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Epigraph


The three of us, plastered up to our ears with glutinous mud, listened to the venomous shriek of the five-nines and looked out upon that chaotic gas poisoned sea of slime with dull hatred in our hearts and a dull longing to escape. ‘Vimy Ridge was a picnic to this,’ said one with an uneasy grin. And yet, Vimy Ridge was anything but a picnic. There were unhealthy sectors of the British line of which ex-servicemen still speak with a queer homely affection. But I have never met a British soldier who really liked the Salient.1
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PREFACE


Historical military analysis of the First World War has developed a passing similarity to the theatrical and intellectual reassessment of the works of Shakespeare. Just as his timeless Elizabethan verse is frequently reinterpreted according to the fashions or convictions holding sway amongst the latest school of producers and actors, so the battles that raged on the Western Front have become the testing ground for the theories of military historians. Individuals, events and themes are given prominence according to the latest historical trend or socially accepted political orthodoxy. With the increasing pace and commercial motivations of modern life, the struggle has been hard and occasionally bitter. But the terrible battles of the First World War are not plays to be performed on stage with no risk to life and limb other than some mishap with falling scenery. The Third Battle of Ypres, better known now as ‘Passchendaele’, was a life and death struggle involving millions of armed men trained to kill or maim their enemies. Each soldier was a painfully vulnerable individual who suffered in awful conditions while waiting with heavy foreboding to discover his fate. Hundreds of thousands of men lost their lives, their limbs or their sanity in this vortex of despair. It was an experience most survivors never forgot until death or the confusions of extreme old age brought down the curtain on their minds.


We do not claim that this book stands as a ‘pure’ history of the Third Battle of Ypres. Inevitably it is polluted by the times in which we live and our own shallow experience of life. Our method is straightforward: into the simple textual mould which outlines the tragic historical events we have poured the personal experiences of the men who had to endure the consequences of command decisions that they could not possibly influence. Perhaps some strange modern phenomenon, in which the individual demands his own right to speak, leads us to focus on just a few of the millions who suffered; to bring their thoughts and deeds to light as recorded in their diaries, letters and oral history interviews; to allow them to stand for the silent majority. But we hope they form a truly representative sample that will act as a tribute to all those men who strove together in a common cause – the defence of their country. Poor and downtrodden many of them may have been in terms of political, economic or social justice; but all sections of society fought side by side in the man-made Slough of Despond that was Passchendaele. Like John Bunyan’s Pilgrim they travelled alone but as one with a greater power – in this case the secular ability of men to bind themselves together in the face of the most awful horrors then imaginable. By 1917 most soldiers had long since lost any warlike enthusiasm that they may have possessed earlier in the war. But in the absence of any other personal options the vast majority fought on, unable to swim against the tide of history. In the end they were just sticking it out as best they could with their pals. Their all too frequent sacrifice has a simple grandeur that seems awfully remote as we drift into the twenty-first century.


In the course of writing this book we have been helped directly and indirectly by a great many people but in particular we would like to thank John Terraine, who has towered above all other historians in his measured interpretation of the conduct of campaigns on the Western Front. We would recommend his ground-breaking Douglas Haig: the Educated Soldier (first published in 1963, but available in a new edition from Cassell). More recently the cool analytical work of Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson in their brilliant book Passchendaele: the Untold Story (published by Yale University Press in 1996) has also been of great value in raising ideas and themes which might otherwise have escaped us. Paddy Griffiths has explored and exploded many of the populist myths of British military incompetence in his influential Battle Tactics of the Western Front (also published by Yale University Press in 1994). Three specialist historians have been of great help in amassing and making original source material publicly available. Alex Revell’s masterpiece of research, High in the Empty Blue (published by Flying Machines Press in 1995) was of great help in providing a coherent account of the last fight of Werner Voss in September 1917. Our work would have been considerably more difficult had we not been able to rely upon the definitive chronology of the campaign written by our friend and colleague, Chris McCarthy, The Third Ypres: Passchendaele – The Day by Day Account (Arms & Armour, 1995). Bryn Hammond, also our colleague in the Imperial War Museum, has been generous to a fault in making available some of the masterly research for his thesis into tank tactics in the First World War.


Any history based heavily on diaries, letters, memoirs and oral history leaves the authors incredibly indebted to the people who created those sources and who actually experienced what we can only write about. We acknowledge our debt to all these people and hope that this book will encourage more people to delve into the archives. For us, the curators of these collective memories are the superb staff of the Imperial War Museum. Grateful thanks are due as ever to Rod Suddaby and his staff in the Department of Documents: Simon Robbins, Stephen Walton, Tony Richards, Wendy Lutterloch, Amanda Mason, and, of course, the late, great David Shaw. We are also heavily indebted to Margaret Brooks and her glorious team at the Sound Archive: Jo Lancaster, Nigel de Lee, Richard McDonough, Lyn Smith, the sublime Rosemary Tudge and Conrad Wood. Thanks are due too to Bridget Kinally and her staff in the Photographic Archive for their patient help and their permission to use the photographs included in this book. Malcolm Brown, who is now as permanent a fixture in the Museum as Edith Cavell’s dog, has also, as ever, been most helpful in his suggestions.


Outside the IWM, we would like to thank Lyn Macdonald, both for her example in setting the standard in personal, experience-based histories and for allowing us to quote from the memoir of Bertram Stokes; Simon Moody of the RAF Museum; and our agent Peter Robinson of Curtis Brown who has guided us through many of the pitfalls of publishing. Keith Lowe and Angus MacKinnon of Cassell have been exemplary in their encouragement and patience with us over the difficult last few months when our deadlines and babies seemed to arrive in conjunction with awesome precision. Special thanks are due to Polly Napper and Bryn Hammond for checking early versions of the script, and to Tony Richards for undertaking valuable research on our behalf. As usual our partners have been wonderful and this book would not exist but for the wonderful support of Polly and Marion.


The original quotations that are such an important part of this book have where necessary been lightly edited for readability. Punctuation and spellings have been largely standardized, material has occasionally been reordered and irrelevant material has been omitted without any indication in the text. However, changes in the actual words used in our original sources have been avoided wherever possible. We would also like to thank all those people who have generously given us permission to include extracts from sources in which they hold the copyright.







CHAPTER ONE


GESTATION


The Third Battle of Ypres, someone has called it: but there is only one battle of Ypres. It has lasted from October 1914 and, with Verdun, it is the biggest battle of all.1


Captain Harry Yoxall, 18th Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps


The Ypres Salient was an accident of history that became the most potent symbol of British resistance to the German invasion of Belgium. The First World War had begun in August 1914 with a campaign of violent movement as the great conscript armies of France and Germany clashed in the Battle of the Frontiers. The first movement was made on 5 August by the Germans under the overall command of General Helmuth von Moltke, when he put into operation an amended version of the plan finalized in 1905 by his predecessor as Chief of the German General Staff, Graf von Schlieffen. This envisaged a huge encircling movement intended to burst through the Belgian frontier and sweep down and round towards Paris to get behind the French armies, forcing a quick and comprehensive victory, before the German Army turned its attention to the threat from the much-vaunted Russian steamroller on their eastern border.


