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      Preface

      
      IN MANY WAYS 1918 was the most awful and tragic year of the Great War. The scale of the fighting on the Western Front exceeded anything
         that had gone before. It was continental warfare on an epic scale as the huge citizen armies of the Central Powers and the
         Allies faced each other head-on in the final battles that would decide the war. It was a year when the Allies for a time appeared
         close to defeat, when they had their backs to the wall, when it seemed that all might be lost. But it was also the year that
         resulted in the ultimate British victory, greater than Waterloo or Trafalgar in both its overall scale and the end results.
         For the only time in world history the British Army could lay a realistic claim to being the dominant military force.
      

      
      Yet this amazing achievement has been almost forgotten. In the years since, the battered victors have been besmirched by a
         sustained campaign of vilification. Any legitimate acclaim is drowned out by a strange retrospective defeatism that at the
         time the majority of soldiers would surely have rejected out of hand. Despite being miserable, frightened and at times let
         down by the failures of their High Command, amongst the soldiers themselves there was undeniably a collective determination
         to ‘see it through’. Even celebrated war poets, such as Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen, abandoned their pacifism and returned
         to the fray as they saw the war boiling up to its final crescendo. At heart they were soldier-poets rather than just poets.
      

      
      There is a story here that must be told, an analysis that must be made. For too long the ‘History of the Great War’ has had
         a strangely unfinished look. Historians pore over the Battles of Mons and Ypres in 1914; they vigorously comment on the Battles
         of Second Ypres and Loos in 1915; they examine and argue at interminable length over the Battles of the Somme and Jutland in 1916; they feast
         upon the horrors of Third Ypres and the Passchendaele Ridge in 1917; they even gloatingly record the ‘dark days’ of the German
         offensives of 1918 with much extravagant praise for the brilliant ‘new’ German tactics that forced back the British Army.
         Yet there is a strange silence over the end results of the self-same battles of spring 1918. The Allies may have fallen back
         in the face of the German hammer-blows, but they stood firm, stuck together and, as long as the accursed fog stayed away,
         they inflicted murderous casualties on the advancing Germans – although all at considerable cost to themselves. Following
         this, buoyed up by the promise of massive American reinforcements, the Allies launched into a 100-day advance to victory that
         still beggars belief and which was duly acclaimed throughout the 1920s. But many later commentators, blinkered by their hatred
         – not a lightly chosen word – of Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, originating in his command record in 1916 and 1917, seek
         to brush over this ultimate triumph. For them it was self-evident that the Germans were beaten by the naval blockade, beaten
         by the Americans, beaten by the ‘real men’ (Australians or Canadians), beaten by ‘enemies within’ – beaten by anybody and
         everybody but the combined efforts of the British and French Armies that had actually battered down the iron door to Germany.
         They blame Haig for the tragedies of Somme and Passchendaele, and refuse to admit that he could ever have triumphed. These
         are the real revisionists, tearing away at the prevailing orthodoxy of the post-war years, building their case on the quicksand
         of politicians’ memoirs, stirred with heartrending personal accounts that naturally reflect the very real horror of any war,
         and all underpinned by the ‘evidence’ of a few gifted poets howling their despair at the moon. This heady brew has become
         the new ‘orthodoxy’, but says far more about our own era than it does about the reality of 1918.
      

      
      And the truth? Well it is still a matter of opinion, but the current consensus amongst military historians is that the earlier
         view was essentially on the right track. Throughout the Great War the British generals often made mistakes; sometimes committed
         outright blunders costing thousands of lives. They took unnecessary risks, they missed opportunities and they resolutely followed
         blind alleys. All of this is undeniable. Yet given the appalling problems posed by modern warfare in 1914–18, where artillery ruled the battlefield in
         an unholy trinity with layered trench lines and sputtering machine guns, it is unlikely that anyone could have done better.
         The British simply did not have enough guns, the right kind of ammunition or the trained gunners to fire them. The Germans
         constantly mutated their defensive tactics, creating new problems and new challenges for the British generals and their troops
         to overcome. Although there was an overall learning curve for the Allied High Command, a far better analogy is that of a ‘learning
         big dipper’ with the occasional terrifying descent to disaster as a previously successful tactic was exposed by a sudden change
         in the layout of German defences or self-inflicted blunders engendered by over-confidence.
      

      
      When all is said and done, Haig and his generals learnt a great deal from the long, grim years of 1915–17. The culmination
         of all this experience was the ‘All Arms Battle’. Here were the infantry: well armed with light Lewis machine guns and rifle
         grenades, deploying sophisticated tactics that minimised losses. In immediate support were the heavy Vickers machine guns
         banded together to provide lethal firepower in attack or defence, the light and heavy mortars hurling high explosives, deadly
         thermite or poisonous gas canisters. Concealing them were dense smoke barrages that mimicked the fog, which at times seemed
         to be at the beck and call of the Kaiser. Trundling along into action alongside the infantry were the heavy tanks to crush
         the wire and assault German strongpoints, behind them came the supply tanks bringing forward huge quantities of ammunition,
         then there were the lighter tanks and armoured cars held ready to push through and cause chaos in the rear areas in the event
         of a rupture in the German lines. Aircraft flew above them, now not just photographing or carrying out artillery observation
         functions, but diving to spray machine-gun fire and small bombs to harass and disrupt the German Army every step of the way.
         Aerial bombing had progressed to such a level that it was not only used to kill on, or near, the battlefield, but also to
         try and sever the German strategic rail communications that were needed to bring up reinforcements. Behind everything there
         was the artillery: truly, as the Royal Artillery motto suggests, the guns were ubique – everywhere – on the Western Front. Within the whole murderous conglomeration that was the All Arms Battle they were still the supreme weapons
         system.
      

      
      The sheer power and complexity of the artillery bombardments seemed beyond human comprehension. The guns were the first of
         the weapons successfully added to the infantry bedrock of the ‘All Arms’ equation. At the beginning of the war there had been
         no widespread conception within the Royal Artillery of deploying massed guns, of indirect fire, of prolonged barrages or of
         suppression rather than destruction of the opposition forces. They had the wrong kind of guns, a preponderance of field artillery
         rather than medium or heavy guns, firing the wrong kind of ammunition, shrapnel rather than high explosive shells. There were
         shocking shortages of ammunition of all kinds. Overall standards of accuracy were regrettably low and the study of the technical
         side of gunnery was considered infra dig – something best left to the Royal Garrison Artillery. The battles of 1916 had taught
         the Royal Artillery a great deal and their emerging experts had attained a mastery of their profession by 1917. Target acquisition
         had become a multi-faceted process. The reconnaissance aircraft of the Royal Flying Corps provided pinpoint photographs that
         uncovered concealed batteries, machine-gun posts and headquarters. In addition the new methods of flash spotting and sound
         ranging could locate any active German battery to within a matter of yards. The science of gunnery was understood: both the
         theory and practice had been mastered. New young officers had by then thoroughly learnt their trade and could prepare the
         most complex bombardments, while the gun detachments they commanded had reached a pitch of perfection that only long practice
         could achieve. En masse they could take on the German batteries head to head and defeat them to establish a domination of
         the whole battlefield area. When the British infantry went ‘over the top’ the gunners would create a ‘creeping barrage’, moving
         just in front of the troops as they attacked across No Man’s Land and forcing the German garrison to keep its head well down
         until it was too late for effective resistance. Then, when the attack had succeeded, the gunners would lay down lethal standing
         barrages that effectively curtained off the whole area, thwarting any chance of a successful German counterattack. The guns
         ruled the battlefield with a hail of steel splinters and high explosives.
      

      
      
      The guns were also the main delivery system for poisonous gas. This weapon of war has aroused an overwhelming horror, despite
         the fact that it was at that stage one of the more benign battlefield weapons. The main intent was to incapacitate, either
         by the effects of the gas itself or by forcing the opposing soldiers to wear respirators that vastly restricted their vision,
         hearing and ability to breathe. It left men stumbling around, cut off in their own little worlds and unable to undertake any
         prolonged physical activity. Serious exposure to gas could kill and certainly ruined victims’ lungs – there would be a harvest
         of death in the bronchial wards of hospitals long after the war – but it was not in itself a major battlefield killer. Another
         impact of gas warfare was deeply psychological: it deprived soldiers of the elementary ability to breathe in safety and gas
         masks gave everyone a terrifyingly alien appearance. Gas, consequently, was regarded as an inhuman weapon even amidst the
         horrors of modern warfare.
      

      
      In the end the Germans had no answer to the All Arms Battle. After their attacks had manifestly failed to rupture the British
         line the ‘worm’ turned and launched a major counter-attack on 8 August. This was the beginning of the end. After the Germans
         stemmed the initial breakthrough, the focus of Allied attacks swiftly shifted to other sectors of the Western Front. They
         never allowed the Germans to settle, regain balance or establish a strong line all along the front. The Allied dominance in
         matériel was such that the guns did not have to be painstakingly moved: there were enough guns and ammunition stacked all
         along the front to back up an attack almost anywhere. This was impossible in previous years. It wasn’t only a matter of tactics;
         it was also the merciless application of superior resources. Time and time again the reeling German divisions were turfed
         out of their defensive positions. Whatever obstacles they put in front of the advancing Allies were overcome in grand style.
         There was no let up in the pounding until the German Army was falling apart at the seams. From top to bottom its morale was
         comprehensively undermined. The Germans knew there was no stopping the Allied advance.
      

      
      To deny the proud record of the British Army in the battles of ‘the Hundred Days’ in 1918 is to pour scorn on and diminish
         the capabilities and achievements of the men themselves. These were not helpless victims, marched to the slaughter by incompetent
         generals: they were soldiers tried to the very limits of their being, fed up to the back teeth and scared witless a lot of the time, but generally
         willing to endure to play a part in the greatest series of victories ever won by the British Army. Those stunning victories
         were their collective achievement. It is worth noting that during the offensives the British captured 188,700 prisoners and
         some 2,840 guns; the far larger combined French, American and Belgian forces took 196,800 and 3,775 respectively. But war
         is a collective business and the German Army lost 385,500 prisoners and 6,615 guns. No army could withstand that kind of punishment,
         especially when at the same time hundreds of thousands of fresh young American soldiers were added to the Allied cause. The
         Germans were well beaten by 11 November.
      

      
      Could the German Army have continued to fight into 1919? Perhaps it could; it was, after all, less than two months away, but
         it would have been to no real end. The army was outnumbered on the battlefields – there were simply no young Germans left
         to join the colours – while the German economy had been brought finally to its knees by the combination of the grinding pressures
         of total war and the stringent blockade of the Royal Navy. Their dreams of holding back the Allies on the line of the River
         Rhine were just that. The German Army would have been blasted aside by the untrammelled power of the Allied guns, the soldiers
         gassed in their thousands by the deadly new gases emerging from the laboratories of the chemists, and undermined from within
         and without by the spectre of violent revolution.
      

      
      It was of course sad, tragic even, that so many men should die with the end of the war so close. For many these tragic late
         losses have come to be symbolised by the death of the hapless Wilfred Owen, killed while bravely leading his men into action
         across the Sambre River on 4 November. His family got the dreaded telegram even as the local church bells pealed out their
         Armistice celebrations just a week later. He was just one of many who did not live to see the vast geopolitical changes caused
         by the war, the avalanche of change that would sweep away a whole way of life. In the wake of the ‘war to end wars’ life would
         never be the same, never safe again.
      

      
      Peter Hart
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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Of Mice and Men

      
      IN 1917 AN EARTH-SHATTERING event occurred that would dominate the Great War on the Western Front over the next year.Without a doubt it was the collapse
         of the Russian Empire that allowed the German offensives in March 1918 and all the mayhem that followed. The Russian Army
         had fought hard in the early years of the war, but excessive casualties had drained its strength and willpower to breaking
         point. The Revolution and subsequent toppling of the Tsar in March 1917 was not in itself too much of a surprise, but it was
         soon evident that the advent of the reformist government led by Alexander Kerensky was not sufficient to stem the deep-rooted
         socialist and revolutionary pressures boiling up in Russia. In these circumstances the decision by Kerensky to launch an offensive
         against the Germans in July 1917 was an utter disaster. Afflicted by a combination of defeatism, pacifism and revolutionary
         ideals, the troops simply failed to advance. In a sense the Kerensky offensive was a brutal form of self-selection that duly
         slaughtered those left in the Russian Army who were still willing to fight. It left Russia helpless before her enemies both
         military and political. The Germans had allowed the Bolshevik leader Vladimir Lenin to pass through their territory and with
         the Soviet Revolution in November 1917 the Russian bear was finally brought down and out of the war, although the formal peace
         treaty would take several more months to negotiate.
      

      
      The German High Command was well aware of the likely benefits of a total Russian collapse. By late 1917, although Kaiser Wilhelm
         II still nominally ruled Germany, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg and his chief of staff Quartermaster General Erich Ludendorff
         were effectively in charge. As the German state was dominated increasingly by the requirements of fighting a total war it was
         all but inevitable that their influence had spread to all sectors of government and society. Together they had to find the
         solution to the greatest enduring German strategic problem, the nightmare that had tormented their generals ever since the
         formation of the German Empire: war against Russia to the east, and Britain and France to the west, dividing German military
         strength and resources. Troops could be moved from west to east and vice versa, but neither could be ignored for long without
         inviting disaster. The removal of Russia and the Eastern Front meant they could concentrate all their armies and resources
         in a single direction – to crush the British and French Armies on the Western Front. For Ludendorff, this was the decisive
         moment of the war.
      

