted their sovereign’s word. In Paris newly enlisted students thought they would be away for ‘two months, maybe three’, while some undergraduates from Oxford and Cambridge who volunteered in early August felt certain they would be back in college by the start of term in October.1


This belief in a short, mobile war shaped the plans of the main belligerents. German strategy was based on a modified form of the ‘great memorandum’ completed by Field Marshal Count von Schlieffen in December 1905, on the eve of his retirement as chief of the general staff. He proposed a scythe-like sweep, in which 59 German divisions would wheel through Holland, Flanders and Artois to envelop Paris from the West within 39 days of mobilization and drive the exhausted French back on to a smaller army invading from Lorraine.2 A demoralized France would then, it was assumed, sue for peace. Without support from their ally in the West, the Russians too would soon crumble.


Schlieffen’s successor, Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke ‘the Younger’ – nephew and namesake of the architect of victory in Bismarck’s wars – drastically revised this grand design. He favoured a broad arrow thrust, swinging southwards down an arc west of Brussels but east of Ghent and Lille, ignoring both West Flanders and the Channel coast. Paris would still, he hoped, be invested within six weeks and France knocked out of the war, with her army crushed in a decisive pincer battle on the upper Marne. The size of the invasion force was increased from 53 divisions, as proposed by Schlieffen, to 55, and between 4 and 17 August 1914 four armies, totalling 940,000 men, poured across Germany’s 83-mile frontier with Belgium in fulfilment of the plan.3


To some extent, French strategy played into Moltke’s hands. In April 1913, General Joseph Joffre, chief of the French general staff for the past two years, presented Plan 17 to the council of national defence in Paris. Earlier proposals had assumed France would at first stay on the defensive, parrying an expected German attack from Lorraine and Alsace before launching a counter-offensive once the French fortresses of Verdun, Toul and Épinal blunted the onslaught. Plan 17 – operative from May 1914 – allowed France to take the initiative earlier, as soon as mobilization was complete. The plan would carry the war eastwards towards the Rhine – and therefore by mischance away from the regions most threatened by the modified Schlieffen Plan. Five French armies were poised to invade Germany, three along a front southwards from Verdun to the Vosges, a fourth in reserve on the upper Marne and a fifth covering the Ardennes, with Thionville as the objective.


For several years intelligence reports of German map exercises had indicated Berlin’s interest in the Belgian Ardennes but not in any region beyond the Meuse or the Sambre. Joffre personally thought a German invasion of Belgium unlikely, if only from fear that violation of the kingdom’s neutrality would bring Britain into the war. If he were wrong, the Fifth Army would move north into the Belgian province of Luxembourg and, with support from the reserve Fourth Army, threaten the flank of any German force engaging the Belgian forts of Liège and Dinant. Plan 17 did not, however, assign any French corps to cover the 120 miles of Belgian frontier from Mézières to the sea, the very sector soon to stand in the path of General von Kluck’s First Army. Joffre and his staff hoped that should war come to this region the gap would be plugged by the limited resources of the Belgian army and by a British expeditionary force concentrated along the Sambre, around the historic fortress of Maubeuge. But the council of national defence in Paris could never be certain les Tommies would be in the fighting line beside les poilus.4


Unlike Germany and France, Great Britain had developed no master-plan. For half a century successive governments avoided long-term European commitments; a deep reluctance to shed the fading splendour of isolation lingered at Westminster. Anglo-French relations in 1914 were based on the Entente Cordiale, established ten years previously when a formal Convention settled outstanding colonial disputes, including the rivalry over mastery in Egypt and the Sudan that had brought the two countries to the verge of war as recently as 1898. The Entente stopped a long way short of formal alliance. So too did the complementary Anglo-Russian Convention of 1907, by which agreement was reached over policy towards Persia, Tibet and Afghanistan. It was mistrust of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s naval ambitions and in particular the rapid creation of a formidable High Seas Fleet that drew Britain closer to France and Russia and away from Germany, her traditional friend in Europe.