The French, humiliated by their earlier defeat at the hands of the nascent German Empire in 1870, had originally put their faith in an intricate plan of national defence based on a series of powerful fortresses built from Switzerland to Luxembourg which complemented the natural defensive features of the heavily wooded, river-crossed country around them. It was precisely this solid defensive line which the Schlieffen Plan had been intended to circumvent. Yet in 1912 the Chief of the French General Staff, General Joseph Joffre, abandoned this concept of deliberate defence and adopted instead the more romantic alternative of the offensive. Plan XVII, which was put into action on 12 August, was little more than a blind charge into the provinces of Alsace-Lorraine that the French had been forced in defeat to cede to Germany.
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Direct involvement in such a clash of the continental titans was not in the traditional British style. The vast French and German armies were based on systems of compulsory service for civilians in order to provide the state with the necessary human resources to maintain its defences against the threats posed by its immediate neighbours. However, safe behind the English Channel and protected by the supremacy of the Royal Navy, the British had never developed a similar system. The British Army was a small professional body largely geared to service outside Britain. For nearly 100 years, since the final defeat of Napoleon in 1815, there had been no direct threat to the British Isles. Instead, the preoccupation of the armed services had been the security of the burgeoning British Empire. Imperial defence had been based upon the command of the seas and the ability of the Royal Navy to move a well-trained military force quickly along secure sea-routes to any threatened colony or dependency. Within this strategy, the army fulfilled the role of an Imperial garrison. A significant part of it was always based overseas; but the remainder was also available to be sent out at short notice whenever necessary.


Service within the Empire, and particularly in India, bred a different kind of soldier from those produced by the armies of continental Europe. British soldiers were more used to small-scale conflicts in isolated parts of distant countries than preparing to fight battles on their own borders. It had only been in the years immediately prior to the Great War that political associations with Russia and France had slowly drawn Britain into the grand strategic confrontations of the continent. As a result of these prewar plans Britain had undertaken a commitment to send to any war that broke out between France and Germany as large a body of troops as it could from its standing military resources at home. But these were very limited and, known as the British Expeditionary Force, or BEF, on mobilization in 1914 it consisted of just one cavalry and four infantry divisions, although this was quickly augmented by four more infantry divisions as reservists were called back to the colours. The size of this contribution can be gauged by comparison with the French strength of some seventy divisions. On arrival in France the BEF, commanded by Field Marshal Sir John French, was to provide part of a screen covering the French left flank against the threat of attack.


Within a fortnight the foolhardy French assault on the Alsace-Lorraine border had been defeated, with extraordinarily heavy casualties that left them thoroughly debilitated, while the Germans in accordance with the Schlieffen Plan moved steadily through Belgium to envelop the French extreme left flank. Here they were directly facing the BEF, which by the middle of August had moved up into position beyond Maubeuge into the southern corner of Belgium. The arrival there of the British troops was unknown to the Germans who, as they attempted to encircle the French armies, instead of finding open space found the BEF. On 23 August, with the French forces in the south already falling back, the British made a stand at Mons, holding the line there until nightfall. Here the British regulars proved beyond doubt that they could shoot fast and straight with their trusty Lee Enfield rifles; but there were just too few of them to stop the German advance. A retreat to the River Marne followed as the British and French reeled back. For a while it appeared that nothing could stop the Germans. However, a combination of French resilience and German errors led to an unlikely Allied triumph at the Battle of the Marne that forced a rapid German retreat in mid-September. The Germans turned and made their stand on the heights behind the River Aisne and, after a series of sanguinary battles, primitive trench systems were established on both sides. The grandiose schemes of the opposing French and German General Staffs had both proved to be ineffective. The final phase of the war of movement had the feel of a comic opera, despite the intensity of the fighting, as the two armies made successive desperate lunges to the north in vain attempts to turn each other’s flank and break the stalemate imposed by the developing trench lines. As they repeatedly crashed into each other, further trenches were scratched out at each point of contact. And so, gradually, the Western Front came into being. The final climactic clash came at the old Belgian city of Ypres some 22 miles from the sea.


Ypres was a prosperous agricultural and commercial centre that dominated the maritime plain of Western Flanders. It lay in a shallow basin only 66 feet above sea level and dominated to the east by a series of low wooded ridges rising mostly to about 160 feet but peaking at around 265 feet to the south. From these ‘hills’ small streams ran down to join the canalized River Yser. It should perhaps be emphasized that this was not some strange nightmare swamp country, but a typical European maritime plain that had been drained and irrigated for several centuries. Despite its sleepy appearance it was no stranger to war, existing as it did in an area coveted, dominated and fought over in turn by France, Austria, Spain and the Netherlands. The ever ‘perfidious Albion’ had played no small part in the wars that had raged across Flanders for hundreds of years, culminating in the final triumph of Wellington and Blücher over Napoleon just 65 miles away at Waterloo in 1815. On the dissolution of the French Napoleonic Empire, Belgium reverted to the Netherlands until finally in 1831 the Kingdom of Belgium was formed and commerce reigned supreme. Yet distant echoes of the violent past remained evident in the strong ramparts that surrounded Ypres; while the magnificent Cloth Hall symbolized the population’s hopes for a continued peaceful and commercial future.


The First Battle of Ypres began with a fast-flowing encounter on 19 October. The BEF managed to get to Ypres before the Germans and as the latter’s numerically superior forces began to range against them, they took up scratch defensive positions in a broad semicircle on the low ridges to the east of Ypres. Inspired by the presence of the Kaiser himself, the Germans flung all their immediately available reserves into a last determined effort to batter their way right through the British line. Their aim was to capture the Channel ports of Dunkirk and Calais whose loss would fatally compromise British communications and bring an early end to their effective participation in the war. Failure would mean that the parallel lines of trenches finally reached the sea, ensuring that the war of movement and manoeuvre would be replaced by siege operations on a scale never before witnessed.


With a heroic, if rash, disregard for casualties the Germans flung themselves repeatedly against the British line. Time and time again, it seemed that the Germans would prevail, time and time again, plain dogged determination or counter-attacks against near impossible odds prevented a final breakthrough. Inestimably proving their worth, and defying the Kaiser’s sarcastic dismissal of them as a ‘contemptible little army’, outside Ypres the original BEF fought their last battle as a homogeneous entity in the field.


The night came on rather misty and dark, and I thought several times of asking for reinforcements, but I collected a lot of rifles off the dead, and loaded them and put them along the parapet instead. All of a sudden about a dozen shells came down and almost simultaneously two machine guns and a tremendous rifle fire opened on us. It was the most unholy din. The shells ripped open the parapet and trees came crashing down. However, I was well underground and did not care much, but presently the guns stopped, and I knew then that we were for it. I had to look over the top for about 10 minutes, however, under their infernal maxims before I saw what I was looking for. It came with a suddenness that was the most startling thing I have ever known. The firing stopped, and I had been straining my eyes so, for a moment I could not believe them, but fortunately I did not hesitate for long. A great, grey mass of humanity was charging, running for all God would let them straight on to us not 50 yards off – about as far as the summer-house to the coach-house. Everybody’s nerves were pretty well on edge as I had warned them what to expect, and as I fired my rifle the rest all went off almost simultaneously. One saw the great mass of Germans quiver. In reality some fell, some fell over them, and others came on. I have never shot so much in such a short time, could not have been more than a few seconds and they were down. Suddenly one man, I expect an officer, jumped up and came on; I fired and missed, seized the next rifle and dropped him a few yards off. Then the whole lot came on again and it was the most critical moment of my life. Twenty yards more and they would have been over us in thousands, but our fire must have been fearful, and at the very last moment they did the most foolish thing they possibly could have done. Some of the leading people turned to the left for some reason, and they all followed like a great flock of sheep. We did not lose much time I can give you my oath. My right hand is one huge bruise from banging the bolt up and down. I don’t think one could have missed at the distance and just for one short minute or two we poured the ammunition into them in boxfuls. My rifles were red hot at the finish, I know, and that was the end of that battle for me. The firing died down and out of the darkness a great moan came. People with their arms and legs off trying to crawl away; others who could not move gasping out their last moments with the cold night wind biting into their broken bodies and the lurid red glare of a farm house showing up clumps of grey devils killed by the men on my left further down. A weird, awful scene.2