      
      
         Owing to the breakdown of Russia the military situation was more favourable to us at New Year 1918 than one could ever have
            expected. As in 1914 and 1915, we could think of deciding the war by an attack on land. Numerically we had never been so strong
            in comparison with our enemies.1

         Quartermaster General Erich Ludendorff, General Headquarters, Imperial German Army

      

      
      Certainly, the Germans desperately needed something to break the deadlock of the Great War. They may have been fighting a
         military ‘draw’ but their economy was in a truly parlous state by 1917. The war was cripplingly expensive, the voracious demand
         for men was denuding industry and agriculture of workers and the iron band of the Royal Navy blockade was preventing both
         the import of vital raw materials and the income-generating export of produce. The economic consequences of global war were
         gradually rendering ordinary life almost impossible in Germany. There was a serious food shortage and the permitted ration
         fell to a level below that necessary to sustain basic human health, never mind happiness. It was inevitable that there would
         be a shortage of imported raw materials given the blockade, but gnawing labour shortages and the gradually failing transport
         infrastructure meant that there were problems distributing even theoretically plentiful resources like coal. Strikes to secure
         more food became evermore commonplace and there was considerable social unrest centred on the burgeoning agitation for peace. It was only the conquest of Romania with its oil supplies that kept Germany going.
         There was very little long-term hope here for the German High Command: the war had to end soon or Germany would be condemned
         to outright defeat.
      

      
      Yet there was worse to come: 6 April 1917 also saw the entry of a new element into the overall strategic situation when the
         United States of America entered the war. German diplomacy, an oxymoron, had lamentably failed to counter the British efforts
         to draw the Americans into the war on the grounds of the unrestricted campaign waged by German submarines. America had not
         figured large in the calculations of European generals in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but generations of mass
         immigration had built a new superpower across the Atlantic. The regular American Army might be laughably small, but America’s
         huge population and vast industrial capacity made its military potential evident. America may have been an unknown quantity,
         but it could no longer be ignored.
      

      
      
         I felt obliged to count on the new American formations beginning to arrive in the spring of 1918. In what numbers they would
            appear could not be foreseen; but it might be taken as certain that they would balance the loss of Russia; further, the relative
            strengths would be more in our favour in the spring than in the late summer and autumn, unless, indeed, we had by then gained
            a great victory.2

      
      Quartermaster General Erich Ludendorff, General Headquarters, Imperial German Army

            


      And there was the nub. The temptation before the German High Command was almost irresistible. There was a brief six-month
         window of opportunity during which the Allies would be weak. Whatever Ludendorff planned to do, he would have to do soon,
         before the window was slammed shut and the predictable course of the war was restored; a course that could only lead to defeat
         for Germany.
      

      
      All over the United States a new army was gathering. Hundreds, thousands, hundreds of thousands, millions of men were all
         determined to play their part in what they had become convinced was their fight. Amongst the thousands was one young man who
         enlisted in a state of mind that could be regarded as typical of his contemporaries.
      

      
      
      I have decided to go to Plattsburg to the training camp, if I can get in. I thought for a couple of days that I wouldn’t,
         but when I found that I hadn’t any real excuse or reason to give myself, I gave up trying to find one. Nobody here knows any
         more about the war than you do: one says five years, another ninety days, etc. If Russia breaks, it will be twenty years.
         I don’t know. I don’t see how people can think the war will end soon; Germany has ten million men under arms at the present
         time, and it is not divided. From a military standpoint it will take five years. The economic pressure will make it less,
         I am sure. But less than two years is out of the question. Whatever it is, it is up to me to be there, and I wouldn’t be your
         son if I didn’t.3

      
      Kenneth Walser

      

      If the Germans allowed the American Army to gather its forces to join the battle on the Western Front, then all their extra
         divisions from the Eastern Front would avail them nothing. It was now or never for the Germans. The British and French had
         to be defeated before the summer of 1918 or the Great War was lost.
      

      
      THE ALLIED HIGH COMMAND was also uncomfortably aware of the grim possibility of a Russian collapse. As early as May 1917,
         the British Chief of Imperial General Staff, General Sir William Robertson, warned the War Cabinet, led by Prime Minister
         David Lloyd George, of the looming consequences.
      

      
      
         We should be prepared for the worst, namely that the Central Powers will be free to concentrate their forces against their
            remaining enemies. It must be assumed that the whole of the German Army on the Eastern Front will be available for operations
            in the West.4

      
      General Sir William Robertson, Imperial General Staff, London

            


      There was a definite message here. For Robertson was a ‘Westerner’. As such he believed implicitly that to win the war the
         British Empire must concentrate all resources possible on the Western Front where it faced the German Army, rather than be
         distracted by campaigns in the Middle East and around the fringes of the main battle. For Robertson the aggressive campaigns
         being waged at the behest of the ‘Easterners’ in Palestine, Salonika, Mesopotamia and even Italy were diversions from the main battlefield where the war would be decided.
         The ‘Easterners’ were largely politicians who sought to avoid the appalling casualties on the Western Front; they therefore
         formed a strategy based on knocking away the ‘props’ of the German Empire, rather than confronting it head-on. Yet there was
         no easy route to Berlin through Palestine, Salonika, Mesopotamia or Italy. Geographical imperatives rendered such ideas nothing
         but fantasies. The end result was the deployment of hundreds of thousands of British troops in the most appalling conditions
         that ranged from arid deserts to precipitous mountains. Here they were wracked by diseases from dysentery to malaria while
         fighting Turks, Bulgarians and Austrians who were never likely to send troops to support the Germans on the Western Front,
         but who were thus given plenty of opportunity to kill British troops. Robertson explicitly warned his political masters that
         the imminent collapse of Russia meant that such distractions and any further wasteful deployment of troops, always strategically
         dubious, would be rendered positively dangerous. In particular, he recommended the disengagement from Salonika, truly a campaign
         that was going nowhere, and the reduction of other commitments to the minimum force required to defend essential interests.
      

      
      Although Robertson had made the strategic position crystal clear, he still failed to convince Lloyd George as to the seriousness
         of the situation that loomed before them. Let there be no mistake: Lloyd George was utterly committed to winning the war.
         This was no wilting politician unwilling to take the war to his country’s enemies, but he simply could not reconcile his personal
         beliefs as to the conduct of the war with the methods advocated and employed by his senior generals and military advisers.
         He genuinely believed that the war could be won in Salonika, Italy or Palestine – anywhere, in fact, but the Western Front,
         where he believed the lives of thousands were being thrown wastefully away to no end. As such, his nemesis was the British
         commander-in-chief on the Western Front, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig.
      

      
      Throughout the war Haig was the ultimate Westerner. He knew that the German Army was the Central Powers: defeat it and you
         win the war. Unfortunately, this was by no means easy. Germany might be suffering from the effects of the blockade, but it was a huge country, rich in natural resources and with an enormous underlying
         economic strength that often tempted neutrals to collaborate in supplying raw materials. But above all the German Army was
         a colossus, its strength measured in millions and with a strong sense of national identity that promoted a high morale. To
         beat it there was a bloody requirement to kill millions of well-armed, well-led, well-equipped men; defeat had to be smashed
         down the collective German throat, anything less would merely encourage an ever more desperate resistance.
      

      
      Douglas Haig was a man almost entirely foreign to ‘modern’ tastes. Born on 19 June 1861, after a privileged Victorian education
         he passed through the Royal Military College Sandhurst, to be commissioned into the 7th Hussars in 1885. His regimental service
         culminated in his attendance at the newly established Staff College at Camberley in 1896. His first experiences of active
         service took place in the Sudan and during the Boer War, where he impressed his superiors as a competent officer and the pace
         of promotion began to increase. Haig had a gift for sheer hard work, rigorously applying himself to the task at hand, and
         he undoubtedly excelled in several staff and administrative appointments, including his responsibility for much of the spadework
         required in creating the Territorial Army in 1908. His reward was promotion to lietenant general and the plum command of the
         two divisions based at Aldershot that would form the I Corps when the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was mobilised on the
         declaration of war on 4 August 1914.
      

      
      Haig’s early experiences in the opening battles of the war, when he served under the overall command of Field Marshal Sir
         John French, were often traumatic as he and all the other British commanders were brought face to face with the sheer scope
         of the problems of modern continental warfare on the Western Front. Nevertheless, Haig was still seen as a safe pair of hands,
         promoted first to general as the commander of the First Army and then ultimately to commander-in-chief of the BEF on the fall
         of Sir John French in December 1915.
      

      
      Thus it was that in 1916 it was Douglas Haig who controlled the destinies of hundreds of thousands of young men when Britain
         fought its first-ever, real continental-scale battle as it attacked on the Somme on 1 July 1916 – a date truly never forgotten.
         He was forced by the requirements of his French Allies to commit his New Army and Territorial divisions into action, long before he considered
         them ready, in order to switch German attention from their murderous attritional offensive on the French at Verdun. His armies
         learnt many of the complex fighting skills of modern war on the bloody battlefields of the Somme, but they suffered excruciating
         losses in doing so. Yet Haig was firmly convinced that the five months of hell suffered by the Germans on the Somme coupled
         with their equally awful ordeal at Verdun had drained the German Army.
      

      
      If the British Army had a doctrine then it was best exemplified by the Field Service Regulations, a deceptively simple document
         that contained the basic tenets that would guide most of the British senior commanders throughout the war. The nature of the
         war they were fighting and the method of introducing new weapons were both presaged in the FSR whereby any battle would go
         through stages: initial contact, the wearing-out battle, securing fire supremacy and the advance to victory. As new weapons
         were added to the mix they were harnessed to secure the all-important fire supremacy. The length of the ‘battle’ was unexpected
         but Haig always saw the fighting on the Western Front as, in effect, one long, drawn-out battle with the phases of combat
         measured in years rather than hours: 1914 and 1915 had seen the initial manoeuvring for position and the first clash of battle,
         1916 had seen the wearing-out process of indeterminate length before one side began to fold and he was confident that the
         decisive stroke could be dealt in 1917.
      

      
      It was in accordance with such beliefs that the Allies had sought to hammer home their advantage in 1917, but everything went
         wrong for them in that truly benighted year. The waters had been muddied early on by the accession of a new commander-in-chief
         of the French Army. General Robert Nivelle was a man blessed with a rare, but dangerous, combination of both military skills
         and articulacy. He soon had both British and French politicians eating out of his hand as he sketched out how he would win
         the war at a stroke in April 1917. Lloyd George at last had found a general he could do business with and, in fact, Haig was
         briefly suborned under Nivelle’s overall direction, as British troops were once again required to sacrifice themselves in
         the French interest at the diversionary Battle of Arras. When the Nivelle offensive in the Aisne area was an utter failure the French Army suffered a disastrous collapse in morale, leading to several serious outbreaks
         of mutiny – suddenly Nivelle was yesterday’s man and General Henri-Philippe Pétain was made the French commander-in-chief
         charged with rebuilding his shattered army. Born on 24 April 1856, Pétain had always had a cautious approach to warfare, maintaining
         that the increased firepower of modern warfare had rendered attack a dangerous option. These were not popular views in a France
         obsessed with the spirit of the offensive and at the start of the war he was still only a colonel with retirement staring
         him in the face. The brutal realities of the fighting in the Great War had saved his career as it gave a new value to his
         cautious realism, and he was rapidly propelled to the command of the Second Army before fighting a grim determined battle
         in defence of Verdun for which he had been widely acclaimed a hero. Pétain would take no chances with the lives of his battered
         poilus.
      

      
      In the summer of 1917, once again independent of French control, Haig took the chance to launch his long-cherished major offensive
         in Flanders. Although the offensive started well with the Battle of Messines in June 1917, the unseasonable wet weather conditions
         during the main assault severely hampered operations, while the new German defencein-depth techniques tested British tactical
         acumen to the limit. Eventually the doctrine of ‘bite and hold’ emerged as the only feasible assault method: massed artillery
         barrages would both destroy and suppress the German defences, allowing the infantry to seize the front-line system, before
         hastily consolidating and beating back any German counterattacks assisted by further massed artillery barrages. The system
         worked well in itself, but it was intrinsically limited in what it could realistically achieve and for all the painstaking
         preparations and careful planning, casualties were still high. The German artillery and machine guns could never be entirely
         subdued by the weapons deployed by the British Army in the summer of 1917.
      

      
      Even when Haig finally admitted that the Germans had survived in Flanders, there was still time for one more assault on the
         Germans in 1917. The Battle of Cambrai launched on 20 November was of crucial importance for it marked the next development
         of the All Arms Battle. At first sight it seemed that the tanks, used en masse for the first time, offered a partial solution
         to many of the most stubborn tactical problems of trench warfare. They could crush the German barbed wire without the necessity of a telltale preliminary bombardment. Their
         steel plating offered a partial protection to the crews from rifle or machine-gun fire, allowing them to bring their 6-pounder
         guns or machine guns into action at close range to eradicate German strongpoints. There were, however, two important hampering
         factors: the tanks were still too slow and mechanically unreliable, and secondly, they may have been just about bullet-proof
         but they were emphatically not immune to the German artillery. The tank was not a war-winning weapon on its own – it was part
         of the greater whole.
      

      
      When the early tanks had duly revealed their limitations on the Somme, there was much thought given by the High Command as
         to how best to fit them into the All Arms Battle, but this was often compromised by the natural desire to win the battle at
         hand. Thus tank doctrine was being hammered out at the same time as the tanks were being used ad hoc in the various offensives
         made by the British Army in 1916 and 1917. But by November 1917 the British Army had a very good idea of what it could expect
         and, just as importantly, not expect from its massed Mark IV tanks. The ability of the tanks to crush the thickest barbed
         wire and their role as trouble-shooters in dealing with pillboxes or machine guns was thoroughly established. It was to be
         these abilities that allowed the next great step in artillery techniques to bear full fruit.
      