During the cycle of international crises over Morocco and the Balkans that threatened peace between 1906 and 1913, Sir Edward Grey, the foreign secretary, tended to collaborate with his two Entente partners in opposition to the Central Powers (Germany and Austria-Hungary), but the British government remained free either to engage in war or to stand aside. Legally, even the obligations of the famous undertaking to uphold Belgian neutrality were not binding on any one power alone but on all five signatories of the 1839 Treaty of London acting collectively. Yet cautiously, and without the knowledge of parliament or the fall cabinet, links were established between senior officers in London and Paris. With the approval of the prime minister, the foreign secretary and the secretary of state for war, Anglo-French military conversations were held intermittently for more than eight years before the coming of the war.5


An informal, exploratory meeting of policy makers, held as early as 12 January 1906, determined the scope of the talks and gave warning of departmental conflicts ahead. ‘It was settled between the Military Officers’, the director of naval intelligence, Admiral Ottley, informed the first sea lord, ‘that in the event of our being forced into war (by a German violation of Belgian neutrality or otherwise) our proper course would be to land our Military forces at the nearest French ports, Calais, Boulogne, Dieppe and Havre. About 100,000 British troops and 42,000 horses would be available. The entire British Army might be on French soil on the 14th day.’6 The navy, however, favoured the traditional war strategy of blockade and amphibious operations rather than the dispatch of an expeditionary force across the Channel.


The foreign secretary sought to allay Admiralty fears of precipitate commitment by the War Office: ‘We haven’t promised any help,’ Grey explained three days after Ottley’s report, ‘but it is quite right that our Naval and Military Authorities should discuss the question in this way with the French and be prepared to give an answer when they are asked, or rather if they are asked.’7 The ‘navalists’ were not convinced. They recognized, however, the need to deny Germany control of the North Sea coast from the Scheldt estuary to the Channel ports. To keep hold of Antwerp, Ostend and the new port of Zeebrugge made better strategic sense than commitment to a sector of a battle line deep inside France, they argued.


Many senior army officers – including the designated commander of the proposed expeditionary force, General Sir John French – also preferred bases in Belgium rather than close dependence on France. General French was in favour of establishing direct contact with the Belgian high command, independent of the ongoing Anglo-French talks. In early spring 1906 seven confidential meetings duly took place between General Ducarne, chief of the Belgian general staff, and the military attaché in Brussels, Lieutenant-Colonel Barnardiston. ‘A satisfactory general agreement’ was reached ‘on a joint line of action’, the attaché reported optimistically to London; detailed proposals set out ways to transport an expeditionary force from French ports to meet a German thrust towards Antwerp or through the Ardennes.8 Ducarne, however, spoke largely for himself. His political masters feared any revelation of military consultation with Britain might compromise Belgium’s neutral status and provoke Germany.


During the next six years no attempt was made to develop these plans or to follow up the secret talks. By 1912 when, again on General French’s initiative, a new military attaché sought to revive them, he found the Belgians unresponsive: colonial disputes in Africa had left them highly suspicious of British intentions. The war minister in Brussels even gave a warning that ‘uninvited saviours of Belgian independence’ would be fired upon. From October 1912 a division was stationed at Ghent, ready to augment the defences of Antwerp or, if necessary, repel a landing on the North Sea coast.9