Captain Harry Dillon, 2nd Battalion, Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry


Although the line buckled and fell back, step by step, it did not break. Whenever the situation seemed most hopeless, just enough British and French reserves or reinforcements always seemed to arrive in time to thwart the Germans. Although they lost the high ground of the Messines–Wytschaete Ridge to the south, the low ridges to the east and the flat ground to the north, the British held on to the centre of the line and Ypres itself. Thus the Ypres Salient was born, as it would continue, in a welter of blood and despair. Lieutenant General Sir Douglas Haig, who commanded the I Corps in the northern sector of the Salient, felt that just one more push by the Germans would have finished the job.


The opinion on all sides is that the troops are very exhausted . . . Landon and Fitzclarence assure me that if the enemy makes a push at any point, they doubt our men being able to hold on. Fighting by day and digging by night to strengthen their trenches has thoroughly tired them out.3


Lieutenant General Sir Douglas Haig, Headquarters, I Corps


Haig never forgot the lessons of this battle and resolved he would never miss such an opportunity to seize victory should it ever be presented to him.


The beleaguered city of Ypres thus became a symbol of British resolve to honour their pledge to restore the national integrity of Belgium and defeat Imperial German ambitions. However unlikely both seemed in the autumn of 1914, the BEF never wavered in their belief that both would ultimately be achieved. Ypres would not be given up. The Salient that so many had died to preserve could not be abandoned to create a straighter, more logical line of defence. As every yard of earth had been fought for, it had to be preserved at all costs. The Germans did not accept their reverse gracefully and in November began a deliberate artillery and aerial bombardment of Ypres that caused considerable damage and burned out the imposing Cloth Hall on 22 November. Although the First Battle of Ypres is formally considered to have finished in mid-November, the fighting continued sporadically well into December as each side tried to improve their position ready for the next attempt to break through. The winter rains, combined with a drainage system already disrupted by shells and trenches, soon precipitated the appearance of the dreaded mud that had dogged generals and their long-suffering troops throughout the long history of warfare on the Flanders plains. Unfortunately the exigencies of total war meant that there could be no break in the campaigning season and so the troops remained huddled in their shallow water-filled trenches throughout the freezing winter of 1914–15. The fighting at Ypres would not stop for four long years.


The spring of 1915 saw the first attempts by both sides to break free from the iron grip of trench warfare. At the Battle of Neuve Chapelle in March the British tried an intensive artillery bombardment followed by a simple, but vigorous, infantry attack. Although the German line gave a little under the pressure, it did not give way and the assault was held. On 22 April the Germans made their first major attempt of the year at Ypres, earning an iniquitous entry in the pantheon of war by becoming the first nation to use poisonous gas in a major offensive. This terrible new development marked the beginning of the Second Battle of Ypres. The blow fell first against a French colonial regiment whose line broke amidst considerable panic and the situation was only contained by the resolute stand of the nearby, newly arrived Canadians.


It was on the afternoon of my birthday that we noticed volumes of dense yellow smoke rising up and coming towards the British trenches. My company was not in the firing line and we did not get the full effect of it but what we did was enough for me. It makes your eyes smart and then I became violently sick. But it passed off fairly soon. By this time the din was something awful where we were. We were under a cross-fire of rifles and shells. We had to lie flat in the trenches. The next thing I noticed was a horde of those Turcos (French colonial soldiers) making for our trenches. Some were armed, some unarmed. The poor devils were absolutely paralysed with fear. They were holding a trench next to a section of the 48th. So the 48th had to hold it also until some of their officers came and made them all go back.4


Lance Corporal James Keddie, 15th Canadian Battalion


Following the initial rupture of the French line, the pursuing German infantry made some gains and for a moment the situation seemed very precarious. Once again, things were all but hopeless, but before the Germans could exploit this success, the front line was re-established through a combination of literally last-gasp stands, bolstered by counter-attacks from both Canadian troops and fresh British territorial divisions who were rushed into the line. The battle, which continued well into May, increased the bloody reputation of the Ypres Salient.


Further British attempts in 1915 to smash the German lines at Aubers Ridge, Festubert and Loos were to fail amidst a welter of heavy casualties and recriminations as the theoretical and practical problems of trench warfare became increasingly apparent, but the actual solutions remained elusive. Lessons were learnt, but often far too late in the day to be put into action in the circumstances for which they were relevant. Each step forward in the tactics of attack seemed to be more than matched by effective defensive counters. It was soon evident that both sides faced a unique state of siege warfare that had hitherto been seen as a highly technical discipline within the martial arts. Now it was the prevailing state of war from the English Channel to Switzerland. The language initially seemed archaic, as terms like parados, parapet, revetting, barricades, saps, breastworks, grenades and mortars reappeared in the everyday language of soldiers. Some terms had mutated slightly in their meaning, but the overall language recalled the epic sieges of fortress towns in the past and would have been understood by the sapper generals of Marlborough or Wellington.


Trenches had long existed in warfare, but the application of modern weapons technology and mass industrial production to the inherent strength of malleable earth fortifications transformed them into a formidable defensive system. Line after line of trenches protected by barbed wire entanglements were linked by communication trenches that allowed the relief troops to approach under cover. The front line infantry could project a veritable hail of bullets from their bolt-action rifles and heavy machine guns into any attacking force that dared to show its face in No Man’s Land, yet they remained relatively invulnerable to any return fire. But the real threat lay in the awesomely destructive power of modern artillery. Masses of field artillery guns and howitzers were dug in and concealed behind the lines where they were invulnerable to all infantry weapons, but could rain down scything storms of shrapnel and high explosive to form a deadly curtain through which no attacker could pass unscathed. Even if an attacker got through the enemy front-line system, then the reserve trench lines and the arrival of counter-attack divisions meant that it all had to be done again and again and again, if there was to be any prospect of a breakthrough beyond the trenches to force a renewal of open warfare. To make a successful attack, all the links of this defensive chain had to be destroyed. This was the tactical conundrum which faced the British generals.


Following the failure of the Loos Offensive in 1915, Sir John French was placed in an impossible position by a combination of his failure to meet the expectations of success cherished by the British government and general public, the intrigues of an ambitious subordinate and his own personal inadequacies as a military leader. On 19 December 1915 that former subordinate, General Sir Douglas Haig, took up the baton as Commander in Chief of the BEF. Douglas Haig was born on 19 June 1861, the son of a whisky distiller of some renown. He enjoyed a privileged education at Clifton College and at Brasenose College, Oxford, before he found his true vocation on entering the Royal Military College, Sandhurst as a cadet in 1884. Here he did well, disciplining himself to master his new profession with the chilling single-mindedness that was to prove his hallmark. He was commissioned into the 7th Hussars in 1885 and served as a regimental officer at home and in India for nine years. After a period as the aide de camp of the Inspector General of Cavalry and then as a staff officer serving under the command of Sir John French, he had a useful spell at the Staff College in Camberley from 1896 to 1897. One of his contemporaries has recorded a telling anecdote.