      
      For Cambrai was also a great artillery battle. The gunners and their surveyors had completely overhauled the way the guns
         were able to operate on the Western Front. The old inaccurate maps had been replaced with newly surveyed maps accurate on
         the ground to within a matter of mere feet. It was self-evident that if the position of both a gun and its target could be
         established with such a degree of accuracy – then the range between them could be accurately calculated. A field gun firing
         at some 6,500 yards was not a pinpoint weapon, but it did create a ‘beaten zone’, which was the target area in which shells
         could reasonably be expected to fall. Guns could never be entirely accurate, but by 1917 great long strides had been taken
         in understanding the factors that affected where the shells landed.
      

      
      One of the key steps was in fully understanding the importance of meteorological corrections. Early in the war there was much
         foolish resistance by the less technically competent of the Royal Artillery officers to such concepts, which were often seen as purely
         theoretical, emanating from the ‘eggheads’ at the Woolwich Royal Military Academy, and hence of no relevance to ‘practical
         gunnery’.
      

      
      
         The senior subaltern said, ‘I’m going to the Major’, he was along in his dugout, ‘to ask him if I can put the meteor corrections
            on the guns!’ When he got there, the Major, who was a regular, mark you, an Irishman, he said, ‘My boy, this is war, this
            is practical stuff! Forget all that nonsense they taught you at ‘‘The Shop’’! If it’s cold cock her up a bit!’5

      
      Second Lieutenant Murray Rymer Jones, Royal Artillery

            


      Such caricature ‘stick in the mud’ figures were partly responsible for the inaccuracy of the preliminary barrages on the Somme.
         They were helped along by the inexperienced gun detachments, barely trained officers and the huge variations in the quality
         of the shells, which together made the artillery barrages far less effective than they should have been.
      

      
      By 1917 the Royal Artillery as a whole had moved onwards and upwards. The meteorology data for wind direction and strength,
         air temperature and barometric pressure were all seen as vital and the corresponding adjustments were made to the guns to
         allow for their effects on the flight through the air of a shell. It was also realised that the guns themselves varied in
         their characteristics not only in comparison to each other but also over the length of their own lives as the barrel rifling
         became worn. Guns were calibrated and fired in test conditions, so that any adjustments necessary from the norm could be carefully
         noted and included in the calculations for that gun. When they moved into their new gun positions the gunners could determine
         their position on the map to within 5 yards, while if they were targeting a German battery then with the help of reconnaissance
         aircraft, flash spotters and sound ranging they could identify their opponents’ position with a similar level of accuracy.
         After the gunners had finished their complex trigonometrical calculations they could fire with reasonable confidence that
         the shells would fall in close proximity to the target. They could never guarantee a direct hit with an individual shell,
         but there were a lot of guns and an awful lot of shells – in the end the odds were in their favour. This meant that the previous painful necessity for individually registering every gun onto its
         intended target before the barrage opened was no longer required. Guns could be brought up in secrecy and their battery positions
         carefully camouflaged to conceal them from any prying German aerial observation. As the tanks could brush aside the barbed
         wire without the necessity for a long barrage, it was evident that the factor of surprise had been reintroduced to the complex
         equation of modern warfare.
      

      
      When the barrage opened on 20 November the hundreds of tanks rolled slowly forwards, followed in their tracks by the grateful
         infantry, sheltered from the worst of the usual storm by the hurricane of shells crashing down on the German defences. All
         seemed well until the tanks moved beyond the range of their own field artillery barrage. As the cavalry missed their chance,
         if it ever truly existed, to exploit the breakthrough, the tanks then found themselves helpless before the German field guns
         and their attack broke down in considerable confusion. There were insufficient reserves to exploit the success of the first
         day and, in any case, although the British had broken into the German defensive system, they still had not actually broken
         through. The German response to the British success at Cambrai was murderously effective and in itself marked a whole new
         development in German tactics as they premiered some of their own attacking options: carefully orchestrated artillery barrages
         and what have become known as storm-trooper tactics. Although the British regarded German methods as being dominated by the
         philosophy of infiltration, at this stage it seems that the German stormtrooper idea was more to secure a tight coordination
         of infantry support weapons: light machine guns, hand grenades and light mortars to establish a firepower domination seeking
         always to locate an unprotected flank. Both of these tactics would be seen in full flow on the Western Front in the spring
         of 1918. The British first-day gains were soon swept aside – the German Army was still strong, still developing its killing
         power and still a dreadful enemy. The overall lesson of Cambrai is surely that the hitherto static nature of the war was at
         last changing. New weapons were coming to deadly fruition; old weapons were being used in new ways. Together they would bring
         a new dimension of death and destruction to war on the Western Front.
      

	  *

      
      
      AND WHAT of the individual soldiers who made up the teeming hundreds of thousands of men under Haig’s command? The ‘happy
         warriors’ of 1914 had long gone and there was an overwhelming sense of depression throughout the BEF. This was not unnatural;
         these men had been through some of the most dreadful experiences that could be imagined. Many had joined with totally false
         expectations of what war was like, created by a combination of upbringing, patriotism, propaganda, religious fervour and,
         above all, ignorance. Well, they knew now.
      

      
      
         War is the most ruthless system of organised murder that the animal ‘man’ has invented, and the most horrible. Wars are fought
            by young men, inexperienced and impressionable, to whom in large part the thing is seen in the light of an adventure. Indeed,
            it is in some degree an adventure, and no adventure is worth calling such without a degree of risk to life and limb. But its
            results are so ghastly that inevitably there comes a time when war ceases to be an adventure and the young regard it cynically,
            disillusioned and disenchanted. I do not suppose any generation ever marched to war with the stars in their eyes as my generation
            did, but after the Somme and the even worse slaughter at Third Ypres there were no more stars. We continued to fight, and
            I think we fought well – as the British soldier has always fought. No one in his senses who has seen war at close quarters
            would claim that the British soldier never broke and ran – there are things that no human being can be expected to endure
            and one of these is concentrated shell fire.6

         Lieutenant Richard Dixon, 251st Siege Battery, 53rd Brigade, Royal Garrison Artillery

      

      
      The physical and emotional effects of warfare on the Western Front were almost unbearable to the average man. It was not only
         the shells, the sense-shattering explosions, the deadly shrapnel whirring through the air to deadly effect and the random
         mayhem brought by the minenwerfer shells, but also the seeping horror of poisonous gas, the lives snuffed out in a moment
         by the unseen sniper’s bullet, the brutal necessity of attacking across No Man’s Land in the face of the scything machine
         guns and the unspeakable horrors of close combat, where a life could splutter out feebly amidst the deafening crash of bombs
         and the sudden glitter of sharpened bayonets. It was all of these and something more. For these men were not professional soldiers; most had only joined for the duration of the war and for no
         longer. Now they faced the complete and utter loss of their personal freedom: the private soldier was the lowest of the low
         within a rigid army hierarchy of rank that sometimes seemed to stifle any residual intellect and initiative.
      

      
      
         Once I was young and handsome and laid claim to an intelligence that permitted me to hold intercourse with beings fashioned
            just a little lower than the angels. I was almost human in my actions and tastes. I was said by some to possess a ‘temperament’
            (whatever that may be). I claimed a little originality and considered myself someone. I washed twice or three times a day.
            And wore clothes that might have been said to fit. But behold me now – I am become a portion of Canada’s gift to the empire.
            I am a full private in the army – I have not even a name. How have the mighty fallen!7

         Private Herbert D’Alton Bolster, Canadian Corps

      

      
      Then there were the underlying physical discomforts, the dull monotony of a diet that reduced eating to a necessity not a
         pleasure, the biting cold, the sweltering heat, the incessant rain, the revulsion caused by lice, rats and maggots – life
         in the trenches of the Great War was always a grievous trial and this, too, certainly had an impact on morale.
      

      
      
         Perhaps you would like to know something of the spirit of the men out here now. Well, the truth is (and as I said before I’d
            be shot if anyone of importance collared this missive) every man Jack is fed up almost past bearing, and not a single one
            has an ounce of what we call patriotism left in him. No one cares a rap whether Germany has Alsace, Belgium or France too
            for that matter. All that every man desires now is to get done with it and go home. I may add that I too have lost pretty
            nearly all the patriotism that I had left, it’s just that thought of you all over there, you who love me and trust me to do
            my share in the job that is necessary for your safety and freedom. It’s just that that keeps me going and enables me to ‘stick
            it’.8

         Corporal Laurie Rowlands, 15th Battalion, Durham Light Infantry, 64th Brigade, 21st Division

      

      
      One of the most damaging elements clawing away at morale was the absence of any foreseeable end to the troops’ ordeal. Germany
         seemed as strong as ever, the most implacable of all enemies. Time and time again the troops had been promised victory, there had
         been new dawns a-plenty, but nothing seemed to crack the German resistance.
      

      
      
         It seemed as if the war would last for ever, each year bringing new weapons, greater intensity, more men, more guns, greater
            slaughter – until one side should reach the end of its resources and the war end through sheer exhaustion and universal insanity.9

         Lieutenant Kenneth Mealing, R Anti-Aircraft Battery, 61st Division

      

      
      Increasingly the new recruits were not enthusiastic at the prospect of serving ‘King and Country’. Only conscription had secured
         their presence in the army and only a draconian disciplinary structure kept some of them in line. The acceptable physical
         and mental standards were also steadily deteriorating. Few had any remaining illusions of what they would be facing when they
         had completed their training and were drafted to the front. It was particularly hard for their families, who were reluctant
         to let their children go to war.
      

      
      
         I was on my six days’ leave, which meant I was going overseas. My mother, without being told, knew I was off to France. The
            last day she followed me round the house until it was time for me to go. I got to the front door and she was crying and holding
            me round my knees – I was forced to drag her to the front gate.10

         Private Reginald Backhurst, 8th Battalion, Royal West Kent Regiment, 72nd Brigade, 24th Division

      

      
      Yet, despite all the casualties, the awful privations and constant fear, some of the men still managed to look on the bright
         side of life. They stoically endured all the humiliations and discomforts of trench life to discern a silver lining even amidst
         their bleak surroundings.
      

      
      
         Bye the bye, I reported to the medical officer the other day and found I had scabies, however, I got some sulphur ointment
            from him and have managed to get a hot bath daily and using the ointment I think I’ll be pretty well rid of it before we go
            into the line. Did I tell you that when we were in the line last, every morning at stand-to just breaking day, a skylark would
            be soaring and singing away, in No Man’s Land, the heavy gun firing, machine-gun fire etc. made no difference, our skylark was always there singing at the break of day.11

         Captain James Evans, 5th (Western Cavalry) Battalion, 2nd Brigade, 1st Canadian Division

      

      
      The prevailing mood, though, was one coloured by exhaustion and an underlying depression. They were now reluctant soldiers,
         with few illusions left, but they were still sticking out. Such then were the men of the British Army that would have to face
         the greatest, most destructive onslaught ever launched in the history of war. Ready or not the Germans were coming.
      

      
      WHILE THE BRITISH HIGH COMMAND was thoroughly aware of the new threats facing it on the Western Front and its men gritted
         their teeth ready for the trials to come, there was a vital third factor in the equation – the British civilian political
         establishment as represented by Lloyd George. Here there was a problem: Ludendorff had the support of his government; indeed,
         he and Hindenburg almost were the government. This was by no means the situation facing Haig. Lloyd George, as we have seen,
         had a fundamental difference of opinion with his generals over the conduct of the war and as 1917 wore on he was increasingly
         determined to establish some, indeed any, kind of authority over Haig. Yet as the Liberal leader of a coalition Cabinet working
         side by side with Conservative ministers, Lloyd George lacked the political support to take the drastic step of dismissing
         Haig outright. For the moment if he was to get his way he could only rely on persuasion and the art of politics, in both of
         which he was an accomplished master. It proved to be a close-run thing. Lloyd George sidestepped all established military
         protocol by inviting Haig’s failed predecessor Field Marshal Lord French and the foremost military ‘outsider’ Lieutenant General
         Sir Henry Wilson to comment direct to the War Cabinet on the various options to be considered for action in 1918. Both men
         were somewhat embittered and naturally used the opportunity to attack both Haig and Robertson while putting forward their
         own idiosyncratic ideas. They finished up by suggesting the establishment of a Supreme War Council consisting of the prime
         ministers and a senior military representative of each of the Allies to direct the war. The attraction of this was fairly obvious to
         Lloyd George, whose twitching political antennae could sense a way round the wall of the British military establishment. Robertson,
         on the other hand, was scathing at the prospect.
      

      
      
         Advice given by others, although they may be professionals, is often without value and may be positively mischievous. Such
            advice poses as being expert, whereas the person who gives it can seldom possess the information on which to base a reliable
            opinion, and as he is not responsible for the execution of his proposals his outlook is quite different from that of the person
            who has the responsibility. I frequently told ministers that if I were not CIGS I could produce half a dozen different plans
            for winning the war, quickly, and at small cost, but as it was I had but one plan, and that a hard one to carry out – the
            defeat of the German armies on the west front.12

         General Sir William Robertson, Imperial General Staff, London

      

      
      Robertson was not a compromiser by nature: as far as he was concerned he did his duty as he saw it and saw no reason to bend
         to the dictates of fashionable thought.
      

      
      As Lloyd George manoeuvred for position with one eye on the creation of a Supreme War Council, it is no surprise that the
         Prime Minister increasingly took the French side at the existing inter-Allied conferences trying to coordinate operations.
         Haig had already found himself briefly subjugated beneath Nivelle in early 1917, but in late 1917 he found that his political
         leaders had allowed the French to press home their claim that the British should take control over more of the Western Front.
         On the surface this proposal seemed only fair. After all, the French held 350 miles with 972 battalions in contrast to the
         British 100 miles held with 806 battalions. Yet some miles were distinctly harder to hold than others. Much of the French
         line was quiescent, under little or no threat and occupied by minimal troops living a ‘live and let live’ lifestyle that did
         not actively challenge the Germans facing them. As a result nearly half the German divisions on the Western Front were facing
         the British sector. Here the Germans were harried from pillar to post by a policy of unending trench raids and harassing artillery
         fire, which soon provoked a response in kind from the Germans who were rarely chary of accepting a bellicose challenge. Haig protested at taking over more of the line, but the
         pass had already been sold and soon it was only a matter of negotiation between the British and French High Commands to try
         and sort out the exact scale of the handover. The end result was that another swathe of the front line between St Quentin
         and the Oise River was to be handed over to British control in January 1918.
      