Meanwhile the Anglo-French military conversations made slow progress, not least because the Admiralty retained greater influence than the War Office in shaping imperial strategy. Closer co-operation came with the appointment in August 1910 of the Camberley Staff College commandant, Brigadier-General Henry Wilson, as director of military operations (DMO). Wilson, a Francophile since boyhood, was an Ulsterman who spoke French well. While at Camberley he spent several holidays bicycling in northeastern France near the German and Belgian frontiers, and became so close a family friend of Ferdinand Foch, the rising star among France’s generals, that Foch invited him to his daughter’s wedding. At the height of the Agadir crisis with Germany in 1911, Wilson crossed to Paris where, on his own initiative, he had talks with General Dubail, acting chief of the French general staff. Brigadier-General Wilson had no specific authority to speak for the war secretary, or indeed for anyone else, and yet on 20 July the two generals signed a memorandum of momentous importance. They recommended that should France and Britain find themselves allied in war against Germany, six regular divisions of the British army – 110,000 men – and a division of cavalry would cross the Channel to concentrate within a fortnight of mobilization in the Arras–Cambrai–St Quentin area. General Joffre, who took office as chief of the French general staff eight days later, accepted the Dubail–Wilson memorandum as a working agreement, although he recognized that it was never a firm commitment. The British government ‘wanted to make no engagement in writing’, Joffre explained to the council of national defence in 1913, while Plan 17 was under discussion: ‘We shall therefore show prudence and not depend on English forces in our operational projects.’ 10


On 23 August 1911, barely five weeks after Wilson’s meeting with Dubail, the British prime minister, Herbert Asquith, convened a meeting of the Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) to consider strategy ‘in the event of intervention’ in a war between France and Germany.11 Wilson, a gifted lecturer with a persuasive tongue, had an opportunity to expound his ideas, helped by maps of Belgium and northern France that he had hung on the walls. He surprised the service chiefs and the five cabinet ministers present by working his way through a timetable that set out arrangements to transport troops to Le Havre and Rouen and on by rail to Maubeuge in great detail; allowance was even made for a ten-minute coffee break at Amiens. His proposals were challenged by Admiral of the Fleet Sir Arthur Wilson VC, the first sea lord, one of the few Crimean War veterans still on active service. Naval strategy, Sir Arthur explained, was based on the need to safeguard supply lines and defend the United Kingdom from invasion; the Admiralty had given no thought to sustaining an army on the continent; he personally assumed that earlier proposals to send an expeditionary force to France had been abandoned. The cabinet ministers, who included the future war leaders Lloyd George and Churchill, were more impressed by the brigadier-general’s mastery of detail than the admiral of the fleet’s generalized concepts. Captain Maurice Hankey, at the age of 34 beginning a long term as head of the CID secretariat, was by conviction a ‘navalist’, for he had been commissioned in the Royal Marines, but after writing up the minutes of the meeting even he was ‘reluctantly driven to admit that the Senior Service . . . had sustained a severe defeat’.12


Over the next three years the navy continued to press for an essentially maritime grand strategy. Wilson remained the most articulate member of the CID. At times a combination of enthusiasm and self-esteem led him to give the French an impression that the War Office, Admiralty and cabinet agreed with him. Perhaps he believed it himself. He was mistaken. Traditionalists in both services mistrusted the continental commitment. Increasingly they came to mistrust Wilson personally too. He gained a reputation for intrigue, heightened by his closeness to Unionist politicians at a time when the Liberal government was seeking passage of a contentious Irish Home Rule Bill. As an Ulsterman himself, he warmly backed the dissidents in the Curragh incident of March 1914, when senior Protestant officers stationed at the Curragh in Dublin threatened to resign their commissions rather than march north to impose Irish Home Rule on Ulster. But so long as there was a possibility of Britain entering the war as an ally of France, Wilson’s understanding of Joffre’s needs made him irreplaceable as DMO. He was promoted major-general in November 1913, a few months after General French received the baton of a field marshal.13


Neither the British people nor their political leaders gave close attention to Europe’s problems at high summer 1914. There was concern over the danger of civil war in Ireland but not over the implications of Austria-Hungary’s quarrel with Serbia. It was not until the late afternoon of Friday, 24 July, at the end of a long discussion on Ulster, that the cabinet turned to foreign affairs for the first time since the murder of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, 26 days previously. Grey read out the terms of the Austrian note to Serbia, newly received in London: Vienna demanded official condemnation of pan-Serb propaganda and the participation of Austro-Hungarian officers in interrogating and punishing Serbian officials who had connived at terrorist activity. That evening, writing to Venetia Stanley, the young woman whose friendship he deeply cherished, the prime minister deplored the ‘bullying and humiliating ultimatum’. With the casualness of a detached observer of events he then added: ‘We are within measurable, or imaginable, distance of a real Armageddon . . . Happily there seems to be no reason why we should be anything more than spectators.’14