If a scheme interested him, he took tremendous pains with it; if he thought there was no profit in working it out, he sent in a perfunctory minimum. I remember a road reconnaissance sketch on which most of us lavished extreme care, marking all the letterboxes, pumps, gateways into fields and such like. Haig handed in a sheet with a single brown chalk line down the centre, the cross roads shown and the endorsement, ‘twenty miles long, good surface, wide enough for two columns with orderlies both ways.’ 5


Brigadier General Sir James Edmonds


After passing out of the Staff College, Haig had his first experience in the heat of battle in a skirmish with a party of Dervishes whilst serving as a staff officer during the Sudan Campaign of 1898. He responded well to the stress of combat, betraying no nerves, and was evidently more than eager to accept responsibility without any prevarication or qualms. His subsequent analytical accounts of engagements were as cool and measured as his staff college assignments had been. Haig next served as a Brigade Major, again under the command of Sir John French, with the Aldershot Cavalry Brigade. On the commencement of the Boer War in October 1899, he went out to South Africa with French who was promoted to command the Cavalry Division. Late in 1900 Haig was then given command of a small column of troops, one of many attempting to suppress the guerrilla activities of the Boer commandos. Next he assumed command of the 17th Lancers and at the end of the war returned with them to Edinburgh in September 1902. His appointment as ADC to King Edward VII was a further mark of official approval. In October 1903 came another great step in his career, when he was called to India by Lord Kitchener, the Commander-in-Chief of the Indian Army. Although only a colonel, Haig had been cherry-picked to modernize cavalry training in the grand-sounding capacity of Inspector General of Cavalry. Haig threw himself into his work, participating fully in arcane controversies over the relative merits of cavalry and mounted infantry, but also attempting to instil professional standards into the training of cavalry officers.


In 1906, he returned to Britain as a Major General, to take up the position of Director of Military Training at the War Office. Here he reported directly to the dynamic Liberal Secretary of State for War, Richard Haldane, who was then engaged in the root and branch reform of the whole British Army. Haig’s particular responsibility was in overseeing the creation of the Territorial Army that would organize all Britain’s disparate and disjointed volunteer units into one coherent structure that would mirror the Regular Army. It was evident from this time that Haig was being prepared for the rigours of High Command. From 1909 to 1912 he served as Chief of Staff in India. At that time the Indian Army was resistant to modernization and blessed with a labyrinthine system of control and command that rendered it incapable of any meaningful contribution in a modern war. Like many others, Haig made little impact on the overall system, but he did successfully address the issue of directing his officers’ thoughts to the implications of directly engaging in the imminent European conflict. Finally, in 1912, Haig was given the plum posting of Commander-in-Chief at Aldershot, with the rank of Lieutenant General. The Aldershot Command contained within it two full divisions and on mobilization of the army, following the outbreak of war, these would form the I Corps of the BEF. Haig was fully conscious of the approach of war and he concentrated his energies in training hard to prepare his command for the coming trial. When the war broke out I Corps was in the thick of the fighting, sharing in all the major battles of the 1914 campaign. Promoted to full General on 20 November, Haig was appointed to command the newly formed First Army as part of the reorganization which expanded the BEF into two armies in December. As such, he was responsible for carrying out the attacks at Neuve Chapelle and Loos before taking the final step to Commander-in-Chief on the fall from grace of his old chief, Sir John French.


Haig’s adamantine personality is difficult to assess, as his primary characteristic was an astonishing degree of self-control, clearly apparent in almost everything he did. Self-revelation was therefore not his forte in either his reported speech or writings. His working days were based around a routine that betrayed a formidable appetite for sheer hard work and an addiction to the concept of clearing his desk leaving nothing over to clog up the next day. Throughout his career he met triumph and disaster with an equal calm, providing an example to his more excitable colleagues in moments of great stress. Strangely inarticulate for such an obviously intelligent man, he was aware of this weakness and therefore stiflingly cautious in his conversation, preferring to encapsulate his thoughts in closely argued memoranda. Although easily offended by what he regarded as inappropriate conduct in others, he rarely seems to have shown his feelings and had a reputation for quiet courtesy in his overall personal behaviour to others. It is easy to see why Haig is often caricatured as a strait-laced hidebound Scot. Fiercely rejecting any form of excess in the joyous twin temptations of alcohol and women, his sincere religious piety and exemplary personal life were an important part of his character. But Haig also had a formidable analytical and flexible turn of mind. He may not have thought up new and radical schemes himself, but he could assess their merits in the work of others and suck out those elements that were of value to him in his overall purpose. Early on, Haig clearly saw the value of machine guns; recognized the overwhelming power of artillery; accepted the need for aerial reconnaissance; encouraged the use of aerial artillery observation and backed the use of the first tanks. If he retained a seemingly anachronistic trust in the power of cavalry to exploit a breakthrough, this was because in the absence of the reliable, fast armoured fighting vehicle that lay a generation in the future, the cavalry was the only rapid mobile reserve he had.


Haig had an absolute belief in the primacy of the Western Front. In this his chief ally was General Sir William Robertson, who had been appointed Chief of Imperial General Staff (CIGS) in December 1915 at the same time that Haig had taken over command of the BEF. Blessed with a clear analytical brain, masked to a certain extent by a degree of social gaucheness and an overly brusque manner, he had risen all the way to the pinnacle of his profession having enlisted as a regular private soldier in 1877. As CIGS, Robertson was responsible for the global prosecution of the war and was the accepted primary conduit of military advice to the War Cabinet. Although he recognized the importance of defending the British Empire from the threats posed by Germany’s eastern ally Turkey, he also realized that once the integrity of the Empire had been secured there was no point in wasting more resources in conflicts that could not affect the main issue.


The ‘Westerners’, as they have become known, believed that to win the war the main force of the enemy had to be brought to battle in the field and defeated. In this case, that meant that the German Army had to be defeated on the Western Front before the war could be won. This seemingly obvious point has been obfuscated by the sheer verbal dexterity employed by the two main ‘Easterners’, those twin stars in the political firmament, Winston Churchill and David Lloyd George. As First Lord of the Admiralty, Churchill had been instrumental in initiating the disastrous campaign at Gallipoli intended to knock Turkey out of the war in 1915. This laudable aim, however, would only have been possible if sufficient resources had been deployed to ensure success from the start. But as the Gallipoli landings were begun three days after the Germans launched the Second Battle of Ypres, it can be seen that the Westerners had a point when they claimed that such largesse would risk the whole security of the Western Front. The usual messy compromise ensued and, although large numbers of troops were eventually sent to Gallipoli, they arrived too late to be of any real value. Consequently the worst of both worlds was achieved. Simultaneously, on the opposite flank of the Ottoman Empire, limited operations in Mesopotamia originally launched to safeguard British oil supplies from the Persian Gulf had developed into a full-blooded campaign. Despite initial successes this led to a humiliating surrender of a considerable body of British forces in April 1916 after the protracted siege of Kut el Amara. A third option started in September 1915, strongly favoured by David Lloyd George, then Minister of Munitions, was a Balkan campaign directed against Bulgaria from the Allied base in Salonika. The common attraction of these schemes was that for relatively modest investments of resources and lives they seemed to offer far greater results than could be achieved on the Western Front. But it was not the Turks or Bulgarians who were threatening France and Belgium. The Easterners relied on a complicated ‘domino effect’ that they believed would, through a series of collapses, eventually destabilize Germany. Few of the Allied military High Command were convinced by these arguments. But as thousands died to gain just a few yards on the Western Front, the Easterners’ claims had an increasingly seductive siren effect on politicians who were accountable to their electorates and hence sought an easier or less costly solution.