      
      Naturally, the French were pleased with the progress of these negotiations and saw very real advantages to involving Lloyd
         George more closely in matters of grand strategy. When he proposed the concept of a Supreme War Council they were therefore
         supportive and after an intensive period of diplomacy with the Americans and Italians an outline structure was agreed upon.
         While there were naval, economic and diplomatic committees established as part of the overall council, one crucial element
         was the creation of a permanent Allied General Staff. Lloyd George had made it a condition that the national chiefs of staff
         were not to be involved and thus with one bound he was rendered partially free of the dogged Robertson. Instead, Lieutenant
         General Sir Henry Wilson was selected to accompany the Prime Minister and give military advice in conference: a man that neither
         Haig nor Robertson regarded highly. It was not that Wilson was stupid – he emphatically was not – but his undoubted taste
         for political intrigue often clouded his judgement. As such he was an ideal foil for Lloyd George. The Supreme War Council
         was to prove an anomaly, for although the idea of proper coordination of the efforts of the Allied powers was sound, the politicians’
         motivation of evading responsible advice from the proper military channels was not. As Robertson later claimed, ‘The real
         object of ministers was not so much to provide effective unity of military command as to acquire for themselves a greater
         control over the military chiefs.’13

      
      The initial meetings of the Supreme War Council and associated bodies at Versailles resembled little more than talking-shops.
         Issues, concepts and plans that had long been under prolonged consideration by the military authorities were raised and debated
         as if they were something new. It was also evident at an early stage in the proceedings that there was a heavy Easterner bias
         towards seeking an end to the war by destroying Germany’s allies rather than facing the prime enemy direct. Rather than concentrate their scarce resources to face the imminent German challenge on the Western Front, the emphasis
         was increasingly on seeking a decision elsewhere. Despite the obvious danger of the situation the Allies met only infrequently
         and, amidst the sterile debates, even useful concepts like the formation of an Allied General Reserve over and above the usual
         national army reserves soon stagnated. The idea was widely accepted, but predictably bitter disputes soon arose over both
         the source and command of the divisions that would form such a reserve. All sides were more or less intransigent, national
         interests dominated, decisions were delayed and nothing concrete emerged.
      

      
      There was a further problem for the increasingly beleaguered Haig when the War Office revealed on 3 November 1917 that the
         reinforcements that Haig was relying on to top up and maintain his divisions in the line in 1918 would be totally inadequate
         for that purpose. The War Office foresaw that the current deficit of 75,000 men would expand to 259,000 by late 1918. Haig’s
         horrified staff feared it might rise as high as a 460,000 shortfall. In essence the cause was simple: Lloyd George wanted
         to retain a huge number of soldiers at home in Britain to prevent Haig ‘misusing’ them on the Western Front. Haig’s concerns
         were intensified and indeed confirmed when control of Britain’s manpower was assigned to a Cabinet committee in December 1917.
         This political body was required to determine the relative priorities of the army, navy, industry, agriculture and munitions
         for manpower, the raw material of war, in 1918. The army had asked for some 615,000 men to maintain its formations in the
         field. Without any direct military involvement it was inevitable that the civilians followed the political imperatives of
         their master, Lloyd George. They considered the army’s requests excessive for what would, at least in the early part of 1918,
         be a defensive campaign on the Western Front. As a result only 200,000 men were made available for the army and half of these
         were not fully fit. Such parsimony placed the BEF in a desperate situation. There either had to be fewer divisions – perhaps
         as many as fifteen less – or a complete root and branch restructure to reorganise each division with only nine, as opposed
         to the then twelve, battalions.
      

      
      Haig continued to protest vigorously at these potentially crippling manpower restrictions but he found himself baulked at
         every turn by what to him was obviously specious reasoning: copious drafts were still required on other fronts, the ‘homeland’ had to be
         protected whether there was a realistic threat or not, many of the young recruits were ineligible for service on the Western
         Front as being under 19 years old, and finally – and here was the real crux of the matter – Lloyd George considered that if
         troops were sent to France they would be ‘wasted’ on indecisive operations that offered no hope of winning the war.
      

      
      
         Hundreds of thousands of men were still retained under arms in England – kept there partly from a ridiculous fear of a German
            invasion, and partly because the Cabinet actually did not desire to trust Haig with any more men, blaming him for all that
            1917 had cost the British. This seems both a weak and an unjust attitude for Mr. Lloyd George and his colleagues to have taken
            up. The battles of 1917 had been fought with the knowledge and consent of the Cabinet and at the particular demand of the
            French.14

         General Sir Hubert Gough, Headquarters, Fifth Army

      

      
      When it came to the crunch there was nothing that Haig could do. The government controlled the levers, indeed the whole mechanism,
         that deployed reinforcements to the front. In the end he had no choice but to reorganise his divisions onto the reduced scale
         of nine battalions. So it was that the British began to tear apart the divisions, brigades and battalions that over the past
         four years had made up the British Expeditionary Force. Working relationships forged in the heat of battle were dissolved
         at the stroke of a pen and some 134 infantry battalions disappeared from the BEF. As the Germans and French had already organised
         their divisions on this basis there was nothing wrong per se with the idea of a reorganisation; it was the motivation, the
         rushed execution and, above all, the excruciating timing that caused consternation at GHQ. While the Germans finalised their
         plans for Armageddon on the Western Front, Haig was engaged in shuffling a seriously reduced hand and had simply no option
         but to throw his troops onto the defensive for the first time since 1915.
      

      
      Haig’s attitude to politicians was fairly typical amongst senior officers of his generation. Their cultural mindset was such
         that they had an idealised perception of the soldier – in their eyes an imperturbable, incorruptible force standing in contrast
         to the tarnished morality of many in civilian life. One officer of Haig’s cavalry escort from the 17th Lancers, a shy man himself, was at
         first hugely intimidated by the prospect of long rides with the ‘chief’. But in the end he quickly found himself won over
         and, indeed, brought into the great man’s confidence.
      

      
      
         Rode with the ‘chief’ for the first time and my terror somewhat abated. He asked about the new horses, the changes in the
            troop, etc. He asked me if I had intended always being a soldier when at Varsity and said after a pause, ‘I always think it’s
            a fine clean life a soldier’s – not like a politician’s or even a parson’s. We soldiers can at least always afford to be honest!’15

         Major Ian Hedley, 17th Lancers, General Headquarters, BEF

      

      
      Haig was hardly always strictly ‘straight’ in his dealings with his military rivals earlier in the war, but in his struggles
         with the Prime Minister he was dealing with a prince of politicians. And Lloyd George had by no means finished with his Machiavellian
         schemes. Although he realised he still had insufficient support within the Cabinet for a direct attack on Haig himself, he
         could start to chip away at his supporters of which Robertson and the Minister of War Lord Derby were most obvious targets.
         Robertson fell first. The Prime Minister’s solution was typically cunning: he approached Henry Wilson and offered him Robertson’s
         post of CIGS, but then offered Robertson the poisoned chalice of Permanent Military Representative to the Supreme War Council.
         Robertson was in a quandary – he earnestly believed that Lloyd George as prime minister had every right to seek a replacement
         CIGS, but he could not support the creation of this alternative stream of advice from outside the existing military establishment,
         even if it was he himself that was taking up the post and giving the advice.
      

      
      
         Lord Derby had already told me that the Prime Minister could not ‘get on’ with me. After that there was nothing more to be
            said, and I said nothing except to ask when it was desired I should hand over my duties to my successor. The question of taking
            up the new post at Versailles was on a different plane. On the principle that a soldier should obey orders, put personal considerations
            aside, and do the best for his country wherever he may be sent, my first impulse was to accept the post, but after careful reflection I resolved that I could be no party to a system which established a dual authority for
            the military direction of the war. Whether I stayed in London or went to Versailles could make no difference to the pernicious
            arrangement which created two separate military advisors.16

         General Sir William Robertson, Imperial General Staff, London

      

      
      Lloyd George announced Robertson had ‘resigned’ and he was duly replaced by General Sir Henry Wilson in February 1918.

      
      On the surface Wilson was an awful choice as CIGS and a serious long-term threat to Haig, who relied on solid support from
         Robertson back in London. Yet in selecting his man Lloyd George had forgotten the nature of his ‘beast’. Once Wilson had the
         position he craved he soon went ‘native’ in a manner that must have infuriated his political master. Most ironically of all,
         he almost immediately insisted that as CIGS he must control Lieutenant General Sir Henry Rawlinson, who was appointed the
         Permanent Military Representative at the Supreme War Council. Within weeks Wilson was effectively a Westerner and had established
         a working relationship with Haig, who in any case by late March 1918 was far too busy with the German Army to much care who
         was in office as CIGS.
      

      
      Lloyd George was also manoeuvring to secure the removal of another Westerner and Haig supporter in the Minister of War, Lord
         Derby, whom he planned to replace with Lord Milner. These political coups did not go unnoticed in France, especially amongst
         those close to Haig’s headquarters. Yet there was nothing that they could do and their resentment was obvious – indeed, at
         times overstated.
      

      
      
         Lloyd George is trying to sacrifice ‘Wullie’ and Derby, and if he succeeds I suppose the ‘chief’ must go before long. Then
            we get H. Wilson and Milner, and God knows whom as commander-in-chief. Obviously he’s aiming at one thing, ‘David Lloyd George
            first president of the British Republic!’ God help England!17

         Major Ian Hedley, 17th Lancers, General Headquarters, BEF

      

      
      IN THE FINAL ANALYSIS the dire situation of the BEF on the Western Front in the spring of 1918 was caused by an unresolved
         clash between the British civilian prime minister and the British commander-in-chief on the Western Front. The situation was complicated
         by the fact that both were undoubtedly the best fitted for the job at hand. There was no alternative to Lloyd George that
         would have a tithe of his drive, his commitment to the British cause or his ability to win through whether at home or amongst
         the ‘nest of vipers’ lurking around the conference table of the Allies. His qualities as a civilian leader were unquestioned.
         Acting for him were specially selected men who had rapidly recast the overall economy and reorganised Britain’s shaky heavy
         industries for the colossal task of munitions production on an unprecedented scale. No, it was Lloyd George’s shaky grasp
         of military issues that was seriously at fault. If he genuinely disagreed with the prevailing military orthodoxy to the extent
         that he was willing to undermine the defence of the Western Front in the face of an imminent German offensive, then perhaps
         he should have bitten the bullet, sacked Haig and ridden out the political storm. In the end he did not dare take this step
         as he lacked the support to secure the objective without triggering a crisis that might well end his premiership. Lloyd George
         believed, with justification, that that would be a disaster for his country. Then again, perhaps Haig should have made the
         proper reinforcement and concentration on the Western Front a resignation issue as commander-in-chief. But there was no real
         alternative to Haig either – and he, too, was well aware of the fact. All the generals who were senior enough to be realistically
         considered for the post were cast from exactly the same mould and endorsed the same Westerner policies: some clearly lacked
         the spark of talent to take the step to the highest level of command and others were just plain incompetent and not serious
         options. As such Haig could not threaten resignation – he saw it as his duty to soldier on and accept Lloyd George’s interference.
         Like it or not both men were locked together for the duration.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      The Best-laid Schemes

      
      THE GERMANS WERE PLANNING to end the war in 1918 and the scale of the resources and planning they allotted to the Western Front clearly matched the
         serious requirements of that aspiration. Although some troops were of necessity retained on the Eastern Front to keep an eye
         on the Russians during the protracted peace negotiations, the bulk of their divisions were soon transferred by rail across
         to the Western Front. By the spring of 1918 the Germans could deploy some 192 divisions along the 468 miles of the Western
         Front in contrast to only 156 British and French divisions. This was clearly a great opportunity for the Germans, but their
         first major decision had to be whether to attack the British, the French, or both. This conundrum was the subject of a meeting
         with the staffs of the various German Army Groups operating on the Western Front held at Mons on 11 November 1917. Ludendorff
         presided. At this stage the choice lay between a blow against the British in Flanders directed at the Channel ports or an
         attack on the French at Verdun. Already Ludendorff’s preference was to attack the British, whom he rightly considered to be
         the driving force behind the Allies in 1918. Beat the British, and the French would collapse; beat the French, and the British
         might well fight on. Nevertheless, no final decision was taken and the planning continued without at that stage ruling anything
         out.
      

      
      The methodical German staff officers of the army groups up and down the Western Front were kept busier than ever drawing up
         and polishing various plans to meet every eventuality that might occur on the Western Front in 1918. These schemes and the
         preparations that they entailed would not only serve an additional purpose of disguising the real intentions of the Germans when the final decision was made, but would allow Ludendorff the flexibility to change
         his point of attack as required once the offensive had commenced.
      

      
      Three of the schemes concerned assaults on the British Army. The first, designated Operation George, was for an attack in
         Flanders, smashing through the British lines in the Lys River sector near Armentières and lungeing straight for the crucial
         rail junctions, followed by the Channel ports of Dunkirk and Calais. However, it was evident that the low-lying, wet terrain
         in Flanders was not compatible with the requirement for an early spring start – there was a fear that the attack would literally
         bog down in the mud. A second scheme, Operation Michael, was drawn up for an attack to break through the British lines in
         the southern Arras and Somme areas. Once through the attackers would leave a flank guard to absorb any reaction from the French
         to the south before turning north and rolling up the British line towards Arras and beyond. Thirdly, there was Operation Mars,
         a direct assault on the British lines around the Arras front; this option was never much favoured by the German High Command
         as the difficulties in assaulting the steep slopes of Vimy Ridge were evident.
      