Over the weekend the newspapers in London, Edinburgh and Manchester were not unsympathetic to Austria, and the general editorial tone showed restraint. The peak of the holiday season was at hand, and both the papers and weekly magazines continued to advertise excursions across the Channel. The first Monday in August would be the last official bank holiday before Christmas: Londoners were offered a day trip from Charing Cross station to Calais and back for 11 shillings and 6 pence or, an even better bargain, to Boulogne for 10 shillings (in today’s currency 50p, though by present value the equivalent of about £20). Despite the news from Vienna and Belgrade, there was no sense of imminent doom at Westminster. Arthur Balfour, the former Unionist prime minister, saw no reason to change plans for an Austrian holiday at Gastein; he did not cancel his train reservations until the following Wednesday. On Saturday (25th) the foreign secretary went fly-fishing in Hampshire, as was his habit at weekends, but he was back at his desk next afternoon, pressing for a four-power conference. Winston Churchill, the first lord of the Admiralty, spent Sunday morning on the beach at Cromer with his wife and their three children, though he too returned to London by train later in the day. Asquith relaxed at his Berkshire country home, enjoying a round of golf at Huntercombe. Once away from London, the crisis seemed remote: Asquith’s Sunday letter to Venetia Stanley even conceded that ‘on many points Austria has a good, and Servia a very bad, case.’15


By Tuesday morning (28th) the prospect for Grey’s conference looked slim, however. Russian backing for Serbia and German encouragement of Austria made it impossible to localize the dispute, while the French alliance with Russia (of which the precise terms remained unknown) extended the confrontation to western Europe’s borders. The tone of the British press hardened day by day. From Berlin came reports of mass patriotic demonstrations continuing well into the night, and, though as yet there was no call-up of German reservists, the regular army in the Rhineland was said to be on the alert.


Lord Kitchener, Britain’s most illustrious serving soldier, home on leave from Egypt, had lunch with Churchill on that Tuesday. ‘The Germans must inevitably march’ through Belgium ‘to invade France’, Churchill predicted. Kitchener agreed with him. Both men thought it ‘very unlikely’ the Belgians would resist.16 That view was widespread in London and in Paris. The Belgians were not rated a defiant people, like their Dutch neighbours. Germany was Belgium’s closest trading partner, while there had been frequent tension between Brussels and Paris. Little was known of King Albert (who acceded aged 34 in December 1909) or his Bavarian-born queen, Elisabeth, named in honour of her aunt, the Empress–Queen of Austria-Hungary, who in 1898 was assassinated by an anarchist in Geneva. Intelligence reports suggested the Belgian field army was weak, six nominal divisions totalling 120,000 men. The army as a whole was undergoing thorough reorganization. It lacked social cohesion, for while the officers were francophone (French speaking), the rank and file were predominantly Flemish Dutch-speakers, with a low level of literacy. There was a shortage of heavy artillery and infantry regiments had barely a hundred machine-guns among them. Many of these new-fangled weapons were so cumbersome that on the march they were conveyed in dogcarts, like the milk delivery in Belgian towns. In London it was reckoned that, at best, the Belgians might check the Germans for a few days. More likely they would be granted free passage to invade France. No one anticipated that, as Churchill was to write, ‘a week later every British heart would burn’ with sympathy ‘for little Belgium’.