From the moment the Western Front became static, both sides set about evolving new strategies and tactics. But so much was new and strange that there was a great deal of confusion over the best means to ensure success. The scale of the conflict was also growing exponentially as the great warring empires mobilized the full weight of their manpower reserves from every corner of the globe to serve the mother countries. In 1916 both sides took a deep breath and launched a devastating war of attrition with pulverizing offensives that would have seemed inconceivable in scale just two years before. The Germans struck first in February 1916. They chose their battleground carefully at Verdun and sought to bleed the French Army dry by forcing it to fight on a narrow concentrated front where pride and military considerations would combine to make sure that a tactical withdrawal was impossible. At the end of 1915 the British, constrained by the considerations of their French allies, committed themselves to an offensive on the Somme. This was originally conceived as being a joint offensive, but as a result of Verdun the British assumed the greater burden of the battle which finally commenced on 1 July 1916. The British perspective of the First World War has been partially warped by the effects of both the passage of time and the work of some able propagandists. Thus for the last thirty years the Battle of the Somme has been seen as the epitome of useless sacrifice; of gallant soldier pals – ‘lions’ – led by dim-witted and callous generals and their uncaring red-tabbed staff officers – ‘donkeys’. It is doubtful if this highly distorted and unrepresentative image will ever change, burned as it now has been onto our national consciousness by constant repetition. Rational assessment is made even more difficult by the undeniable fact that the first day of the Somme was indeed an absolute disaster for the British Army.


The Battle of the Somme was conceived with the intention of rupturing the German line along a wide front so that it could not be re-established, and thus allowing the cavalry through to exploit the victory in traditional style. The main weapon was to be a pulverizing artillery bombardment intended to erase the front-line German defences from the face of the earth. Unfortunately the bombardment, although impressive by the standards of the day, failed to deliver. Spread over an ambitiously wide front, the large number of guns were in fact more thinly spread than at the Battle of Neuve Chapelle and the British had severely underestimated the strength of the German defences. The guns fired far too great a proportion of shrapnel shells, which had little effect against men well under cover. High explosive shells, preferably of a heavy calibre, were essential to clear away the barbed wire, smash the trenches and cave in the dugouts on the heads of the garrison. The fire plans also lacked subtlety, with the sudden lifts to new targets giving time for the defenders to rush up from their underground lairs to pour bullets into the attacking troops. The supreme importance of counter-battery work to silence the German artillery had also not been addressed. To undertake the offensive, the men of the British Fourth Army were largely drawn from Kitchener’s volunteer armies. Although brave and keen as individuals, they were simply not well enough trained. The result was the catastrophe of the opening day with 57,470 casualties including 19,240 dead. The legend of the ‘pals battalions’ marching to their slaughter was born. In criticizing the simple tactics employed that day, it is sometimes forgotten that in just two years the British Army had grown in size from a small professional body to an army numbered in millions. There were just not enough regular officers and NCOs to go round, to train the men and lead them in battle. This was exacerbated by the unfortunate fact that many of the regulars who had survived the first two years of the war unscathed were intellectually or temperamentally unsuited for such rapid promotion. In addition, the specialist arms such as the Royal Artillery, Royal Engineers and Royal Flying Corps had been massively expanded and their role changed beyond all recognition. Gunners, engineers and pilots all needed time to acquire knowledge and learn their skills.


After the horrendous débâcle of 1 July the rest of the Battle of the Somme was marked by a steady if painful learning curve for the British Army. As the troops battered their way across the scarred chalk downs and matchstick woods, the artillery gradually developed new techniques of bombardment: ever-increasing concentrations of guns, more high-explosive shells rather than shrapnel, heavier calibres of gun, creeping barrages, standing barrages, counter-battery work, sound and flash spotting methods of ranging, improved pre-registration of targets and increasing use of aerial artillery observation. At the same time the infantry introduced more sophisticated attack tactics and began to place more emphasis on consolidation when gains were made. All these slow steps forward were taken during the summer and autumn of 1916. In the process the British Army suffered dreadful casualties, but so too did the Germans. The combination of the relentless British hammering on the Somme and the mincing machine of Verdun meant that the German Army was badly drained and the impact was obvious to Field Marshal Hindenburg and his Chief of Staff, General Erich Ludendorff.


GHQ had to bear in mind that the enemy’s great superiority in men and material would be even more painfully felt in 1917 than in 1916. They had to face the danger that ‘Somme fighting’ would soon break out at various points on our fronts, and that even our troops would not be able to withstand such attacks indefinitely, especially if the enemy gave us no time for rest and for the accumulation of material. Our position was uncommonly difficult, and a way out hard to find. We could not contemplate an offensive ourselves, having to keep our reserves available for defence. There was no hope of a collapse of any of the Entente Powers. If the war lasted our defeat seemed inevitable. Economically we were in a highly unfavourable position for a war of exhaustion. At home our strength was badly shaken. Questions of the supply of foodstuffs caused great anxiety, and so, too, did questions of morale.6


General Erich Ludendorff, German GHQ


In such circumstances the German High Command were determined to try and conserve their strength and believed they had found a new weapon – unrestricted submarine warfare – that would bring Britain to her knees by cutting off her ocean highways. Yet that in turn risked disturbing the brooding neutrality of the United States. It was a high risk to take.


At the end of 1916 Haig had become convinced that the next major British offensive effort should take place in Flanders and, specifically, in the Ypres Salient. His belief was emphatically not based on reasons of sentiment; there were many practical reasons for launching an offensive at Ypres. This was in stark contrast to the selection of the Somme area that had essentially been chosen only because the French and British fronts joined there and the French could therefore keep their eye on the British efforts. The main strategic importance of the Ypres area lay in its proximity to the Channel ports. Whilst the Germans threatened Ypres they also threatened the main British cross-Channel routes that ended at Dunkirk, Calais and Boulogne. These could not be considered entirely secure until the Germans had been driven back. But the reverse was also true. Operations in Flanders would benefit from shortened supply lines back to Britain, and from the British perspective, Ypres lay tantalizingly close to the German-controlled ports of Ostend and Zeebrugge that were linked by canal to Bruges. Since their capture in 1914 these had become major German naval bases from which destroyers, submarines and minelayers could emerge into the English Channel. The submarine menace was especially grave as hundreds of thousands of tons of Allied shipping were being sunk every month, to the consternation of the Admiralty. Thus a successful offensive from Ypres would both remove the threat from the British-controlled Channel ports and eject the Germans from their vital naval bases. An independent combined operation on the German bases was too expensive and risky an undertaking, while an assault directly along the coast was impossible due to the flooding in 1914 of the River Yser along the coastal segment of the Western Front from Nieuport to Dixmude. Haig’s answer was a general advance from the Ypres Salient coupled with a coastal landing once the main attack had been successful in overcoming the successive German lines of defence which lay on the ridges east of Ypres.