      
      The attacks planned against the French were variously codenamed: ‘Archangel’, hitting south of the Oise River; ‘Hector’ and
         ‘Achilles’ were for attacks in the Reims area; ‘Roland’ revisited the old Champagne battlefields; the twins ‘Castor’ and ‘Pollux’
         were invoked for possible pincer attacks either side of Verdun; while finally ‘Strassburg’ and ‘Belfort’ were being prepared
         for the southern extremities of the Western Front.
      

      
      The wide variety of plans and preparations gave great flexibility to the German High Command, but it is also perhaps indicative
         of a certain amount of strategic vacillation that with so much at stake the plans had not yet been finalised as it moved into
         1918. The final decision was only taken by Ludendorff on 21 January, leaving just two months to go before the ultimate launch
         date of 21 March 1918. In the end Ludendorff went with his own gut instincts and therefore the British Army would indeed be
         the target. Once this had been decided upon, as Flanders was too wet and Arras too difficult, the die was cast for Operation
         Michael.
      

      
      It was an awe-inspiring scheme almost terrifying in its scale. Three massively reinforced German armies would attack on a nearly 60-mile front. In the north the Seventeenth Army under General
         Otto von Below would attack south of the River Scarpe, pushing in towards Bapaume and pinching out the north side of the Flesquières
         Salient. In the centre the Second Army commanded by General Georg von der Marwitz would pinch out the southern side of the
         salient and drive on to Péronne. Finally the Eighteenth Army commanded by General Oskar von Hutier would attack either side
         of St Quentin, moving to take up a flank-guard position extending along the River Somme and Crozat Canal to the natural junction
         with the existing German line in the La Fère sector. This would protect the flank and rear of the Seventeenth and Second Armies
         as they smashed their way through the British lines, aiming first for Albert and then sweeping north to roll up the whole
         British line. Just in case any further nails needed hammering in Operation Mars would then be unveiled, striking against Arras
         several days after the offensives had started. Nor had Operation George been forgotten: preparations for this would continue
         so that it could be launched as a second hammer-blow once Flanders had dried out in early April.
      

      
      For Ludendorff the problem was how to break into, and then through, the British lines; after that events would to some extent
         look after themselves. He saw the battles as a tactical problem and his overarching strategic objectives remained somewhat
         sketchy, other than to exploit any breakthrough as best as possible. One more point should be made: there was nothing of the
         ‘bite and hold’ in the German plans; this was truly a do-or-die enterprise designed to put Britain out of the war. Anything
         less than complete success would leave the overall German strategic situation unchanged – their temporary superiority of numbers
         on the Western Front would soon be reversed by the arrival of the Americans and Germany would be doomed to defeat.
      

      
      Once they had made their decision the Germans were determined to conceal their intentions for as long as possible to secure
         an element of tactical surprise. This was far easier said than done. They needed to move almost half their total artillery
         into just one relatively short section of the line and on top of that move up the millions of shells that they would require.
         Then they had to move up the sixty-three divisions that would be joining the ‘usual’ eleven in the line. All of this had to
         be done without alerting the British. The Germans certainly spared no efforts to conceal their immense build-up and used the cloak
         of night to the maximum effect. The bulk of the guns were moved into pre-prepared, concealed positions only over the last
         ten days. The stupendous numbers of shells had already been brought up and dumped near by. Finally, the actual assault divisions
         were only brought into the front line on the penultimate night. But the best obfuscation of their intentions was the simple
         fact that in preparing for all their other planned offensives the Germans had ensured that the British could not be quite
         sure what was the real danger and what was a mere diversion.
      

      
      Despite their hitherto defensive stance on the Western Front the German Army had developed a variety of new offensive tactics.
         At the centre of these, as one would expect, was a determination to make the most effective use of its artillery. The sheer
         scale of the artillery concentration took the breath away: along the attack frontage there were 6,608 guns in total. To this
         could be added 3,534 heavy trench mortars. But this would not be an exercise just of brute force. The army’s foremost artillery
         specialist was brought in to oversee the artillery bombardment. Oberstleutnant Georg Bruchmüller had achieved a formidable
         reputation after the triumph inspired by his methods during the Battle of Riga in September 1917. His aim was to suppress
         the defenders, to prevent the artillery and machine guns from firing, and to cow the defending infantry so that they were
         incapable of a coherent opposition. Preparation was at the heart of his methodology – the guns were carefully calibrated and
         brought up covertly to reduce or eradicate the necessity to register their targets. Aerial photography could identify the
         British batteries and machine-gun posts, the communication lines and signal centres, the command centres – the muscles, nerves
         and brains of the British defence. When the time came the bombardment would be fired in carefully controlled phases designed
         to play upon different types of targets and by constantly switching between them promote additional chaos and confusion in
         the British lines. A plethora of gas shells was of particular importance, designed to incapacitate and render helpless the
         bulk of the defenders, but particularly the British artillery. When the German infantry were ready to emerge the German version
         of the creeping barrage, advancing in bounds just ahead of the infantry, would be fired. The assault troops were warned that their only safety was to stay as close to the barrage as possible and that the British infantry,
         taking shelter, would not be annihilated by the barrage hence they must hit them hard before they could emerge from their
         dugouts.
      

      
      By 1918 the German Army had invested considerable time and effort in developing its infantry stormtrooper assault tactics
         in the manner that had been premiered on the Western Front in its counterattack at Cambrai on 30 November 1917. All soldiers
         were to undergo special training in these new tactics, but in addition many infantry battalions were sieved to extract all
         their fittest and most experienced soldiers who then were formed into special stormtrooper units. Armed mainly with rifles,
         light machine guns and stick hand grenades but accompanied by flamethrowers and light mortars, they received intensive training
         in infiltration. They would attack across No Man’s Land, moving quickly on the heels of the creeping artillery barrage, sweeping
         through the British lines, bypassing any centres of resistance and penetrating as deep as possible with the ultimate aim of
         overrunning the British artillery batteries before they even knew they were under threat. Behind them would come the heavily
         armed support troops, surrounding any centres of resistance. Finally, the ordinary infantry would occupy the captured trenches,
         checking all dugouts were clear and finally overrunning any remaining British redoubts with the assistance of forward artillery
         units. The stormtroopers were concentrated into eighteen battalions, one attached to each army, but there were also small
         detachments at battalion, regimental and divisional level. All designated attack divisions were put through assault training,
         practising over mock-up trench sections. To add further menace to the storm-troopers feeling their way forward on the ground
         there were special ground-attack aircraft units – the Schlachtstaffeln – flying tough two-seaters armoured against ground
         fire and carrying machine guns and small bombs. Pilots were trained to skim just above the advancing troops, attacking any
         pockets of resistance, disrupting the movement of British reserves and raking the hordes of troops retreating in disarray.
         All in all the German offensive tactics were a potent mix: a devastating bombardment, ruthless elite stormtroopers marauding
         across the battlefield, lowflying aircraft harrying the defenders from the skies and massed infantry to complete the job by
         utterly overwhelming any remaining resistance. Other than the concept of elite trained units these methods were not that dissimilar to the attack tactics used by the British
         in 1917, but the British Army had never been on the receiving end of such an attack. The Germans planned a rude awakening
         for it in 1918.
      

      
      NO BRITISH COMMANDER in history had ever faced such a challenging concentration of forces as Haig had to face in 1918. The
         much-vaunted Napoleonic artillery and massed columns of Austerlitz and Waterloo were inconsequential compared with the destructive
         capacity and manpower that the Germans were deploying. Haig could not be strong everywhere: somehow, somewhere, something
         had to give. It was a tremendous responsibility, but the obdurate, inarticulate Haig was a man who above all knew his own
         mind and in making his decision as to how he should dispose his divisions along the 126-mile British sector of the Western
         Front he was guided by his clear sense of strategic priorities. In the north, stretching from the Belgian Front to just north
         of Armentières, was the Second Army under General Sir Herbert Plumer. Flanders was strategically vital for the same reasons
         that had already generated the copious bloodshed of the First, Second and Third Battles of Ypres: here the Channel ports and
         crucial rail links lay just behind the British front, vulnerable to the smallest advance by the Germans. Haig could not conceive
         of any economy of effort or resources in this sector. Plumer had twelve divisions to cover 23 miles of front, with the possible
         opportunity of shortening the front by 3 miles if he abandoned under pressure the ‘sacrificial ground’ of the Passchendaele
         Ridge bought at such cost in the later stages of the 1917 offensive. To the south lay the front of the First Army, commanded
         by General Sir Henry Horne, stretching 33 miles from Armentières to Gavrelle. Horne deployed some fourteen divisions to cover
         the tactically significant Vimy and Lorette Ridges, won at a ferocious cost in blood earlier in the war. Not far behind his
         lines were economically significant coalfields. Here, too, there was no room for skimping. Next in line was General Sir Julian
         Byng’s Third Army with fourteen divisions to cover just 28 miles from Gouzeaucourt to Gavrelle in front of Arras. Byng also
         had the option of shortening his line if pressed by abandoning the Flesquières Salient created in the recent Battle of Cambrai.
         Finally, General Sir Hubert Gough’s Fifth Army was responsible for 42 miles of front from Gouzeaucourt to Barisis. Some of this was
         partially covered by the meanderings of the Oise River, but nevertheless it was a daunting responsibility for just twelve
         divisions supported by three weak cavalry divisions. However, Haig reasoned that behind the Fifth Army there was plenty of
         room to allow a controlled retreat before any significant strategic objective could be attained by the Germans. The crucial
         railway centre at Amiens was the closest objective of real value and that lay a good 40 miles behind the lines. Haig had paltry
         reserves of just eight divisions, which were duly apportioned in pairs behind each of his four armies. In effect he had no
         strategic reserve capable of making a difference once battle was engaged.
      

      
      As early as December 1917, Haig had begun the long process of converting the BEF from an offensive to a defensive force when
         his headquarters issued a memorandum to guide his armies in the correct application of the new defensive techniques. These
         introduced the radical concept for the British Army of defence in depth, which had been largely gleaned from a study of German
         methods over the last year. The British Army had always fought in lines; indeed, the Napoleonic Wars had come to be symbolised
         by the French columns being thrown back from some benighted ridge or other by the ‘thin red lines’ of British battalions.
         Now every defensive position was to be organised in depth.
      

      
      The main zone of resistance was the Battle Zone, which was to be some 3,000 yards deep and sited to take maximum advantage
         of the terrain. It was usually constructed in two or three lines, with redoubts intended to focus resistance. The bulk of
         these defences were not permanently occupied, but the allocated troops would move forward from their camps to occupy their
         allotted positions whenever danger threatened. As the memorandum explained:
      

      
      
         The Battle Zone will consist of strong successive systems of defence. Diagonal switch lines, supporting points and defended
            localities must be constructed within the Battle Zone, with a view to preventing the enemy from spreading outwards and rolling
            up the position, should he succeed in temporarily penetrating the defences. The more important localities in the Battle Zone
            will be permanently garrisoned.1

         General Headquarters, BEF

      

      
      
      Plans for the employment of both the garrison troops and the reserves in defensive fighting and counter-attacks were to be
         prepared and the troops properly trained in their role. This was to be the main battleground when the attack came, where the
         Germans were to be stopped in their tracks. But there were two more zones of defences. The first was the Forward Zone, originally
         known as the Outpost Zone. This line was often based around the original front-line defence systems and had a specific purpose
         in mind.
      

      
      
         The Forward Zone will be organised for defence in depth and will be sufficiently garrisoned and strengthened to guard against
            surprise, to break up the enemy’s attacks and compel him to expend large quantities of ammunition, and employ strong forces
            for its capture. The backbone of the defence in this zone will be machine guns skilfully concealed in combination with wire
            entanglements.2

         General Headquarters, BEF

      

      
      The Forward Zone usually consisted of three lines based on the old linear system, but these were rarely held continuously,
         instead relying on isolated outposts, with small redoubts in the old third line. The priority in locating these positions
         was in establishing interconnecting fields of machine-gun fire and the intention was that the raw firepower of assorted Vickers
         machine guns, Lewis guns and trench mortars would replace the old reliance on massed Lee Enfield rifles.
      

      
      But this was not all. Some 4–8 miles behind the main Battle Zone was to be a Rear Zone, prepared for defence: ‘Arrangements
         will be made by GHQ in conjunction with Armies to have this defensive zone reconnoitred and the projected defences spit-locked.’3 This sounded jolly impressive, but all spit-locked really meant was that the position of the intended trenches would be roughly
         marked out by turning over the turf on the ground. Indeed, the instructions tacitly admit this by omitting reference to the
         Rear Zone in discussing the defensive tactics to be employed.
      

      
      
         The troops allotted to the defence of the Forward Zone will do all in their power to maintain their ground against every attack.
            Garrisons of works and localities will hold their defences at all costs, and local reserves will counter-attack immediately,
            without waiting for orders, should the enemy succeed in penetrating the defences. Should the efforts of these troops fail to maintain or re-establish
            the line, it is for the higher commander to decide whether he will employ any of his general reserves to regain the lost ground.
            Unless the enemy’s attack is weak, and his lodgement on a narrow front, the value of the ground to be recaptured will seldom
            be worth the cost involved. The Battle Zone, being the ground on which it has been decided to give battle should the enemy
            attack in strength, must be maintained. Should the enemy succeed in penetrating this zone, and the immediate counter-attacks
            of local reserves fail to dislodge him, a deliberate counter-attack must be launched at the first possible moment. Unless
            the penetration is on a narrow front and only at one place, time will be necessary before a deliberate counter-attack is launched,
            in order that thorough preparations may be made, including possibly the coordination of two or more attacks. The deliberate
            counter-attack should, when the enemy has expended his strength in the attack, not only aim at re-establishing the Battle
            Zone; arrangements should also be made to exploit the success, and inflict defeat upon him.4

			
			General Headquarters, BEF

      

      At the heart of these infantry defensive plans were the combination of barbed wire and machine guns, which had served the
         Germans so well over the previous two years in the face of British attacks.
      