As first lord, Churchill had a duty to make certain the Royal Navy was ready for war. A practice mobilization, proposed four months earlier, had brought the warships together at Spithead for a royal review in mid-July. Most reservists subsequently returned home, but the great capital ships were still off Portland. On Tuesday afternoon (28th) they were ordered secretly to their war-stations, confidently awaiting the early challenge of a new Trafalgar in the North Sea.17


Ready, too, were Britain’s ‘Saturday-afternoon soldiers’. The Territorial Force, created six years previously by transforming local volunteer battalions and locally raised yeomanry into a supplementary reserve administered by county associations under centralized War Office supervision, now numbered 268,777 officers and men.18 In wartime, the force was expected to provide 14 infantry divisions and 14 brigades of mounted yeomanry, as well as companies of engineers, artillery batteries, and battalions of cyclists and railway workers; but the Territorials were raised for home defence not a continental war, and between 1910 and 1914 only 20,000 had volunteered to serve overseas. All were obliged to spend a fortnight each summer in camp, and by late July and August many were already under canvas.


The regular army, in the United Kingdom never more than 150,000 men, was puny in comparison with the conscript armies of the continent. In theory a British infantry division comprised 18,000 officers and men in three brigades, each divided into four battalions. A cavalry division was much smaller: some 9,300 officers and men with 9,800 horses in five brigades. Most divisions were well below strength when war was declared, but the War Office could count on rapid growth once mobilization brought the reservists back to their depots. One key division of the proposed expeditionary force was already on a war footing at Aldershot, where a test mobilization had long been planned for 27 July. Other army commands were put on defensive alert on the Wednesday (29th). With no publicity, Britain entered the ‘Precautionary Period’: preparations were completed for implementing emergency measures set out in a War Book compiled by Hankey and his secretariat over the previous four years. Slowly, and for the most part reluctantly, the British people acknowledged the imminence of war.19


Not so the government. Within the cabinet, Grey, Churchill, Lord Chancellor Haldane and Asquith himself were conscious of Britain’s moral obligation to assist France withstand a German attack. They were convinced a German military triumph would encroach on Britain’s vital interests and ultimately threaten invasion. But there was a strongly non-interventionist peace party in the government, their views echoed by the Liberal press. As late as Saturday morning (1 August) the cabinet rejected proposals to give France an unequivocal assurance of British support. At a further three-hour meeting on Sunday afternoon, Grey won the backing of all but one of his colleagues for a pledge that the Royal Navy would protect the French Channel coast from German attack, but, despite the eight years of Anglo-French staff talks, Asquith would not risk widening cabinet splits by seeking approval to send an expeditionary force to fight in France.20 Not until the small hours of Bank Holiday Monday (3 August) did he authorize full mobilization of the army, and the authorization did not reach the War Office until shortly before noon. By then Asquith knew that Germany had occupied the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg and presented an ultimatum in Brussels requiring, within 12 hours, an assurance of unimpeded progress for the German army through Belgium to invade France.

OEBPS/images/f0016-01.png
Ypres 1914 |






OEBPS/images/f0015-01.png
)

. The Salient (from November 191

Ngnithon

ke
gt

Kol
oty

Kruisil
Zandvoside

Key
Main salent
Sfmontline

Ronds
Raibways
e Canls

Woods
2 ame






OEBPS/images/f0013-01.png
‘Western Flanders
and Northern France

North Sea Siype

Peniyse

Wadsio
Cldrcken
oyt

“Posicapeie
Lingemarck <pusschendacle

Bosin
Enerdingid:
| oo, Vmerishe Fomncbeke
| Poperinghen Hooge
| o

“Gheluvel

g

“Cassel MobingKemmel N4
Tk Py \4 e

3
| Ploeggeent

N

.

Atfentares

Aubi






OEBPS/images/f0014-01.png
The Western Front

N

GREAT
BRITAIN

Londgn
R

Soythampton

FRANGCE

e
;ﬁz\ Tt 6

North Sea

3 Brdes

ey | Namur
) St Charledo

Compigne N
Nl

+ *Chansily

pors ~Aleran

Melun

w
¥
g \@
C———— — ST
7

ol L
“BELGIUM 7 L
T s

g

Ty
r






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ALAN PALMER

The SALIENT
YPRES, 1914-18