A second strategic attraction of a Flanders campaign was that the German Army would surely have to stand and fight. Retirement would be impossible if they were not to lose both the Channel ports and the important railway junction town of Roulers that lay just 5 miles beyond the Passchendaele Ridge. Haig believed, not without justification, that the German Army had suffered terrible losses during the fighting on the Somme and at Verdun and he was optimistic that further shattering blows delivered by twin British and French offensives would break down their remaining resistance. It was this belief that would be tested in 1917.


A third factor was the sheer inconvenience of the British tactical situation in the Ypres Salient. Born in the heat of desperate battle, the British trenches were overlooked from every vantage point by an enemy who were able to fire directly into them from three sides. Logically, the British should have evacuated the Salient and thus straightened their line along tactically superior positions; but logic did not allow for the emotional significance of the blood-soaked ground. Nevertheless, the drip, drip, drip of casualties in the Ypres Salient was a never-ending painful drain on British manpower resources. A successful offensive would hopefully eradicate the problem of the Salient.


For these reasons Haig had favoured a Flanders offensive since his appointment as Commander-in-Chief, but had been forestalled by the increased requirements of the Somme offensive in 1916. Nevertheless, extensive planning and preparations had been got under way. The German positions on the Messines Ridge lying to the immediate south of Ypres posed an obvious threat to any operations driving east from the Salient onto the Gheluvelt Plateau and Pilckem Ridge. As early as July 1915 General Sir Herbert Plumer, commander of the Second Army, had sanctioned the commencement of a series of mines designed to blast the Germans from their perch, prior to any main offensive that might be launched. The planning process continued throughout 1916 until it crystallized at the Chantilly Conference called on 15 November to discuss the Allied plans for 1917. This conference and subsequent high-level meetings endorsed a series of key decisions. The main Allied effort was to be centred on British and French offensives launched on the Western Front, but simultaneous offensives were to be launched on the Russian and Italian fronts in an attempt to prevent the Germans from using their central strategic position to switch their reserves in turn from front to front. The British were to renew the Somme offensive in the spring, but then switch their main effort to Flanders in the summer. This complied not only with Haig’s long-standing plans, but also with instructions received from the War Committee of Prime Minister Herbert Asquith’s British Cabinet, which indicated that there was no operation of war they regarded as of greater importance than the expulsion of the Germans from the Belgian coast.


Following the Chantilly Conference, Haig requested Plumer to submit his plans for an attack at Ypres as soon as possible. However, when Plumer responded with his detailed proposals on 12 December they were to be a disappointment to Haig. The naturally cautious Plumer had restricted his horizons to the capture of the Messines Ridge and the low-lying Pilckem Ridge immediately to the east of Ypres. This was hardly the broad-ranging offensive to clear the Belgian coast that Haig envisaged. He sought a second opinion and called in General Sir Henry Rawlinson, the commander of the Fourth Army that had borne the brunt of the Somme offensive, with the intention of giving him responsibility for the northern sector of the attack.


However, these nascent plans for a Flanders offensive were to be rudely disrupted by political and military developments on both sides of the Channel. Firstly, General Joseph Joffre, the enigmatic French Commander-in-Chief since the outbreak of war, finally paid the price for his many failures and was dismissed. On 12 December the French government selected as his successor General Robert Nivelle, who had attracted great admiration for two successful counter-attacks launched in the closing months of the Battle of Verdun. These limited attacks had restricted themselves to an advance of just 2,500 yards following a concentrated artillery bombardment that had smashed the German front-line defences. Nivelle believed he could extrapolate from this experience a magic formula for success without tears – a complete breakthrough following an intensive, scientifically targeted bombardment on a wide front – all without the punitive casualties that had befallen previous Allied offensives.


In the same month, in Britain the faltering Asquith administration finally fell. The new Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, although a Liberal, had attained his position through successfully attracting Conservatives, dissatisfied with the supine Asquith, by promising to prosecute the war more vigorously – including the pursuit of the ‘knockout blow’. It had been a tortuous process for Lloyd George to attract the support he needed for his premiership from men who had loathed him in his former incarnation as Liberal Chancellor of the Exchequer. Part of the price they extracted was a definitely ‘tongue in cheek’ promise from Lloyd George to abstain from interference in the generals’ military conduct of the war. Yet Lloyd George had been appalled by the Somme battles and was determined to reduce the level of British casualties. His preference had moved from an increased commitment in the Balkans to making the main Allied effort against the Austro-Hungarian Army in north-eastern Italy. He reasoned that this would force the Italian Army into bearing a far greater share of the war effort than had hitherto been the case, reinforced by a contribution of British and French artillery and troops.


Had the Austrians been beaten on the Italian Front it would have been imperative for them to withdraw several divisions and batteries from their Eastern Front. The Germans would therefore have to extend and thus weaken their lines on the same front. That would have eased the position for the hard-pressed Russians and Rumanians and would have given them time to reform and recover their fighting strength. In the alternative the Germans would have withdrawn divisions from France and made a break-through on that front a more feasible operation.7


David Lloyd George, Prime Minister


This ‘Italian plan’ was pursued by Lloyd George at the Allied Conference held in Rome in January 1917. The combination of professional military scepticism from the British and French High Commands, coupled with the Italians’ forthright rejection of their proposed central role in this scheme of things, meant that the plan was stillborn. This left Nivelle putting forward his proposals as the only real alternative worth considering. After the Somme Lloyd George distrusted Haig and his offensive plans, and to him Nivelle’s proposals seemed exactly the kind of imaginative scheme he preferred. Lloyd George’s overriding priority was to avoid British casualties and the best method he could see to achieve this was to inveigle others to take up the brunt of the fighting. Here were Nivelle and the French government offering to pick up the poisoned chalice and Lloyd George was more than happy to pass it to them. Haig had his doubts about Nivelle but he was impressed by his intellectual vigour and he also saw the advantages of letting France take the lead in a major offensive on the Western Front. After all, if it succeeded, much would be achieved; but even a failed French offensive would further drain German stamina and make them more vulnerable to the hammer blows Haig still had planned for Flanders. With Haig and Lloyd George both agreeable, even if for different reasons, the Nivelle plan was accepted.


Nevertheless, planning for an Ypres offensive continued and in January 1917 Plumer was prodded to spice up his plan to take account of the opportunities that it was presumed would follow the launch of the Nivelle offensive. The overall intention was to break out towards Roulers before turning the main thrust towards the German naval bases on the coast. A second attack would be launched from the area of Nieuport directly along the coast in conjunction with a combined operation to land troops on the coast near Ostend. On 30 January Plumer again responded with caution, proposing a simultaneous attack on the Messines Ridge, the Pilckem Ridge and part of the Gheluvelt Plateau as the first stage of the operation. He then envisaged a series of thrusts across the Gheluvelt Plateau leading up onto the Passchendaele Ridge before instigating the right hook to the Belgian coast that would trigger the advance from Nieuport and the sea landings. Plumer, from long experience, was very conscious of the logistical restrictions imposed on any operations by the cramped conditions in the Ypres Salient and Rawlinson, in commenting on the plans, was in full agreement with these concerns. Taking a position broadly in support of Plumer’s plans, Rawlinson was extremely wary of the prospects for any attack on the Pilckem Ridge whilst the Germans remained in control of the Gheluvelt Plateau. He therefore proposed that an accelerated assault on the Messines Ridge be followed forty-eight to seventy-two hours later by a combined attack on the Gheluvelt Plateau and Pilckem Ridge. This was the bare minimum time needed to allow the artillery to move into new positions ready to support the next attacks.