            [image: image]


      
         Machine guns should be distributed in depth and sited for flanking fire so as to form impassable belts of fire, and by breaking
            up any enemy attack to prepare the way for the counter-attack. Concealment of machine-gun positions must be one of the first
            considerations; for this it will frequently be advisable to site them in low-lying, well-hidden places, providing the field
            of fire obtainable is satisfactory.5

         General Headquarters, BEF

      

      
      The artillery was also to be laid out in depth. In an offensive role the batteries were naturally all as close to the front
         line as was feasible in order to extend their penetration as far as possible into the German lines. In defence this was not
         necessary and many batteries were held back in the Battle Zone ready for the real fight. Batteries left in the Forward Zone
         were to be given all-round barbed wire protection to prevent them being too quickly overrun. A complex system of silent batteries, roving gun sections and dummy gun positions
         was introduced to avoid all the guns being swiftly targeted, neutralised and destroyed in the opening German bombardment.
         Camouflage and concealment from German eyes in the sky was an obvious priority.
      

      
      As a result of these instructions the reduced strength of the BEF was in effect committed to a huge engineering construction
         programme stretching from end to end of the British line. This involved staggering amounts of labour: thousands upon thousands
         of miles of barbed wire had to be laid, criss-crossing not only along the front but between the outposts and strongpoints.
         Hundreds of reinforced concrete pillboxes were needed to shelter the machine-gun teams, while copious deep dugouts were needed
         to accommodate troops in relative safety and to protect all the unit headquarters. Communications of all kinds had to be improved
         whether they were multiple telephone lines, roads, rail or light Decauville railway lines. And, of course, trenches beyond
         number had to be dug. Not spit-locked and airily sketched out on staff officers’ maps, but dug deep into the ground to a depth
         of over 6 feet, with parapet and parados, a firestep, bays and endless winding communications trenches. Gun emplacements had
         to be carved out of the ground for the thousands of guns. It was a truly mammoth task. The question was whether they had enough
         time and enough men to do the work.
      

      
      While the men on the ground sweated there was a desperate need for the British High Command to locate where exactly the Germans
         planned to attack. The first priority of the British intelligence department at GHQ was to build up an accurate German order
         of battle, recording which divisions were in the line or reserve. A great deal of valuable information could be gleaned by
         tracking all their movements in and out of the line. In particular, concentrations of force could be located, an obvious sign
         of an imminent attack. A vital source of this information was the regular raids across No Man’s Land, which harvested the
         raw materials of intelligence: prisoners, captured official documents and ordinary correspondence.
      

      
      By 1918 interrogation had been developed into a fine art. Prisoners were placed in cells where unbeknownst to them their conversations
         could be overheard. They endured lengthy sessions with interviewers who would be their new best friend, or brutally intimidating,
         as seemed most effective. Their confidence was frequently undermined by interrogators pretending to already know everything they were
         told, thereby implying that any further effort to maintain secrecy was futile. Another increasingly useful form of intelligence
         was wireless listening sets that monitored all German signal activity. Even changes in the pattern of German wireless transmissions
         could be informative whether by the number of messages or the number of wireless stations transmitting. Belgian and French
         spies were also employed behind the German lines, mainly to gather details of German troop movements, which were then despatched
         by carrier pigeon or wireless. All these different forms of intelligence were used to check on each other. Thus if sources
         indicated a new division or corps had moved into the line then a raid would be ‘commissioned’ to check on the accuracy or
         otherwise of the statement.
      

      
      One crucial means of identifying the build-up of the raw materials essential for an offensive was in the hands of the pilots
         and observers of the Royal Flying Corps (RFC). The German preparations were so intense that they could not all be concealed
         from the RFC. Daily photographic reconnaissance missions were flown over the German lines, bringing back the plate-glass negatives
         that could later be blown up and examined in detail by eagle-eyed photographic interpreters to discover vital intelligence
         all but invisible to the naked eye. The Germans may have been preparing on more than one front, but the sheer weight of the
         intelligence gleaned from these missions gradually told its own story in reports of new airfields, ammunition and supply dumps;
         prisoner-of-war cages; new gun positions; improvements to the road and rail networks; additional billet huts; and the gradually
         increased rail traffic bringing supplies and troops to the front. As a result, by late January 1918, Major General John Salmond,
         the officer commanding the RFC on the Western Front was able to discern that the German attack would be launched in the general
         area facing the British Third and Fifth Armies to the south of the British front.
      

      
      It should not be forgotten that the British High Command was also well aware that the Germans had a clear geographical imperative
         pushing them towards an attack in the south. Flanders might be strategically vital but the British, too, grasped that the
         muddy ground conditions made it an unfeasible location for an early spring offensive. They could see that if the Germans wanted
         to make best use of their time before the Americans arrived en masse then their first attack at least must be south of Arras. This was further confirmed
         when British intelligence sources also revealed that General Otto von Below, fresh from his victory at the Battle of Caporetto
         in Italy, had been appointed to command the Seventeenth Army facing the British Third Army. When it was realised that the
         victor at Riga, General Oskar von Hutier, had been appointed to command the German Eighteenth Army opposing the Fifth Army,
         there was an accumulation of clear signs that the Germans intended to attack between Arras and the Somme.
      

      
      It was not so simple for Haig: true, the likely point of danger had been discerned, but what if this was the diversion? What
         if the Germans intended after all to attack in northern France or Belgium? If he denuded the north of his front to reinforce
         Byng and Gough in the south then there would be no chance to retrieve the situation in Flanders if the attack came there.
         The loss of the Channel ports would be disastrous – better to maintain the concentration in the north and be certain.
      

      
      The greatest amount of pressure in the early months of 1918 undoubtedly fell on the relatively youthful shoulders of Lieutenant
         General Hubert Gough commanding the Fifth Army in the Somme area. Gough was born on 12 August 1870 and was thus only 47 at
         this, the apex of his career. His army service had not been particularly noteworthy before he attracted attention commanding
         a mobile column during the Boer War. His career was almost derailed when his Irish Unionist sympathies embroiled him deep
         in the Curragh Incident of March 1914. War probably saved his career and he climbed the ranks in quick-fire succession to
         become a general at the tender age of 44. He was seen as one of Haig’s favourite generals mainly because of his bright, ‘can-do’
         attitude but his reputation was badly hit by his stumbling performance in the Battles of the Somme, Arras and Third Ypres.
         Overall he seemed to be a general whose natural confidence verged on blind optimism and who lacked the ability to carry out
         the all-important graft and attention to detail needed in preparing a full-scale offensive. His natural sense of humour was
         also held to be little more than arrogant sarcasm by many who served under him.
      

      
      If the Germans did attack Gough then it was obvious he would have to stand alone for several days before significant assistance
         could be guaranteed. In particular, he knew that the French would be unlikely to move their reserves until they were absolutely sure that there was no lingering threat to their own front. Gough fully appreciated
         the difficulty and the scale of the task that lay before him and was not shy about passing his views to Haig about the likely
         effect of the imminent German offensive.
      

      
      
         The more recent German attacks (i.e. Verdun February 1916, Riga, the attack on Italy) have been characterised by a short bombardment
            of up to about six hours, and the most strenuous efforts to obtain surprise. These efforts I cannot be sure of defeating;
            consequently in his initial attack the enemy might find me disposed as at present, with the equivalent of eight divisions
            in line on a 40-mile front; this would naturally go far towards ensuring him success, especially in view of the state of my
            defences.6

         General Sir Hubert Gough, Headquarters, Fifth Army

      

      
      His arguments were well made, but Haig had a wider duty beyond the boundaries of the Fifth Army sector. He had to look at
         the whole of the British Front and Gough’s protests were heard, but not acted upon. Haig was never a man for turning once
         he had made up his mind.
      

      
      Having made his point, Gough reluctantly accepted his dire situation and he began the process of a root and branch reorganisation
         of his defences in accordance with the recently issued tactical defence plans. The obvious course was to use whatever labour
         could be amassed to build a defence line to the west of the devastated area that had been deliberately razed by the Germans
         in their retreat to the Hindenburg Line in March 1917. Indeed, in the Fifth Army area there was much to be said for falling
         back to a new defence line along the Somme River. This would hand the problem fairly and squarely back to the Germans who
         would then themselves have to cross a wilderness before they could launch an attack on defensive lines protected by a substantial
         river. Unfortunately, tactical imperatives stood in direct opposition to the effect on morale of freely surrendering ground
         won at such horrendous cost. Generals may understand that ground was immaterial compared with the importance of tactical position
         and overall requirement of efficiently killing German soldiers, but what about their politician masters and the public? What
         would they think? There was another problem. The endemic culture of the British Army forbade retreat; the very word was shunned in favour of euphemisms such as ‘retirement’ or ‘tactical withdrawal’. The history
         of almost every regiment was adorned with proud fights to the last man. It was difficult to change this mindset.
      

      
      
         The British Army has certain shibboleths, one of which, and it has cost the lives of scores of thousands of soldiers, is that
            when you are attacked in overwhelming force you mustn’t run away. The French, who are much more logical than we, and who consider
            results and not prestige, invariably run away under such circumstances, and when the right moment comes run back again and
            deliver a counter-attack.7

         Captain Charles Miller, 2nd Battalion, Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 109th Brigade, 36th Division

            


      The result of the deliberations was a compromise: the Fifth Army would fight east of the Somme in its present position, but
         if pressed too hard it was prepared to fall back to a loosely defined ‘Emergency Line’ along the Somme River. This merely
         added another layer of defences that the Fifth Army was supposed to complete before the Germans attacked.
      

      
      In the final analysis it was evident that there was simply not enough labour to do all the work that had to be done: manpower
         shortages existed at every level and labour too had been earmarked according to the strategic priorities of GHQ. The various
         types of manpower available were the British Labour Battalions, usually made up of men who were not fit enough for front-line
         service; units of Indian, Chinese and Italian labour; and German prisoners of war who were not allowed to work near the front.
         Gough’s Fifth Army eventually received some 48,000 men but most of them were working on the roads, railways, depots, ammunition
         dumps and camps – leaving less than 9,000 available for work on the actual defences. This prioritisation may seem perverse,
         but without logistic support the troops at the front could not exist for long. The communications across the 1916 battlegrounds
         and the areas devastated by the Germans prior to their retreat in March 1917 had not yet been restored, never mind brought
         up to the standard required by an army at war.
      

      
      All these conflicting logistical priorities left little spare capacity to actually dig the trenches and fortifications that
         were needed if the zones marked on staff maps were to have any reality on the ground. In the end, as may have been predicted, the ordinary infantrymen
         had to carry out the bulk of the work in addition to taking their turn in the line.
      

      
      
         The whole thing was done with a minimum of delay and the troops in reserve just behind the line had to come up to the trenches
            nightly and work on the strongpoints. Of course this was tremendously hard work. What it meant was that my battalion would
            hold the line for four days, and then go into reserve for four days; but every night of the four days in reserve we had to
            march to the trenches and work. At the beginning, however, the men stuck this well and cheerfully. I remember giving a lecture
            to my company on the subject of this new idea in defence and noticing their interest. Everyone knew by then that in all probability
            we were in for a very bad time, but at least this much more elastic type of defence did give us a better chance of holding
            on and fighting back.8

         Captain Charles Miller, 2nd Battalion, Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 109th Brigade, 36th Division

      

      
      In the siting of the defences there were the usual conflicts between local commanders and their superiors. The colonels and
         their company officers who were required to defend the strongpoints in the Forward Zone had an obvious imperative to protect
         themselves as best they could. Yet there was a substantial amount of intervention by senior officers, sometimes operating
         from a different defensive agenda, but perhaps often meddling almost for the sake of it. Captain Miller was undoubtedly a
         fairly cynical officer, but he considered that the well-meaning but catastrophic intrusion of their gallant brigadier wrecked
         the Inniskillings’ efforts to prepare a serious resistance.
      

      
      
         We had already started to dig the strongpoints in the sites selected by the colonels, when the brigadier chose to inspect
            them, and of course, decided to alter the positions. We started all over again, but there were lots of other ‘brass hats’
            who had to have their say in the matter, and time and time again the position of the strongpoints was changed. The appalling
            and crass stupidity of it all! Putting up barbed wire entanglements at night-time is a hard enough job in itself, but we reached
            the point where we had to uproot the entanglements that we had previously erected on abandoned sites, cart them off and erect
            them on new sites, which is simply Herculean labour. And all this had to be done on the nights when we supposed to be resting. The
            result was chaotic. In the first place, the men were tired to death; in the second place, since the position of the strongpoints
            was constantly being changed it was impossible to organise a regular drill by which every man knew his strongpoint and got
            there in the quickest possible time when ordered to do so; lastly, instead of being deeply dug, strongly revetted and wired
            it was quite obvious that when the moment came to use them the strongpoints would hardly be strong enough to keep out a well-aimed
            snowball.9

         Captain Charles Miller, 2nd Battalion, Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 109th Brigade, 36th Division

      

      
      Unfortunately, this was by no means an isolated incident. The situation in the Fifth Army sector was a world away from the
         perfectly sound theoretical position laid out in the GHQ memorandum. The problem was that although the Forward Zone could
         be regarded as the least important zone, until the defences there were in place troops could not be released to build and
         occupy the Battle Zone defences. Thus the Forward Zone attracted a great deal of the attention of everyone concerned. As a
         result, while it was more than evident that much work still needed to be done on the Battle Zone, the so-called Rear Zone
         remained a pure figment of the imagination. Generally known as the ‘Green Line’, at the time of the German assault it still
         was nothing more than a single spit-locked trench, which may have been an imposing 7 feet wide but was a much less adequate
         12 inches deep! Noticeboards indicated the future sites of machine guns. In the Fifth Army sector the further Emergency Line
         was meant to be under preparation along the Somme River, incorporating a bridgehead in the Mont St Quentin sector. This, too,
         was a fantasy.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the supporting engineer units were carefully briefed as to their role in the defence works. The sappers had a specialist
         role and although their responsibilities were great they found themselves perforce devoting much of their time to siting and
         laying out the redoubts being constructed at the back of the Forward Zone. One sapper officer later described the care and
         attention that went into creating one of these redoubts.
      

      
      
      
         It was called Ellis Redoubt after our officer commanding who sited it. It lay on the banks either side of a small valley that
            led into St Quentin and consisted of various cunningly concealed machine guns built in deep dugouts in the sides of the banks,
            and the entrance to these dugouts was by means of a carefully camouflaged trench. The whole object of the machine guns was
            to come as a surprise and to bring close-range fire on an attacking party when they least expected it. With this in view the
            utmost trouble was taken to conceal any signs of our work, most of it done at night. The remainder of the redoubt consisted
            of trench posts mutually supporting each other and which could bring enfilade fire on an attacking party. Very special care
            was taken with the barbed wiring, which was run out in the form of rays that converged towards the redoubt forming pockets
            commanded by machine guns. We were all convinced that when the time came our redoubt would hold its own.10

         Lieutenant Robert Petschler, 201st Field Company, Royal Engineers, 30th Division

      

      
      One new concern for the British engineers was the prospect of being attacked by German tanks. In fact, the Germans had completely
         missed the boat with regard to developing an effective tank. Design work had been begun in late 1916 but the resulting offering,
         the A7V, was a disappointment. It was a large oblong box shape weighing some 30 tons. Armed with no less than six machine
         guns and a front mounted 5.7-cm gun it needed a crew of eighteen to take it into battle. Grossly underpowered it could reach
         an optimistic top speed of about 3 mph across country. The A7V was not a success and only about twenty ever got into service.
         The bulk of the tanks available to the Germans were patched up, captured British tanks of which they had about seventy-five.
      

      
      The British were not sure where exactly the Germans stood with regard to tanks, but they had to proceed on the grounds that
         they would be deployed in the great attack. After a detailed survey of the ground they plotted routes and localities where
         they thought that any marauding German tanks must pass through. Here they laid large numbers of anti-tank mines. This was
         a weapon that was not yet fully understood as was found by Captain John March in somewhat farcical circumstances.
      

      
      
      
         We moved up to a sunken road near Revelon for intensive wiring of support lines. In this area, on our previous visit, we had
            sown a minefield between the front and support lines, but while we were out some ass decided that it was too dangerous to
            keep mines fused, and took all the fuses and detonators away. As it happened, we had no time to put them back!11

         Captain John March, 90th Field Company, Royal Engineers, 9th Division

      

      
      Having deployed tanks themselves, the British were keenly aware that the German Army was likely to have its own tanks by this
         time. This was something that they feared and they sought to counter it using what the Tank Corps had already recognised from
         bitter experience at Cambrai would be the most potent tank destroyer – the artillery. Single field guns were therefore covertly
         moved forward and carefully concealed within 2,000 yards of the front-line outposts.
      

      
      
         These guns were never to open fire till the enemy’s infantry advanced, so as to ensure their presence remaining a secret.
            About eight of these guns per corps were placed in these forward positions – a total of over thirty.12

         General Sir Hubert Gough, Headquarters, Fifth Army

      

      
      There was, however, no real understanding of the possible use of the Tank Corps in a defensive battle. Tank-versus-tank duels
         or battles were not yet a reality and their employment against attacking infantry was still problematic.
      

      
      
         Tanks were still too new an arm to have a code of tactical instructions for all occasions, and so far we had no experience
            of their use in defence. It was in Fifth Army that their employment in this capacity was first worked out. The tanks were
            placed in sections of two or three attached to the counter-attack troops, and were moved into position concealed from the
            air close to these troops.13

         General Sir Hubert Gough, Headquarters, Fifth Army

      

      
      Many of the Tank Corps were dismayed at the deployment of their tanks in ‘penny packets’. They coined their own sarcastic
         description of the policy.
      

      
      
         We were moved up to near the front line in small parties. We had sections of four tanks dotted about in various concealed
            positions close to the line, within half a mile in some cases. It was part of my job to go round and visit these detachments, which was fairly
            exciting work because the approaches were overlooked by the Germans. The idea was that when the Germans arrived the tanks
            would start out and, as somebody described it, ‘emerge like savage rabbits’ and go into the Germans. They had absolutely no
            conception of using these valuable fighting machines to lead a coherent force in a counter-attack. It was imposed on us, that
            was why we were so ‘savage’. The thing was simply ridiculous.14

         Major Mark Dillon, 2nd Tank Battalion, Tank Corps

      

      
      The policy was, in fact, already under review as the offensive loomed and at the last minute in early March it was decided
         that the tanks would be held back in battalion groups some miles behind the front ready for deployment in numbers in a coordinated
         counter-attack role.
      

      
      Out of the line, infantry troops practised for their role in the coming battle with ceaseless exercises. They had been fighting
         in trenches for the best part of four years but now there was something new in the air. The British Army still intended to
         fight based in trenches and redoubts but there was now a need for counter-attacks operating in open warfare conditions. One
         battalion training for this new role was the 7th Somersets, which was to be held back in reserve at the village of Freniches.
      

      
      
         We would be put into the line or sent up as reinforcements wherever the enemy attacked fiercest and wherever we should be
            wanted the most. We would therefore be taken by bus or train and then would have a long march to where the enemy had broken
            through. Of course, we would be fighting in open country and not in trenches. During this ‘rest’, therefore, we were hard
            at work training the men in open warfare and its tactics, getting the men used to long route marches and in every way getting
            the men fit. We had physical training, squad, platoon and company drill, instruction in the Lewis gun, bombing and shooting,
            practise in digging in with entrenching tools, and last of all battalion drill, battalion attacks and route marches. Whilst
            on route marches, we practised suddenly scattering in all directions on the alarm of hostile aircraft and small bodies of
            men were told off to get the Lewis gun firing and snipers to snipe at the aircraft. We also practised getting ready to march off at a moment’s notice.15

         Captain George McMurtrie, 7th Battalion, Somerset Light Infantry, 61st Brigade, 20th Division

      

      
      As can be imagined the Royal Artillery was crucial to all the British plans for a successful defence. Even before the battle
         started it could make its presence felt with long-range heavy artillery reaching deep behind the German lines to interfere
         with any preparations that had been identified by the RFC reconnaissance missions.
      

      
      
         Aeroplane photos showed that he was strengthening bridges and erecting new ones, and also collecting large dumps of ammunition
            behind his lines. These were called ‘maggots’ in orders and ‘Comic Cuts’ because this is what they looked like in the photos.
            We had orders to do destructive shoots on these bridges by day with aeroplane observation and to harass them by night to prevent
            them repairing them. Also we used to strafe his dumps by night and succeeded in blowing quite a few up. In order to mislead
            the Hun as to the amount of artillery we had, we used to trail a gun round the countryside at night and poop off from odd
            spots, so that his sound rangers would pick up guns firing from new places every night. I really don’t know that it did much
            good, except to amuse the men who called it the ‘circus gun’!16

         Second Lieutenant L. R. Ward, 113th Siege Battery, Royal Garrison Artillery

      

      
      All too aware of the devastating power of their guns there is no doubt that many of the young British artillery officers were
         somewhat blasé, never believing that there was a real threat. For Lieutenant Brian Bradnack of the 122nd Siege Battery the
         whole proceedings bore the hallmarks of a French farce from the moment that they arrived.
      

      
      
         Coming as we did from a part of the line where the war had been taken desperately seriously, much too seriously in fact, it
            seemed to us that here there was a conspiracy afoot to prevent anyone taking anything seriously. It began on the day of our
            arrival, when all troops were instructed to pretend they were French, as we were taking over the sector from the French. The
            line troops were issued with French helmets and we gunners were directed to disguise our nationality by substituting for our
            peculiar and perpetual artillery activity, the policy of masterly inactivity unless greatly provoked, which was always practised by the French artillery.17

         Lieutenant Brian Bradnack, 122nd Siege Battery, 66th Brigade, Royal Garrison Artillery

      

      
      Such scepticism was also the general mood evident amongst the officers of the 111th Siege Battery in their gun positions and
         dugouts close to the village of Épéhy.
      

      
      
         There was no doubt that those at headquarters ‘had the wind up’. From time to time ‘Comic Cuts’ even fixed the date when the
            offensive was to begin – but these proved false alarms. In spite of these warnings and predictions of terrible things to come,
            I don’t remember feeling particularly worried or alarmed and I don’t think others in the battery were either. I think one
            somehow consoled oneself by thinking those at headquarters were unduly anxious, and anyhow, if they felt so sure as to what
            the enemy intended, surely they were making all necessary and adequate precautions to frustrate those intentions, and the
            enemy would soon find out it was hopeless to attempt anything of the sort – or if they did, they would get it in the neck.
            In the meantime, life in the battery went on very smoothly and comfortably. Rations were good, whisky was plentiful, there
            was a battery car available and the officer commanding was very generous in allowing officers the use of it for jaunts behind
            the lines.18

         Lieutenant Edward Allfree, 111th Siege Battery, Royal Garrison Artillery

      

      
      Yet by and large, whatever they may have thought of the seriousness of the threat, the self-same officers carried out the
         required precautions in a reasonably conscientious manner. There was a professionalism about the Royal Artillery that would
         not have been present two years earlier.
      

      
      
         The Major had prepared a close-range map. This comprised the ground lying between the battery position and our own front-line
            trenches and was marked off in squares. Each of these squares was given a distinctive letter or number. The necessary angle
            from the aiming point and the elevation for the guns was then worked out for each target and a list made, the idea being that
            in the event of the Hun breaking through, an officer could take this close-range map to the high ground in front of the battery.
            On seeing the Huns swarming over the particular patch of ground represented on the map by, say, ‘Target C’, all he would have to do would be to telephone back to the section commander on the guns, ‘Target C!’ The section commander
            would at once shout out the necessary orders for the switch and elevation of the guns and a 6-in shell would be falling on
            the target within a very few seconds.19

         Lieutenant Edward Allfree, 111th Siege Battery, Royal Garrison Artillery

      

      
      The concept of defence in depth was new to the Royal Artillery and many of the officers believed that they were wasting their
         time digging reserve gunpits and dugouts miles behind their normal battery positions.
      

      
      
         A lot of our time was taken up with constructing a reserve battery position close to Clastres. We thought that was a rather
            poor joke to play on us as Clastres was a good mile beyond Montescourt, and we had to march our digging parties there daily
            for three weeks or more on their flat feet – and that on our ‘off duty’ days too. Moreover the ground was hard chalk and frosty
            withal, and took a good deal of working. But still even that was a joke and we entered into the spirit of it as best we could.
            We dug with great vigour and camouflaged with some care. No amount of camouflage could possibly hide the enormous heap of
            chalk, or those lorry tracks from the little lane, from the glasses and cameras of the German airmen who appeared now and
            then – well, why worry? Anyhow it was almost out of range of the line, would never be used and it was a stupid place for corps
            to have selected. But it was all part of the game, and if corps liked it, we didn’t mind!20

         Lieutenant Brian Bradnack, 122nd Siege Battery, 66th Brigade, Royal Garrison Artillery

      

      
      The idea of rapidly abandoning the forward positions under duress was simply untenable. How, after all, could the Germans
         get as far as the gun line? The infantry machine guns, the barbed wire and above all the massed power of the British guns
         would take care of them long before that.
      

      
      
         The NCOs in the forward section received their emergency orders in polite silence, except for Sergeant Upton, an old regular,
            who had been detailed to take charge of a covering party of fifty riflemen, to keep off the Boche if necessary while we were
            pulling out. He complained loudly that if the so-and-so Boche were coming over the top he wanted to be fighting with his gun
            and not mooning about with a pack of rifles – why, wasn’t it just at times like this when we wanted sergeants for guns? What was the sense of leaving any gun, let alone
            his, to a blinking corporal? The rest, I think, thought the whole thing a waste of time.21

         Lieutenant Brian Bradnack, 122nd Siege Battery, 66th Brigade, Royal Garrison Artillery

      

      
      The shortage of manpower in the BEF was most evident when it came to properly garrisoning the line. The brigades given the
         task of holding the Forward Zone found it difficult to cope with the requirements imposed on them. In many cases the frontage
         they were responsible for was simply too wide to hold in any meaningful strength. The situation as perceived by Brigadier
         General Stanley of 89th Brigade was threatening in the extreme.
      