Haig had another option in mind, one proposed on 14 February by a special planning section under Colonel C. N. Macmullen of the General Staff at GHQ. This scheme proposed a simultaneous assault on Messines, Gheluvelt and Pilckem but overcame the logistical difficulties this would entail for the artillery by assigning the capture of the Gheluvelt Plateau to the Tank Corps. It envisaged an attack without artillery preparation by massed tanks. Unfortunately, this novel scheme did not withstand serious scrutiny as it soon became apparent that the combination of bad terrain, unsuitable for tanks, and their excessive vulnerability to artillery fire whilst passing through the narrow defiles between the woods that littered the Plateau, rendered the scheme utterly unfeasible as a serious operation of war.


Haig seems to have been torn between his desire to attack simultaneously along the whole Ypres front and the logistical imperatives imposed by the nature of the Salient. After the collapse of the tank plan, he seems to have accepted the rationale of the arguments put forward by Plumer and Rawlinson, but he was obviously unhappy with what he saw as their lack of real offensive spirit. His response, in effect, was to ‘shoot the messenger’ and once again he began to look elsewhere amongst his senior army commanders to find one more sympathetic to his own overall aspirations.


Meanwhile Nivelle had centre stage. The essence of his plan was for the French Army to launch a surprise attack supported by a crushing artillery barrage that would rupture the German front line along the Chemin des Dames, focusing on the Soissons–Rheims area. The confidently predicted breakthrough would allow a vigorous exploitation leading to the collapse of the whole German front, rendering the proposed Flanders operations unnecessary and presaging a rapid and victorious end to the war. The British role was confined to taking over responsibility for a further section of the Western Front from the French and the commitment to launch a diversionary offensive at Arras to draw German reserves away from the critical area.


Any illusion of harmony between the British and French did not last long, as tensions between Lloyd George, Haig and Nivelle simmered not far below the surface. On 26 February, at the Calais Conference held between the British War Cabinet and the French Government, Lloyd George made a decisive intervention that appalled his own generals and soured his relationship with them for the rest of the war. Without warning he gave wholehearted support to Nivelle’s position and, furthermore, took the unprecedented action of subordinating Haig to Nivelle for the duration of the offensive. Haig was naturally dumbfounded and took serious umbrage. He fought back, exploiting his many personal contacts in the military establishment, the press, sympathetic politicians and even the royal family. At first Lloyd George was disposed to face Haig down, and he even secretly canvassed support amongst the War Cabinet for a proposal to dismiss him out of hand. To his horror he found that his ministers were not openly willing to risk the public opprobrium that would be aroused if Haig, who just a few months before had been promoted to Field Marshal, were now to be dismissed in such controversial circumstances. Thus Haig remained in place and, as a sop to his pride, was granted definite permission to launch his Flanders offensive should Nivelle fail in his grand scheme.


In March 1917 the plans for the British diversionary offensive at Arras were partially compromised by the German tactical withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line from the precarious salient they had occupied between Arras and the old Somme battlefields. This retirement to a shorter, better sited and meticulously prepared series of defensive lines meant that the chances of any serious breakthrough were greatly reduced. It was also an illustration of what the British should have done to remove the Ypres Salient. Nevertheless, the Battle of Arras was launched on 9 April and the capture of Vimy Ridge crowned a day of great success built on the foundations of an artillery bombardment almost three times the strength and weight of that which presaged the attack on the Somme. However, despite this promising start, the operations soon bogged down in a series of minimal advances achieved at an increasing cost in casualties.


Finally, on 16 April, after delays caused by bad weather, the Nivelle offensive itself was launched against the Chemin des Dames. The result was catastrophic to the Allied cause. Nivelle’s previously effective use of surprise in his relatively minor counter-attacks at Verdun proved impossible to replicate in a gigantic offensive deploying hundreds of thousands of men. French security was breached and the Germans, forewarned and forearmed, were ready for the French poilus. In reality, for all his plausible manner, Nivelle had nothing new to offer. The casualties were dreadful, adding up to some 115,000 men in just ten days, and French morale collapsed in the most spectacular fashion. The flame of mutiny, flickering at first but growing increasingly strong, spread through the disaffected French troops. Whole units disobeyed their officers and it was clear that the French would be incapable of serious offensive action for the near future, although it seemed the troops were willing to act in a defensive capacity to protect their homeland. This disastrous state of affairs was not made immediately apparent to either Haig or the British government. Nivelle paid the price of his monstrous failure and was summarily dismissed. His replacement was General Philippe Pétain, whom many saw as the real hero of Verdun; the man who had organized the grim defence when everything seemed lost was now cast as the saviour of all France.


Another factor in the progressively worsening situation was the developing consequences of the Russian Revolution in March 1917 and subsequent formation of a Liberal/Socialist Provisional Government under Alexander Kerensky. Although Russia remained in the war and indeed as a swan song launched a last disastrous offensive in July, it became increasingly obvious that Russian support could not be relied upon in the longer term. A separate peace treaty was always a distinct possibility following the fall of the Tsar.


On 1 May Haig summarized his views on the overall position on the Western Front in a paper sent to the War Cabinet.


The guiding principles are those which have proved successful in war from time immemorial, viz., that the first step must always be to wear down the enemy’s power of resistance and to continue to do so until he is so weakened that he will be unable to withstand a decisive blow; then with all one’s forces to deliver the decisive blow and finally to reap the fruits of victory. The enemy has already been weakened appreciably, but time is required to wear down his great numbers of troops. The situation is not yet ripe for the decisive blow. We must therefore continue to wear down the enemy until his power of resistance has been further reduced. The cause of General Nivelle’s comparative failure appears primarily to have been a miscalculation in this respect, and the remedy now is to return to wearing down methods for a further period, the duration of which cannot yet be calculated.8


Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, GHQ


Haig was left in a powerful position by the failure of Lloyd George’s protégé Nivelle and he pressed home his advantage. On 4 and 5 May, at the Franco-British Military and Inter-Allied Conferences held in Paris, it was agreed that the decisive rupture of the German lines was no longer likely, but that future attacks should concentrate on limited objectives strictly within the zone that could be dominated by the mass of supporting artillery. Lloyd George, from his equal and opposite position of weakness, could do little other than to exhort the French to keep on attacking alongside the British and piously to support the supremacy of generals in deciding the time, place and methodology to be employed in such attacks. Haig accepted his victory gracefully enough in his diary, but even he must have felt some flickering of emotion at this abject climb-down.


Mr Lloyd George made two excellent speeches in which he stated that he had no pretensions to be a strategist, that he left that to his military advisors, that I, as C. in C. of the British Forces in France had full power to attack where and when I thought best. He (Mr L. G.) did not wish to know the plan, or where or when any attack would take place. Briefly, he wished the French Government to treat their Commanders on the same lines. His speeches were quite excellent.9


Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, GHQ


The overall policy was to cause maximum damage to the Germans whilst conserving Allied strength ready for the decisive offensive in the following year. Although the state of Russia remained of great concern, the entry into the war of the United States of America in April, provoked by the German policy of unrestricted submarine warfare, offered the hope of new armies of willing soldiers in 1918.