      
      
         One battalion was holding the whole brigade front. It could not be considered anything else than a lightly held outpost line.
            They had a few posts out in front, about six in all, and each of these posts consisted of about six men. Behind this we had
            a series of other posts, and again, behind these, a couple of strongpoints. This absorbed two companies of the battalion.
            Then there was one company which was detailed for counter-attacking purposes, and the fourth, and last was responsible for
            the garrison and upkeep of a redoubt called Epine de Dallon. Here also was situated the battalion headquarters. For any further
            defence one had to go back to what was called the Battle Zone – a distance of some 2 or 3 miles back. This was a series of
            posts and strongpoints, which had been dug within the last month, and in our case was to be manned by the remaining two battalions
            at our disposal. I might say that the division had two brigades, each of them holding a sector, whilst the third brigade was
            in corps reserve. From this it will be seen, therefore, that if the enemy attacked in sufficient strength, there was no possibility
            of helping the battalion that was holding the line.22

         Brigadier General F. C. Stanley, 89th Brigade, 30th Division

      

      
      The sheer physical distance between the outpost line and the Battle Zone meant that there would not be time to send help from
         there and, even if help was sent, in doing so the already thinly held Battle Zone defences would be fatally weakened. The
         reality was that the men in the Forward Zone would be left to fend for themselves. Luckily for Brigadier Stanley, on 17 March
         his 89th Brigade was moved out of the line and took up a reserve role. It would not therefore be caught in the front line when the blow fell. His men, however, were
         then put to work improving the Battle Zone defences.
      

      
      Ironically, the gallant Brigadier Stanley seems to have had a close escape from the careless hands of one of his more unruly
         soldiers, although, unsurprisingly, this amusing incident did not merit mention in his subsequent history of the 89th Brigade.
      

      
      
         We would sally out in the morning after breakfast and try to complete the digging of the reserve trenches. One of our platoons
            had become a little disgruntled: they weren’t actually mutinous but they hadn’t completed their task. We would dig for an
            hour and a half; then have quarter of an hour’s rest. They suddenly decided that rest shouldn’t be wasted so we had to spend
            that doing respirator drill or rapid loading and unloading of rifles. Few of the troops had ever fired a rifle at the enemy.
            In trench warfare you never saw an enemy. We were given an order that the troops had to find a safe bank and fire 25 rounds
            apiece into it, firing and unloading. The supply of dummy cartridges ran out so they said, ‘Well you’ll have to use live ones
            boys, but just be careful!’ One of our madmen must have had his rifle at a high elevation, he pulled his trigger as a kind
            of feu de joi and the round went off into the distance. There was nobody near, but about ten minutes later a staff officer
            came up on a horse, ‘Who was firing live rounds, the Brigadier nearly got hit?’23

         Corporal Edmund Williams, 19th Battalion, King’s Liverpool Regiment, 89th Brigade, 30th Division

      

      
      By early on 19 March the last few remaining pieces of the intelligence jigsaw were placed in front of the High Command and
         fell neatly into place. There was no longer any doubt as to where the German first blow would fall: the Somme front was the
         target.
      

      
      
         A German artillery NCO captured west of Bony, an aeroplane pilot brought down near Ly-Fontaine, infantry prisoners captured
            southwest of Villers-Guislain, and Alsatian deserters from a trench mortar battery south of St Quentin, all told the same
            story, each in his own way – in some cases, it is true, quite unwittingly. The sources of information were not only independent,
            but the prisoners were of widely differing types: and the news they gave, corroborating many other indications, completed the last links in the chain
            of evidence gradually forged during the preceding weeks.24

         Intelligence Officer Lieutenant Colonel F. S. G. Piggott, Headquarters, Fifth Army

      

      
      Gough sought permission from General Headquarters to move up his two army reserve divisions in readiness so that he could
         respond quickly to any threatened breakthrough.
      

      
      
         We knew we were to be attacked in overwhelming force. We knew our line was dangerously thin, and that the fighting which the
            difficult and delicate role of a delaying action and the manoeuvre en retraite imposed on us must involve a prolonged struggle,
            and it was important to spare the troops as much hustle and fatigue as possible. Moreover, all the lessons of war, both in
            attack and defence, had taught us how important it was, once your action was decided on, to close up the supports and reserves
            behind the line. The 20th Division was 15 miles behind the front of the XVIII Corps, and I wanted to move it up 5 to 8 miles
            further northward, to Ham and north of it. In addition, I wished to move the 50th Division at least a day’s march and bring
            it across to the east side of the Somme – as it was more than 25 miles behind the front – and I asked authority of General
            Headquarters for these moves. These steps were in my opinion most urgent, almost vital. The Chief of Staff said that it was
            not sound to move reserves before the situation was clear, that to move them up would be to tie them down.25

         General Sir Hubert Gough, Headquarters, Fifth Army

      

      
      The different principles of war clashed, as of course they often do. Gough’s plans were frustrated by the General Headquarters
         staff, who were determined to retain their overall flexibility to reinforce vital points as revealed in the actual fighting
         rather than by prejudging the situation. As is so often the case in such situations both sides were right and both sides were
         wrong. It was all a matter of perspective. This, however, did not help Gough.
      

      
      AS THE GERMAN troops moved into the line they were understandably ambivalent about the attack that lay before them. Any major offensive on the Western Front was an extremely dangerous enterprise for the men no matter how well prepared they may have
         been. And like the British ‘Tommies’ they had been at war for too long to have retained any enthusiasm for the fray. War was
         something to be endured.
      

      
      
         We were taken back behind the front lines and we were trained for attack. It was a hard time for us because the food was scarce;
            we felt the blockade. We hoped for victory in our attack, we were convinced that we could see it through to get a fair peace.
            We didn’t want to want to conquer foreign lands but we wanted to keep what we had and hoped for a fair peace.26

         Hartwig Pohlmann, 36th Division, Imperial German Army

      

      
      The soldiers were not fools and they had plenty of correspondence from their families telling them of the day-to-day struggle
         for existence that represented life in Germany. But they had also been buoyed up by the same prospects that had cheered Ludendorff.
         They knew that for just a few months they had a fighting chance to win the war.
      

      
      
         Our superiors and the newspapers assured us that big events were approaching. As far as we were told there were only 30,000
            Americans in France, most of them inexperienced soldiers. There were more Americans to come, but then we had hundreds of submarines
            that controlled the seas. Now that the whole Eastern Army had been transferred to the West, a million men strong, it seemed
            to us that the next offensive would bring victory and peace.27

         Unteroffizier Frederick Meisel, 371st Infantry Regiment, 43rd Ersatz Brigade, 10th Ersatz Division, Imperial German Army

      

      
      As the troops moved up, they could see the enormous scale of the preparations, could see that everything possible was being
         done to guarantee victory when the moment came. Of course, most of the ordinary soldiers still did not know exactly when they
         would be going ‘over the top’, they only knew it would be soon.
      

      
      
         The big offensive is now ready. All the villages near the front are full of troops. Troop movement is on a massive scale;
            all roads leading to the front have been repaired. Everywhere one sees that things are going to happen in the next few days. Although there are no civilians, the place is very busy. With so many soldiers here, they have
            to sleep out of doors. Absolutely everywhere is crammed with troops. Enemy aeroplanes are constantly on the move, a sign
            that the offensive will soon begin, and rumour has it that this should begin on 19 March.28

         Signaller Edwin Kühns, 1047th Telephone Unit, Imperial German Army

      

      
      The assault troops had all moved up the night before 21 March. They had laid up concealed all day, now they had nothing to
         do but wait or try to sleep as the last few hours and minutes trickled away to Zero Hour.
      

      
      
         About three o’clock I went out of my dugout to look round. The night was silent, nothing was to be heard and there was a clear
            night with stars shining and glittering. I thought, ‘These are the same stars that my family at home are looking at!’ I went
            down into my dugout to have a bit of sleep.29

         Hartwig Pohlmann, 36th Division, Imperial German Army

      

      
      The German Army was all set for the greatest offensive in military history.

      
      THE BRITISH, TOO, were as ready as they could be, given that they could hardly ask for the postponement they so desperately
         craved. Even those who had never really believed that the German assault was truly imminent began to realise that the moment
         was nigh. For all the false alarms, for all the manifold frustrations of trying to achieve impossible tasks with too few men
         and not enough time, the mood was gradually changing.
      

      
      
         A new element began to make its appearance in the atmosphere. The spirit of make-believe and the practical joke idea actually
            persisted right up to the eve of the great offensive, but by then it had been gradually ousted into the position of junior
            partner in our emotional Joint Stock Company by a new spirit, an eerie sensation of something uncanny about. As it does not
            become even amateur soldiers to be dominated by this suspicious questioning state of mind, it was perhaps natural for us unconsciously
            to attempt to banish our uneasiness by an extra emphasis on the note of the practical joke. Comicality gradually developing
            into creepiness, partially explained the peculiarly muddled state of mind in which we received word at last that we might expect
            a big attack on 21 March. The warning of the attack chimed in with the eeriness of the atmosphere, and would account for many
            of the queer things we had noticed, but yet we could not quite throw off the idea that everything in our sector was being
            run as a play-game and a joke, so that we went to bed on 20 March only half-convinced that a real battle was on the verge
            of beginning, and still half-believing that someone’s leg was being pulled on a rather extensive scale.30

         Lieutenant Brian Bradnack, 122nd Siege Battery, 66th Brigade, Royal Garrison Artillery

      

      
      Late on the night of 20 March the final intelligence briefings or, more accurately given the circumstances, warnings were
         beginning to trickle forward to the men of the Third and Fifth Armies. The news came in various forms, but the import was
         the same: the Germans would be coming over next day.
      

      
      
         We were having supper on the mess when a despatch messenger arrived from corps with a roll of maps. The Colonel took them,
            opened them and put them on the supper table. We had a look at them, they were maps of the front line in our area. The signal
            officer said to the Colonel in quite a jovial voice, ‘What are all those little black dots, Sir?’ The Colonel said to him
            very grimly, ‘Those are German guns in the open, my boy, they were spotted by the RFC a couple of hours ago!’ That brought
            home to us that the German offensive was very imminent. When we went to bed we felt quite certain that something was going
            to happen next morning.31

         Captain Arthur Behrend, 90th Brigade, Royal Garrison Artillery

      

      
      There was very little dressing up of the situation in the messages received by the units who had the grim task of holding
         the Forward Zone, just a stark indication of what seemed likely to happen. The men holding the strongpoints knew their place
         in the scheme of things and it was by no means a reassuring prospect. Death, wounds and capture seemed to form the limits
         of their world, certainly as far as the lugubrious Captain Miller was concerned.
      

      
      
         About midnight I got a chit from Farnham to the effect that it was a certainty that the attack would come on the 21st or the
            22nd, that there was to be no question of retreat, and that the main battle would be fought at a point some 3 miles behind us. He wished me
            good luck, and I returned his wishes because I liked Farnham very much, and it seemed to me that this was likely to be the
            end of our acquaintance. I then got my four platoons into their strongpoints, taking all my men out of the front line and
            this was accomplished easily and successfully. It was a dead still and rather chilly night. I myself was in the strongpoint
            allotted to company headquarters. I had with me a subaltern and a full platoon. My strongpoint consisted of about 150 yards
            of trench with one deep and very spacious dugout quite capable of holding us all and protecting us from the effects of shell
            fire; but a death-trap if the enemy infantry got in before we could get out of it. At each end of the trench there was a strong
            ‘stop’ with a certain amount of cover for riflemen. There was one fairly strong belt of wire running in a half-circle right
            round the front of the strongpoint and ending about 20 yards wide of the two ‘stops’ at each end of the trench. Had that wire
            been thicker and stronger it would have been a much more formidable little place for a frontal attack. Of course, by rights,
            the wire should have been all round it. I had time to make a visit to one of the points occupied by my platoons. I hated the
            look of it: a couple of dugouts, hastily made and inadequately wired, and I wished I had disobeyed orders and put them into
            one of the previously discarded strongpoints. There was, however, no time to alter dispositions and I wished them good luck.32

         Captain Charles Miller, 2nd Battalion, Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 109th Brigade, 36th Division

      

      
      There was a strange atmosphere up and down the threatened front that night. Private James Brady of the 43rd Field Ambulance,
         RAMC was ensconced in a first-aid post in a quarry just behind the line in the Battle Zone at Essigny.
      

      
      
         After an evening meal of bully and mash I felt a bit heady, caused by the accumulative pollution of fumes from primus stove
            and oil lamps, plus heavy smoking by residents. Andy Chapman and I went upstairs for a breath of fresh air. The night was
            chilly and pitch-black except for the occasional display of Very lights from the forward trenches half a mile up the road.
            In the distance we could hear the loud rumble of German transport trundling up to their front-line positions from the direction of St Quentin and there were the intermittent flashes of enemy light guns as they slung over a couple of whizz-bangs
            – just for the hell of it!33

         Private James Brady, 43rd Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps, 14th Division

      

      
      Worried by the alarms, the freely circulating rumours and the all-pervading sense of tension, Colonel Bernard Prior of the
         9th Norfolks spent the whole night touring his front-line posts, checking for himself that whatever might be about to happen
         the Norfolks would be ready for it.
      

      
      
         I went some way out into No Man’s Land and obtained the impression that this was no longer a false alarm. I don’t quite know
            what gave me this impression. In the Boche lines there was a stillness which, at the same time, was not a complete silence,
            just as if a large number of men were already in position, waiting in intense excitement, and speaking to each other in whispers.34

         Lieutenant Colonel Bernard Prior, 9th Battalion, Norfolk Regiment, 71st Brigade, 6th Division

      

      
      The machine-gunners that were so crucial to the defence plans obsessively checked and rechecked their Vickers guns, cleaning
         and oiling all moving parts; laying out the ammunition belts; changing the water and ensuring they had a full complement of
         spare parts to hand in case of a stoppage. Many were confident that it was well within their powers to dish out to the Germans
         a dreadful vengeance for all they had suffered at the hands of their Maxim machine-gunners over the past three years. Then
         they waited in the dark.
      

      
      
         All guns were ready for action. I caressed the grip of my trusty Vickers and felt a grim kind of satisfaction when I thought
            of the deadly stream of lead I should soon be directing on the oncoming Boche.35

         Private David Polley, 189th Machine Gun Company, 189th Brigade, 63rd (Royal Naval) Division

      

      
      The British knew when the Germans were coming and they knew where the blow would strike. The only question was whether they
         could stop them?
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