Haig considered that he now had a free hand for his Flanders offensive and by then he had identified the man he considered to have the thrusting qualities needed to take advantage of any opportunities that might arise if the German resistance suddenly cracked under successive hammer blows. His choice, General Sir Hubert Gough, commander of the Fifth Army, was relatively young for such a senior figure at 47, with a reputation for impatience and a willingness to push on at all costs. Haig regarded him as ideal to press on relentlessly in the face of the difficulties that were bound to arise in clearing the Ypres ridges, whilst as a cavalryman he would ensure that any exploitation after a breakout was carried out with the necessary vim and vigour. These qualities were considered sufficient to outweigh his lack of familiarity with the prevailing conditions and topography of the Ypres Salient. As a result of his selection to command the main operations, Rawlinson was left solely with responsibility for the coastal operations, whilst Plumer took charge of the capture of the Messines Ridge.


On 7 May, at a meeting of his army commanders at Doullens, Haig unveiled his final plans.


The objective of the French and British will now be to wear down and exhaust the enemy’s resistance by systematically attacking him by surprise. When this end has been achieved the main blow will be struck by the British forces operating from the Ypres front, with the eventual object of securing the Belgian coast and connecting with the Dutch frontier.10


Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, GHQ


The offensive at Arras, originally a diversion for Nivelle’s ill-fated attack, would be continued to keep up the overall pressure and, of course, hopefully divert German attention from the imminent Flanders operations. On 7 June Plumer would launch his attack on the Messines Ridge. Some weeks later Gough would then launch the main offensive from the body of the Ypres Salient onto the Pilckem Ridge and the Gheluvelt Plateau. In the interval the French, Italians and Russians had promised to launch limited offensives to help exhaust the German reserves and fighting spirit. On 16 May Haig was finally given express approval from the War Cabinet on condition that the French co-operated fully in launching limited but powerful offensives to play their part in the overall scheme.


Unfortunately it was now clear to the French just how dire their situation was as the spread of mutinies accelerated towards the end of May. It was soon apparent to British liaison officers that the French did not regard their promise to launch a subsidiary attack as a firm commitment. This left Haig in a quandary. His Flanders offensive had been conceived with due allowance for diversionary attacks from the French to confuse the German High Command as to where the main thrust was being planned. If he cancelled the offensive through lack of proper French support, then he feared that the Germans might prove curious as to why the Allies were not attacking – and in their curiosity uncover the dreadful malaise afflicting the French Army of which they would surely take full advantage. Although the French claimed that their men would fight to defend their homeland if attacked, their troops surely could not be relied upon under the extreme stresses and all the attendant horrors of a full-scale German offensive on their lines. On the other hand, if Haig continued his offensive alone then the Germans would be able to concentrate all their resources to throw him back in Flanders.


At a meeting on 18 May Haig tried to pin down Pétain as to what exactly he intended. Pétain promised a series of summer attacks that would be generally helpful to the British aims; but, with some justification, pointed out that the distant objectives of the Flanders offensive were hardly in line with the attacks for limited objectives that had been agreed in Paris. Haig replied that he intended successive attacks each with limited objectives.


As the wearing down process continues, advanced guards and cavalry will be able to progress for much longer distances profiting by the enemy’s demoralisation until a real decision is reached.11


Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, GHQ


Haig was dissembling, of course, but in Pétain’s fraught circumstances he was more than willing to let the British attack and as an encouragement offered the use of six French divisions to join in the main Ypres offensive. This was enough to convince Haig and the British government that their French allies really would play their part. The stage was set for the curtain to go up on the Battle of Messines as the overture to the Flanders offensive that would eventually be known by the reviled name of Passchendaele.




CHAPTER TWO


MESSINES


Every gun opened fire at once and the mines were exploded. The very earth swayed with the force of the explosions. The ground appeared to open, flames shot up into the sky, making night like day and it seemed as though we were looking into the bowels of the earth. The machine guns opened fire. It was veritable inferno, a hell upon earth.1


Signaller George Stewart, 16th Divisional Signal Company, Royal Engineers


The Messines Ridge had been lost to the Germans in the First Battle of Ypres in 1914. Although not particularly high at 260 feet above sea level, in a land of hillocks it still provided the Germans with an excellent observation platform from which their artillery observers could peer down behind the British lines, gazing right into the innards of the Ypres Salient as it stretched away northwards. The attack on Messines was to be conducted by the Second Army and masterminded by General Sir Herbert Plumer. Having been a tutor when Haig attended Staff College in 1896, he had to endure being called ‘old man’ by his former pupil – even though he was in fact only four years older. Plumer had a sound mind that allowed him to apply basic military principles to a given situation without becoming overexcited and, above all, with an eye for the common-sense solution. Army commanders responsible for hundreds of thousands of men were of necessity remote figures, yet Plumer was successful in creating at least the illusion of close, personal contact with the men under his command, whilst still maintaining the strict discipline essential to overall efficiency. His avuncular nature was illustrated by an amusing, if dangerously apocryphal, story circulating amongst his officers.


The Army Staff under Plumer had a conference on discipline at which dissatisfaction was expressed at the saluting of the Canadians. ‘Plum’ let it go on for a while and then broke in with, ‘Well, gentlemen, I don’t think there’s very much wrong with the saluting of the Canadians. Nearly every Canadian I salute returns it!’ That brought it to an end.2


Major Roderick Macleod, 240th Brigade, Royal Field Artillery


[image: images]


Plumer formed an extremely close and harmonious working relationship with his chief of staff, Major General Charles Harington, also known as Tim, who had been with him since June 1916. Together they had built up a reputation for meticulous preparation and attention to detail in all their headquarters staff work.


They are a wonderful combination, much the most popular, as a team, of any of the Army Commanders. They are the most even-tempered pair of warriors in the whole war or any other war. The troops love them. When a division is rattled for any reason, either because of heavy casualties or because it thinks it has had unfair treatment, it is sent to Second Army and at once becomes as happy as sandboys. The two men are so utterly different in appearance. Plumer, placid and peaceful looking, rather like an elderly grey-moustached Cupid. Harington, always rather fine drawn and almost haggard. Neither has ever been known to lose their temper.3


Brigadier General John Charteris, Intelligence Section, GHQ


The seeds of their plan to take the Messines Ridge lay in the series of mines planted under the German front line as early as 1915. These had been assiduously extended over the years until by spring 1917 there were twenty-one mines fully primed for action containing nearly a million pounds of high explosive. At the culmination of a preliminary four-day artillery bombardment, these were finally to be detonated amidst a hurricane of shellfire. At zero hour, nine infantry divisions from the X, IX and II Anzac Corps, supported by seventy-two tanks, would attack on a broad front stretching from Mount Sorrel in the north to St Yves 10 miles to the south. Three further divisions would provide a tactical reserve. An advance of 1,500 yards to capture the German defensive positions on the front crest of the Messines Ridge – or what remained of them – was all that Plumer’s original plan for the first day had envisaged. Haig, however, sought to capitalize on the opportunities he felt sure would appear. He insisted that the German second line, based on the back crest of the ridge and the village of Wytschaete, should also be seized in the first thrust. Furthermore, after a short phase of consolidation in the afternoon, the advance was to be continued down the rear slope of the ridge with the intention of capturing the German guns and grabbing the German defensive positions of the Oosttaverne Line. In all this entailed a fairly ambitious advance of some 3,000 yards.
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